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It was a good pitch, one that should have been unhittable for a 14-year-old boy. Will Stover knew exactly what to do. He swiveled his hips toward first base and whipped the bat through the hitting zone, driving the ball hard down the line. The right fielder turned and sprinted a few steps before remembering it was practice and there were no base runners.

Will took a second to admire the shot. He stepped out of the batter’s box and felt the breeze hit him.

“Stop daydreaming, rookie! Get back in there!”

Will snapped his attention back to the mound, where junior Kyle Britton was grinning at him.

“Nice poke,” Kyle said. “Let’s see what you can do with this one.”

He went through a half-hearted windup and sent one of the slowest curve balls Will had ever seen sailing toward the plate. Kyle had been one of the top pitchers last season for the Baltic Bearcats. Combined with the now-graduated Cody Cook, the Bearcats rode the stellar pitching staff all the way to the state tournament. Now, as the entire team gathered for its first practice of the new season, it appeared Kyle was already in top form.

Will watched as the curveball almost seemed to lose steam on its way to the plate. He waited with the weight on his back foot as long as the rest of his body would allow. Finally, he lunged and delivered an ugly, choppy swing that missed entirely. The awkward attempt didn’t go unnoticed by his newest set of teammates.

“There’s another one!” one shouted.

“You can’t do that to a freshman, Kyle! That’s just not right,” another laughed.

It was a pitch Will had seen many times from a seat in the stands at Bearcat baseball games. From that view, the pitch looked so hittable it was almost funny that anyone ever missed it. What batters soon realized was that Kyle’s fastball made the slow curve look that much more tempting. Will could tell by the other players’ reactions that he was engaged in yet another rite of passage for new Baltic High baseball players.

“You show me up and that’s what happens,” Kyle smiled at Will from the mound. “I usually wait a while to throw that one to new guys but you’re not the average rookie.”

“I’m guessing that’s a compliment,” Will said, stepping back in.

It had been anything but an average school year for Will. In the fall, he had been thrust into the quarterback position on the varsity football team and helped lead the Bearcats to their first state championship in more than 20 years. After that, he’d headed back to the junior high ranks, where his ninth-grade teammates finished the first unbeaten basketball season in school history. Now, he was back with the big boys, playing varsity baseball as a freshman.

The fun over and his point made, Kyle tossed in a half-dozen pitches of average speed. Will stroked the first three into the gap in left-center field and then drove the next two up against the fence in right-center. Kyle’s final pitch was in Will’s sweet spot, low and inside. Hitting left-handed, anything thrown on the inside half of the plate to Will was in danger of being belted high and far and this pitch was no exception.

His bat was a blur as he swung. The ball took off like a rocket, leaving the field is such a hurry that Jake Show in right field didn’t bother to move. He simply turned his head and watched as the ball sailed out of the park. Another ninth grader, waiting for his turn at the plate, took off on a dead run to retrieve the ball.

“Impressive!” Kyle said. “If it ever matters, I know what to not throw you.”

Kyle and Will had already seen their paths cross many times during the school year. Kyle had served as Will’s backup on the football team and then they nearly butted heads during the basketball season. Through it all, Kyle had proven to be trustworthy and, eventually, a good friend to Will.

“Thanks,” Will said. He removed his helmet and grabbed his glove from the dugout before heading to the outfield while the next hitter took his turn. Will glanced around the field, counting the faces he already knew and making mental notes of others he needed to meet. Jake, in right field, was the older brother of Will’s best friend, Cam. He was one of at least six seniors on the team. Josh Peal was the returning starter in left field. A slim but muscular kid, Josh had played tight end on the football team. Brett Johnson, the big fullback, was back at catcher. As Will went through the names and faces, he soon realized he was running out of positions on the field.

Will had played shortstop and pitcher during summer baseball. His travel team, the Greenfield Blazers, had won the state championship the two previous years and was known as one of the best travel teams in the region. Most of his new teammates knew Will was a standout shortstop and a fearless hitter before he’d even arrived at Baltic High. Now, they were seeing it up close. 

Will’s dad, Steve Stover, had been a standout football and baseball player in college at nearby Valley Tech. Like his father, Will was a star quarterback but an even better baseball player. It was unusual to see a ninth grader who was a switch-hitter. Will, though, couldn’t remember a time when he hadn’t hit from both sides of the plate. According to his mother Alicia, the plan was put into place the first time Will picked up a bat as a toddler.

The previous spring, Kyle and Cody had alternated pitching and playing shortstop. Unless there was a shortstop whiz on campus that Will was unaware of, he figured to have a shot at playing there. Half the time, Kyle would be on the mound. The team also needed a center fielder. The speedy Jackie Bevins had played the position the past two seasons but had given up baseball after signing a letter-of-intent to play football at Valley Tech. His teammates and coaches understood Jackie’s decision but were still pushing him to make a return to the diamond.

Hayden Hall was the only other ninth grader with a chance to make the starting lineup. Though he was one of the smaller players on the team, he was a decent pitcher and had played together with Will for the Blazers.

Will would soon get his first chance in the field as Coach John Peterson grabbed a fungo bat and rounded up his players.

“It’s a little early to assign positions,” he said. “You guys know where you want to play and where you’re comfortable. Even if there’s more than one at a position, get out there and we’ll rotate each one through while we take some infield. Hustle up. We’re not going to be out here much longer today.”

Will easily handled each of four routine chances at shortstop. The team looked crisp, especially since it was the first day on the field for most players. Twenty minutes after the infield practice started, Coach Peterson sent them home.
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Will’s phone buzzed and he read a text message from Cam: “My mom wants to host your birthday party again this year. You in? It wouldn’t be the same without you!”

Will laughed and shared the message with younger brother Ty and his parents. Will’s older sister Chelsea, as was typical, had plans with friends and wasn’t at the family dinner table. She was a senior in high school and her time management skills were being put to the test with the upcoming prom and graduation.

“Doesn’t this usually turn into an NCAA Basketball Tournament party?” Alicia asked Will.

“That’s why everyone enjoys it so much, Mom,” Will said. Despite his athletic prowess, he’d never been totally comfortable with being the center of attention. “I’m a guy. Birthday parties stopped being a big deal about 10 years ago.”

“Is Shelby going to be there?” Alicia asked. It seemed as if three sets of eyes moved away from food and stared at Will.

“I suppose so,” Will said. “I haven’t talked to her about it. I just got the text.”

Will’s text messages and phone conversations with Shelby had decreased in frequency over the past few weeks. They’d begun dating during football season and then Shelby’s family had moved an hour south to Greenfield over the Christmas break. They were trying to make the long-distance relationship work but it had already hit a few snags.

“We’ve invited the Sparks to dinner on Friday,” Steve spoke up. “Or is it Saturday, Alicia?”

“Friday,” she said.

Will had already made plans to catch a movie with Cam and Kyle on Friday night. A surprise visit from Shelby, automatically topped those. The guys would understand, he knew. It was a little odd that Shelby hadn’t mentioned the upcoming visit to him.

“How was the first day of practice, Will?” Steve asked.

“Good. I hit one out,” Will said, eager to share the highlight.

“Who was throwing?”

“Kyle. It was three-quarters speed, though,” Will admitted. “I’d like to see what his good stuff looks like as a hitter. I guess I’ll see it soon enough. He threw me the slow curve today.”

Steve laughed.

“And, how did that go?”

“Made me look silly,” Will said.

“You’re not the first,” Steve said. “I’m not sure if I could hit it.”

“If you knew it was coming, it wouldn’t be so bad,” Will said. “But he throws you a fastball in the high 80s or low 90s and then he gives you that. It looks like a balloon coming in.”

“I’ve seen it,” Steve said. “Take any infield?”

“Yes sir. We took a little. It was over pretty quickly. I did OK.”

Will and Ty excused themselves from the table, quickly did the dishes and set out for the back yard batting cage. Will flipped on the flood light and Ty grabbed two bats and began to swing
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