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A note from the author:
It is my hope that Baseball, Bullies & Angels will
entertain you, that Charlie will make you laugh and
you will relate to the characters and the situations
they find themselves in. It was also my goal while
writing this story to bring you into Stephen’s life, the
life of a bullying victim, and show you the highs and
lows. I want you all to understand that bullying can
happen to anyone, even a star baseball player.
We all know from reading or listening to the news
that not all children can see past what is happening to
them right now. There is no tomorrow, there is only
today. As a child who struggled in school and was
bullied until the age of fourteen, I know the feeling of
desperation a child can experience when they can’t
see an end to their troubles, and I feel for anyone who
is going through it.
Bullying is one of the most important topics in our
society today. The damage it causes can have lifelong ramifications. That is why I needed to tell this
story. I hope it will reach in and grab you by the
heartstrings. I think all kids need to understand the
consequences that poor decision-making can have, as
well as the impact it can have on your life, the lives
of your family and friends and even on those people
who aren’t your favorites. How we treat others and
how we are treated by others will define the people
we will eventually become.
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Chapter 1

On Deck
Standing in the hitter’s circle is my time to get my head
completely into the game. There is no conversation with other
players, it is just me. I swing a few times to loosen up and I
concentrate on the only thing that is important, what is coming: my
turn at bat. I watch each pitch that is being thrown. I watch for the
pitcher’s release point so I can start eyeing up the ball. I am getting
into my zone and shutting down all other distractions. I hear
everything but hear nothing. Not the chanting. Not the screaming.
Nothing. It has all become background noise. The adrenaline is
pumping and I am excited, nervous and scared all at the same time.
I try not to think about the importance of this one particular at bat,
and why this at bat is any different than any of the others. Why is
it different? Because everything our team has worked for all season
long is on the line, win or go home.
We are only down by two runs and we have the bases loaded so
the game is ours for the taking. But in sports there are no guarantees,
so many things can happen. For one, the batter could hit into a
double play and the game would be over. I would be left on deck
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dreaming of what would have happened or what might have
happened if I had gotten up to the plate one last time. But with no
balls and two strikes against our batter my chances of getting that
opportunity are looking really good. I’m Stephen Miller, and I’m
on deck.
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Chapter 2

Home Town
If you were a stranger driving through Lamington on any normal
day you would probably pass through it and not give it any thought
whatsoever. It’s a nice enough town, I guess. I don’t really have a
lot to compare it to though since I haven’t been to that many towns.
It’s quiet, at least most of the time. We do hear an occasional siren
blasting out from the firehouse or a horn blowing from the New
York bound commuter train. But despite these infrequent
disturbances, it’s quiet.
This small peaceful town is divided by one main street which is
cleverly called Main Street and connects to the same highway at
both ends. We have lots of little side streets which, in an aerial
view, probably look like a maze. There are a lot of trees surrounding
streets and houses, homes that were built and cemented into place
decades ago. Some have even been standing since before the end
of the Spanish-American War in 1898. But even though the houses
are old, everyone here takes good care of them.
The residents of Lamington attend one of our three churches. I
go to the Methodist church on most Sundays with my parents and
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annoying little brother Jack. We also have one for Catholics which
is the biggest and fanciest of the three. Then there is the one for
Presbyterians, which I have been trying to convince my brother to
join so he doesn’t pester me during the whole service. But if he
joined the Catholic one it would make me just as happy.
There are no stop lights anywhere in town and only one gas
station, Apgar’s, where they spend the day fixing cars and pumping
gas. They have a soda machine parked outside next to the waiting
area door and inside they have an ice cream cooler where I get my
root beer popsicles from. I love root beer: root beer barrels, root
beer floats and my all-time favorite are root beer popsicles. Even
with three convenience shops in town, Apgar’s is still the only place
you can buy them.
Lamington isn’t known for its quaint little shops because there
are none. It isn’t known for any great contribution to our county
history or the history of our country because none happened. It
really isn’t known for much of anything, and definitely not shopping.
If people want that they can drive ten miles to Clinton, where every
other building is a store, or they can go a little further to any one of
the bigger towns of the many that surround us.
But that doesn’t mean we don’t have a few stores because we
do. With the exception of Stanley’s Printing and The Dipper, these
stores are mostly small town versions of a 7-Eleven that are run out
of the bottom level of an old two-story Victorian house with the
owners living one floor above. All three of Lamington’s convenience
stores sell pretty much the same things like milk, bread, ketchup,
sugar, etc., things that you might need to pick up on the fly if Mom
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runs out. Now I don’t know why anyone needs three of the same
kind of store in one little town but that’s what we have.
The only store that dares to be different is The Dipper. This
store is run by the Cabbells and, like I said, it’s not in a house. Mr.
Cabbell is a teacher like my dad and spent one entire summer
constructing his little ice cream palace in his side yard. The building
is a small rectangle, a cinder block box with a front and back door
and a sliding window like you see at the drive-thru of McDonald’s.
When he finished up the construction he painted the store midnight
blue and stuck a big metal post in the ground in front of it with a
lighted sign that says “The Dipper”. A lot of the town’s people
think it’s an eyesore but the kids love it. Plus they grill and deep
fry food so the smell of burgers and fries is always in the air. I love
that smell! They also sell convenience items but it’s the food from
the grill and hand-dipped ice cream that makes them popular. And
on top of that it gives us kids a place to hang out.
Hanging out at The Dipper is part of our everyday lives, like
brushing your teeth. It’s something that we all do, with some doing
it longer and more often than others. Mr. Cabbell isn’t always
happy with the amount of lounging around going on; he calls it
“loitering” and often chases away the kids that over-stay their
welcome. But like bees to a hive we always come buzzing back.
I guess the good thing about having three of these stores in your
town is that you don’t have to walk far to get what you need (my
mom says that’s why they’re called convenience shops). If you live
on my side of town you have Apgar’s Garage and The Dipper. If
you live in the center of town you have Shaller’s and the printing
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shop. And people at the far end can make a stop at Shorty’s Mom
& Pop and then walk over to the post office to send out their mail.
It is conveniently set up for all.
If you decide to take the scenic route and weave your way
through the maze of streets in our town, you will eventually either
drive by or stop next to my house. It really just depends what
direction you’re coming from. My house is located on a corner lot
where Moore Street connects to New Street, house number 23. We
are right next to the Alpaughs who are cousins of the Apgars who
own the gas station where I get my root beer popsicles. And my
best friend Charlie lives right across the road from me.
As you go down New Street just a few miles you will pass right
by Lamington Public School, which was built nearly one hundred
years ago. That is where I go to school. I’m a seventh grader there
and my friend Charlie is in eighth. In the old days the school used
to go all the way through high school. Charlie’s dad even went
there. His dad told me once that his ninth grade class was the last
ninth graders to attend Lamington Public. After that, Lamingtion
Public ninth graders went to the new regional high school, where
I’ll go in a couple of years.
On any given Monday of the school year you would normally
find most of us kids in that school, dads working and the moms
doing mom things. Some of the moms in town also work but
they’re the minority. Most of the moms in Lamingtown don’t work
and spend the day doing things around their houses and in their
yards. During the day shopping gets done, dishes get washed, and
houses get cleaned, all those everyday things that we tend to take
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for granted (as my mom likes to point out), the mom fairy takes
care of. But today is not a normal Monday. It is Memorial Day and
schools are closed.
Memorial Day, as I have been told, is a day of reflection, a day
that the people of our country honor the men and women who died
in the armed services; in wars, basically. And like all Memorial
Days before this one, it is on a Monday. Well, just to clarify, when
I say “all” what I mean to say is, all Memorial Days in my lifetime.
Because the holiday has been celebrated since 1868, which is like
130 years before I was born. It was also called Decoration Day
until 1967 and celebrated on May 30th, which didn’t always fall on
a Monday. I think the first time it was celebrated on a Monday was
in 1971. As a matter of fact I am positive it was 1971 because I just
looked it up.
I’m not normally good with facts and dates unless those facts
have something to do with baseball, but as it turns out, these facts
do. This may not be true for everyone but for me they do. In
Lamington, Memorial Day is also the first day of baseball season.
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Chapter 3

Baseball Season
In Lamington, Memorial Day kicks off a sixteen game schedule
where our town’s eight teams all battle each other trying to get to
the Little League World Series. In this sleepy little town only one
thing zaps it to life and wakes everyone up out of their stupors, and
that’s baseball. Our town becomes a bustling madhouse on opening
day of baseball season. People crawl out from every crack and
crevice to watch our games. All those people that disappeared off
the radar screen in the fall and winter now reappear. Residents you
thought had moved away sneak back home.

Lamington also

organizes one of the biggest parades in the county and we all like
being part of it. So on this day of the year, the town opens its doors
and the people come flooding in. It is baseball season so let the day
begin!
The festivities in town start at eight in the morning with the
parade up Main Street, so if you’re coming be prepared for parking
problems and have your walking shoes on. The parade participants,
which includes me, start lining up at the firehouse on Wells Avenue
and by the time they finish, the line runs halfway down the street.
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The parade moves quickly from the corner of Wells Avenue onto
Main Street and then right up the hill. Along our route the spectators
fill the sidewalks and the residents that aren’t in the parade all sit
out on their porches and watch. At the top of the hill we take a
sharp curve, passing the Catholic church and Apgar’s, and we make
a quick right onto New Street. The parade moves right past my
house where my mom and dad wait to wave at me. After I see them
we keep going right past the park until we eventually spill out onto
the ball fields.
People of all ages participate in the parade including groups of
veterans from every war dressed up in their uniforms. There are
fire trucks from different eras, a few rescue squads, the high school
band and twirling squad, the boy scouts, the girl scouts, the girls’
softball teams and then all eight little league baseball teams dressed
in our new-for-this-year uniforms. We wear our hats proudly,
anxious for what the day will bring: baseball!
Memorial Day and baseball always seem to go together, like
Pepsi and pizza. Well, that’s what I like anyway. If that doesn’t
work for you then how about cookies and milk. I kind of think of
it this way: this day honors those people who died in battle fighting
for us, so it is only because of them that we are able to step onto the
ball field and play today. So in their memory our teams take to the
fields to battle one another. Think of it as a Civil War reenactment
done in a fun way without the death part.
Is it disrespectful to do something fun on a day we are paying
respect to people who gave their lives for us? I hope not. But I
figure it isn’t something I should worry about. I’m a kid and the
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adults are running the show so it must be okay, right?
On Memorial Day the games are played throughout the day with
the minor leaguers playing on the small field and the major league
boys playing on the regulation size one. Lights were installed a
few year ago on the majors field courtesy of the Lamington Athletic
Commission so some games now go into the evening.
The lights were a great addition to the ball field but did cause
some grumbling in town from some parents and coaches in the
minor leagues. The Commission’s thinking at the time was that the
little kids wouldn’t be playing late enough in the evening to require
lights but some of those parents disagreed. Despite the grumbles it
was a nice thing to do and now, because of the lights, darkness is
never an issue for me and my team.
Having the last game of the day is a little bit of a letdown actually with the excitement of the parade and all. When we got to the
fields I just wanted to get out there and play. But like they say
sometimes, we were all dressed up with no place to go. Whether
we like it or not the Giants will have to wait. That’s who I play for
and we got the 7pm time slot this year.
Having the last game of the day does have one advantage: it is
the only game on the schedule that doesn’t have a time limit. You
just play until the game is done. The day games all have to be
played within a two hour window and when the time is up so is
your game. If you only got four innings in, tough.
So the bad part today will be the wait, but the good thing is my
friend Charlie, who I told you lives across the street from me, has
the five o’clock game so we have almost the whole day to kill
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together.
“So what do you want to do? I don’t have to be back here until
four,” Charlie said to me when the parade ended.
“I don’t know, what do you want to do?”
“We could see if Linda Mohoney is working the snack shack.”
“She’s in high school. Why would she be working the snack
shack?”
Linda is a legend in town. She isn’t much older than us but
she’s beautiful and famous. She just signed with the Ford Modeling
Agency in Manhattan. That’s in New York City. I don’t have any
experience with modeling but I was told Ford is one of the biggest
agencies in the country.
“I hear she needs community service hours,” Charlie
answered.
“How would you know?”
“My sister told me.”
“And how would she know?”
“She heard my mom talking to your mom.”
“So it must be true,” I said rolling my eyes.
My mom loves to gossip but sometimes I think she makes stuff
up just to keep life interesting. Not big stuff, just little unimportant
things like who might be working in the snack shack. But it was a
rumor that was at least worth checking into despite its source.
“You want to check it out?”
“I am getting a little hungry,” I said with a smile.
“Let’s get some hot dogs,” Charlie said.
“I don’t want hot dogs,” I said, kind of surprised.
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“Why not?”
“It’s 9am.”
“So what?”
“It’s 9am, that’s so what. I don’t eat hot dogs for breakfast.”
“Hot dogs are just like bologna,” Charlie informed me.
“I don’t eat bologna for breakfast either.”
“Really?”
“No.” I made a face.
“Why not? It’s just like pork roll.”
“It’s nothing like pork roll.”
“If you fry it it is.”
“It is not. Pork roll is made from pork and bologna is made
from…” I had to stop and think about it for a second. “I don’t
know what it’s made from but it’s not pork.”
“It is made from pork. You can get it in beef, turkey and
chicken too, but the kind my mom gets is pork.”
“You’re kidding right?”
“I’m not. You really have never had it fried?”
“No, have you?” I said.
“All the time.”
“Really?” I said, not believing him.
“Really, and it’s good!”
“And people eat that for breakfast?” I was still skeptical.
“They do, and if people eat it for breakfast then it counts as
breakfast food, am I right?”
“I guess so.”
“I know so!” said Charlie claiming his victory.
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“Okay then. Let’s get hot dogs!” I said enthusiastically, but
when I searched my back pocket I realized … . “You know what?
My mom didn’t give me any money.”
“I’ll pay and you can pay me back later.”
“Okay, thanks. Get me two hot dogs with mustard, raw onion
and pickles. I’ve got to use the bathroom,” I said. “I’ve been
holding it in now for an hour and I’m about to burst.”
“Raw onions and pickles?” Charlie said frowning.
“What’s wrong with onion and pickles?”
“No one eats raw onions and pickles for breakfast.”
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Chapter 4

Partners in Crime
I don’t know what it is about Charlie but he and I just seem to
click. We are partners in crime my mom would say. We do pretty
much everything together. Like last summer we took a bike trip
and my dad even let him come camping with us, which was a lot
more fun than going with just my brother.
Every year my dad takes me and my brother Jack on a two week
camping trip but after a few days it gets a little boring. Who wants
to spend two weeks with just your little brother? So last year Dad
let us each invite one person to come with us. Jack chose his friend
Warren who he hangs out with during band practice and I brought
Charlie.
This arrangement worked out great. My dad would go fishing
early in the morning with my uncle, leaving all us kids behind with
my grandfather. Gramps didn’t like getting up early and that
worked fine for us since we could all pretty much do what we
wanted.
So while my dad and uncle fished, Jack and Warren did whatever
band people like to do and Charlie and I went down to the dock
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area to swim. At first I wasn’t happy when I learned we had to
share the dock with the family in the cabin next to us. I thought it
was just going to be me and Charlie. I knew Charlie didn’t mind
but I am always a little uncomfortable around strangers and it felt
like an invasion of my privacy. My dad told me that there wasn’t
anything he could do so live with it, but I still didn’t want to hang
out with boys I didn’t know. That was until those boys turned out
to be two sisters from Suffern, New York, who liked to dive off of
the dock in their bikinis. We spent the whole two weeks with these
girls swimming, hanging out and getting to know each other. When
it came time to leave we were all a little sad so we swapped phone
numbers and e-mails. It made going our separate ways easier
knowing we could all keep in touch.
I don’t think we were home for more than a few days when
Charlie and I were sitting on the front porch steps at my house
talking about the girls and we came up with this great idea: a road
trip! The girls only lived in Suffern, New York, which was about
sixty-five miles from our houses. That was like right down the
street; we couldn’t believe how close they lived. Okay, so it’s a
little further than down the street but it was still close. So we
figured we’d surprise the girls by going there to visit. It was way
better than e-mailing back and forth. I mean, we would do that too
but this would be way more fun. So we decided that we’d pack a
lunch, get on our bikes and pedal our way to see them.
We told our moms that day that we were going out to ride our
bikes and we’d be back before dinner. It wasn’t anything unusual
since we do this all the time. Our parents didn’t worry too much
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because we live in a small town; where could we possibly go? The
one rule was that no matter what we were doing we had to be home
and ready for dinner at six.
With the thought of the girls as the only thing in our heads, we
started out the trip really excited, pedaling hard and fast, trying to
make good time. But we soon discovered that it wasn’t going to be
as easy as we anticipated. We’d get a good pace going and then the
road would slope uphill a little and slow us down, and then we’d hit
a steeper hill and we’d be crawling along at a snail’s pace. Of
course we made up lots of time going downhill but eventually it
would flatten out and we’d slow down again.
The part of the trip I really hated was Schooley’s Mountain.
When you go up this mountain in a car it doesn’t look like it would
be that hard to bike up, but let me tell you, I almost died. My legs
were fried halfway up and we both thought we should throw in the
towel and just go home. But instead we battled it out all the way to
the top, and we were glad we did. Because once we hit the peak we
were able to coast back down the other side for miles without ever
having to pedal. The mountain got so steep at times that we had to
use the brakes to slow down. We were having so much fun now
that it didn’t even cross our minds that we would have to ride back
up; we were flying high and having fun letting go of the handle bars
with our arms stretched out like the wings of a plane. The speed
was exciting and the air hitting our faces felt good, and we just
enjoyed it for as long as it lasted. When the mountain eventually
leveled off we went back to pedaling again.
After we came down the other side of Schooley’s Mountain we
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went through the business section of one of those big towns that
moms shop at. We had been in this town many times before, but it
was always in a car. When you see things from a car it’s like
watching a movie with the volume turned off. Things are happening
right in front of your eyes but you don’t feel or hear anything so it
doesn’t seem real somehow.
It’s not like that on a bike. While you’re pedaling along you
can feel the whole world around you. The birds are chirping, dogs
barking, and we heard the bubbling rushing water from the stream
that ran along the side of the road. It was those sounds and the
smell of the outdoors that made your senses come alive. We were
no longer spectators locked into the cockpit of a car. It was an
amazing feeling and we didn’t want it to end.
But by two o’clock that good feeling was gone and we both
started to feel nauseous. We weren’t sure why, maybe from the
heat or the lack of food, but we both knew we had to stop and take
a break. We had gone pretty far up to that point and were now
pedaling on the shoulder of interstate Route 80 (most people just
call it I-80). When we stopped Charlie quickly took out his map
and calculated that we had biked a whopping thirty-seven miles.
This news gave us both a little more energy because we only had
twenty-eight miles to go.
Charlie had figured that I-80 would save us lots of time but I
didn’t like that there was nowhere to sit and eat. The lucky thing
was it did have steel guardrails along the shoulder. I guess they’re
to keep the cars from driving off the road, but we used it to lean our
bikes against.
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There was a lot more traffic on I-80 than what we had run into so
far and we didn’t see any other people standing or walking on it.
But it also dawned on me, as I thought about it, even when I was in
my parent’s car I never really noticed people walking or biking on
it. That was probably because there was no place to sit, plus all the
tractor trailers whizzing by us made it hard to hear each other talk.
So I could see why it wouldn’t be a popular spot for people without
cars.
Since there were no other seating options the guardrail seemed
like the best place to sit as well. With the temperature topping
ninety degrees and the sun beating down on us the rail was so hot
we could feel it burning through our shorts. There was no shade
and we both agreed that it would have been much better if we had
eaten earlier when we could have parked ourselves under a nice
tree. At least that would have gotten us out of the sun for a little
while. Of all the August days we could have taken this journey we
picked probably the hottest one, and by the end of lunch we had not
only eaten all of our food but we had drained every drop of water
too.
We did get a little relief from the heat with all the summer
traffic because all those passing vehicles were creating a nice little
breeze. When the tractor trailers flew by us at eighty miles an hour
it was more like gusty winds, but it felt nice.
With lunch done Charlie went back to the map to check his
calculations. The trip so far had taken us five hours and the lunch
break added another thirty minutes. As Charlie double-checked
mileage and times, we realized that if we kept going we probably
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wouldn’t get to Suffern until after eight o’clock. Now this was
troubling for two reasons. The first was, if the girls’ parents were
anything like ours, they would probably be mad at us for showing
up at their door at that late hour to visit and yell at us. Neither one
of us wanted to get yelled at. The second reason was the most
concerning though, and that was because if we didn’t go back now
we’d be lucky if we got home in time for breakfast, let alone
dinner.
*

*

*

“Stephen, you’re never going to believe this,” Charlie said,
returning from the snack shack holding four hot dogs and two cans
of soda, one tucked under each armpit.
“What?”
“My mom just gave me money so you don’t owe me anything
for the hot dogs!” Charlie said all excited as he handed me my
food.
“Thanks, but why did she give you extra money?”
“I told her I donated mine to the rescue squad.”
“And she believed you?”
“Sure,” he said, just a matter of fact.
“Really?” I said.
“Why not? I never lie,” Charlie said with his mouth stuffed full
of food.
*

*

*

I am sure that you have already figured out that getting home in
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three hours was going to be hard to do when we were five hours
away. But that is in biking hours, not car hours, which is the only
reason I didn’t say getting home was going to be impossible.
Now between the two of us, Charlie had a lot more to worry
about than me. If we had to measure the amount of trouble someone
would be in, Charlie was way off the scale. My parents were easygoing and were more likely to lecture me on the need for proper
decision making where Charlie’s mom was more of the emotional
type and would hit the roof, she would be so steamed.
Unlike my mom who was your typical American girl type, born
and raised in southern New Jersey, Charlie’s mom was European,
with the Arnold Schwarzenegger-like accent and all. When she got
angry and started to yell, she was scary. Really scary.
My mom said that her bark was worse than her bite, but if a pit
bull were barking at you would you still walk into its yard? So I
guess it shouldn’t have surprised me when Charlie pulled out a
Swiss Army knife and walked over to my bike and punctured the
tire. It was lucky for him that the Rockaway Mall, which was one
of those jumbo malls with tons of stores, was located right behind
us off the highway. Just a short walk and we were at a telephone.
Yes, I said telephone. Neither Charlie nor I have the luxury of
owning smart phones, or even regular cell phones that you can only
use for calls. Both of our parents are on the same line of thinking
that the less technology we have the better. They also don’t see the
need for us to have cell phones when we have a phone in every
room of the house, and because when we aren’t at home, either our
moms or dads are usually with us.
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Now, I said it was lucky for him it was a short walk to the mall
because he was pushing my bike as I rode his. On the way to the
mall he apologized for the tire and said he would pay for it, which
I thought was a nice thing to do considering what he just did. The
one thing that Charlie knew that I didn’t think about was if he had
called his mom for a ride, she would not only have been angry but
she would have made him walk all the way back home just to punish
him. So instead we came up with a great story to tell my mom and
believe it or not she was surprisingly sympathetic. She picked us
up in front of the mall some fifty minutes later, probably still in
shock that we had ridden our bikes so far. In her mind, as long as
we were together and we took the back roads it wasn’t really such
a big deal; it was more of an achievement. Even better news was
that Charlie made it home for dinner with time to spare.
*

*

*

“What do you say we take another road trip to Suffern again this
summer?”
“I don’t think so.” I looked sideways over at Charlie to see if he
was joking with me.
“Why not?”
“If I remember it right, we didn’t make it there the first time.”
“That’s because you got a flat tire.”
“Is that how you remember it?”
“You did get a flat tire, didn’t you?”
“Yes, but …”
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“So if you were to take a lie detector test and they asked if you
got a flat tire on I-80, what would you say?”
“Yes, but …”
“There are no buts on a lie detector test. You only answer yes
or no. ‘Stephen, were you home with Linda Mohoney on the night
in question?’ ‘Yes.’ ‘Did you kill your wife?’ ‘No.’ ‘Did you get
a flat tire on I-80?’ ‘Yes.’”
“You’re nuts.”
“Maybe so, but the answer is still YES!”
“The answer is NO, I do not want to try that again.”
“But if we leave earlier this time we could make it.”
“Charlie, do you remember why we were the only people on
bikes on I-80?”
“Because it’s illegal.”
“That is correct.”
“But we didn’t know that at the time.”
“But we do now.”
“Back roads, there must be back roads,” Charlie said, almost
pleading. “I think we could take Route 46 through Rockaway this
time.”
“I don’t think so.”
“Come on, if we get tired we’ll just go knock on Miss Stanton’s
door and ask her for a ride home. I heard she lives up that way.”
Charlie was clearly amused with himself by the way he said this.
“That is not funny.”
“Sure it is.”
“It’s not and you know it.” Miss Stanton is one of my teachers
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and I don’t think she likes me.
“Okay, sorry. Did she give you back your test yet?” Charlie
said as he continued to chomp away on his food.
“Not yet.”
“How do you think you did?”
“I studied for it.”
“I didn’t ask you that. I asked how you think you did.”
“I don’t really know, it could go either way.”
“Which way are you anticipating it going?
“Same way it always goes.”
“So you failed it?”
“I don’t know that I failed it.”
“So what happens to you if you fail it?”
“Summer school.”
“That’s no big deal, so you do a couple extra weeks in school
and then you’ll be able to move on to eight grade.”
“I hate it though,” I said.
“Look on the bright side, Linda Mohoney will be at the school
doing her service hours this summer.”
“How do you know that?”
“My mom told me.”
“And who told her?”
“Your mom.”
“So it must be true.” I tried to not roll my eyes this time.
“Of course,” Charlie said with a smile.
“Do you think there’s a chance?”
“Probably not.”
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I knew Charlie was right. Why would she want to waste her
summer working at the school.
“I take it she wasn’t at the snack shack,” I said.
“No, Margie Winkle’s mom had it covered, but she’s looking
pretty hot herself.”
“Charlie, that’s gross.”
“Why is that? I am a man, she’s a woman.”
“She’s Margie’s mom and you are a boy,” I corrected.
“Man.”
“Boy!” I said one more time.
“Well, we all can’t be the ‘man boy’ like you. Isn’t that what
your mom’s calling you now, the man boy!” Charlie said,
laughing.
“Shut up.”
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Chapter 5

The Man Boy
I guess most people would consider me just a typical thirteen
year old with typical teenage problems. But I am not really typical.
For one, I’m six foot two. My mom calls me ‘the man boy’. I
know, that is just what Charlie said and it’s true. She doesn’t say it
in a mean way or anything; I’ve known her all my life and she
doesn’t have a mean bone in her body. She is just calling it like she
sees it, and I am a boy in a big man body.
But despite my size, I am just a kid. I think like a kid, I act like a
kid and I feel things like a kid. And sometimes I get weighed down
by certain feelings, and it’s hard for me to believe that those feelings
and the experiences that cause them won’t last forever. It seems
that way because in a kid’s world time seems infinite. Wow, I like
that word: infinite. I don’t usually use words like that and I’m
surprised I even used it in the right context. I guess it would be a
good time to tell you that I struggle a lot in school so using words
like “infinite” is a big deal for me. But I do like the sound of that
word and I think it fits here because when I think of infinite I think
of being at the beach and looking out at the ocean where there is no
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end in sight, and that is the way time feels to a kid: infinite.
Now the feeling of endless time isn’t such a bad thing always,
like when we are all having fun and life is coasting along happily,
like a day at a water park. I know that certainly could go on forever,
am I right? I mean who wouldn’t like that! We’d get out of the
water at the end of the day and look like aliens from the Planet
Prune, but who would care if we were giant prune people. We had
fun!
But there are other times when things in life get hard and you
just want that awful feeling to go away. Take my brother Jack for
example. He is smart as a whip but he can’t hit a baseball. Every
time he strikes out he feels bad and the longer it goes on the worse
he feels. It’s weighing on him and it is all he can think about
sometimes. The kid wants to be like all the other boys playing ball,
he just wants a hit. This might seem like a really stupid thing to be
getting upset about but to a kid this is a huge deal.
If I had to compare it to an adult situation maybe it’s like how
my dad felt when he lost my mom’s wedding ring. For the longest
time that was all he seemed to talk about. We all have things that
bother us and sometimes these little things seem like the end of the
world.
I know that I am young and compared to world hunger and stuff
my problems are flea-sized. But in my world they don’t feel so
small and, even for a big guy like me, sometimes the weight of
those problems are crushing and more than I can handle. When I
start to feel this kind of heavy pressure I go to my dad. Sometimes
my mom, but my dad has this way about him that puts me at ease
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so I usually go to him. I don’t have any idea most of the time what
I am going to say to him and sometimes I don’t say much of
anything, but I go anyway.
Now, some people would question his methods (I know my
mom does), but they work for me and I think he knows that. I will
go up to him and he will put his hand on my shoulder, then he’ll tap
me on the back, pick up a baseball and two gloves and say, “Stephen,
follow me.”
He takes me out to our backyard, no matter what time of year it
is (and I mean that too). We have had to actually shovel pathways
through the snow, but we go outside and we toss the ball back and
forth. I know this doesn’t sound like it would solve anyone’s
problems, but the throwing is just part of Dad’s therapy. The
throwing relaxes me and puts me in a comfortable place and the
next thing I know I am telling him things that I would normally
keep to myself. I’m not usually big on sharing how I feel and it’s
not an easy thing for me to do. And I don’t know about you but I
find it harder to talk to my parents about that kind of stuff than to
anyone. Maybe because I feel like they might judge me or think I
am stupid or childish or, worse, I might say something that is
embarrassing. I hate when that happens, so if I don’t share I don’t
have to worry about it. But when we are throwing the ball around
the world seems right and it seems okay to let a few things out.
Plus, he and I love baseball.
I really love baseball. I love to watch it, I love to play it, and I
even love to practice. My mom says that if I put half the amount of
energy into school work as I do baseball I would probably do better.
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Dad says that’s her way of trying to motivate me, and that she is not
trying to hurt my feelings.

But school is a sore subject and

sometimes it’s hard to not take it personally.
Just imagine how you would feel if you studied for hours only
to wake up the next day after all that work and you couldn’t
remember any of the material. Or imagine you walk away from a
test thinking, “Wow, I did good on this one!” only to get it back
later and find out you flunked it. Well, that is how school is going
for me so, all things considered, I would much rather be on a
baseball field than anywhere.
I have always seemed right at home on a ball field and it’s been
that way since I was little. Dad says that I took to baseball like
ducks take to water. That from the moment I slipped on my first
baseball glove he could tell I had a gift. I used to think he was just
saying that because he was my dad and that is what all dads tell
their kids. I once heard Bart Taller’s dad tell him how good he was
one day, and Bart would have had better luck catching a rabbit than
a baseball. But it eventually became clear even to me that I could
do things on a baseball field that most kids couldn’t. So in one way
my mother is right, if somehow I could get as good at school as I
am at baseball then I could very well do better. Unfortunately that
is a big if, because school on a good day for me is next to
impossible.
Each school year I start out thinking that this is the year I am
going to do well. I am going to go into class, listen carefully and
absorb everything like a sponge. But that dream lasts for about the
first ten minutes. As soon as the teacher gets getting going on
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something I start to drift away. My brain gets all foggy, almost like
I’ve been hypnotized by a magician. The magician then transports
me out of class and puts me down somewhere else. It’s like in
those Star Trek movies where the transporter sets you down on
some unknown planet, but with me that planet is usually the baseball
field. In this foggy state my mind starts to play out scenarios of
games. Sometimes it’s games that my team is about to play, but
mostly I am replaying games I have already played.
My dad says that concentrating in school is no different than
staying focused during a ball game; just keep your head in the
game. But for some reason it doesn’t work the same for me at
school as it does on the field. Concentrating and focusing during
class is just hard for me to do. I have the same problem when I am
reading.
I will be reading along just fine and as I am finishing up the
paragraph I realize that in my head I am just saying the words. I am
reading them -- I can even hear myself saying them -- but each
word is coming to me with no meaning. They are all just random
words as if I were reading a vocabulary list. I finish my reading and
remember nothing. So I start from the top and begin again but with
each try it’s the same result. After a few failed attempts I toss the
book aside in frustration and my mind then goes to the only place
in my life that seems to work perfectly, the baseball field.
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Chapter 6

Back in the Game
A's VS. Giants

Like I said, my mind works totally different on a ball field than
it does at school. When I am playing baseball, my focus never
strays from the game. I have never found myself on a baseball field
thinking about dividing fractions or who the twenty-second
president of the United States was. My head is always in the game.
And if I am thinking of anything beyond the moment it is strategy,
how are we going to get each man out or how am I going to hit this
pitcher or that pitcher. I am always thinking during the game but it
is about what needs to be done to win. Plus, as a catcher, there is
always something to be thinking about. I just wish school could be
the same.
In school I can’t seem to find a way to win. The teachers think
that I am just lazy and don’t want to do the work. At least that is
what they are telling my parents. And after years of battling with
me my parents are frustrated because they don’t know what to do.
My teachers are frustrated and seem to have given up on me, and I
am more frustrated than all of them.
I work as hard or harder than a lot of kids, I really do. But
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normal things that most people take for granted, like concentrating
and listening, I don’t do well. I don’t know why this is, but I don’t.
One second I am listening just fine and then BOOM, I’m gone. My
head gets that foggy thing going, like I’ve said, and then that little
magician shows up and zaps me right onto the baseball field. Like
right now my body is in my math class and Miss Stanton is going
over fractions. (Math, by the way, is my least favorite subject and
the funny thing is that my dad is a high school math teacher.) But
that is only where my body is. My mind, well, right now we are up
by two in the bottom of the last inning in last night’s game and we
need only two outs to finish the A’s off and win the season opener.
“Stephen.” Miss Stanton is looking right at me. “Are you with
us on this?”
“Yes,” I said, “I think so.” It doesn’t take much to bring me
back either, just a few words.
“Good, can we move on to chapter six?”
“Sure,” I said, like I really have some say in the matter.
Miss Stanton is like a guard dog. She doesn’t miss anything in
her class so I know she was well aware that I wasn’t paying attention.
And I am also sure she knew that I had no idea what she was talking
about. Chapter six? “Chapter six in what?” is what I should have
asked her.
I took a quick glance around the room only to discover that we
were no longer working on math. In fact, I am the only one in class
with a math book out. This means only one thing: we had moved
on to history. As I switch books I hope that I don’t attract attention
to myself, but the muffled laughter tells me that it didn’t go
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unnoticed by some of the other kids either.
My classmates are another sore subject. It isn’t all of them, but
there is a group of them I call the bully gang and they enjoy making
my life miserable. Right now they have a campaign going to see
just how far they can push and bend me before I break. So they all
get great satisfaction when Miss Stanton catches me in my classroom
comas, my spaced out journeys, or whatever you want to call my
little lapses.
These whatever-you-call-them are creating bigger problems for
me. I’ve fallen so far behind the other students that, with less than
four weeks left of school, it is now next to impossible for me to get
caught up. My parents have been setting up meetings with teachers
to talk about ways to bring my grades up so I can just move on to
eighth grade. Their suggestions include staying after school every
day as well as the need for summer school.
I hate summer school and my parents know it too so this has now
become their threat of choice -- the dreaded summer school. This
threat, of course, is supposed to get me to buckle down and apply
myself, (like I wasn’t applying myself!), but let’s face it; I am going
to summer school. I know it. They know. It is as clear as the sun
rising and setting each day.
I hadn’t missed a year without summer school since first grade
(only because they don’t have summer school for kindergarten) and
this year wouldn’t be any different. But my parents would not give
up the fight, they keep encouraging me to do better. And then there
is the talk. It’s the same talk every year about how we all learn at
different paces and that I will eventually start to put it all together.
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I just have to try harder.
But I was trying and it wasn’t coming to me. To make matters
worse, I was labeled: teacher’s think that I’m lazy and my classmates
see me as the slow kid. I am treated differently and I don’t like it.
It doesn’t feel good. A student should be made to feel like they are
special, like they are an important part of the class, but I just feel
like an unwanted house guest.
The only place I feel like I am important and that I make a
difference to anyone is on a baseball field. Not a single coach I
have ever played for cared whether or not I was smart or dumb as a
stump, they accepted me for who I was, who I am. I am eager to
learn and love to practice which in a coach’s eyes makes me
valuable.
As the years have passed my skills have only gotten better and
better. I am now at a point where my true abilities have separated
me even further from the kids that I am playing with. And I am a
big kid, I’m a man boy as my mom says. But even though I am big
and getting bigger, it doesn’t slow me down. I’m as quick and agile
as most little guys. You know the ones that you see zip around the
soccer fields with endless amounts of energy and wonder how they
can keep going? Well that’s me, but the Mac Truck-size version.
“Okay, does everyone have their book open to chapter six?
Stephen, did you find where we are?”
“Yes, Miss Stanton.”
“Good. Danny, would you mind reading the first paragraph for
me.”
“Yes, Ma’am. I mean no, Ma’am, I don’t mind. ‘In 1804 Lewis
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and Clark…’”
It didn’t take long before Danny’s reading about Lewis and Clark
sent me to my happy place. My team still had only one out, but
now the A’s had the bases loaded with the winning run standing by
on first base.
Billy DeSanto was pitching and had run into a bit of trouble.
My mom referred to Billy as Stick Boy, (but not so anyone could
hear her though), and she wasn’t being mean either. Billy was just
a little on the thin side and, at the moment, Stick Boy was having
lots of trouble finding the strike zone. Billy was usually “the man,”
our go-to guy; he had gotten us out of countless situations in the
past. But now he was busy digging himself a hole. With each pitch
that hole kept getting deeper and deeper, so deep in fact that he was
going to have trouble climbing out.
Billy got the first out easily but then gave up a single to shallow
center and proceeded to walk the next two batters to load the bases.
He was slowly losing confidence in himself and he was having
trouble zeroing in on the strike zone. The one spot he could find,
which was the outside corner, the umpire just would not give him.
A person’s body language can speak volumes and Billy’s was
screaming, “Take me out!” He was called Stick Boy because he
was thin, but he was also very tall (not as tall as me but close), and
as Billy stood on the mound kicking dirt, he was all hunkered over
which made him look five inches shorter. He kept looking over at
the dugout hoping that the coach would yank him out, but that was
not going to happen. Billy had to finish out the game, win or lose,
and we all knew it. Unfortunately, the A’s knew it too. With our
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next game only a day away, Dell Haver (who is our best pitcher)
was not an option and the rest of our pitchers had all hit their
maximum pitch count. Billy was it, there was no one else left. Plus
it always took Dell at least an inning to loosen up and get into a
groove and we certainly didn’t have an inning for Dell to find
himself. Billy was just going to have to dig down and pull this one
out.
We all knew that the next batter was going to be the toughest
one. Billy had problems throwing to lefties and the A’s only lefty
batter was now up. I think if I were coaching the other team I
would have just sent all my batters to the plate batting lefty whether
they could hit that way or not. I would bet my 2009 Yankees World
Series hat that Billy would walk most of them. I guess it was a
good thing the other team’s coach didn’t think like me.
Billy was kicking at the dirt near the pitching rubber, moving it
around. It was as if he were fluffing his pillow before dropping his
head down to sleep. But then he planted his foot right in the middle
of it and stared in my direction. Stick Boy was looking for a sign,
like I was going to put down the number for some miracle pitch that
would get him out of this mess. But there was no miracle pitch.
And Billy had only one that was even coming close to the strike
zone, a fastball, so that is the sign he got. He shook his head and
launched his first pitch which crossed the plate inside and tight.
Maybe just a little too tight because it sent the batter sprawling
backwards into the dirt to avoid getting hit.
“Ball,” the umpire yelled.
The second pitch was two feet over the batter’s head.
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“Ball two,” the umpire said.
The third pitch found the outside corner. I held my glove locked
into place without even flinching so the umpire could see where the
pitch had crossed the plate. The umpire called it a ball anyway and
I could see Billy roll his eyes and take off his hat.
Billy always played with his hat when he got frustrated. He’d
take it off and put it on, take it off and put it on, finding a different
position for it on his head each time. It was like his skull suddenly
grew or shrunk so that he couldn’t get it to fit right. But after a few
minutes of hat play and a sharp warning from the umpire, Billy
took the mound and delivered his next pitch. This one crossed the
plate in the same location as the previous pitch, with the same
result.
“Ball four,” the umpire called out. “Take your base!”
Groans and moans erupted from the Giants’ fans as well as some
verbal protests, which parents are not supposed to do by the way.
At the same time the fans for the A’s all cheered as the runners
advanced and a run walked in, cutting our lead down to one. With
the winning run now standing on second you could sense the
momentum switching direction. Billy was like a runaway train that
was destined to crash.
I know that after every game there will be parents and players
who will blame the umpires for missing calls. Calls that each team
would say were obviously wrong or at least that’s how they viewed
them. But umpiring is a tough job and none of those parents
complaining about the bad job would ever volunteer to do it
themselves. That being said, I am sure that after this game the

36

Baseball, Bullies & Angels

same complaints were heard. And with any luck, maybe someone
passed around a donations cup so we all could contribute to getting
the man behind me a gift card to the Eyeglass Warehouse.
Anyway, after the walked-in run, you could feel the tension in
the air and a game we once had total control over was now slowly
slipping away. I could feel myself breathing faster and I could hear
my heart pounding over the noise of the crowd. I took a deep
breath to try and calm my nerves but it didn’t help much. I was
nervous now, as it was clear that the runner on third base could
change the direction of the game. The frustrating part was that
Billy wasn’t really throwing badly. He was consistently hitting the
outside edge of the plate, which was a strike, just not tonight. I
could only hope that Billy kept the ball up near the strike zone and
didn’t start throwing balls into the dirt. I am a good catcher but
every once in a while one will get by me. With a runner on third
that could be costly.
Billy was back on the mound looking for some direction from
me so I threw down a couple of signs indicating fastball, again.
Billy nodded okay and then went into his short delivery, but what
came at me was the slowest fastball I have ever seen. I could have
run to the snack shack, downed a couple hotdogs, and still been
back in time to catch this ball. This was without a doubt a pitch that
a batter could only dream of getting served; it was the pepperoni on
the pizza, the icing on the cake, it was a home run and all it needed
was a fence to fly over. I was practically drooling as I watched this
pitch come in and I wasn’t even the one batting. I know that I
would have unloaded on this ball: I would have waited for the right
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moment and then launched it into outer space (well, at least the
parking lot). But the key here was to be patient and wait.
Every sport has its equivalent of this pitch -- in soccer it’s the
breakaway, in tennis it’s the easy volley, in golf it’s the one foot
putt, in football it’s the open field catch and basketball has the wide
open lay up -- and in every single sport there is also the choke. It’s
the moment of anticipation before the play where you get overanxious and shank the putt, drop the catch and swat the ball into the
net.
So it shouldn’t have surprised anyone when the lucky batter’s
eyes grew large and he went for the pitch with everything he could
muster up, only to be so far in front of the ball that he hit a dinger
off the tip of his bat, directly towards the pitcher. The ball hit the
dirt five feet in front of Billy, bouncing right into his glove. He
relayed the ball right back to me at home plate for out number two,
and I in turn gunned the ball to Marcus Neely, our first baseman, to
try for the final out. It was the easiest throw ever, just 90 feet,
27,432 millimeters, 1,080 inches and .017 miles. I know what
you’re thinking, how did the slow kid remember all those numbers.
It has to do with baseball, that’s all I’m going to say. But I have
been throwing all my life and have never had an easier throw. I
once went to the county fair and spent an hour at the dunk tank
knocking Chief Sterlin into the water. I put him in a record 30
times on 32 throws, so I don’t have to tell you that I could hit a hit
a bull’s-eye in the middle of a tornado. But at this moment, with
the wind silent and calm, all I could do was watch in horror as my
throw went sailing over Marcus’s head and into right field. By the
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time we recovered the ball two runs had scored and the game was
over.
“Stephen,” Miss Stanton called out.
“Yes, Ma’am?”
“In what year did Lewis and Clark start their expedition to the
west and on what river did they travel?”
“Year?” I asked, trying to buy myself some time.
“Yes, Stephen. What was the year and what was the river?”
I closed my eyes and tried to think. I knew that all eyes were
on me now. I guess this was the teacher’s way of punishing me for
not paying attention, but it was a mean way to do it. I didn’t need
anyone’s help embarrassing me in front of my peers. I did that very
well all on my own.
Then suddenly I heard a whisper from behind me say, “1804 on
the Mississippi.”
I opened my eyes and looked at the teacher and hesitated. My
first inclination was to spew out the answer I’d just heard, but then
I thought, what if someone is messing with me. What if they gave
me the wrong answer to try and make me look stupid? It would be
just like one of the bully gang to try and make me look bad. They’ve
done it before. But then I thought, what’s the difference? I didn’t
know the answer anyway, so whatever answer I came up with on
my own was going to be wrong.
“1804 and they traveled the Mississippi,” I blurted out.
“Correct! Very good.” Miss Stanton sounded as puzzled as she
looked but moved on. “Can anyone else tell me how long their
journey lasted?” Hands shot in the air, not mine of course. “Yes,
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Megan.”
“It took them over two years, from May 1804 to September
1806.”
“Very nice, Megan,” Miss Stanton praised her.
Megan Milton was the new girl in town and if I had to guess,
also the little bird chirping answers in my ear. I didn’t know much
about her but I certainly appreciated her help. No one else in this
class would have bothered. They would have been perfectly content
just letting me sit there and sweat it out. As the teacher moved
around the class calling for more answers, I again slipped away.
The sweat was dripping off of my face and the catcher’s gear
now felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. I could hear gasps
from the crowd and then the sound of cheers. I could see and feel
the disappointment flooding over my teammates. The tears welled
up in their eyes, but I would never cry. I lost the game. It was my
fault and I would certainly take full responsibility for my mistake.
But if it weren’t for that last throw I would have played a perfect
game. I had five hits and scored three times and I threw out two
runners at second and one at third. I had a great game and no one
could take that away from me. Unfortunately what everyone else
will remember is that awful throw to first base and the loss of the
game.
“Stephen,” I heard the coach call out. “Come here.”
I walked toward the coach looking at the ground the whole way.
I was feeling sorry for myself but mostly embarrassed. I couldn’t
even imagine what he was going to say about that throw. When I
got close enough to talk to him I could feel the emotions welling up
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inside me and I had to fight it back. “Don’t you dare cry,” I told
myself.
“I am so sorry, Coach,” I said shaking my head still in disbelief.
“I don’t know how that ball got away from me. I feel terrible.”
The coach put his hand on my neck and gave it a fatherly
squeeze and said, “I know you do, I can see it. But try not to be too
hard on yourself. There were a lot of reasons we lost this game and
most of them had nothing to do with that throw.”
“But I should have gotten him.”
“We all made mistakes today, including me. That is part of the
game and it’s part of being human. You can’t dwell on them. Learn
from them and move on. Do you know what I mean?”
“I guess.”
“So, what did you learn?”
“I need to practice that throw.”
“No, Kid, you have a cannon for an arm! You threw out three
base runners tonight. You can make that throw in your sleep. You
let up is what you did. You saw the easy out in front of you and
instead of throwing the ball with purpose you eased off the throw
and the ball sailed away on you.”
“I choked!”
“Stephen, it happens and I’m sure in your baseball career it will
likely happen again. Just don’t let it get in your head or it will get
locked there, and if that happens you’ll start to make that same
mistake over and over. So shake it off, kick some dirt, stomp your
feet, shout about it if you like, but get it out of your system and
forget about it.”
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“It’s easier said than done, Coach. I hate to lose.”
The coach laughed. “Me too, but it is one loss and we have lots
of time to get it back. Plus losing builds character, right?”
“I guess.”
“Take my word for it, we will be a better team because of this
game. I want you to go home tonight and get a good night’s sleep
and put this game behind you. We have the Cardinals tomorrow
and they’re a good team. And Stephen?”
“Yes, Coach?”
“If you decide to take my advice and start stomping and shouting, just don’t do it here in front of everyone. It will make you look
like a bad sport and we don’t want that, do we?”
“No sir.”
“Good. Now go get everyone together and meet me in left field
so I can go over the game and get you guys out of here.”
Despite what the coach had said, sleep didn’t come easy after
losing this game. I kept seeing that throw in my head over and
over, wishing somehow I could get a do-over. Losing may very
well build character like the coach said, but it still felt awful.
“Stephen!”
“Yes, Miss Stanton?” When I looked up she was standing right
in front of my desk.
“You really need to pay attention. If you paid better attention
then maybe you wouldn’t get D’s on your papers.”
Of course she said this as she was putting last week’s test down
in front of me with a great big D written across the front. She even
wrote a little note for me at the top that said, “Need to pay attention!”
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in big red letters.
The kids in class began to laugh and I just wanted to go
someplace and hide. The dismissal bell rang in the nick of time and
everyone shot out the door. But even with no one else there, my
knees were shaking when I stood up, like a boxer who just got
knocked to the ropes and couldn’t stay up. I walked down the hall
in a daze, lost in another moment of embarrassment.
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Chapter 7

The New Girl
The school bell rang on and off throughout the day. It rang to
let us know it was time to change classes or to tell us lunch was
over. It was like a traffic light that kept the traffic flowing. But that
last bell was a special one and it was usually my favorite, except
today. Today it was muffled with the sound of kids laughing at me
and the sight of another D.
As I walked through the double doors of the school leading to
the buses, I heard a girl’s voice say from behind me,
“That was just mean.”
Still a little out of sorts and distracted, I turned slightly and saw
that it was the new girl, Megan. She was talking to me. I didn’t
think she was at first but she was looking right at me so I said,
“What?”
“I said, that was mean. It was a mean thing to do. And she
shouldn’t be doing it in front of the whole class.”
I really didn’t know what to say so I just said, “I guess.”
“You guess?”
“She just wants me to pay attention.”
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“That may be true but she also picks on you. I don’t see her
doing that with anyone else.”
“You think she picks on me?” I asked, kind of surprised that she
seemed to care.
“Do I think?” she said sarcastically. “Yeah, I think. She picks
on you and I think she likes it too.”
“You do?”
“Yes, I do,” she said and rolled her eyes. “Don’t you?”
“Yeah, it does seem that way sometimes.”
“Well you know what, she has no right ...”
I quickly found out that Megan likes to talk. And the more she
talked about Miss Stanton the more worked up she was getting over
it, and the more worked up she got the quicker she talked. It was
like someone emptied a bucket of balls into a pitching machine and
couldn’t turn it off. The words were coming at me faster than I
could swing and my brain hit overload, getting foggy.
When this sort of thing comes on and my head fogs over, the
sounds of the world disappear. It’s like the constant rush of a
freeway. After a while it becomes what they call white noise and
you don’t hear it anymore. Megan’s voice was now becoming
white noise and it wasn’t long before I found myself staring at her,
simply nodding. Most of the time when this happens to me I am
sitting in class where I disappear into thoughts about baseball, but
not this time.
Right now I was looking at this girl and I just started to notice
things about her that I found appealing. Like the way she smiled.
It was a little crooked, and her teeth were shiny white. They weren’t
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perfectly straight but they weren’t all scattered about her mouth
either. It was her front two teeth that caught my attention because
they crossed each other just a little at the bottom. I like it. I don’t
know why but something about it made her more interesting to
look at. I know this might sound weird but I was really enjoying
just looking at her. She has the greenest eyes I have ever seen.
Actually, as I think about it, I don’t think I have ever seen anyone
with green eyes before her. But they are so cool.
I think the fact that I found her eyes so fascinating and I kept
looking at her helped it seem like I was listening because she just
kept talking. As she continued I watched her expression change
many times. One second she’d smile and then get serious and then
laugh. Then she’d get serious again, smile and then laugh. She had
one of those contagious laughs too. And even though I didn’t hear
a word she said, when she started to laugh I could actually feel
myself smiling. I was watching and hearing her laugh, enjoying
every second of it.

Then it dawned on me that what I was

experiencing was a bit odd even for me, so I thought maybe it was
time to come back to the real world. I had the ability to shake
myself back to reality if I had to. But just as I was thinking this, she
reached up and pulled a red stretchy band out of her hair and all the
hair that had been pulled off of her face came down. It didn’t look
that long when it was up, but it was pretty long and when it fell, it
all seemed to happen in slow motion, like a shampoo commercial.
Her hair landed in the middle of her back and on her shoulders with
these curls bouncing around like stretched out springs. The color is
a mix of light browns and blonds. It’s beautiful. She is beautiful.
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I can’t believe I am standing here thinking this stuff about another
person, but it’s true. Then suddenly, out of nowhere, I actually
heard her words.
“... don’t you think? Don’t you think?”
She sounded concerned and her words pulled me out of my fog,
bringing me back to the moment. I hesitated for a second without
answering her and then, because I had no idea what to say, I blurted
out, “I’m not sure.”
She looked at me like maybe I was crazy. “You don’t think you
should stop the bus? How are you going to get home if you let the
bus leave without you?”
“What?”
“Your bus, it’s leaving without you.”
“Oh, that’s okay. I always walk home when the weather is nice.”
It wasn’t true, but I thought it sounded better than me saying daaaa
and then have her watch me chase after the bus.
“Wow, that’s cool, but I have to catch mine.

See you

tomorrow.”
“Oh, okay. See you tomorrow,” I said.
I watched her run to the bus and climb up the stairs, the folding
doors closing behind her. My eyes followed her right up to the
point where she sat down. Then, as the bus pulled away, I could see
her wave at me and smile. That cool, crooked smile. That smile
that was now locked in my head even though she was gone.
I had never actually walked home from school before, probably
because it was insane to walk the four miles when you can jump on
a bus. But today at least I would have company all the way home.
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Megan Martin, the girl with the slightly crooked teeth and beautiful
eyes; I just could not get her out of my mind.
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Chapter 8

Jack
It only took me an hour to get home. I walked a little and ran a
little; all in all it wasn’t so bad. And I made it back long before my
parents got home from work. My mom works as an office manager
in a small law firm about twenty minutes away so she is one of the
few moms in Lamington that does go to work each day. I wasn’t
sure if she’d like the idea of me walking home today, but with Jack
around there were rarely any secrets. By day’s end I would most
likely know her feelings on this issue.
Jack was in the kitchen when I walked in the back door and
didn’t waste a second before hitting me with questions.
“What happened to you?”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“You weren’t on the bus!”
“Yeah, I know. It was a nice day so I decided to walk home.”
“You never do that.”
“Well I did today.”
“That’s a long walk. Why would you do that?”
“Because I felt like it.”

49

Daryl K. Cobb

“I would never walk all that way, it’s crazy.”
“It’s not crazy, you’re just lazy,” I said, laughing.
“No I’m not, I just wouldn’t do it.”
“That is why you are not me.”
“No one in their right mind would choose to walk that far, that’s
why we have buses.”
“Well no one cares what you think,” I said.
“So are you going to tell me who the girl was?”
“What girl?”
“The girl you missed the bus for? I saw you talking to her.”
“I told you I just decided to walk home.”
“Sure you did. So who was the girl you didn’t miss the bus
for?”
“None of your business.”
“What’s the big deal, who is she?”
“Don’t you have someplace to be?”
“No, so who is she?”
“You don’t know her.”
“I know I don’t know her, that is why I asked you who she is.”
“She’s in my last two classes if you really have to know.”
“What’s her name?”
“Megan.”
“Where does she live?”
“What’s with all the questions? I don’t know where she lives.
Don’t you have to practice the trombone?”
“I did that while you were walking. So why haven’t I ever seen
her before, is she new?”
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“So everybody you’ve never seen before has to be new?”
“No, but she’s pretty. I just think I would have noticed her
before, that’s all.”
“Well, she is new, so that is why you have never noticed her.”
“So what is she doing talking to you, taking pity on
you?”
“Listen Four Eyes, you better watch the pity talk or next time
the Sullivan brothers are pushing you around I could just look the
other way. You might be way smarter than me but you don’t see
those kids in my face, do you? I’ve got your back Little Brother so
you better have mine.”
“Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Yeah, sure you didn’t.”
“Really, I was just kidding.”
“Hey, it is what it is. You’re smart and I’m not. I will have to
learn to live with that just like you have to live with the forty-one
times you struck out last season.”
“It was actually fifty-six if you count the playoff games. If
you’re going to quote my statistics at least get them right. I had
fifty-six strikeouts, but two walks and I was hit by five pitches so at
least I got on base seven times,” Jack said proudly.
“Yeah, but how many times did you get picked off at first?”
“Six.”
“So if you think about it you really only got on base once all
season.” I looked at him and smiled.
“Ha, ha, ha.”
“Well at least you only have three strikeouts so far this
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season.”
“We’ve only played one game.”
“Well then think about it this way, maybe you’ll break last
year’s record. I don’t think that anyone has ever struck out every
single time that they’ve batted. I could be wrong, but it sounds like
an achievable goal.”
“Gee, that’s a record I want to hold,” he said sarcastically.
“Listen to me, and I’m being serious here. Just lay off the high
fastballs. If you do that then you might even walk more than you
strikeout this year.”
“Yeah, I know, I’ll try. I just want to get a hit.”
“I know, we all have our dreams. I would like to get straight
A’s.”
“Maybe we should both start with smaller goals,” Jack said, and
then we both busted out laughing.
I knew he would never lay off the high fastballs. For some
reason he was drawn to that pitch like a moth to a lightbulb. The
bad thing for him is every pitcher in the league knows it so it’s
almost the only pitch he ever sees.
In sports there is never a sure thing and you can never count
your outs before you get them, but when Jack comes to bat, he is
about as sure an out as you get.
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Chapter 9

Locker Trouble
There is one thing that is for certain: there were never two
people more different than Jack and I. We are brothers, and twins
at that (with me being older by ten minutes), but we are as different
as night and day. I have always felt that if we could have just been
identical then maybe things would be different. Maybe then we
would have more in common. But we’re not and that unique bond
that most twins share with each other just isn’t there. In fact, we
usually take very little interest in what the other one is doing. We
just don’t have a lot in common and the list of things that separates
us grows by the year.
One thing that irritates Jack is that I am athletic and he’s not.
Also, I take after my dad’s side of the family, with chiseled features
and high cheekbones, plus I’m tall. Not one of Dad’s four brothers
is less than six feet tall and they are all strong solid guys. Just
throw some flannel shirts on them, hand them axes and you’ve got
Paul Bunyan and his brothers. Jack, on the other hand, takes after
my mom. Not that this is a bad thing. My mom is a pretty woman
with delicate features, chestnut-colored hair and she’s on the small
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side. My dad says if she were a fish he would have to throw her
back. But when I stand next to her she comes up just a little under
my chin so I think dad is over-exaggerating a bit. Jack, though, has
to be three or four inches shorter than her, so he’s not growing very
fast. Jack is also bony, awkward, clumsy and annoying (and the
last one he gets from my mom’s brother because he is exactly the
same way). Jack did inherit my mom’s perfect hair, right down to
the color, so he’s got me there. Mine is all wavy and hard to manage
where he can run a comb through his and be ready to go in a minute.
Jack also got all the smarts and don’t think for a second that I
wouldn’t like a little bit of that to be thrown my way.
Jack’s a smart kid. I have to give him that, and he spends a lot
of his time trying to get smarter. You will usually find him doing
something on his computer or with his nose buried in books, where
I will be out playing sports or riding my bike. Jack has a few
friends and made even more when he took up the trombone a few
years ago. If Jack isn’t studying then he is usually hanging out with
his trombone-playing friends from the school band.
The funny thing about Jack and the trombone is that they are a
perfect fit. He couldn’t have picked an instrument that fits his
personality more precisely: they are both loud and grate on the
nerves, and neither one seems to be growing on me. The truth is he
loves the trombone every bit as much as I love baseball, which
wouldn’t be bad if he’d only play while I was getting gassed in the
dentist chair. At least if I had the gas to numb the pain it would be
a better experience. The dentist calls it laughing gas, though I’m
not sure why, because it has never made me laugh. It just makes
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me woozy, which is a perfectly good condition to be in for Jack’s
trombone practicing. I think there should be a law that forbids all
wind instruments from being practiced at home until you get good
at it; for school use only.
School is one place that I don’t see much of Jack. He is in all
of the advanced classes so we rarely cross paths. Occasionally I
will see him having lunch or find him in a hallway getting pushed
around by the Sullivan boys but that’s about it. Jack is a nice target
for bullies too because he is small and kind of goofy. But most kids
who like to bully know he’s my brother and stay far away from
him. The Sullivan brothers are another story though. They seem to
have a very short memory, probably due to eating lead paint or
being dropped on their heads a lot as babies. But whatever the
reason, their convenient loss of memory where Jack is concerned is
both irritating and troubling.
At six foot two and two hundred pounds I can be a bit
intimidating to most kids. But to the Sullivans, it just doesn’t seem
to faze them the littlest bit, and that has always baffled me. I just
can’t understand how they could see me coming and pretend like
whatever they’re doing isn’t a big deal. The last time I had to deal
with them is a good example.
“Shane, what do you think you’re doing?” I said.
“Helping your brother look for his coat,” Shane said while
laughing.
“So by shoving him inside his locker you think that you’re
helping him?”
“Stephen, he asked for our help,” Dwayne chimed in, trying to
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hide his amusement.
“Dwayne, I think you should stay out of this. Your brother has
enough problems at the moment without having to worry about
you. Or are you telling me that you were helping too?”
“No, no, NO, I didn’t say that.”
“Good, then get out of here!”
That was all I needed to say and Dwayne disappeared like he
had suddenly gotten sucked up by a twister.
“Look at him go, Shane. I don’t think I have ever seen anyone
run so fast. Now it’s just you and me.”
“Listen, I told you I was just helping him and that is all I was
doing.”
“Jack, are you okay?” I asked.
“Been better,” Jack replied.
“Shane, it doesn’t sound to me like Jack appreciates all the help
you are giving him, does it?”
Shane didn’t say anything, but it was one of those questions that
wasn’t supposed to be answered anyway. There’s a name for it but
I can’t remember what it is. I know it starts with an R. Retotical?
Rhetorical? Yeah, something like that.
“Jack, what do you think, do you appreciate Shane’s help?” I
asked.
“Not really,” Jack’s voice echoed from inside his locker.
“Shane, Shane, Shane,” I said, shaking my head, “I think we
have a problem here.”
“Listen, if you touch me I am going to tell, then you’ll get
suspended and they will kick you off the baseball team.” Shane
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took a step back.
“Shane, look at me and make sure you pay attention. Do I look
like I care?”
“No, but you should.”
“But I don’t!”
“But you should!”
“But I don’t, and that is a big problem for you this time, Shane.
I am not going to keep going over this with you. I am done asking
you to stop. That is my brother you’ve stuffed into that locker and
it’s not okay. You’re hurting him, and if you are hurting him then
you are hurting me. If someone were trying to hurt you what would
you do?”
“I don’t know.”
“Shane, come on, what would you do?”
“Fight back I guess.”
“You guess?”
“I would fight back, okay, that’s what I would do.”
“Exactly, so we do understand each other!” As I said this I took
my backpack off of my shoulder and set it on the floor.
“But you’ll get kicked off the baseball team,” Shane said again,
but this time it sounded flat and desperate.
It was at that moment that I understood Shane’s thinking. I
don’t know why I didn’t see it before but in Shane’s mind this was
his trump card, this was his magical hold over me -- baseball -- and
once that string snapped he had nothing left and he knew it.
I just looked at him, smiled and shrugged my shoulders, like oh
well. You could see his jaw drop open as the reality of his situation
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suddenly sunk in. His face went as white as a hotel bed sheet and
he was looking around in a panic hoping that someone was going
to swoop in and save him. He was like a lion hunter who had his
prey cornered only to discover he was out of bullets.
For the first time you could see fear in his eyes. Probably the
same look my poor brother had every time he was bullied by them.
Then, before I could say another word, Shane was gone. He was
gone so fast you could almost feel the breeze he left behind blow
your hair back.
I never planned on laying a hand on him. I really didn’t. I
honestly didn’t think I would have to. But don’t think for a second
that if I had to choose between my brother’s safety and baseball
that I wouldn’t put my brother first. We may have our differences
and at times we might not even like each other, but he is still my
brother. I would never stand by and watch someone hurt him.
Never.
Jack has been bully-free now for nearly two months. And in that
time the only part of either of the Sullivan brothers that I have seen
has been their backsides as they take flight around corners or
through doors, most likely hiding from me.
My dad says that fear is a good equalizer. That it keeps people
honest and on the right side of the line. But it isn’t the way I want
people to perceive me. I’m a nice guy and that is who I want to be.
My dad also says that violence never has a good outcome and even
the well-meaning get themselves hurt or even killed if they turn to
violence. He says that it should only be used as a last resort, in dire
situations.
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I know when he says this kind of stuff he is usually talking
about the problems that our government gets our country into but I
think it applies elsewhere too. In his strange way I am sure he is
trying to teach me a life lesson. Hey, look, I remember something!
Maybe there is hope for me yet. Violence bad, diplomacy good.
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Chapter 10

Diplomacy

Giants VS. Cardinals
I guess when Devlin Bellhouse’s first pitch of my very first at
bat against the Cardinals came crashing into the back of my helmet
I should have just gotten up off the ground, brushed myself off,
taken a deep breath and thanked my lucky stars that I didn’t end up
in the hospital. Diplomacy, right? No violence. But I couldn’t
help but wonder if it was a pitch that got away from him or it was
intentional. It is pretty well known that Devlin doesn’t like me. He
is one of the popular kids at school and as far as he is concerned, he
is the shining star and I am stealing his light.
Devlin is a great all-around athlete; there is nothing he can’t do
well and everyone, especially Devlin, thinks that he is bound for
greatness. You would think being this talented would be enough
for anyone, but not for Devlin.
Devlin doesn’t like the competition so, in his mind, the best way
to get rid of me is to find ways to chip away at my self-esteem and
my confidence. And at school he has plenty of friends to help him
do this, both boys and girls. At school these kids (aka the bully
gang) ignore me like I’m not there, they shun me, or sometimes
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they invite me to things that aren’t happening. They have had
parties inviting everyone in our grade and intentionally leave me
off the list.

I have gotten anonymous notes with demeaning

comments in them or I’ll hear random name-calling when I can’t
see who is speaking. I even started to receive things in the mail,
like subscriptions to magazines and music CDs. Of course these
items weren’t meant as gifts, they were sending a message, like the
collection of Liberace CDs. My first thought was, Liberace? Who
is he and why would I be getting these? I didn’t know. I came to
find out that he was a gay entertainer who is dead now but he sang
and played the piano in Las Vegas. Ha, ha, I get it, how funny were
they; it was their creative way of calling me gay. Very funny.
Physically, Devlin and his friends can’t take me on because I
am bigger and stronger than all of them. Even though Devlin is
nearly the same height as me, I have him in weight by at least forty
pounds. That makes physically challenging me less appealing so it
became a game of mental bullying. None of them actually wants to
get hurt trying to battle me. Some of them don’t even want me to
know that they are a part of Devlin’s little group -- there is security
in anonymity, like spies. But with all this going on, the one place
that I am untouchable is on the ball field. It is just him and me and
he wouldn’t dare do or say anything without help.
So I had no doubt that Devlin hitting me with this pitch was his
way to scare me, to intimidate me or maybe to even get me tossed
from the game. As I took my first step in the direction of the
pitcher’s mound it was that thought that stopped me. I couldn’t let
him beat me. I couldn’t let him into the only place in the world that
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makes me really happy and take that joy away. So instead of going
after him, I stopped myself and jogged to first base knowing in my
mind that I did the right thing. Plus, I knew there were other ways
to make him pay and I would just take advantage of my free pass.
My ears were still ringing from how hard the ball hit my helmet,
but my mind was never clearer. If he wanted to get me out he was
going to have to earn it, and I was going to make him work for it,
that was for sure.
Devlin was an overpowering pitcher for some of the kids on my
team and I knew there was a good chance I could get left stranded
on base, but it was my goal to step on home plate. I took a short
lead at first and he made it a point to throw over or look me back
several times before he ever delivered a pitch to the next batter.
Devlin had a great move to first so stealing on him was hard; not
many could do it, but it could be done. I don’t know how other
base runners steal but I like to concentrate on the pitcher’s lower
body. I watch the legs and the feet and just wait, wait, wait and
then as soon as the pitcher’s foot hits the point where he has no
choice but to throw to the catcher, I RUN! NOW! I screamed in my
head and you could see the dirt come flying off of my cleats and I
could hear the infield yell,
“He’s going, he’s going!”
The adrenalin kicked in and my heart was slamming into my
chest. I could see the second baseman preparing to make the catch
so I knew the ball was coming. He caught it high and to the right
of the bag so I went left, just narrowly beating the tag.
“Safe!” the umpire called out.
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I kept a poker face but I had a celebration going on in my head.
I brushed myself off and never gave Devlin even a glance. He
quickly called time out and the whole infield went to the mound for
a powwow. They were all huddled around Devlin with their gloves
over their mouths. I was sure with no outs and me now on second
base, it was giving him something to think about. If it were anyone
else he would just battle it out with the batter. But it was me and I
knew it would kill him to let me score.
The problem for him now is I was in his head. He had lost track
of the big picture, which was the game at hand, and this was
affecting his pitching. Will stood at the plate and watched the first
two pitches sail high for balls. I decided to pull back and give
Devlin the next three pitches. I wanted him to relax a bit; he was
expecting me to run so he was looking for it. He looked back at me
a few times and both the second basemen and shortstop kicked dirt
and made noise behind me. But I wasn’t going anywhere and I
didn’t give them any reason to think I was.
Devlin threw his first strike to Will on the fourth pitch but then
walked him on the fifth. This left Devlin talking to himself, though
I couldn’t hear what he was saying.
“Ball four! Take your base,” the umpire said.
I was now really enjoying this as I watched and waited and
waited and waited and then, just as the catcher started to release his
throw back to the pitcher, NOW, I screamed to myself. RUN,
NOW! And I was off to third with my feet moving in desperate
long strides. This was a bold move and one my coaches were not
going to like, especially if I got thrown out. But I was like a bullet
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heading to the target.
The usual panicked screaming from the infield began, which
took Devlin by surprise. The catcher tried to stop his throw and
switch directions but couldn’t. Instead he made an awkward throw
to the pitcher and by the time the ball got to third I was already
starting to pop up out of my slide. All of a sudden there was more
screaming from the infielders as Will, not missing a beat, stepped
on first base and then just continued to run.

With everyone

screaming at the third baseman to throw to second, no one could
hear Devlin on the mound. He was screaming too, but no one heard
what he was trying to say.
Baseball is a game of strategies, kind of like chess, and you
have to think ahead three or four moves. As the king chess player,
I knew exactly what Devlin was saying, the same thing that I would
have said -- hold the ball.
But the third baseman took the bait and went for Will. As soon
as he did I was on my way home. And if you thought the screaming
was loud before, it was now deafening as they saw me going for
home. There wasn’t a coach, a player or fan that wasn’t adding to
the volume. I was told later that people heard the game all the way
in the next town. Everyone jumped up to their feet screaming, and
I mean everyone. It was so loud that when the ball was relayed
back to the catcher from second you couldn’t hear the umpire’s
call. But his signal was crystal clear. There were the expected
groans from one side and cheers from the other. I got up, brushed
myself off and stood at home plate long enough to watch the number
1 flicker onto the scoreboard under the runs column. I looked over
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at my dad who was smiling and clapping and I heard his voice in
my head say, “Diplomacy 1, Violence 0.”
Devlin pulled himself together and went on to pitch a great
game. I got two singles off of him but was unable to score again. I
pressed him on the base path throughout the game and stole second
two more times, but the Cardinals weren’t going to make the same
mistakes twice. Devlin just plowed through the rest of our lineup,
leaving me stranded both times. My brother Jack, who also plays
for the Giants, played right field, but not more than the minimum
number of innings required by the little league board. He struck
out swinging three times at pitches way over his head. He did play
right field successfully since no balls were hit in his direction, thank
you Baseball Gods. When the last pitch was thrown and the dirt
settled the score was still Giants 1, Cardinals 0.
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