


ONE
No	one	ever	calls	 in	 the	middle	of	 the	night	 to	 tell	you	that	you’ve	won	the
lottery.

Or	that	you	aced	your	chem	final.

Or	that	your	favorite	team	won	the	series.

If	the	phone	rings	in	the	middle	of	the	night,	it’s	a	pretty	sure	bet	someone
has	 died.	 Or	 broken	 up	with	 his	 girlfriend.	Or,	 in	my	 case,	 that	 something
awful	has	happened	to	Lizzie.

She	 doesn’t	 always	 call	 me.	 Sometimes	 she	 calls	 Spencer.	 Sometimes,	 I
suspect,	 she	 just	 deals	 with	 her	 mom’s	 drinking	 and	 her	 loser	 stepfather’s
temper	 and	 doesn’t	 tell	 either	 of	 us.	 I	 hate	 that	 even	more	 than	 I	 hate	 the
phone	ringing	in	the	middle	of	the	night.

This	 time	when	 it	 rings,	 I’m	dreaming	 that	 I’m	kissing	Ally	Martin	while
standing	on	first	base	on	Maple	Grove’s	baseball	 field.	Yeah,	 I’m	getting	 to
first	base	on	first	base.	My	subconscious	obviously	has	a	sense	of	humor.

I	 know	 I’m	dreaming	because	 you	 can’t	 really	 kiss	 someone	you	haven’t
had	the	courage	to	speak	to.	But	that	doesn’t	keep	me	from	pulling	her	closer
and,	as	I	do,	her	breasts	rub	against	me	and	suddenly	I	know	why	most	guys
have	 been	 drooling	 over	 girls	 while	 I’ve	 been	 perfecting	 my	 swing	 and
kicking	myself	for	being	too	much	of	a	coward	to	even	talk	to	her.

My	 cell	 keeps	 ringing,	 shrill	 and	 demanding.	 I	 pull	my	 hand	 away	 from
Ally	and	fumble	around	on	my	nightstand	just	as	the	Maple	Grove	Mustangs’
theme	song	stops.

Somehow,	 I	 resist	 the	 urge	 to	 smash	 the	 phone	 against	 the	 wall	 in
frustration.	 Then	 it	 starts	 again	 and	 I	 take	 a	 deep	 breath	 because	 it	 doesn’t
seem	like	I’ve	done	that	in	a	while.	On	the	screen	I	see	two	things	at	the	same
time.	It’s	two	in	the	morning.	And	it’s	Lizzie	calling.

My	voice	cracks	a	little	when	I	answer.	I	really	just	want	to	be	back	in	that
place	in	my	head	where	baseball	and	Ally	converge.

“Cal,	 I	 need	 you	 to	 come	 get	me.”	 Lizzie’s	 voice	 is	 rushed	 and	 insistent
enough	to	pull	me	out	of	bed.



It’s	been	a	 long	 time	since	she	needed	me	 to	get	her	 in	 the	middle	of	 the
night.	Whatever	lingering	hope	I	had	about	returning	to	my	dream	disappears
and	she	has	all	my	attention.

Still,	I	have	to	blink	a	few	times	to	make	sure	I’m	really	awake.	“Where	are
you?	Are	you	okay?”

On	the	other	end	of	the	phone,	glasses	clink,	traffic	hums,	and	raised	voices
are,	well,	raised.	It’s	a	combination	of	sounds	that	make	my	teeth	ache.

Lizzie	 answers,	 “I’m	 outside	 Sidewinders.	 You	 know,	 at	 fourth	 and
Madison?”

My	stomach	drops	and	the	muscles	in	my	neck	tighten	like	I’ve	taken	a	bad
swing	 at	 an	 outside	 pitch.	 It’s	 a	 school	 night	 and	 I	 can’t	 think	of	 any	good
reason	for	her	to	be	outside	a	bar	at	the	edge	of	a	crappy	part	of	Detroit.

“What	the	hell	are	you	doing	there?”	I	ask,	although	I’m	not	totally	sure	I
want	to	hear	her	answer.

“Can	we	save	story	time	for	later?	I’ll	explain	everything	but	I	need	you	to
come	 get	 me.”	 She	 sounds	 impatient	 even	 though	 she	 knows	 there’s	 no
chance	I	won’t	come	for	her.	I	always	come	when	Lizzie	calls.

“Yeah,	be	there	in	five.”	I	hang	up	without	wasting	the	time	to	say	goodbye.
It’s	usually	a	ten-minute	drive.	It	won’t	be	tonight.

I	pull	on	yesterday’s	jeans,	grab	a	T-shirt	off	the	floor,	and	throw	on	some
sneakers	without	bothering	to	tie	them.	I’m	sure	my	hair	is	all	sorts	of	crazy,
but	it	isn’t	like	that	with	me	and	Lizzie.	It	isn’t	like	that	with	me	and	anybody
except	 in	my	dreams.	Besides,	 I’m	unlikely	 to	 run	 into	anyone	 I	know	near
Sidewinders.

I’ve	learned	the	hard	way	that	I’m	not	going	to	make	it	out	the	front	door
without	waking	my	parents	 and	 that’s	 a	 conversation	 I’m	not	 eager	 to	have
more	than	once	in	a	lifetime,	so	I	slink	through	the	kitchen	to	the	back	door
and	out	around	the	side	of	the	house.

My	 Corolla	 is	 in	 its	 usual	 space	 a	 few	 houses	 away	 in	 preparation	 for
occasions	like	this,	but	it	feels	farther.	The	sky	is	the	kind	of	dark	it	gets	when
it	 isn’t	really	night	anymore,	but	 it	 isn’t	morning	either.	The	street	 is	creepy
quiet,	which	makes	every	other	sound	way	too	loud:	my	steps	on	the	concrete;



the	sound	of	the	car	door	opening	and	then	closing;	a	raccoon	rummaging	in	a
garbage	can.	It’s	the	kind	of	quiet	that	things	hide	in.

I	crank	up	the	stereo,	hoping	to	force	the	silence	out	of	the	car.	Two	guys	on
talk	radio	are	debating	whether	or	not	the	American	League	should	do	away
with	the	designated	
hitter	rule.	Usually	I’d	care,	but	tonight	I	can’t	work	up	an	opinion.

I	 kill	 the	 volume	 and	 drive,	 not	 even	 looking	 at	 the	 speedometer.	 I	 can’t
figure	out	what	might	have	happened	to	make	Lizzie	call	this	time.	All	I	can
come	up	with	 is	 that,	 since	Spencer	 and	 I	 bought	 her	 a	 phone	 to	 use	when
things	are	bad,	I	guess	they	are.

My	tires	squeal	around	the	corner	at	Fourth.	Lizzie	 is	standing	in	front	of
the	bar	in	a	slightly	paint-stained	black	dress	with	her	long,	dark	hair	pinned
back,	one	purple-dyed	 strand	hanging	down	 free	 from	 the	 clip.	 I	 idle	 at	 the
curb	and	 lean	over	 to	hug	her	as	she	gets	 in.	“Are	you	okay?	Should	 I	 take
you	home?”	I	don’t	bother	to	mention	that	she	hasn’t	buckled	her	seat	belt.	It
doesn’t	seem	like	the	right	time	for	that	age-old	fight.

“Not	home,”	she	says	as	she	rolls	her	eyes	and	plants	her	worn	Doc	Martin
wannabes	on	the	dash.

I	feel	stupid.	Of	course	she	doesn’t	want	to	go	home.	Home	is	what	caused
this	in	the	first	place	and	I’m	an	idiot	for	even	suggesting	it.

“Just	take	me	somewhere,”	she	demands.

I	nod	and	start	to	drive	us	back	into	a	better	neighborhood,	which	is	pretty
much	 any	 area	 other	 than	 this	 one.	 Soon	we’re	 in	 the	 parking	 lot	 near	 the
playground	 of	 the	 old	monastery.	 I	 have	 no	 idea	why	 a	monastery	 needs	 a
playground.	I	mean,	the	monks	don’t	have	kids	or	anything,	but	it’s	always	a
good	 quiet	 place	 to	 come.	 It’s	 late	 enough	 that	 even	 the	 stoners	 and	 the
couples	looking	for	a	parent-free	place	to	make	out	have	gone	home.

We	don’t	say	a	word	until	we	get	out	of	the	car	and	head	over	to	the	swings
and	then	the	not-knowing	starts	to	get	to	me.

“Lizzie?”

We	each	grab	a	swing	and	I	watch	as	she	takes	a	deep	breath.

“I	was	 in	 the	 shed,”	 she	 says.	No	 surprise.	 Lizzie	 practically	 lives	 in	 the
shed,	which	she’s	transformed	into	a	make-shift	art	studio.



She	pumps	her	legs	so	she’s	soaring,	almost	level	with	the	top	of	the	swing
set,	 which	 is	 creaking	 from	 our	 weight.	 I	 don’t	 try	 to	 match	 her	 altitude
because	I’ve	got	a	thing	about	heights	and	I’m	pretty	sure	my	puking	won’t
help	anything.

I	 give	 Lizzie	 a	 few	 minutes	 to	 continue	 her	 story,	 but	 she	 doesn’t	 say
anything	 else.	 Her	 silence	 makes	 me	 more	 nervous	 than	 anything	 I’m
expecting	her	 to	 come	out	with	 and	 finally,	 I	 can’t	 take	 it	 anymore.	As	 she
slows	down,	I	get	up	and	grab	the	chains	of	her	swing	to	stop	her.

“Come	on,	talk	to	me,”	I	plead.

She	looks	up	at	me	with	tired,	dark	eyes	and	drags	her	boots	in	the	dirt.

“I	was	working	on	a	new	piece	when	the	old	bat	came	home	drunk	and	they
started	fighting,”	she	says	in	a	dull	monotone.	“I	cranked	my	speakers,	but	I
could	still	hear	her	screaming.	I	mean,	if	she	was	that	loud	I	figured	I	needed
to	 see	 what	 was	 up.”	 Lizzie’s	 eyes	 hold	 me	 in	 place,	 a	 challenge.	 Talking
about	this	doesn’t	make	her	the	least	bit	uncomfortable.

“What	was	it?”	All	of	the	tension	in	my	voice	makes	up	for	the	lack	of	any
in	hers.

“He	hit	her,	I	guess.”	She	shrugs	like	it’s	no	big	deal	that	she	had	to	listen	to
her	mom	getting	smacked	around.	“When	I	went	in,	she	was	chasing	him	with
that	shitty	orange	lamp	we	have	in	the	living	room.	I	tried	to	stop	her,	but	she
started	coming	after	me.	I	couldn’t	get	her	to	back	off	so	I	just	left.”

I	nod,	wishing	this	sort	of	thing	was	rare	at	Lizzie’s	house	but	knowing	it
isn’t.

I	wait	for	the	missing	piece.	“So	how	did	you	get	to	Sidewinders?”	Lizzie
can’t	afford	a	car	and	it’s	way	too	far	for	her	to	have	walked.

Now	she	looks	away	because	she	already	knows	what	my	reaction	is	going
to	be	and	her	voice	is	low	when	she	answers.	“Hitched.	It’s	just	where	the	guy
on	the	bike	was	going.”

I	pause,	trying	to	swallow	the	urge	to	yell	at	her.	“Lizzie,	you	promised.”	I
don’t	mean	to	give	her	a	hard	 time,	but	she	used	to	hitch	a	 lot	and	it	would
literally	 keep	me	up	 at	 night,	wondering	 if	 I	was	 going	 to	wake	up	 to	 hear
she’d	been	stabbed	and	dumped	by	the	side	of	the	road.



She	 scrunches	 up	 her	 face,	 knowing	 exactly	 how	 much	 her	 admission
upsets	me.	“Yeah,	sorry	about	that.	I	figured	I’d	just	get	away	from	them	and
then	sort	it	out	from	there.”

I’m	suddenly	aware	that	the	chains	of	the	swing	are	really,	really	cold.	The
frost	 covers	 the	metal	 and	bites	at	my	 freezing	hands.	 I	blow	on	 them	until
they	start	to	sting.

“You	 should	 have	 called	 me	 when	 you	 left	 the	 house,”	 I	 tell	 her.	 “You
didn’t	need	to	go	out	there.”

“Yeah,	 I	 know.”	She	 twists	 her	 swing	 around	 and	 around	 and	 then	 lets	 it
unwind	before	she	answers.	“I	guess	I	was	hoping	this	wouldn’t	turn	into	one
of	those	times	where	I	needed	a	knight	on	a	white	horse	to	come	rescue	me.”

I	try	to	smile,	but	I’m	pretty	sure	that	I’ve	only	managed	a	twisted	grimace.
“I’m	 not	much	 of	 a	 knight,”	 I	 say,	 looking	 down	 at	my	 rumpled	 jeans	 and
untied	 shoes.	 “But	 you	 know	 I’m	 always	 here	 for	 you.	 Spencer	 and	 I	 both
are.”

She	 smirks.	 “Yeah,	 I	 think	 Spence	 might	 be	 fed	 up	 with	 my	 shit	 for	 a
while.”

“Why?”	I	ask,	puzzled.	“What	is	it?”

She	doesn’t	answer	right	away.	I	put	my	hands,	which	are	either	numb	or
starting	to	get	warm,	I	can’t	really	tell,	over	hers.

Then	she	looks	up	at	me,	the	streetlight	reflected	in	her	eyes.	“I	just	get	sick
of	it,	you	know.	Being	a	pain	in	the	ass.	The	two	of	you	having	to	make	sure
poor	Lizzie	isn’t	in	any	trouble.”

I	kneel	down	in	front	of	her	so	 that	we’re	eye-to-eye.	“Is	 that	 really	what
you	 think?	That	we	 just	 love	you	out	of	pity	or	 something?”	 I	 can	hear	 the
frustration	in	my	words	and	am	flooded	with	guilt.	I’m	determined	not	to	be
one	more	difficult	thing	in	her	life.

A	lot	of	expressions	cross	her	face	and	then	it	settles	on	one	I	really	can’t
read.	“We	slept	together,	you	know.	Me	and	Spence.”

I	almost	 fall	backwards.	She	 isn’t	 telling	me	 this	 for	shock	value	because
that	expression	I	know	well.	But	whatever	her	 intent,	 I	am	 shocked.	Really,
really	shocked.	Like	breath-catching-in-my-throat	shocked.	Not	just	shocked
because	Spencer	is	gay,	though	that’s	part	of	it.	And	not	just	because	I	didn’t



know,	 though	 that’s	 part	 of	 it	 too.	 Really	 I’m	 shocked	 because	…	 I	 don’t
know.	I	just	am.	I	mean,	Lizzie	has	been	totally	in	love	with	Spencer	since	the
first	time	she	met	him,	but	Spencer	…	well,	that’s	more	complicated.

But	under	 the	 shock,	 I’m	embarrassed	because	 it	 confirms	what	 I	 figured
anyhow.	I’m	the	only	one	of	us	that	hasn’t	had	sex.	It	shouldn’t	surprise	me.	It
shouldn’t	really	matter.	But	it	does.	It	makes	me	feel	like	a	total	loser	to	have
it	confirmed	just	like	that.

“I	didn’t,”	I	say.	“Know,	I	mean.”	I	stand	up	and	kick	at	the	dirt	under	the
swing,	uncomfortable	for	too	many	reasons.

“Yeah.	 I	 can	 tell.”	She	 smiles	 and	her	 face	 lights	up.	 I’m	not	 sure	what’s
making	her	so	happy;	whether	it’s	her	memories,	or	that	her	secret	was	kept,
or	that	she’s	pretty	much	rendered	me	speechless.

“And?”	I’m	not	sure	what	I’m	waiting	for	her	to	say.	I	certainly	don’t	want
a	play-by-play.	I	guess	I	just	want	to	know	if	this	changes	anything	between
all	of	us.

“There	 is	 no	 ‘and.’	 It	 happened	 once.	 It	 was	wonderful.	 It	 won’t	 happen
again	and	I	can	now	cross	having	sex	with	Spencer	Yeats	off	my	bucket	list.
What	more	do	I	really	have	to	live	for?”	She	has	that	wry	Lizzie	look	on	her
face	now,	the	one	where	half	her	mouth	is	smiling	and	half	is	frowning.	That’s
definitely	 an	 expression	 I	 know	well	 and	 I	 don’t	want	 to	 go	down	 the	path
she’s	 dragging	 this	 conversation.	 As	 much	 as	 I	 don’t	 want	 to	 know	 how
wonderful	sex	with	Spencer	was,	I	equally	don’t	want	to	hear	about	how	she
thinks	she	has	nothing	to	live	for.

I	wrestle	for	something	to	make	her	feel	better	and	settle	on,	“You	know	he
loves	you,	right?”

“I	know,”	she	says	softly	and	closes	her	eyes.	“Just	like	he	loves	you.”

I	think	of	all	the	things	the	three	of	us	have	been	through	together	since	we
met	in	first	grade.	“Is	that	really	so	bad?”

“No,	of	course	not.	I	wouldn’t	trade	it	for	anything,”	she	admits.	There’s	a
small	 crack	 in	 her	 usual	 armor	 before	 she	 pulls	 it	 together	 and	 continues.
“Well,	except	for	the	obvious.	But	I	suppose	being	born	the	wrong	sex	to	be
with	Spence	is	one	more	joke	the	universe	has	played	on	me.”



“God,	Lizzie	…	”	My	brain	spins	in	the	way	it	does	when	I	see	a	hundred
different	 options	 and	 all	 of	 them	 suck.	 Just	 like	 always,	 I’m	helpless	 in	 the
face	of	her	hopelessness.

We’ve	had	assemblies	at	school	on	how	to	spot	depression	 in	our	friends:
loss	 of	 interest	 in	 doing	 things	 you	 like,	 sad	 thoughts,	 and	 on	 and	 on.	 But
Lizzie	hasn’t	 lost	 interest	or	developed	sad	 thoughts.	She’s	always	been	 this
way.

Spencer	knows	how	to	deal	with	her	when	she’s	like	this.	He	knows	how	to
distract	her	and	make	her	laugh.	But	I	always	feel	like	her	sadness	is	stronger
than	me	and	drags	me	under	so	that	I’m	drowning	with	her	instead	of	lifting
us	both	up.

I	 lean	over	 to	hug	her	 and	we	 stay	 like	 that.	Wrapped	around	each	other.
Quiet.	Looking	up	at	the	stars.	I	point	out	that	if	she	squints	she	can	see	the
light	of	Saturn	sitting	just	under	the	moon.	I	point	out	Polaris,	the	North	Star,
and	tell	her	to	wish	on	it,	but	she	just	smirks.	Lizzie	is	convinced	her	wishes
never	come	true.

So	I	 try	something	else.	“You	know,	Polaris	won’t	even	be	the	North	Star
forever.	The	way	 the	Earth	 shifts	means	 there	 have	been	other	North	Stars.
Eventually	when	we	look	up	in	the	sky	it’ll	be	another	star	we	see	there.”

She	looks	at	me,	vaguely	curious,	but	obviously	unsure	what	I’m	getting	at.
“Everything	changes,”	I	whisper	into	her	hair,	which	smells	a	little	like	paint
thinner.	“It	won’t	always	be	this	hard.”

Lizzie	looks	up	at	the	sky	and	for	a	second	I	think	maybe,	just	maybe,	she
gets	 it.	Hope	 climbs	 up	 into	my	 throat,	 but	 I	 choke	 on	 it	when,	 in	 a	 voice
filled	with	resignation,	she	says,	“Yeah,	but	by	then	we’ll	all	be	dead.”

Any	dream	I	have	of	being	able	to	make	things	better	vanishes.	I’ve	failed
her	again	and	we	both	know	it,	so	I	stop	trying.	I	just	put	my	arms	around	her
and	hold	on	until	we’re	both	 shivering	and	a	 sliver	of	 sun	appears	over	 the
horizon.



TWO
I	drop	Lizzie	off	and	waited	for	her	to	flick	on	the	porch	light	to	tell	me	she’s
okay	before	I	 leave.	Then	I	 let	 the	car	 idle	 through	the	still-too-quiet	streets
and	 try	 to	 ignore	 the	churning	of	my	stomach	and	 the	erratic	beating	of	my
heart.

I	get	home	and	 into	bed	without	bothering	 to	 take	off	my	clothes.	 I	 have
two	hours	to	sleep	before	school,	but	instead	of	sleeping,	I	toss	and	turn	and
fixate	 on	 thoughts	 of	Lizzie	 and	Spencer	 having	 sex.	Not	 thoughts	 of	 them
actually	 doing	 anything	 …	 just	 …	 I	 feel	 like	 I	 should	 have	 known.	 That
somehow,	 I’m	 a	 worse	 friend	 for	 not	 having	 noticed	 that	 something	 so
significant	had	happened.

I	 get	 why	 Spencer	 didn’t	 tell	 me.	 He’d	 think	 it	 was	 important	 to	 keep
something	 like	 that	 private.	 But	 I	 have	 to	wonder	 if	 Lizzie	 told	me	 just	 to
punish	 me	 for	 not	 paying	 attention	 or	 something.	 Maybe	 I’ve	 just	 been	 a
shitty	friend.

My	guilt	chases	me	all	the	way	to	my	locker	and	right	into	Spencer	who,	as
usual,	is	waiting	for	me,	looking	well-rested	and	relaxed.	That	changes	when
he	sees	me	rumpled	like	I	just	rolled	out	of	bed.

“What	happened	to	you?”	he	asks.

My	head	feels	like	it’s	filled	with	cotton	candy.	I	shake	it	before	I	mumble,
“Lizzie.”

“Crap.	Is	she	okay?	What	was	it	this	time?”	Spencer	is	in	total	mother-hen
mode	 now.	 More	 than	 I	 can	 handle	 at	 ten-to-eight	 a.m.	 He	 runs	 a	 hand
through	his	dark	curly	hair	and	clenches	his	jaw,	which	makes	his	blue	eyes
look	even	more	piercing	than	normal.	It’s	a	look	he	saves	for	crises	involving
me	and	Lizzie.

“She’s	fine.”	I	don’t	say	that	I’m	pretty	sure	she’s	in	better	shape	than	I	am.
“She’s	…	”	I’m	lost	for	a	word	that	works.	“Lizzie.”

Spencer	 scowls.	He	 isn’t	going	 to	 let	 the	 issue	go	 that	easily	and	 I’m	 too
tired	to	put	up	a	fight.



“Come	on,	Yeats.”	 I	 sigh	and	smack	his	shoulder.	“Let’s	go	check	on	her
and	then	you	can	relax.”

I	feel	like	I’m	walking	through	fog	as	we	make	our	way	to	her	locker.	Next
to	 me,	 Spencer	 races	 down	 the	 hall	 like	 he’s	 trying	 to	 put	 out	 a	 fire	 and
despite	 my	 almost	 religious	 adherence	 to	 Coach’s	 off-season	 training
schedule,	I’m	hopeless	at	keeping	up.

When	we	round	the	corner,	Lizzie	is	already	standing	at	her	locker	with	a
small	container	of	paint	in	her	hand.	The	end	of	a	paint	brush	is	stuck	in	her
mouth	as	if	she’s	puzzling	over	something.

Lizzie	 started	 painting	 the	 inside	 of	 her	 locker	 door	 the	 first	 week	 of
freshman	year.	She	did	it	when	she	was	meant	to	be	in	class.	She	painted	after
school	when	Spencer	and	I	were	there	for	play	rehearsal	or	baseball	practice
and	 snuck	her	 in.	And	 sometimes,	 like	now,	 she	does	 it	before	home	 room.
I’m	 not	 really	 sure	 how	 she’s	 managed	 never	 to	 get	 caught.	 Maybe	 the
janitors	are	afraid	of	her	or	something.

From	 a	 distance,	 her	 locker	 door	 looks	 like	 a	 stained	 glass	 painting.	 The
bottom	shows	the	core	of	the	earth	and	then	the	painting	goes	higher	through
ocean	 scenes,	 land	 and	 mountains,	 and	 finally	 into	 sky	 and	 space.	 I	 spent
hours	teaching	her	about	constellations	and	planets	so	she’d	get	the	top	of	it
right	and	she	nailed	it.	It’s	one	of	the	most	beautiful	things	I’ve	ever	seen,	and
the	 three	 of	 us	 have	 been	 talking	 about	 how	we’re	 going	 to	 take	 the	 door
when	we	graduate	next	year.

Spencer	is	already	standing	behind	her,	admiring	her	work.	I’m	hoping	he’ll
keep	her	distracted	as	I	try	to	sneak	up	on	her	before	she	touches	the	brush	to
the	inside	of	her	locker.

But	just	as	I’m	getting	close,	she	says,	“Cal	Ryan,	if	you	mess	this	up,	it’s
going	to	be	the	last	thing	you	ever	do.”

I	know	she	means	it.	No	one	screws	with	her	art.	So	I	drop	my	hands	and
try	to	pretend	I	hadn’t	been	planning	on	scaring	her.

“What	are	you	adding	now?”

She	 points	 to	 a	 tiny	 swing	 set	 in	 the	 corner	 of	 the	 painting	 with	 just	 a
shadow	of	the	monastery	looming	over	it.

“You’re	a	genius,	you	know,”	I	say.



She	smiles	at	us	and	dabs	on	more	paint.	“Of	course.	I’ve	been	telling	you
that	for	years.”

Just	then	someone	bumps	into	me	hard,	pushing	me	into	Lizzie.	Circles	of
black	paint	go	flying	all	over	her	white	skirt.

“Oops.	Sorry,”	Justin	Dillard	says	to	a	paint-stained	Lizzie.	He’s	our	back-
up	 varsity	 shortstop	who	 doesn’t	 get	 a	 ton	 of	 field	 time	 because	 that’s	my
position	and	I’m	rarely	out	of	the	game.	“Guess	you’ll	have	to	tell	one	of	your
boyfriends	 to	 clean	 that	 up.	 I	 bet	 it	makes	 them	hard	when	you	order	 them
around.”

I	can’t	keep	my	fists	from	clenching	although	I	should	be	used	to	this	shit
by	now.	Ever	since	middle	school	there	have	been	rumors	about	the	three	of
us.	Everyone	would	 see	me	walking	 through	 the	 halls	with	my	 arm	 around
Lizzie	and	 then	see	her	draped	around	Spencer	at	 lunch.	And	Spencer	and	I
were	always	hanging	out.	So	of	 course	 in	 their	minds	 there	had	 to	be	more
going	on	than	us	just	being	really	close	friends.	The	older	we	got,	 the	more
graphic	 and	 crazy	 the	 rumors	 became.	 They	 said	 that	 the	 three	 of	 us	 were
hooking	up.	That	we’d	both	gotten	Lizzie	pregnant.	That	Spencer	and	I	were
having	some	sort	of	wild	S&M	relationship.	All	of	 it	was	bullshit.	We	were
just	friends.	Best	friends.

Until	now.	Now	that	Spencer	and	Lizzie	…

I	need	to	talk	to	him	about	it,	but	at	the	moment	all	I	can	do	is	pull	Lizzie
behind	 me	 to	 try	 to	 keep	 her	 from	 doing	 something	 to	 make	 the	 situation
worse.	I	don’t	even	succeed	at	that.	She	flicks	her	brush.	A	wad	of	paint	ends
up	on	Dillard’s	cheek	as	she	says,	“Too	bad	you	wouldn’t	know	what	being
hard	feels	like,	Your	Impotence.”

I	pull	myself	up	to	my	full	height	and	expect	Dillard	to	fight	back,	but	he
just	gives	me	 the	 finger	and	stalks	off,	wiping	 the	paint	 from	his	 face	as	he
goes.	Someday	I’ll	figure	out	why	there	are	never	any	teachers	around	when
you	need	them.

Spencer	 is	 uncharacteristically	 quiet	 and	 on	 edge	 beside	 me,	 his	 arms
wrapped	 tight	 against	 his	 chest.	 I	 can	 feel	 him	breathing	 hard,	 but	 he’s	 too
smart	to	get	into	the	fight	he’s	itching	for.

“If	 there’s	 any	 such	 thing	 as	 karma,	 someone’s	 going	 to	 hit	 a	 line	 drive
straight	into	his	balls,”	Lizzie	says	as	she	tries	to	clean	the	paint	off	her	skirt



with	a	cloth.	 Instead,	 though,	all	 that’s	happening	 is	 that	 the	paint	 is	getting
worked	into	the	white	fabric	like	crop	circles.

“I’ve	been	working	on	my	hit	placement,”	I	say,	more	serious	than	not.	“I’ll
see	what	I	can	do.”

“Do	you	want	me	 to	 run	you	home	at	 lunch	 to	 change	clothes?”	Spencer
offers,	ignoring	our	dreams	of	revenge.	“I	can	ask	to	skip	rehearsal.”

“No,	 thanks.	 That’s	 fine.	 I’ll	 just	…	 I	 don’t	 know.”	Lizzie	 dips	 the	 cloth
into	the	remaining	paint	and	makes	more	circles	around	her	skirt.	When	she’s
done	it	looks	like	the	material	might	have	come	that	way	and	she	gives	us	a
little	smile.

I	pull	her	into	a	quick	hug,	trying	to	avoid	any	paint	that	might	still	be	wet.
“That’s	one	way	to	do	it,”	I	say	as	the	first	bell	rings.	“Hey,	weren’t	you	going
to	paint	my	locker	at	some	point?”

“Yeah,	I	am.	I	just	wanted	to	finish	mine	off	first.”

“You’ve	 been	 working	 on	 yours	 for	 almost	 three	 years,	 Liz,”	 Spencer
chimes	in.	“We’re	going	to	graduate	before	you	get	to	Cal’s.”

“Well,	then	I’ll	have	to	make	it	something	worth	waiting	for.”	Lizzie	looks
at	her	watch.	“Shit.	Gotta	run,”	she	says	and	bolts	down	the	hall.	She	has	art
first	period.	It’s	the	only	class	she	cares	about	making	it	to	on	time.

The	color	slowly	returns	to	Spencer’s	face	as	we	watch	her	go.

“See,	she’s	fine,”	I	say.	“Just	like	always.”

“Yeah.	Fine,”	he	manages,	unconvinced.

I	 just	 shake	my	 head.	 Spencer	 doesn’t	 get	 worked	 up	 by	much,	 but	 he’s
always	been	overly	protective	of	me	and	Lizzie.	It	makes	me	wonder	what	he
was	thinking	when	he	decided	to	sleep	with	her.	Did	he	feel	guilty?	Sorry	for
her?	Was	he	even	thinking	that	it	might	cause	problems	with	the	three	of	us
by	proving	all	of	those	stupid	rumors	true	if	anyone	ever	found	out?

There	isn’t	enough	time	before	class	to	talk	to	him	about	it	and	I	can’t	meet
his	eyes.	“Later,	Yeats.”

The	first	bell	rings	and	I’m	almost	relieved	to	rush	off	to	English	and	slide
into	my	seat.



Ben	Evans,	our	catcher,	 sits	next	 to	me.	He	sticks	his	hand	out	 for	me	 to
slap.

“Ready	for	the	inaugural	hour	of	lunch	and	laps?”	he	asks.

Crap.	I	knew	I’d	forgotten	something.	“Yeah,	can’t	wait,”	I	groan.

Coach	Byrne’s	optional	pre-season	lunch-time	practice	isn’t	really	optional
and	 it	 doesn’t	 involve	 lunch.	 It’s	 all	 conditioning	 and	 strategy.	 I	 love	 the
strategy	parts.	But	I’d	rather	be	out	on	the	field	throwing	a	ball	around	than
running	laps	around	a	track.

“It’ll	all	be	worth	it	when	we	make	it	to	the	playoffs	this	year.	And	it’s	all
on	you,	bro.”	Ben’s	optimism	is	catching.	We	came	really	close	to	taking	it	all
last	year.	If	I	can	keep	my	batting	average	up,	he’s	probably	right	that	we’re
on	target	to	win	it	this	year.

“No,	no,	there’s	no	‘I’	in	team,”	I	laugh,	quoting	one	of	the	old	posters	that
hang	in	the	locker	room.	I’m	not	sure	I	agree	with	it,	though.	I	mean,	sure,	it’s
all	about	sacrificing	for	the	team,	but	you	have	to	really	want	it	for	yourself
too	or	you’ll	just	sleepwalk	through	the	games.

“Yeah,”	Ben	replies.	“But	you’re	our	secret	weapon.”

I	 try	not	 to	smile,	but	do	anyhow.	Baseball	 is	one	area	of	my	life	where	I
don’t	mind	the	pressure.	It’s	almost	like	I	become	someone	else	once	I	step	on
the	field,	someone	confident	and	brave.

I	 know	 I	 should	 say	 something	 self-deprecating,	 but	 I’m	 saved	 by	 the
loudspeaker	announcing	that	the	lunchroom	will	be	serving	burgers	today	and
there	will	 be	 an	 assembly	 for	 juniors	 on	 how	 to	 study	 for	 the	 SATs	 during
third	period	tomorrow.

As	the	voice	drones	on,	I	pull	out	a	piece	of	paper.

I	 have	 this	 list.	On	 the	 left	 side	 of	 the	 page	 sits	 all	 of	 the	 reasons	why	 I
should	try	to	attract	the	attention	of	a	pro	scout.	On	the	right	side	are	all	of	the
reasons	why	I	should	go	to	college.	I’ve	been	working	on	the	list,	or	ones	just
like	it,	on	and	off	for	almost	three	years	now.	I’m	no	closer	to	an	answer	and
it’s	gotten	to	the	point	where	the	constant	back	and	forth	is	just	frustrating.

Everyone	 thinks	 I	 should	do	 something	different.	Coach	says	 to	 try	 to	go
pro,	 that	 I	 can	always	go	 to	 school	 later.	My	mom	demands	 I	go	 to	college
and	insists	that	sports	are	a	hobby	not	a	career.	Spencer	says	to	do	what	makes



me	happy.	Lizzie	…	I	don’t	know	what	Lizzie	would	say.	It	isn’t	the	kind	of
thing	I’d	talk	to	her	about.

I	feel	like,	at	sixteen,	I	should	know	what	I	really	want	out	of	life.	It’s	just
that	none	of	what	I	want	seems	to	be	stuff	I	can	get	just	by	deciding	to	have	it.
I	mean,	I	want	to	play	ball.	I	want	to	be	someplace	with	Spencer	and	Lizzie.
And	I	want	to	get	to	know	Ally.

Speaking	of	which	…

I	flip	the	paper	over	and	there’s	another	list.

This	one	is	filled	with	buzzwords.	Just	in	case	anyone	finds	it,	I	don’t	want
them	to	know	what	it	is.

It’s	filled	with	stupid	stuff.	Stuff	I	know	about	Ally.

I	 know	 she	 can	 juggle.	 I	 know	 she	 has	 one	 of	 those	 big,	 drooling,	 Saint
Bernard	dogs	that’s	almost	bigger	than	she	is.	And	I	know,	from	sitting	behind
her	at	assembly	last	year,	that	her	hair	smells	like	vanilla	cookies.	That	smell
doesn’t	make	me	hungry,	 though;	 it	makes	me	feel	a	 lot	of	other	 things	 that
make	it	difficult	for	me	to	eat	cookies	in	public.

The	whole	 thing	probably	 sounds	kind	of	 stalkery.	But	 it	 isn’t	 like	 that.	 I
mean,	I	don’t	follow	her	or	sit	in	the	tree	outside	her	house	or	anything.	I’m
not	a	pervert,	just	a	chickenshit.

I	should	have	talked	to	her	right	after	she	transferred	to	Maple	Grove,	but	I
didn’t.	After	 that	 it	was	 too	 late	 to	 do	 it	without	 some	 sort	 of	 explanation.
Now,	over	a	year	later,	I’m	too	embarrassed	to	even	attempt	to	explain	all	the
times	she’s	caught	me	staring	at	her.	So	the	only	conversations	I	have	with	her
are	in	my	head.

Maybe	this	will	be	the	year	I	change	that.	Who	knows?	Maybe	I	can	use	the
same	 visualization	 techniques	 Coach	 has	 us	 use	 for	 baseball.	 In	 those,	 I
picture	myself	 in	 the	 field,	 scooping	up	 the	ball	 and	making	perfect	 throws
every	time.	And	usually,	on	the	field,	that’s	just	what	I	do.

So	now	I	try	to	picture	myself	going	up	and	talking	to	Ally.	I	say	something
witty	and	memorable,	and	she	smiles	at	me.	I	ask	her	to	go	out	with	me	and
she	says	there’s	nothing	she’d	like	better.

“Mr.	Ryan?”



Mr.	Brooks	is	standing	over	me	with	his	arms	crossed,	looking	down	at	the
list	I’m	trying	to	bury	under	my	copy	of	Poe’s	“The	Tell-Tale	Heart.”	There’s
a	wave	of	 laughter	behind	me.	 I	 get	 the	 feeling	he’s	 called	my	name	a	 few
times.

“Sorry,”	I	say	and	duck	my	head	down.	It’s	a	good	bet	my	face	is	at	least
seven	shades	of	red.	I’m	glad	it’s	Brooks,	though,	because	I	know	at	least	one
teacher	who	would	have	made	me	read	the	list	out	loud	to	the	class.

“Don’t	 be,”	 Mr.	 Brooks	 chuckles.	 “You	 just	 volunteered	 to	 be	 our	 first
reader	today.	Page	twenty-two	please.”
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