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CHAPTER ONE



JOSH WONDERED WHY EVERY time something really good happened, something else had to spoil it. It had been like this since he could remember, like biting into a ruby red apple only to find a brown worm crawling through the crisp, white fruit. For the first time since he’d moved to his new neighborhood, he had been recognized, and his unusual talent had been appreciated. So why was it that that same fame had kicked up the muddy rumor that got a high school kid looking to bash his teeth in?

For the moment, though, riding the school bus, he was safe. The school newspaper in Josh’s backpack filled his whole body with an electric current of joy and pride, so much so that his cheeks burned. He sat alone in the very front seat and kept his eyes ahead, ignoring the stares and whispers as the other kids got off at the earlier stops. When Jaden Neidermeyer, the new girl from Texas who’d written the article, got off at her stop, Josh stared hard at his sneakers. He just couldn’t look.

After she left, he glanced around and carefully parted the lips of his backpack’s zipper. Without removing the newspaper, he stole another glance at the headline, BASEBALL GREAT, and the picture of him with a bat and the caption underneath: “Grant Middle’s best hope for its first-ever citywide championship, Josh LeBlanc.”

The bus ground to a halt at his stop and Josh got off.

As the bus rumbled away, Josh saw Bart Wilson standing on the next corner. The tenth grader pitched his cigarette into the gutter and started toward him with long strides. Josh gasped, turned, and ran without looking back. A car blared its horn. Brakes squealed. Josh leaped back, his heart galloping fast, like the tenth grader now heading his way, even faster. Josh circled the car—the driver yelling at him through the window—and dashed across the street and down the far sidewalk.

He rounded the corner at Murphy’s bar and sprinted up the block, ducking behind a wrecked station wagon at Calhoon’s Body Shop, peeking through the broken web of glass back toward the corner. Breathing hard, he slipped the straps of the backpack he carried around his shoulders and fastened it tight. Two men in hooded sweatshirts and jeans jackets burst out of Murphy’s and got into a pickup truck; otherwise, Josh saw no one. Still, he scooted up the side street, checking behind him and dodging from one parked car to another for cover.

When he saw his home, a narrow, red two-story place with a steep roof and a sagging front porch, he breathed deep, and his heart began to slow. The previous owner had three pit bulls, and so a chain-link fence surrounded the house and its tiny front and back lawns, separating them from the close-packed neighbors on either side. The driveway ran tight to the house, and like the single, detached garage, it was just outside the fence. Josh lifted the latch, but as he pulled open the front gate, a hand appeared from nowhere, slamming it shut. The latch clanked home, and the hand spun Josh around.

“What you running from?” asked Bart Wilson, the tenth-grade smoker.











CHAPTER TWO



“I’M NOT,” JOSH SAID, his heart dancing in his throat.

Bart leaned up against the gate, blocking Josh’s path to the front door and folding his arms across his chest. He stood nearly six feet tall—no bigger than Josh, with arms and legs skinny as a spider’s—but his big, crooked teeth, shaggy hair, and snake tattoo crawling among the veins on his arm scared Josh silly.

“You think you’re something, don’t you?” Bart asked.

“No.”

“Then why you talking to Sheila? She’s my girl.”

“I’m not,” Josh said, his eyes flickering up at his house, half hoping to see someone to help him and the other half hoping to avoid the embarrassment of being bullied.


“She says.”

“She sat next to me at lunch is all,” Josh said.

“I’m here to kick your teeth in,” Bart said, standing tall and reaching out to give Josh a poke in the chest.

“I don’t want to fight,” Josh said.

“You have to,” Bart said, balling up his fists.

“No,” Josh said. “I don’t want to.”

“Come on,” Bart said, giving him a shove. “You’re gonna fight me.”

“No,” Josh said, shaking his head and looking down at his feet. “I don’t want any trouble.”

“You should have thought of that when you started going after my girl.”

“I’m not.”

“You’re some baseball hotshot, I hear,” Bart said. “You think you’re cool?”

“No.”

“’Cause you’re not.”









CHAPTER THREE



JOSH SAID NOTHING, BUT he began to back away. When he got to the corner of the fence, he sprinted up the driveway, away from the tenth grader and the fight. His mom popped out the back door and he ran smack into her at the side gate and spilling the bag of garbage she meant to take to the trash cans beside the garage.

“Josh!” she said. “What?”

Josh glanced back, expecting Bart’s menacing face but seeing only an empty driveway.

“Hi, Mom,” he said. “I’ll take care of that for you.”

“Thank you,” his mom said, but her voice sounded distant and her eyes swam with worry. She twisted her hands up in her apron. “I’ll…I’ll see you inside.”

His mom flung open the door and disappeared. Josh wrinkled his brow but sighed and bent down. He picked up the bag, stuffing the garbage back inside before taking it out to the trash can. Through one of the dusty square windows in the garage door, Josh noticed that his father’s car sat inside the garage. His stomach twisted into a fresh knot.

He took slow steps back toward the house, thinking of what it could mean.

The only other time Josh had seen his father home from work during baseball season had been to announce a move. Nothing but that or a game could take his father out of the daily routine of practice. In Josh’s twelve years they’d moved six times, and, despite Bart Wilson, Josh didn’t want to move again. He didn’t have a lot of friends, but he’d never had a better one than Benji Lido, and he expected once baseball season began tomorrow, he’d begin to have a lot more.

The screen door had no screen, but its metal frame still guarded the cracked wooden door that led to the kitchen. He swung them both open, one after the other, and stepped inside. In the corner, his little sister lay asleep in her playpen, rolled up in her favorite blanket with a thumb in her mouth. His mother sat at the small, round kitchen table with a cup of coffee in front of her, still clutching her apron. Next to her sat his dad, a big, square-shouldered man with jet black hair who made the wooden chair and, in fact, the whole room seem smaller.

In his father’s ham-sized hand was the lucky baseball he’d used to throw the no-hitter in the Pennsylvania High School State Championship. It was the game, his father always said, that had made him the seventeenth player selected in the Major League Baseball draft, the game whose celebration led to Josh’s birth, and to his parents’ being married. As Josh watched the ball—worn smooth and shiny through years of worry—roll in his father’s huge, undulating hand, he also felt a pang of embarrassment that dwarfed what he’d felt on the school bus.

Neither of his parents noticed him. They both stared up at the phone on the wall beside the stove, waiting for news that Josh knew couldn’t be good.









CHAPTER FOUR



WHEN HIS FATHER FINALLY noticed Josh, his thick, black eyebrows gathered low over his dark eyes, adding to the stormy look on his face.

“Thought you had practice,” his father said in a voice that rumbled like distant thunder.

“Tomorrow,” Josh said, going to the refrigerator, pouring himself a glass of milk, and tearing open a pack of frozen Fig Newtons as if nothing was wrong.

“Well,” his father said, with a glance at Josh’s mother, “this is it. It’s got to be.”

His mother offered a hopeful smile.

“But we don’t know,” his father said, still rumbling with the ball now clutched tight in his fist. “We never know. It’s never in till it’s in, and it’s never out till it’s out; that’s the game.”


Josh nodded at the logic. He knew now that even though the call they waited for might take them away, it would also fulfill his father’s lifelong dream. Despite being the seventeenth overall pick of the draft and being heralded as the young lefty who’d save the Mets, Josh’s father had never thrown a single major-league pitch in his twelve years as a pro. Instead, he had bounced around from one small city to another, riddling the countryside with his left-handed prowess, up and down the minor leagues in four different organizations but never quite making it beyond Triple-A ball.

“Vasquez tore a hamstring,” his father said, biting back a smile and looking grim. “Soon as I heard that, I had to get out of the clubhouse. Wanted to get the news right here with my family.”

Josh knew his baseball, especially the players in his father’s organization. He could recite each player’s batting average and each pitcher’s ERA for the past three seasons. Armand Vasquez was the Toronto Blue Jays’ second left-handed relief pitcher, limiting hitters to a batting average of .209. Josh’s father threw for the Syracuse Chiefs, Toronto’s Triple-A farm team.

His father issued a nervous chuckle and said, “I mean, how do you not bring up last year’s MVP when he’s on track to do it again? When you’ve got an ERA of—”

“One-point-eight-seven,” Josh’s mother said in a burst of numbers, her high, round cheeks turning candy apple red.


His father nodded and said, “So.”

Josh bit into his cookie, nodding along with them, and, as if on cue, the phone rang.

His father jumped up, snatching it from the wall.









CHAPTER FIVE



JOSH’S FATHER SLAMMED THE phone back onto its hook and glared at Josh and his mom.

“Won’t tell me a dang thing,” his father said. “You believe that? My whole life in the balance and Simmons says he needs to see me in person. If I knew that, I wouldn’t have left the stadium. Come on, Josh. I want you to be there. I did most of this for you anyway.”

Josh opened his mouth to say it didn’t matter to him if his dad ever threw a pitch in the big leagues or not, but the look on his father’s face made him think better of it.

“I’ll get that,” his mother said, taking the empty milk glass from his hand and bringing it to the sink. “You go with your father.”

“Sure,” Josh said, and followed the big man out of the house and into the garage without speaking.

They rode in silence, his father chomping a wad of gum and changing the radio station every couple seconds and Josh biting his tongue to keep from asking him to stop. In minutes the street broke the rise and they could see the stadium spread out below, pinned in on all sides, by the highway, the train station, a swamp, and several blocks of abandoned warehouses. As they descended the hill and turned the corner, the central entrance of the stadium rose up like the tower of a fortress. A flag flew from its peak. An iron fence surrounded the players’ parking lot, and Josh’s dad pulled in to the mixed bag of cars. Some, like their Taurus, were late-model clunkers. Only the new rookies with signing bonuses drove shiny sports cars or gleaming SUVs.

At the side door, a sleepy man wearing thick glasses and a windbreaker with a security patch read the paper without looking up.

“Hey, Glen,” Josh’s father said.

“Uh-huh,” Glen said, licking a finger and turning the page.

Josh stayed close, following his dad through the maze of hallways, past where they would turn for the lockers, to the end of a hall and into the elevator.

The general manager’s office had a back wall of glass overlooking the nearby lake and the smokestacks of several power plants and a steel mill on the far shore. Josh knew the GM but had never been in his office before, and it surprised him to see that Dallas Simmons sat with his desk facing the double doors instead of the panoramic view. Dallas had white tufts of hair over his ears, but he looked young for an old guy. His skin, the color of coffee with lots of milk, ran smoothly from the top of his head to the base of his neck without a wrinkle. His hazel eyes normally twinkled like Santa Claus’s, dueling with the flash of white teeth in his easy smile.

When he saw Josh, the light in Dallas’s eyes went out. Still, the GM cranked up a smile and said, “Josh, good to see you. Start your season yet?”

“Tomorrow,” Josh said. “Good to see you, too.”

“Future Hall of Famer,” Josh’s dad said, patting him on the back.

“Gary,” Dallas said, addressing Josh’s dad, “maybe Josh can help field some balls? I’ve got that kid from Tulsa doing some extra hitting out on the field.”

Josh’s dad gave Dallas a funny look, and his hand went around the back of Josh’s neck. “No, that’s okay. He’ll stay.”

“Because I’d love to have him see this kid hit,” Dallas said, clearing his throat and nodding toward the door.

“Say what you gotta say, Dallas,” his father said in a growl. “They’re bringing me up, right?”

Dallas looked at Josh’s father for what seemed like a long time before he sighed and pinched the top of his nose. Shaking his head, he said, “No, Gary, they’re not.”

“I’m a lefty,” his father said softly.

“I know,” Dallas said.

“Your MVP,” his father said.

“They want to take a look at Dick Campbell.”

“Campbell stinks!” his father said. “His ERA is what? Four-point-six-three? You’re joking.”

“They think he translates.”

“He translates?”

“He’s twenty years old,” Dallas said, looking up wearily, avoiding Josh’s eyes. “They think he’s got potential, and he does. You’re thirty-one.”

Josh’s father stepped up to Dallas’s big, wide desk, placing his large hands flat on its dark, grainy surface like two skillets. He leaned toward the GM.

“You tell those butt heads in Toronto that they either bring me up,” his father said coldly, jutting out his chin at the GM, “or they can go find the Chiefs another MVP.”

Dallas rested an elbow on the desk and dropped his forehead into his hands.

“Don’t say that,” Dallas said, wagging his head in despair.


“When you’re down,” his father said, “you hit where it hurts.”

“They don’t care,” Dallas said slowly.

“It’s like a poker game,” Josh’s father said. “I’ve played it before. They like to bluff.”

“It’s no bluff, Gary. They thought about it. They know how well you’ve done, but bringing in a one-point-eight-seven ERA against Rochester isn’t like doing it against the Yankees. You can’t go up, and you can’t go back down.”

His father stared hard at Dallas and said, “I wouldn’t expect you to say anything else.”

“I tried, Gary,” Dallas said, looking up at him. “I begged them.”

“Well,” his father said, looking back uncomfortably at Josh, “next time. We know what that’s like; don’t we, buddy?”

Josh nodded enthusiastically.

“No, Gary,” Dallas said. “I’m sorry. It’s over.”

“What’s over?” his father said, standing tall and clenching his fists.

“They agreed to let me keep you through next week,” Dallas said, “to play out the home series with Pawtucket. They’re letting me have a retirement ceremony during the seventh-inning stretch. Saturday’s bat day. There should be a crowd.”

Josh’s father did something Josh had never seen before, ever. He let his enormous shoulders sag. His chin dipped toward his chest, and one of his big hands swept over his face.

“I—” he said to Dallas, then stopped.

Josh thought he heard his father whisper that he was the MVP.

Outside Dallas’s window the sun sparkled on the lake, and an army of puffy clouds marched across the sky. Josh’s father brushed past him and flung open the office door. Dallas called to him, but Josh’s father stood punching the elevator button, and Josh followed him. Dallas’s secretary didn’t look up from her typing as they waited for the elevator to come, and Dallas stopped calling so that when it did arrive, the ding of its bell sounded like the end of a prizefight.

Back in the car, Josh waited until they pulled into their own driveway before he asked, “Dad, what happens now?”









CHAPTER SIX



THE NEXT DAY, JOSH stuffed his baseball mitt, cleats, and hat into his gym locker. He felt someone tap his shoulder and he turned around.

“You see this, dude?” Benji asked, shoving the school newspaper into his face. Benji’s straight brown hair fell across his face, his dark eyes glittering up at Josh. His plump cheeks tugged at a mischievous smile. Benji was average height but stout and tough, a good athlete who was quick to laugh himself but even quicker when it came to making other people laugh.

Josh felt his cheeks heat up. “Yeah, I saw it.”

He pushed past Benji and out into the crowded hallway, making for the stairs and his book locker on the second floor before the first bell rang.

“Dude, this girl loves you,” Benji said, following close.


“What girl?” Josh asked, turning around when he reached his locker, his mind on Sheila, the tenth grader’s girlfriend.

“This girl,” Benji said, stabbing his finger at the byline of the newspaper article about Josh. Benji closed his eyes, puckered his lips, and made kissing noises at Josh.

“Cut it out.”

“She does.”

“I got other things to worry about,” Josh said, spinning the dial on his locker and choosing to tell Benji the next worst thing to his dad getting cut from the Chiefs. “Bart Wilson showed up at my bus stop yesterday after school wanting to fight me, because, he says, I’m after Sheila Conway and she’s his girlfriend.”

“Are you?” Benji asked.

Josh gave him a dirty look. “She sat next to me at lunch. You saw it. She’s an eighth grader. What am I supposed to do?”

“Not keep smiling at her,” Benji said.

“Believe me, I won’t,” Josh said, stuffing his backpack into the locker and removing the books he needed for the first two periods. “That’s what you get for being nice.”

“Anyway, you’ve got a new girlfriend now,” Benji said, holding up the paper.

“Cut it out,” Josh said, closing his locker and heading for homeroom.

“You do.”


“I’ll see you at lunch.”


At lunch, Josh bought four milks, then found an empty table near the glass wall that looked out over the hallway. He took four sandwiches out of his bag and lined them up with an apple and some pretzels. They only got twenty-two minutes to eat, and it took all of that for Josh to put down everything he needed to stay fueled up. Benji, who wasn’t small but who was nowhere near Josh’s size, could eat his lunch in five minutes, leaving him plenty of time to talk, which he did, usually without pause.

The long table began to fill up. Several guys Josh knew who were going out for the baseball team sat across from him, and he said hello quietly, keeping his head angled down at his food. When Benji arrived, he whistled and hooted and slapped high fives with the other guys, asking them if they were ready for baseball season. Benji planned on being the team’s catcher. Josh, like the others, listened as Benji told a story about how the baseball coach’s wife divorced him after the team lost every single game last year.

“And I can’t say I blame her, dude,” Benji said. “No one likes a loser.”

“That’s not true, is it?” Josh asked, blinking at his friend.

“If it’s not, it should be,” Benji said, peeling back the paper on an enormous cupcake he pulled from his lunch bag.

“Speaking of divorce and marriage,” Benji continued, slowly licking the colored sprinkles from the brown frosting, “you set a wedding date yet with Jaden Neidermeyer?”

The other kids laughed. Josh shook his head.

“Yeah,” Benji said, dabbing the frosting now with his tongue, “any girl that writes an article like that is in love, deep.”

Josh saw the kids across from them stop laughing suddenly. Their eyes went past Benji. He turned just in time to see Jaden, her face red and pinched, reach over Benji’s shoulder and grab his hand.

Before Benji could react, Jaden slammed the cupcake up into his face, mashing it around and leaving him with a mask of brown frosting and yellow hunks of cake.

The entire table howled with laughter. Benji, to his credit, sat calmly, licking a clean spot around his mouth.

“I love the game, you goober,” Jaden said, her voice tinged with a southern accent as she scowled at Josh, “not him.”

“What did I do?” Josh asked.

“Nothing,” she said in her light drawl. “You just sat there like a big dummy, listening to him talk about me when all I did was tell everybody how great a player you are. You know how much research I had to do? Tracking down your coach from when you lived in Manchester? Going through all those stupid Little League records in Mr. O’Dwyer’s basement that smells like cat crap?”

Josh’s mouth fell open. He stared.

Jaden had light brown skin and long, frizzy hair that she kept pulled into a ponytail. Except for big green eyes, which reminded Josh of a cat’s, her features were small, almost elfish, even though she was one of the taller girls and big-boned. She was both pretty and formidable. She didn’t have more than a handful of friends, and she rarely talked except to answer questions in class. But Josh thought that Jaden only seemed like a loner because she always had her nose in a book and hadn’t moved into town much more than a year ago. Deep down, he suspected she was like a treasure box, and, if you lifted the lid, you’d be blinded by gems.

“I’m a reporter,” Jaden said, jabbing a finger in the back of Benji’s neck, “not a floozy.”

Just then Josh saw Sheila Conway walking his way with a tray. Her long blond hair swished from side to side, glimmering. She wore a short black dress and a wide smile. Josh swallowed hard and looked up at Jaden.

“Would you mind sitting here?” he asked her, pulling out the empty chair beside him. “Please? I’ll explain. I really need you to.”

“Hey, dude,” Benji said, dabbing some frosting out from the corner of his eye and licking his finger, “she just smashed a cupcake into my face and you’re asking her to sit down?”

“Please,” Josh said again, begging.

Jaden glanced over her shoulder and saw Sheila Conway coming. Jaden nodded her head and sat right down, smiling up at the older girl. Sheila wrinkled her nose, cast Josh a dirty look, and kept on going. Josh sighed and stole a glance at her as she strutted away.

“Thanks,” he said to Jaden.

“Now you can leave,” Benji said, leaning forward so Jaden could see his frown. His eyes popped out at her, unblinking in the mess of frosting. “Girls, they’re nothing but trouble.”

“Is he always this idiotic?” Jaden asked, taking an orange from her lunch bag and beginning to peel away the skin.

“You’ll get used to it,” Josh said, grinning and extending his hand.

Jaden returned the smile, and they shook.









CHAPTER SEVEN



JOSH SPRINTED OUT ONTO the baseball diamond, leaving the algebra equations, frog dissections, Greek myths, and important WWII dates behind. A warm breeze tugged at his hat. The smooth insides of the glove caressed his hand. His cleats punched clean holes in the fresh turf. From his back pocket, he extracted a pack of Big Red—the gum his dad chewed—and shucked three sticks free, one-handed, shoving them into his mouth to create a wad worthy of the day.

Instead of standing around like the others, he found his spot between second and third and stood, toes in the dirt, heels digging into the lip of the grass. They wanted him to pitch. At just under six feet and weighing 160 pounds, he was by far the biggest kid on the team. He could throw more heat than anyone, even the eighth graders, but pitching wasn’t his gift—reaction time was. He could go places as a shortstop, and that’s where he needed to play. His dad said so, and his dad was a pro.

Not anymore he’s not.

The words came at him like the shriek from some heckler in the stands. Josh looked around, wondering if Benji or any of his other teammates had said it.

No one had said it, though.

The other boys stood in a small circle by the dugout, watching Benji play hot hands with their pitcher, Kerry Eschelman, crooning at the sound of the slaps and crying for blood.

Josh breathed easy. While the end of his dad’s career created an unpleasant tension at home, it had its upside. They wouldn’t have to move to Toronto, or back to Manchester, where the Double-A team was. Josh was tired of moving. Even though Benji could be a pain, Josh couldn’t imagine middle school without him.

A whistle sounded, and Coach Miller yelled, “All right, bring it in!”

Josh jogged to the backstop with the rest of the kids. The coach counted the guys and told them that, unfortunately, everyone wouldn’t make the team. Sixteen was the number he would carry. That meant six would go home. Josh looked around, knowing he had to make it but thinking of his dad’s words about never being in until you’re in. His dad was the team MVP, and he was out.

Josh set his jaw and punched a fist into his glove. He’d make it impossible for the coach to cut him.

Sometime during agility drills and stretching, Jaden arrived. One minute the small bleachers stood empty, the next she sat there with a little notebook and a pen, examining the field and the players as if they were fish in an aquarium. After short tosses, long tosses, and some infield drills, Coach Miller called them together again and said he wanted to see what they had in the way of offense.

“LeBlanc,” Coach Miller said, pointing at Josh with a bat. “I hear you’re gonna be our big star.”

Josh looked down at his cleats and nudged the baseline with his toe.

“A baseball great?” Coach Miller said, chuckling and shaking his head. “You’re a little young for that, don’t you think?”

Josh’s face felt as if it were on fire. He shrugged his shoulders, pulled on his batting glove, and grabbed the bat. When he had the rubber grip in his hands, the embarrassment melted away. He swung the bat slowly, feeling its weight, allowing his mind to wrap itself around the shape, making it part of him, an extension of his own arms and hands. Coach Miller barked out positions for the boys, telling Kerry to take the mound.

“Okay, LeBlanc,” the coach said in a skeptical tone. “Let’s see some greatness.”









CHAPTER EIGHT



“COACH, COACH, COACH,” BENJI said, stepping between Josh and Coach Miller and turning his cap around as he tugged on a batting glove. “You gotta let me go first, Coach. I’m gonna be your leadoff batter anyway, and you gotta let Eschelman warm up his arm on me, save the real stuff for our big bat.”

Benji took the bat from Josh’s hands. Coach Miller looked at Benji with an open mouth, as if he couldn’t believe it. Benji didn’t blink; he just stepped up to the plate.

“C’mon, Coach,” Benji said, looking over his shoulder as he took some warm-up swings. “You can’t win a championship standing around.”

The coach took his clipboard and stood over to the side, then said to Kerry, “Go ahead, start throwing.”


“You be on deck,” Coach Miller said, pointing his pen at Josh and reasserting his authority.

Josh studied Kerry’s motion as he wound up for the pitch. He watched the ball zip past Benji, who took a monster swing, connecting with nothing but air.

“Getting warm, getting warm,” Benji said, holding off the next pitch with his left hand while he kicked dirt from his cleats and waved the bat in little circles with his right.

The next pitch came in, a curveball. Benji swung big again, nipping the ball and sending it dribbling down the third-base line.

“Nice hit,” Coach Miller said, “for a bunt.”

Benji stayed focused, swinging big every time, mostly whiffing and, if not, dribbling the ball into the infield or popping it up for an easy out.

“Okay, Lido,” Coach Miller said. “That’s all the leadoff batting I can take. Get out into right field and send Brandon in here.”

“Coach, you gotta give me one more,” Benji said. “Just one. One and done, Coach. One and done. Forget leadoff, I’m a heavy hitter, too. Come on, Eschelman; put one in here, you sissy.”

Benji wiggled his cleats into the dirt. The pitch came fast, and he smacked it right over the center-field fence.

“Wahoo!” he screamed, pumping his fists in the air as he dropped the bat and jogged toward right field. “Heavy hitter! Heavy hitter!”

Coach Miller chuckled, made some notes, and pointed to Josh.

“Now, let’s see what you got,” he said.

Josh hefted the bat, letting his body absorb its weight again. He studied the pitcher. In the article Jaden had written about Josh being a baseball great, the next biggest reason she said the team would win the championship was the pitching of Kerry Eschelman. Esch, as his friends called him, had pitched two no-hitters in Little League as a sixth grader. Josh saw why when he watched Esch pitch to Benji. There weren’t many twelve-year-olds who could throw heat, and a curveball, and a changeup, too. That kind of pitching wasn’t typical until high school.

But Josh wasn’t worried.

The thing he had—reaction time, or reflex, or whatever it was called—that thing that never let a ball get by him in the infield, also let him see the ball the instant it left the pitcher’s hand. He didn’t just see it; he could read it. The placement of the hand, the laces on the ball, and the spin it had all showed up in his mind as clear as the headlines of a newspaper. And then he had the eye-hand coordination to smack it dead center with his bat.

So when Esch wound up and let fly with a curveball, Josh watched it come down the middle and veer toward the outside corner of the plate the way most people follow the path of a ladybug slogging along on a windowpane. He swung down on it, driving it right through the hole between first and second. Esch threw two more curves and a changeup, and Josh drove them into every hole the infield had.

The next pitch came in with heat, right down the pipe, Esch trying to burn one past. Josh jumped all over it, driving it over the left-field fence. Coach Miller let a low whistle escape his puckered lips. Josh glanced at him and tried not to smile.

“Let’s see you put it past him again,” Coach Miller said to Esch.

The pitcher threw three more fastballs in a row, and Josh put every one of them over the fence.

“I don’t suppose you can bunt,” Coach Miller said, almost under his breath.

Josh dribbled the next two pitches down the third-base line, stepping expertly in front of the pitch, his hands gingerly holding the bat as if it were a big potato chip.

Up in the bleachers, Jaden was on her feet, clapping politely at the show. Josh and Coach Miller grinned at each other.

That’s when Josh’s dad stepped out from behind the dugout. He wore a short leather coat. His hands were jammed into the pockets, and his face was darkened by unshaven stubble. He gave Josh a look that meant business and said, “Nice hitting, Son, but get your glove and come with me.”

“Dad?” Josh asked. “Why?”

“I said, get your glove,” his father growled through clenched teeth. “When I say do something, you don’t ask why.”

Josh dropped the bat and scooped up his glove, his eyes on the ground as he shuffled toward the dugout.

“Mr. LeBlanc,” Coach Miller said, his voice sounding high and weak, almost apologetic, “Josh can’t just leave. This first week of practice is to see who makes the team.”

“Well, that’s nice,” Josh’s father said, turning his redrimmed eyes on Coach Miller, “but Josh doesn’t need to make your team. He’s not playing.”









CHAPTER NINE



JOSH FELT LIKE A dog bone.

His dad was a pit bull, and he chewed and chewed.

Josh just sat there in the passenger seat, listening, knowing that he shouldn’t have questioned his father, especially in front of another adult and especially when his father’s pursuit of a lifelong dream had come to a grinding halt.

“I’m sorry,” Josh said for the fourth time. “I’m sorry.”

His father stared at the road, teeth clenched, hands white-knuckled on the wheel, driving steadily toward a place he hadn’t yet revealed. It took a few minutes, but finally his thick eyebrows relaxed, his teeth disappeared behind his lips, and he took a deep breath that sounded like the filling of a big propane tank.


His father let the breath go and said, “Okay.”

Now Josh waited, knowing not to ask. They got onto the highway and headed east, through the city and away from Onondaga Lake.

“You got talent, Josh,” his father said. “Not just banging the ball around for some chump school team, real talent. When I was your age, no one did squat for me. My old man was a drunk. The only thing he cared about baseball was that they’d bring a beer and some peanuts to you right in your seat. No one trained me. No one told me anything.”

Josh’s father nodded, and he looked over at Josh as if Josh should know exactly where this was all leading.

“You know what I mean?” his father asked.

“Kind of,” Josh said, not wanting to sound completely stupid but having no idea.

“Yeah,” his father said, returning his attention to the road and getting off the highway and onto a boulevard lined with offices, shopping centers, and chain restaurants. “Look at that.”

Up the boulevard and off to the right, back near the highway, stood an enormous white bubble that looked like a snow-covered hill.

“Used to be an indoor tennis place,” his father said, pulling in and taking the long driveway that cut between a Sam’s Club and Raymour’s Furniture. “They went belly-up three years ago. That’s when Rocky Valentine took over. You heard of Rocky? Your friends talk about him? His team?”

“I think, maybe,” Josh said, “I heard someone mention his name and the Titans or something.”

“Yeah,” his father said, tossing him a quick glance. “Guy’s amazing. Three years and he’s got one of the premier youth baseball teams in the entire country. I’d heard his name but had no idea how good he really was. Did you know they won the East Cobb tournament down in Atlanta last year?”

“Wow,” Josh said, doing his best to sound knowledgeable, “no.”

“And this year, he says, the Titans’ goal is to get to the Junior Olympics Tournament down in Fort Myers,” his father said. “And if Rocky says it’s their goal, you better believe they’ll get there.”

“Great,” Josh said.

As the giant bubble came closer into view, Josh read the sign that said “Mount Olympus Sports.” He knew from English class that Mount Olympus was the place where all the Greek gods lived and where the word Olympics came from. Titans were half men, half gods, and Josh wondered if Rocky had a reason for all the Greek references.

They came to a stop in front of the facility, pulling up behind a shiny black Porsche. The license plate said DOIT2IT.


“Guy’s a businessman, too,” Josh’s father said, nodding at the expensive car. “He’s got a DVD out hosted by Bruce Jenner on how to make money. Owns two vitamin stores, a travel agency, a car wash, and a nightclub.

“Guy’s a good guy, too,” his father said. “The minute he heard about them letting me go, he’s on the phone, asking me if I want to be his VP of sales.”

“What do you sell?” Josh asked.

“I don’t know,” his father said with a shrug. “Memberships. Supplements. DVDs. Time-shares. He’s into everything.”

“Oh,” Josh said.

His father got out and said, “Come on. Bring your glove. Wait till you see this.”

Josh clutched his glove and followed his dad in through the double glass doors and past an empty reception desk. They passed by locker rooms on either side, one for men and one where the letters spelling “women” had been stripped away, leaving a clean outline in the grain of the blond wood. His father swung open one of two wide wooden doors in front of them, and they stepped out onto a concrete gallery with small metal bench seats rising up on either side and, out in front of them, an ocean of green plastic grass under a sky of black wires and stained white canvas.

Rocky, a muscular man with tan, oily skin, a black flattop haircut, and a stubble beard like Josh’s dad, stood in loose red sweatpants and a skintight black T-shirt. He had folded his massive arms across his barrel chest; and while his team ran through agilities from one side of the field to the other, Rocky blasted them with his whistle. Josh and his father watched for twenty minutes while the team went from agilities to push-ups, rotating in sequences of sit-ups, up-downs, and leg raises.

“They’re big,” Josh said.

“It’s an under-fourteen team, so most of them are ninth graders,” his dad said.

“I meant big muscles, too,” Josh said.

“There’s a fitness center here. They come right from school every day and spend the first hour in the weight room,” his father said, wearing a painful smile. “Something I never did, never knew about.”

After another couple minutes, Josh quietly asked, “Do they play baseball?”

“Oh yeah,” his father said. “They play. Come on.”

Josh followed his father down the concrete steps and out onto the field. Rocky twittered his whistle, cutting short a set of push-ups and bringing his team in to a perfectly formed semicircle, the players sweating and gasping for air but keeping their heads held high even though they all got down on one knee.

“Gentlemen,” Rocky said, his voice raspy and his words guttural, as if they could barely make their way out of that massive chest, “we have with us now Mr. Gary LeBlanc. If you’re a baseball fan of any kind, and I know you guys are, you don’t need me to tell you that he’s the star player for the Chiefs—twelve years as a pro and a first-round draft pick right out of high school.”

Rocky unfolded his arm and extended his palm toward Josh’s father in a dramatic gesture. The team burst into applause.

“Gentlemen, I know Mr. LeBlanc from doing my nutritional consulting with the Chiefs, and he and I are going into a joint business venture; but what you guys will be interested to know is that his son, Josh here, is going to see if he’s got what it takes to join this team.”

Rocky turned to Josh and held out a meaty hand. Josh took it and winced under the crushing grip.

“Now,” Rocky said, turning back to his squad, “you guys do the right thing and make Josh feel welcome. We’ll see how he does, and we’ll see if he can help us do it to it and get to Fort Myers.”

Josh had no idea why, but he could tell by the looks on the players’ faces that no matter what their coach said, every single one of them wanted to kill him.









CHAPTER TEN



JOSH KEPT UP WITH the others. He fielded the ball as well as anyone, scooping grounders, snagging pop flies, and snatching line drives like a frog snaps up gnats. His arm wasn’t the strongest of the bunch, but it wasn’t the weakest. Still, this bothered him, because a shortstop needs a cannon for an arm. The shortstop gets more action in the infield than anyone else. He has more ground to cover. That meant trickier glove work, and he had to make the throw to first base automatic.

The other challenge for Josh was the distance between bases. For twelve-year-old teams, the bases stood just sixty feet apart. The fourteen-year-old players competed on an adult field—ninety feet between bases—a much more difficult throw. Rocky had three younger assistant coaches, each a former collegiate player. As a group they were silent and tough. They all cut their hair close, like Rocky, and they all knew the game.

By the time they got to batting practice, Josh had a sweat going, and his arms felt heavy. He waited outside the netting, watching one of the young coaches feed yellow rubber balls into a machine throwing seventy-mile-per-hour pitches. Each player got twenty swings, and the coach tallied the hits, duffs, and strikes. Matt Jones, the tall, red-headed boy in front of Josh, connected with just seven pitches, three of them dribblers. By the time he left the cage, Jones’s eyes glistened with tears.

“That’s all right, Jonesy,” a husky outfielder named Tucker said, patting him on the back. “This kid ain’t gonna do any better than that.”

Josh glanced back and saw them looking at him and understood he was the one they were talking about. He ducked through the seam in the netting and picked a bat out of the rack.

“I’ll put a couple past you,” the young coach named Moose said, “just so you get a feel for it. You probably haven’t hit off a machine this fast before.”

“That’s okay,” Josh said softly, stepping up to bat lefty. “I’m ready.”

“Thought you were a righty,” Moose said.

“My dad makes me bat both ways,” Josh said.

The young coach smirked at him and muttered something as he nodded his head.

Josh clenched the bat in his hands and hefted it, letting it swing back and forth enough times to become part of him. When he stepped up to the plate, the coach fired the first pitch before Josh even had the bat back. Josh tried to swing; the pitch hit the neck of the bat, right near his hands, jarring his bones and stinging his fingers.

“Ow!” Josh cried, dropping the bat to the ground. His face burned like a spaceship plowing into the earth’s atmosphere.

“Oh,” the coach said with a mean smile, “I thought you were ready. Sure you don’t want to bat righty?”

Josh said nothing. He bent down and gripped the bat, this time staying back for a minute to readjust. When he stepped to the plate again, the coach fired the ball. The ball came right at him. He jumped back to avoid the pitch. The kids behind him snickered, and the coach held back a smile.

“Thing throws wild sometimes,” the coach said.

“That’s okay,” Josh said. “I saw it with Jones.”

He stepped up for a third time and the ball came fast, right down the middle. Josh swung, and the metal bat clanged like a bell. The line drive nearly took off the coach’s head.

“Not bad,” the coach said, feeding another ball into the machine.


Josh connected again, seeing the ball the instant it left the machine, knowing where he had to swing, and choosing the way he’d hit the pitch based on its height. Anything in the lower part of the strike zone he’d chop down on, driving grounders or line drives to either side of the coach. If it came higher, he’d swing through it, blasting the ball on a trajectory that he imagined would take it into an outfield hole, if not over the fence itself.

Halfway through, Rocky reappeared and stood, arms crossed, watching Josh hit a couple from one side of the plate before stepping around to bat righty.

After the last pitch, Rocky asked, “How many?”

“All forty,” the younger coach said.

“Good,” Rocky said. “We’ll see how he does tomorrow after lifting weights for an hour.”

Rocky walked away. Josh slipped out through the seam in the netting, and the next boy stepped in. Up in the stands, Josh’s father gave him a thumbs-up. Other parents sat scattered in the stands, too. Josh waved at his father and jogged off to the next batting station, where another assistant coach tossed balls up for him to hit into a net.

Ten minutes later, Rocky lined up the team along one side of the field for sprints. Josh took off on the first one, winning it and drawing glares from the kids around him. He put his head down and kept running, winning the next one as well.


“Why don’t you let up, show-off,” the kid next to him snarled. “We all know you came in here fresh as a daisy. Save it for tomorrow when you lift with the rest of us. We’ll see how fast you are then.”

Josh opened his mouth to say something but thought better of it. The whistle blew again, and he took off, this time letting a handful of the older kids beat him to the line.

Finally, Rocky blew his whistle three times, signaling for the team to join him in the middle of the field. Josh took his place in the half circle and went down on one knee, huffing, his side aching and his stomach wanting to heave.

“Not a bad day today,” Rocky said grudgingly. “Get your sleep and don’t forget your supplements with dinner. You need to replace those amino acids. From what I’ve seen tonight from Josh, we may have a little competition on our hands, and that’s a good thing. By the way, Josh, I need to see you and your dad in my office before you leave.”

Josh caught the dirty looks other players flashed his way.

“Remember,” Rocky continued, gazing around with small, dark eyes and veins bulging in his thick neck, “T-E-A-M. There’s no I in team. If you’re not good enough, it’s not fair for you to drag down the others. Now, bring it in.”


The group of boys converged on Rocky with their hands all reaching up for his, all touching one another’s.

“‘Do it to it,’ on three!” Rocky said. “One, two, three.”

“’DO IT TO IT!’” they all shouted.

The cluster broke up, and the kids started ambling toward the stands where their parents waited.

Josh touched Jones on the shoulder and in a quiet voice asked, “Jones, did I do something wrong?”

Jones flinched when Josh touched him but kept walking. Without looking back, Jones said, “Yeah, you showed up.”

“What do you mean?” Josh asked, jogging to stay even with the older boy.

Jones stopped in his tracks. He glanced back at the coaches before he said in a low, snarling tone, “You think you just join this team? You get chosen. But you stumble? You’re gone. Rocky finds someone better? You’re gone. Some snot-nose kid with a daddy from the pros shows up to stay? It means one of us goes.”

Jones turned and started to walk away.

“But don’t worry,” he said over his shoulder, sneering. “If us guys have anything to do with it, you’ll be gone before that happens.”









CHAPTER ELEVEN



ROCKY’S OFFICE OVERLOOKED THE green plastic field. Rocky’s desk, like the Chiefs’ GM’s, faced in, toward the two chairs in which Josh and his father sat. The shelves on one wall bowed under the weight of trophies and ribbons. Several photos with ribbons strung around their frames showed Rocky atop podiums and flanked by other bodybuilders. Josh looked at the coach behind the desk, the swell of his neck and biceps. He was huge, but nothing like the man in the framed photos, who looked as if he’d stepped out of the pages of a comic book, so disproportionately large were his muscles.

“A lot of metal,” Rocky said, noticing the direction of Josh’s stare, “but that wall’s the one I really like. My Wall of Fame.”

Josh turned his attention to the opposite wall and the pictures lined up neatly in three rows from one end to the other. In them, Josh recognized Rocky standing with his arm around various celebrities: Jessica Simpson, George Bush, AROD, LeBron James, and Al Gore.

“Wow,” Josh said.

“And the secret to it all,” Rocky said, pointing toward the wall behind them, where the door was, “is that stuff, Super Stax. That’s how you do it to it.”

Josh twisted his head around and looked back at the stacks of quart-sized cans he’d noticed when he’d walked in.

“It got me big,” Rocky said, pointing toward the trophies and then to the Wall of Fame, “then it got me rich.”

Rocky looked from Josh’s father back to him and said, “But when you’ve got money and success, then you want to share it, and that’s what I love to do more than anything. Your dad? A talent. I knew it the first time I saw him play. Intensity, that’s what he’s got. It reminded me of myself. And now you.”

Rocky opened a drawer in his desk, took out a can of Super Stax, and thumped it down on the gleaming mahogany surface.

“This stuff will get you everything you’ve always dreamed of,” Rocky said, staring hard at Josh. “It’s good and it’s clean. Nothing in it that isn’t found in nature, and it gives you the edge you need to train harder and get bigger and stronger and faster. This first one’s on me.”

Rocky pushed the can across his desk at Josh. Under the name it said: NEW IMPROVED BANANA FLAVOR. Josh looked at his father, who beamed and nodded for him to go ahead.

“It’s that simple,” Rocky said, standing up and turning toward the field below. “Five teaspoons of this powder in a glass of milk and you’re on your way. I saw your skills. You’ve got the raw materials. Now, if you follow me, we’ll do it to it.”

Rocky spun on them and extended a meaty hand.

“Deal?” he asked.

Josh let Rocky swallow his hand in an iron grip and did his best to keep his bones from crumbling as he shook. Josh’s dad clasped the coach’s hand, too, and they shook, grinning at each other.


Josh’s dad—normally gruff and quiet—bubbled like a giddy child on the way home.

“I saw you hit,” he said. “You were great. You reminded me of me. Better. I couldn’t hit like that. You’re twelve, but you’re big enough and good enough to play with kids two years older, and those kids are the best around. This is going to work, Josh. I know it is. It’s what I needed.”


His father looked over at him, and his face grew serious. “It’s what I never had.”

Josh sat quietly for a minute before he said, “They said it won’t be so easy after lifting weights for an hour. I don’t know about the weights thing. I never did that.”

His father waved a hand in the air as they pulled off the highway and turned up the hill into their north-side neighborhood.

“I talked to Rocky about that,” he said. “People used to think kids shouldn’t lift until fourteen or fifteen; but all the experts are saying now that kids can start a lot earlier, especially with Super Stax. Josh, if I had what you’re going to get—this kind of training—who knows how far I could have gone? I guarantee I would have been in the Majors. You don’t realize it because you’re so much better than the kids you play with, but that’s the problem. You get out into the real world—the real world of baseball—and you realize you can’t just be good. You have to be great.”

Josh said nothing until they pulled into their garage.

“I’d rather play with my friends, Dad,” he said.

His father shut off the car and stared at him. The engine ticked, and his father’s breathing filled the car. Finally, he said, “You have no idea, Josh. You think friends are important? You want to be a pro player, don’t you?”


Josh nodded.

“In the big leagues?”

“Yes.”

Josh’s dad gripped a handful of his son’s shirt and pulled Josh close.

“Then you’ll do what I tell you,” his father said in a tense whisper. “What happened to me isn’t going to happen to you. If I had someone like Rocky, I’d be in Toronto right now. No, I would have been in New York with the Mets. I didn’t have the strength. I had all the talent but none of the training.”

Josh watched his father’s eyes, the yellow rings expanding and contracting around the deep brown irises that made Josh think of the black holes in space, holes so dense and full of mass that they suck in everything—light, planets, even suns and stars—from light-years away. For a moment Josh didn’t recognize his father, so distant were those eyes. A shiver ran down his spine, and he realized his father was waiting for him to reply.









CHAPTER TWELVE



“OKAY,” JOSH SAID.

“Good,” his father said, releasing him and getting out of the car.

Josh followed his father out the garage door, across the driveway, and into the kitchen. The smell of beef stew greeted them along with the smiling faces of both Benji and, to Josh’s surprise, Jaden Neidermeyer. Josh’s mom had set out two extra places at the small kitchen table, putting him between Jaden and Benji. Benji ate dinner with them often. Since Josh’s best friend lived alone with his mom and she worked most evenings, Benji had his own place at their kitchen table. Jaden, on the other hand, hadn’t even met Josh’s mom until twenty minutes ago.

“Your friends were worried about you,” his mom explained as she bent over the high chair to put a bib on Josh’s little sister, Laurel. “Benji’s staying for dinner, so I invited Jaden, too. Benji, fill the glasses for me, will you?”

Josh’s father said hello to their guests, then plunked the Super Stax down on the counter.

“Make sure you get five tablespoons into your milk,” he said to Josh before disappearing to wash his hands. Josh washed his own hands in the kitchen sink before stirring the Super Stax into his milk glass. Jaden watched him, and he eyed her suspiciously. He’d seen her around plenty in school but had never really spoken to her until yesterday.

The pace of her involvement in his life was disconcerting. First she writes the glowing article about him in the school paper, then she sits with him at lunch, and the next thing he knows, she’s having dinner with his family. Benji wagged his eyebrows at Josh as he poured the milk. Josh answered Benji’s smirk with a dirty look. He could imagine what Benji was thinking: At this rate Josh would be married to her by next week.

Jaden sat with her hands and napkin in her lap, her back straight, and her wild, frizzy hair pulled back with a wide green ribbon.

“I came to do a follow-up story,” she said to Josh, picking up the notebook underneath her leg, showing it to him, then replacing it, “and your mom asked me if I like beef stew.”

Josh sat down and shot his mom a glance. She had her back to them, working over a steaming cauldron on the stove, then draining off a pot of noodles in the sink. His father walked back into the kitchen, kissed Laurel on the cheek, and studied Josh’s face, waiting for him to answer Jaden.

Josh knew—after years of having dinner guests of all kinds—better than to be impolite. He’d find himself grounded for a week if he did anything to make Jaden feel unwelcome.

“Great,” Josh said, sitting down beside her with his milk. “My mom makes the best.”

Josh put the glass to his lips and swallowed tentatively. His milk tasted like rotten bananas and cough medicine. Josh made a sour face.

“What’s wrong?” his father said, scowling.

“Nothing,” Josh said, forcing a smile onto his face, holding his breath, and gulping down his milk.

“Did you know Jaden’s dad is a doctor at the hospital?” Josh’s mom asked as she set a bowl of stew down on the table along with a bowl of noodles. “He works all kinds of crazy hours.”

“Wow,” Josh said.

“He’s a resident physician,” Jaden said, beaming proudly.

Her southern accent seemed more subdued than it had when she spoke in the cafeteria, and Josh wondered if it got more pronounced when she was nervous.

“When he’s done,” Jaden said, “he’ll be an orthopedic surgeon. Hopefully, he’ll work for the Yankees.”

Benji wrinkled his nose and said, “Yankees? I thought you were from South Carolina.”

“Texas,” Jaden said, slipping into the drawl, “but my father grew up in New York, and we’re Yankees fans.”

“Dude,” Benji said, “they stink.”

“You might say that if you’re a fan of the Red Sox or one of the other lesser teams,” Jaden said calmly, “but then you’d be denying the dominance of the franchise throughout the history of baseball.”

Benji made choking noises until Josh’s dad cast him a dark look.

“Sorry, Mr. LeBlanc,” Benji said, sitting up straight and folding his hands. “Would you like me to say grace?”

Josh rolled his eyes. Benji’s clowning sometimes
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