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When it came to his best friend, Joey would do just about anything. He listened quietly to the sound of his parents getting ready for bed and waited impatiently for his father to turn off the late news on their bedroom television. Noise drained from the house like used bathwater, leaving nothing but the tick of Joey’s small, battery-operated alarm clock. Even Martin, his little brother, lay still in the nursery.

It was time.

If Mr. Kratz had been holding Joey’s own summer hostage, he would never have crept from his bed, dressed, paused in the bathroom for a secret ingredient, and then slipped down the stairs through the empty rooms. But he wasn’t doing this for himself. He was doing it for Zach. He and Zach shared the same dream. It was a baseball dream, and one they planned on realizing together.

It wasn’t fair, that was for sure. Mr. Kratz was the toughest teacher in sixth grade. It wasn’t just his dark, hairy knuckles and the way he snuffled and snorted at the beginnings and ends of his sentences. Stories of Mr. Kratz’s mind-bending tests, backbreaking homework, and failing final grades crept all the way down into the elementary school, rivaling Snow White’s evil witch, Jack’s giant, and Cinderella’s stepmother. Joey escaped most of Mr. Kratz’s thick-browed scowls by working harder than almost anyone in science class, but Zach wasn’t put together that way. Either things came easily to Zach, or he seemed to have little use for them.

Throughout the year, Zach fell short, and throughout the year, Mr. Kratz gathered his bulk by adjusting the big leather belt he wore as a boundary between his massive upper and lower body and warned Zack—along with a surprising portion of the rest of the class—that failure meant summer school. No exceptions.

Everyone knew about Mr. Kratz’s field lab on the last Saturday before the end of school. That famous trip by the morning train to the Beaver River Biological Field Station often tilted the balance between passing and failing the class because of the extra credit you got for going. When Mr. Kratz heard the news about the Little League championship game being held on the same day as his field trip, he snorted, rumbled, and asked, “What’s that got to do with me?”

Mr. Kratz loved Beaver River. The floppy felt hat he wore every day came from the field station’s gift shop, purchased more than thirty years ago when Mr. Kratz was a college student with dreams of scientific fame. Maybe that’s why Mr. Kratz possessed such a heavy scowl—because long ago his dreams of Nobel prizes or being on the cover of Science magazine had been sent to bed without any supper.

In the back corner of the fridge, Joey found a ziplock bag. He fiddled around, doctoring up its contents, then crammed the bag into the pocket of his jeans before slipping into the garage. Joey’s garage smelled like concrete. The sound of his feet scuffing across the floor filled the darkness. He located a second baggie on his father’s workbench and tucked that into his back pocket along with a flat-head screwdriver.

He then lifted his bike over the threshold of the side door before walking it down the driveway. He avoided the bright cone of light from the streetlight that marked the line between his yard and the Guthries’ next door. With a final glance back at his quiet house, Joey mounted the bike and took off into the night. The thrill of the darkness, the quiet, and breaking the rules fueled his pumping legs. The clank of gears only increased his speed. Like a rocket, he shot past the low stone walls marking the entrance to his development.

It wasn’t often people turned left out of Windward because Windward was the last major home development before the roads turned rural and the homes were a hodgepodge of run-down saltboxes, trailers, and old farmhouses, bent and staggering under the weight of time. After Windward, things quickly turned country.

County Road 347 went due south, and if you kept on it for several miles, you’d run smack-dab into the Bickford State Forest Preserve. If you followed 347 and its eastward jog around the forest, you’d see a red mailbox marking the long dirt road that led to a cabin tucked away in the woods like a hidden kingdom for wood elves, fairies, or goblins. Joey knew where Mr. Kratz lived because Joey’s mother had been a customer for years, buying lots of the great man’s wild blackberry jam and a case of his honey at the end of each summer.

Joey pumped his legs in the dark, keeping to the shoulder of the road and shivering at the inky blackness between the trees on either side of the road. Above, the light of a full moon struggled through a thick mist like a flashlight behind a bedsheet. Droplets almost too small to matter had begun to drift down, and they tickled Joey’s face if he held up his chin. At the corner where Route 347 met Cherry Valley Road stood an abandoned church with a steeple stripped of its paint by time and whitened by the sun. The empty socket where a bell once hung stared down at Joey, and the doorless entrance gaped wide like an ogre’s mouth. Joey slowed and got down off his bike, walking it into the weedy lot where churchgoers long ago probably parked their wagons.

“Zach?” Joey’s voice died quickly in the mist. He cleared his throat and barked louder. “Zach, are you here?”

No reply, and that annoyed him because Zach was always late. He peered down Cherry Valley Road in the direction of Zach’s house, straining his eyes and huffing impatiently. Then he froze. From inside the pit of that empty doorway came the sound of groaning, creaking floorboards.

The hair on Joey’s neck jumped to attention. Goose bumps riddled his arms. He opened his mouth to scold Zach, but if it was Zach inside the church, his bike should be somewhere, standing in the weeds. There was no bike in the moonlight.

Joey’s mind spun like a top. Had their secret plan been discovered? Had Zach spilled the beans? If so, who was in the church?

“Hey!”

The voice coming from the belly of the church was low and gruff. Fear grabbed Joey by the throat because he could think of only one person who it might be: Kratz, the giant ogre.

The footsteps kept coming, stomping now.

A figure stirred in the deep shadows of the doorway. Joey’s brain screamed to run, but his legs stood frozen in the damp weeds.
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A shadowy figure leaped from the doorway and bolted down the steps straight for Joey. “Boo!”

Joey shrieked and his legs found their way. He dropped his bike and bolted for the road. His feet hit the pavement, heading for home, when the mad cackling from the church steps became a howl of delight.

Joey spun and screamed. “Zach! Are you nuts? Are you kidding? I’m out here in the middle of the night to try to save your butt and you’re goofing around?”

Zach staggered toward him, wiping the tears from his eyes and snaking an arm around Joey’s neck, hugging him close and shaking with delight.

Finally Zach’s laughter subsided enough for him to speak. “Did you ... did you pee your pants, bro?”

“Stop laughing. It’s not that funny.”

“You had to hear your voice. Bro, you were killing me.” Zach caught his breath and let out a ragged and satisfied sigh. Black hair spiked the top of his head, as always, and his small dark eyes gathered enough of the hidden moon to light up. “Awesome.”

“Where’s your bike, anyway?”

Zach walked over to the corner of the small wooden building, reached into the damp weeds, and righted his machine. “It’s soaked, bro.”

“Good, so’s mine.” Joey raised his own bike, his voice dripping with disgust. “Now let’s go.”

Joey pumped his pedals and burned off the annoyance he felt at Zach’s foolery. The mist built up on his face so that he had to lick his lips and wipe his eyes. The road stayed dark and except for the quiet click of their bike sprockets and hiss of their tires on the wet pavement, they might have been in a silent dream. They pedaled without speaking for a couple of miles, winding through the trees, up and down hills, until they came to a dirt cut in the road and the red mailbox.

Joey got off his bike and Zach copied him.

“Man, is that creepy.” Zach stared at the hole in the trees where the dirt road quickly melted away. Spanish moss hung in limp strands, and evil little nooks and crannies infected the trunks and limbs of the twisted old trees leaning out and over the dirt driveway.

“I don’t think he even has electricity.” Joey spoke in a whisper. Even though it felt like he and Zach were the only two people on the planet, he knew Mr. Kratz lay—hopefully asleep—in the heart of this darkness, tucked into a snug corner of his cabin like an overgrown weevil.

Zach shook his head. “Guy is such a freak.”

Joey hid his bike in the wild hedge on the other side of the road.

“You don’t want to ride?” Zach asked, even though he followed Joey’s lead.

Joey crossed the road and started down the path. “This driveway is too bumpy. We’re better off walking.”

Zach stayed close, and quickly the moonlight was gone. Joey took the cell phone from his pocket, opened it, and used its meager light to avoid the biggest ruts and stones. It seemed like forever, but finally a fuzzy patch of light appeared and Mr. Kratz’s cabin materialized. Joey pocketed the phone and stopped at the edge of the small clearing. The barn loomed even bigger than Joey remembered it, dwarfing the log cabin. Between the two buildings, Mr. Kratz’s rusty red compact pickup slept like a guard dog in a dirt patch.

Zach shivered. “Oh, man.”

Even a whisper sounded too loud, so Joey barely spoke.

“You should have studied for the last test like I told you.” Joey bit down on his lower lip, scared and angry that he was even here doing this.

“I tried. Not everybody’s as smart as you,” Zach hissed quietly in Joey’s ear. “Is this gonna work?”

“You got a better idea?” Joey asked in a hushed voice.

Zach shook his head, and Joey crept forward toward the pickup truck and into the pale light of the moon. Joey studied the setting carefully, looking for any kind of movement and listening for any sound. The homestead was still and lifeless. From his back pocket, he removed the screwdriver and the baggie from his father’s workbench. He knelt down in front of the truck, took one final look around, then lay on his back in the dirt and squirmed underneath the engine.

Zach squirmed in beside him and without speaking Joey opened his phone and handed it to Zach, pointing at the fuel pump, where he wanted the light. Joey fumbled with the clamp he’d taken from his father’s workbench, fished it around the fuel line, then inserted the loose end into the little collar and began to cinch it down with the screwdriver. Zach’s breathing grew heavy and excited. Joey wanted to tell him to be quiet; he was afraid of making too much noise. Being wedged in under Mr. Kratz’s truck in the darkness with his legs sticking out was the scariest thing he’d ever experienced or imagined.

That was until he heard the low, guttural snarl at his feet, a wet snort, and the killer snap of big sharp teeth.

A pathetic whine escaped Zach’s throat and his eyes bulged. “Joey, is that a dog?”
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Not only was it a dog, it was one of the biggest, nastiest dogs Joey had ever seen. Kept on a thick chain fastened to an old mill wheel during the summer, the dog Mr. Kratz called Daisy snarled and slobbered and howled at Mr. Kratz’s customers until he emerged from the workshop in his barn and uttered one inaudible word. Daisy then wilted like the flower he was named after.

Joey knew about the dog but had no idea what Mr. Kratz did with it at night. That’s why he’d carefully surveyed the homestead before trapping himself and his best friend under the front end of the pickup. From what he’d seen and heard, he had concluded the dog must be put inside at night.

Now he knew different.

“Joey. Oh my God.” Zach was practically crying, and he grabbed Joey’s wrist so that Joey had to twist it before he could yank it free.

“Let go of me, you bonehead.”

Joey’s hand snaked into his other pocket. His fingers groped for the cold baggie, yanking it free and tearing it open with his other hand. With a low whistle, he tossed a ball of ground meat out into the dirt.

“Good boy,” Joey whispered. “Here, boy. Here, Daisy.”

He tossed another scrap. Daisy snarled louder and sniffed the air, then padded around behind the front tire to gobble up the meat.

“That’s a good boy.” Joey emptied the entire baggy to the tune of snapping teeth, snorting, and slobbering.

“How much of that stuff do you have?”

“I’m out.”

“Now what?” Zach asked, still paralyzed with panic.

“Relax.”

Daisy paced back and forth, sniffing at their feet before he came around by the tire, gave one final snort, then lay down in the dirt so they could see his wet muzzle and the glow of front teeth. He put his head on his front paws, then rolled over on his side, twitched a bit, then began to snore.

“You killed it?” Zach asked in an excited whisper.

“No. Don’t you hear it snoring?”

“Okay, let’s go.”

“I’m not finished.”
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Zach stayed rigid. The cell phone trembled in his hand, but its light was steady enough for Joey to complete the job. He cinched the clamp down tight enough to strangle the fuel line when Mr. Kratz drove to the train station in the morning.

“Okay, let’s go.”

They wiggled their way out from under the truck. Daisy’s barrel chest heaved up and down peacefully. They tiptoed slowly and quietly for the first few steps, but the farther they got, the more panic overtook them and soon they were both sprinting as fast as their legs would carry them down the dirt driveway, heading for the road, each holding his phone in the air to light the way. Joey went down once, tripping on a tree root, but hit the ground, bounced, rolled, and came up running.

When they reached the road, they yanked their bikes from the hedge, mounted them on the run, and pedaled away like mad.

At the crossroads they dismounted in the church’s weedy lot and slapped high fives. Zach arched his back and tilted his head to the hidden moon, letting out a howl to scare a wolf. They both laughed and Zach hugged Joey until Joey had no choice but to hug him back.

“My best friend is the greatest!” Zach yelled at the moon. “The best ever!”

Joey’s face grew warm. “Let’s hope it works.”

“Of course it will work. How could it not work? You choked off his fuel line. You’re a genius.”

Joey could think of about ten things off the top of his head, most of all if the truck didn’t get far enough from the cabin, or if it got too close to civilization, or if it conked out in some small pocket where there was cell service so that Mr. Kratz could somehow get another ride and make what was the last train in the morning on time. But instead of going through the list, he shrugged and said, “I guess you’re right. It should work.”

“It will work. V for victory.” Zach held up his first two fingers and spread them wide in a V.

“Well, we better get going.” Joey kicked up the stand on his bike.

Zach did the same. “Yup, we got trophies waiting for us tomorrow. You’re the man.”

“Make sure you’re at the train station,” Joey said. “If it doesn’t work, you sure don’t want to be in summer school. You can’t play for Center State select if that happens.”

“Stop worrying. We’re both gonna make the all-star team, even if we don’t win the championship.”

“But if we win it, it’s a lock. The champion team gets two automatic spots on the all-stars, and if you miss the championship game? It might hurt your chances with the voting.”

“I’m sure you could win it without me. Even if you don’t, we’re both gonna make the all-stars. How could we not?”

“You’re sure? How could we not?” Joey stared at him for a second in the darkness. “Cut it out, will you? You think I’d be out here doing this if it was a sure thing? The only sure thing is that there’s no sure thing. Who always says that?”

Joey didn’t wait for the answer. “Your dad, that’s who.”

“Okay by me.” Zach shrugged. “Trust me, I’m dying to play in the championship and get one of those monster trophies. We got so robbed last year. Remember Jake Tennison walking seven kids in the bottom of the sixth? Seven. Now we get to bring home the iron, thanks to my bro.”

Joey climbed up on his bike. He and Zach called each other bro because they felt like brothers. “Okay, enough talk. See you in the morning, bro.”

“I’ll be there.”

They slapped another high five and rode off their separate ways.

By the time Joey got back, the mist had turned to a thick fog and he was nice and wet. He snuck inside and upstairs, changing into a dry T-shirt and boxers before climbing into bed. Instead of falling right to sleep, Joey stared at the ceiling. Little pale green dinosaur shapes glowed down on him, plastic decorations from a time years ago when he couldn’t get enough of dinosaurs. He usually didn’t even see them, but how often did he lie awake in bed? Zach wouldn’t be lying awake, that was certain.

Almost nothing bothered Zach, and in this case, his friend’s happy-go-lucky attitude made Joey even more uptight. All the possibilities that would enable Mr. Kratz to show up—frazzled but on time at the train station tomorrow morning at seven thirty, just in time for the field trip—played over and over in Joey’s mind. Finally, he got up and walked down the hall for a drink in the bathroom his family shared.

The streetlight bled through the fog and the lacy white curtains enough for him to fill the glass without flipping the switch. He looked at himself in the mirrored medicine cabinet door, just a glance, then looked again, not at himself but at the door. It was ajar. Behind it were his parents’ things. Joey opened it and looked at the bottles of pills, razors, creams, pads, and tubes of makeup. He reached up and turned a pill bottle to the left ever so slightly, then closed the door tight.

He stepped back and looked at the mirror. Now he couldn’t remember if the door had been slightly open before or shut tight. He opened it slightly again, bothered that he had to be so precise but knowing that, with his mother, he did. He left it as it was and turned to go.

Martin’s bedroom door—his mom called the big old closet a nursery—was open and Joey peeked in. His little brother lay sprawled out on top of the covers with his head tilted back and his mouth wide-open, snoring softly. Joey crept to the end of the hall and peeked in on his parents, two silent mountains under their covers. He stood there, even when his mom stirred and sat up, blinking.

“Joey? What’s wrong?”
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Joey shifted his feet. The urge to tell her what he’d done swelled inside him. It wasn’t that he was exactly scared of his mom, but there was something about her presence. She was a sheriff’s deputy, tall, thick boned, and blond—people said he looked just like her—but her authority didn’t come from the badge; it came from the burning light in her eyes. The consequences of spilling the beans danced around in his head. He shut his mouth and regrouped.

“Can’t sleep.”

“Well, you’ve got a big game tomorrow, so you better try.” She lay back down and pulled the covers over her head with a snap.

“Okay.” Joey turned and went to bed.

Sometime much later, he nodded off.

There was nothing he loved more than baseball.

The smooth wood of the bat handle was made for his hands. He felt, gripping it tight, that it connected him to the rest of the universe like an astronaut’s tether in space. He swung the bat to loosen his limbs and felt the power stored up there, the charge of a storm cloud ready to burst down upon the earth with the noise and the vibration of a great thunderclap trailed by the burning smell of ozone from the heavens.

Coach Barrett stood on the other side of the plate. Instead of his cap and Blue Jays uniform, he wore a suit and tie. “You have to score, Joey. You have to score for us to win. You have to score. Whatever you do, don’t get an out.”

“V for victory, Coach.” Joey held up his first two fingers and spread them wide like his smile.

When he stepped to the plate, the pitcher and the other players stood like helpless pieces on a chessboard, immobile and small by comparison to his quick-limbed swing and towering size. Joey laughed—meaning it as a private celebration but unable to contain his confidence. The umpire and the catcher gazed up at him respectfully. Then came the pitch, rotating on its axis, big and slow like a planet. Joey had time to feel the itch of anticipation and to rear back with all his might and strike it solidly in the center, blasting it into center field.

That’s when everything changed.

He dropped the bat and started to run, but his legs felt like tubes of sand, heavy and unresponsive. He was nearly paralyzed. Because the ball was hit so far and so well, he somehow made it to first base even with his unresponsive legs. The crowd went absolutely wild and Joey waved up to them, even the tiny frantic figures in the upper decks. It seemed the whole world was watching and waiting for him to score the winning run.

The next batter stepped up to the plate. It was Zach. Oh, Zach! With his quick swing and nimble, athletic form, he was made for baseball. Zach pointed his bat toward the left field fence and the crowd cheered him as well. Zach then pointed a finger at Joey. Joey gave him a V for victory, and they had a private moment between them. The first baseman said something Joey couldn’t understand, and before he knew it, the pitch was thrown. Zach hit the ball, but it dribbled up the middle of the diamond and the second baseman scooped it from the dirt.

Joey ran, or he tried.

His legs hung heavy and dead from his hips, worse than before.

Every ounce of effort and energy he had, he poured into his legs and his arms, pumping for his very life because he had to get to second. He had to score. They had to win. In slow motion, he moved, one step, two. He began to sweat. The second baseman had the ball. He raised his foot to stomp on the bag. The stomp would end everything for Joey, not just this inning or this game. It would end his life, he knew that. It was the end of everything he knew. He had to score. He had to win, but there stood the second baseman. Joey looked back at first base. Maybe he could go back? No, Zach came running. Joey had to go forward. He had to advance. It was a force-out.

Force. Out.

Everything. Over.

The horror of it made Joey fight forward, screaming as the second baseman’s foot came down with a stomp to cave the entire universe in on itself.

Nothing he could do.
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“Ahhhhh!” Joey tore the covers off and sat upright in the tangle of damp sheets.

He took short, hard breaths, gulping air into his lungs, needing more oxygen to pump the dream from his system. It was awful. It was his dream, his baseball dream. It happened to him on a regular basis. He didn’t tell anyone about it, but from what he could gather on the internet about these kinds of things, it was born out of anxiety, the distress he stored up inside his mind about the need to succeed on the baseball diamond.

The dream was a release valve for all the horror he kept tucked away in the back drawers of his mind. The horror of life without baseball, life after baseball, the day it would all come to an end. He never wanted it to end. Joey wanted to go on and on, high school, college, the pros, maybe even one of those senior leagues. He couldn’t imagine life without playing baseball, but in the dark shadows that specter lurked, and so ... the dream.

He lay for a long time in the dark, the dinosaurs still glowing, until finally, he turned on the light and cracked his book The Shortstop Who Knew Too Much. He yawned, then read until he found himself going over and over the same sentence. The fifth time, he shut off the light and fell back to sleep.

When his clock alarm went off at eight o’clock, it ripped him from a deep slumber. He forced his heavy limbs out of the bed and yawned. Exhaustion weighed him down, and he was miserable at the feeling and dreading the effect it might have on his performance.

He removed his phone from its charger and powered it up, knowing that by now, the field trip either was going on as planned or not and that Zach surely would have texted him. The phone glowed and the screen changed and beeped.

He had a new message and he opened it.
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u did it!!!! ☺

u shldv seen Mr K’s face

when he finally got there

train was PULLIN OUT

lol!!! c u at the game!

Joey did laugh out loud, and some of his weariness fell away. He texted Zach back.

v for victory!

He brushed his teeth and changed into his uniform. Downstairs, his mother sat at the kitchen table reading the paper while his father made omelets. Even the scent of eggs, onions, ham, and butter cooking in the pan couldn’t overcome the permanent smell of glass cleaner and the floor cleaner his mom used to make their kitchen eternally spotless.

“Ham and cheese?” His father pointed at Joey with the spatula. “You look tired.”

“Just no onions, please. Couldn’t sleep.” Joey slumped down at the table and sipped the glass of orange juice waiting for him.

Pork Chop, the orange cat, shrieked in the next room and blazed through the kitchen on his way to hide in the laundry room near the stairs. Martin, unseen, giggled uncontrollably.

Joey’s mom looked out over the edge of her paper. “No, no, Marty. Leave kitty alone. I’m not gonna tell you again, sweetie pie. Hello, Joey. Ready for the big game?”

Before he could answer, she was back behind the paper.

“Why do you keep telling him you won’t tell him again, but you always do? I hope Pork Chop bites him.”

The paper snapped down. “Good things happen to good people, Joey.”

Joey hated when she said that. It made him think about sneaking out of the house and Mr. Kratz’s clamped fuel line. It hadn’t occurred to him before, but now he wondered if he might have committed some kind of a crime. As a police officer, his mother would know, but he wasn’t going there. Two years ago, he asked her about a “friend” who had some firecrackers and whether or not setting them off at the bus stop was a crime, and she marched him right up to his room and made him cough them up. She was too smart and too suspicious.

“Guilty conscience?” His mother was staring at him.

Joey forced a laugh and dodged her eyes. “For what?”

“What were you doing last night wandering around?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I told you.”

His mother made a noise, nodded her head, and went back to the paper. “The truth always comes out.”

She didn’t say it as a threat but as the way you’d observe the color of the sky. Joey looked at the paper and the top of her blond head, just visible above the headline about some baseball player’s $250 million contract extension. That’s where he wanted to be, the big leagues, the big money. Wasn’t what he’d done worth that? One day, maybe he’d look back on today and see it as the beginning of it all, and he could tell some writer from ESPN The Magazine that he was inspired by the sports headline his mother was reading at the breakfast table the day he won his first championship game.

“Excuse me, buddy.”

Joey looked up and removed his arms from the table so his father could slide the omelet out of the pan and onto his plate.

“Thanks, Dad.” Joey ate in silence until Martin walked in with a fistful of cat poop dressed in clay chips from the litter box.

“Here, Joey.” Martin slapped the cat poop onto the table next to Joey’s orange juice glass and laughed his head off.

“Oh my gosh! Mom!” Joey leaped away from the table, choking and gagging vomit back down.

His mom spoke in the happy singsong voice of a children’s TV show host. “No, no, Marty. Poopy is dirty. Let’s wash your handsies.”

She took Martin by the wrist. “Come on, we’re going upstairs to change your clothesies. Joey, clean that up, okay? No, no litter box, Marty. Litter box no, no. Kitty poop bad.”

Martin let their mom lead him by the wrist but not without looking back to wave at Joey with his pooped-up hand. Joey had to work hard not to gag as he pinched the poop in a napkin and buried it in the garbage can under the sink. Joey’s father held his nose and looked away, also squeamish over poop on the table. His father attacked the table with a spray cleaner, paper towels, and rubber gloves.

Joey washed his hands thoroughly and returned to his seat. He looked down at his omelet, not hungry, and thinking that no sleep and no breakfast was a terrible combination for winning a championship. He forced himself to cut off a bite and chew it, then swallow. Steam curled up from the melted cheese, and a pink corner of ham poked free from the egg, which somehow mildly disgusted him. It went down, but not easily. He managed three more bites before giving up and putting his plate in the sink.

His father looked up from the egg-white spinach omelet he was cooking for Joey’s mom and watched his creation hit the trash. “Don’t worry. I understand. I’m not hungry now either.”

“I swear, he’s a mental case.” Joey spoke low in case his mom came back into the kitchen.

“He does act a little like your uncle.”

“Is that why mom babies him so much?”

Martin was named after his mom’s dead brother, and the similarities between them often generated remarks and—in his mom’s case—tears. Although, from what Joey could tell, his uncle Martin—whom he’d never known—was a kind and timid soul and his little brother was nothing of the sort. But the red hair, big round face, and bright blue eyes reminded his mother of the much younger brother she adored.

“I think she babies him because he’s the baby.”

“I thought when I
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