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Thwack.

I grinned. Oh, how I love that sound.

It’s the sound of summer, the sound of fun.

It’s the sound of a ball landing in a fielder’s glove.

Leather on leather.

Thwack.

There’s nothing like it, especially on a beautiful Sunday afternoon in early April, when the trees are freshly green and the sun is just warm enough to remind you of the coming days of summer.

“Over here, Kristy! Throw it to me! My turn!” My stepsister, Karen, interrupted my reverie with her cries. She was hopping up and down and waving her arms as she yelled. I tossed her the ball gently, since she’s only seven, and watched as she scrambled for it. She made a decent catch and turned to throw the ball to my younger brother, David Michael, who’s also seven.

I’m Kristy Thomas. I’m thirteen and in the eighth grade at Stoneybrook Middle School (SMS). That’s in Stoneybrook, Connecticut, where I’ve lived my whole life. I have brown hair and brown eyes and I’m on the short side. I’m crazy about kids, and I love to baby-sit, which is why I belong to the coolest club in Stoneybrook: the Baby-sitters Club, or BSC, but more about that later. For now, those are my vital statistics. Except for one more: I ♥ baseball. And softball. Softball is just another form of baseball, as far as I’m concerned. They’re different games — but the same too. As long as there are bats and balls and bases involved, I’m in heaven.

I have always adored baseball. I learned to play when I was even younger than Karen is now. My dad taught me the basics, and I guess I’ll always have that to thank him for.

My dad doesn’t live with us. He hasn’t for a long, long time. He walked out on my family years ago, when David Michael was just a baby. And ever since then, he’s been pretty much out of my life. Oh, he sends a card once in awhile, on my birthday or at Christmas, but that’s about it.

Do I miss him?

Sort of. I used to miss him a lot more, but my memories of him are fading. I do think of him occasionally, though, especially when I make a great hit or a sweet catch out there on the ball field.

I used to miss having a dad (a “father figure,” as the school counselor would probably say), but now I have a wonderful stepdad. His name is Watson Brewer. He’s funny, kind, and sweet. (Handsome? Hmmm. Well, sure, if you happen to like the balding type.) Anyway, he’s an excellent husband for my mom.

He also happens to be a millionaire.

Which means that I live in a mansion.

Yup, it’s true. When my mom married Watson, we all moved across town to share his house. Which is huge. And that’s lucky, because our family is huge too. Apart from David Michael and Karen, there are my two older brothers, Charlie and Sam (Charlie’s seventeen, Sam is fifteen); Karen’s younger brother, Andrew, who’s four (Karen and Andrew are Watson’s children from his first marriage; they live with us every other month); and Emily Michelle, who’s just a toddler. She was a Vietnamese orphan who joined our family when my mom and Watson decided to adopt a baby together.

There’s also Nannie, my grandmother. She’s my mom’s mom. She came to live with us soon after Emily Michelle arrived.

We also have a whole menagerie of pets.

Is my household chaotic? Definitely.

Do I love it? Absolutely.

I wouldn’t trade with anyone else, even though there are moments when I’d give twenty bucks for twenty seconds of silence.

For the most part, though, silence is not my thing. I like noise and activity and crowds. So my family suits me.

Meanwhile, back in the yard, David Michael had to chase down the ball Karen had thrown to him. (Her aim is not always so terrific.) Now he wound up and tossed it gently to Andrew.

David Michael is a good kid. He has dark brown hair (darker than mine), which is a little curly (mine is straighter). We really look alike. In fact, we practically dress like twins. Yes, it’s true. I dress like a seven-year-old boy. Except for the Spider-Man underwear. All I ever wear are jeans, a T-shirt, and sneakers. And sometimes David Michael and I even wear the same T-shirt. For instance, on that day we were both wearing our Krushers shirts.

The Krushers, or Kristy’s Krushers, to be formal, is a softball team I coach. It’s a team for kids in the area. The kids have a great time playing, and I have an even better time passing along my skills. Sometimes I use drills I learned from my dad, or from Coach Wu, the coach of my school softball team, and sometimes I just make up my own. The kids love to play silly games, such as “hot potato,” in which you have to throw the ball as soon as possible after you catch it.

We don’t do much silly stuff on Coach Wu’s team. She’s pretty serious. But she’s a great coach, and I was looking forward to spending the coming season on her team. I still didn’t know what position I’d be playing; that would be decided in a couple of days, when Coach Wu held tryouts. Some girls would be going out for the team for the first time; others, me for instance, would just be showing Coach Wu our stuff so she could decide how best to use us.

“Kistee!” Emily Michelle called out my name. She toddled toward me, carrying the softball in both hands. Andrew had tossed it to her, including her in our game. “Ball!” she exclaimed, giving me a huge smile.

“That’s right,” I said. “Ball.” She handed it to me, beaming. Emily Michelle is adorable. She has shiny black eyes and shiny black hair to match. She’s a very important part of our family. It took her awhile to start speaking English, and she still doesn’t speak as well as most two-and-a-half-year-olds. (She’s what the specialists call “language delayed.”) But she’s a very happy girl, and we all love her.

I knelt down to give her a big hug.

Immediately, Andrew and Karen and David Michael piled on top of us. “Group hug!” yelled Karen as she threw her arms around my neck.

Karen is something else. Karen isn’t my blood sister, so it’s not surprising that we don’t look alike. (She and Andrew do, though. They’re both thin, with blond hair and blue eyes.) But Karen and I do act alike. She’s a take-charge kid, always coming up with ideas about what she and her friends should do. Sometimes she’s a little bossy, and she definitely speaks her mind (though she’s not quite as opinionated as I am). One difference? Karen has a wild — and I mean wild — imagination. For example, she thinks our next-door neighbor, Mrs. Porter, is a witch. She calls her Morbidda Destiny. Not to her face, fortunately.

My siblings and I lay there in a pile — “like a bunch of puppies,” Karen said — until the honking of a car horn made us unpile and scramble to our feet.

“Nannie!” cried Karen. She took off running toward a battered old bubble-gum-colored car we like to call the Pink Clinker. I swear that car is on its last legs, but Nannie loves it and won’t trade it in.

Nannie stepped out of the car and gave Karen a hug. Then she waved to the rest of us and headed into the house. Nannie’s often in a hurry. Between her bowling league, her volunteer work, and her latest project — a baking business — she has a busy life.

I guess my mom inherited some of that energy; she’s a superwoman herself. After all, she held our family together when my dad left, taking care of all four of us kids for years.

She and Watson pulled up next, in the “ninny-van” (that’s what Emily calls our minivan). They’d been at a garden center, picking up some mulch for Watson’s roses. He loves to putter in the garden, and I’m glad. It’s a healthy habit, and he needs plenty of those. Not long ago he scared all of us by having a mild heart attack. That was a big warning, and it taught him to slow down and quit working so hard all the time.

When Watson spotted the softball I was holding he dove into the back of the minivan and came up with a baseball glove. “Toss it here, Kristy!” he called.

I heaved the ball to him. “And Bain makes the grab,” he said in a radio-announcer voice. “Another big out for Bain!”

I laughed. Watson’s been obsessed with Bill Bain lately. Who’s Bill Bain? Whatever you do, don’t ask Watson. He’ll bore you for hours with stories and statistics. The short answer is that Bill Bain was one of the best major league ballplayers ever. He was on the Baltimore Orioles when Watson was a kid, and ever since then he’s been one of Watson’s biggest heroes.

Do I mind hearing about him, over and over? No way. Especially since Watson’s hero worship led him to sign us up for Bill Bain’s Baseball Dream Camp, in Delaware. Watson and I are headed there a week from Monday, when my April vacation begins. I am totally psyched about it.

What’s Dream Camp? Just my dream vacation, that’s all. Basically, it’s a chance to pretend you’re a major league ballplayer. For a week you do nothing but play ball all day with other dreamers and with players who were once superstars. The coaches once coached the best of the best. You’re issued a uniform, you play on first-class ball fields, and you spend your days mingling with players you’ve read about in the sports pages.

The session we were going to was a special one, just for fathers and daughters. It meant a lot to me that Watson signed us up. I knew he was looking forward to spending some “quality time” with me — and with Bill Bain, his idol.

Sam and Charlie pulled up next, in Charlie’s ancient, wheezing car. (It’s in even worse shape than Nannie’s. We call it the Junk Bucket.)

“All right!” Watson cried. “Everybody’s home. Let’s divide into teams and put in a few innings before dinner.” He sounded like a little kid. Watson definitely has a bad case of baseball fever.

Sam and Charlie didn’t need much convincing. They love sports of any kind. They headed for the garage and grabbed their gloves, then joined the rest of us in the side yard, where we’ve laid out an informal baseball diamond.

Before long, a game was under way. I stood in the outfield soaking up the sun and thinking about the next couple of weeks.

I made a mental note to tell Coach Wu I’d have to miss a couple of practices while I was away. I knew she’d understand. After all, I’d be playing ball while I was gone, so I’d stay in shape.

I also had to make sure everything was set with the BSC. I’m the president of the club, which means I’m responsible for seeing that everything runs smoothly, whether I’m there or not. Could my fellow members handle a Kristy-less week? I knew they could. But I knew they’d miss me, just as I would miss them.

I smiled to myself as I watched Watson run for second base after a good hit. We were going to have a terrific time at camp. Baseball, baseball, and more baseball. How could it miss?
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“Don’t worry, Kristy,” Abby Stevenson said. “I’ve been brushing up on my presidential skills. I’m all ready to take over.” She waggled her eyebrows at me, grinned, and rubbed her hands together like some power-mad dictator in a James Bond movie.

I groaned.

Everybody else cracked up.

It was the next day, Monday. I’d just called our BSC meeting to order and reminded everyone that I’d be gone the following week. Now Abby was giving me a hard time. And my fellow members were loving it.

Abby, who is the club’s newest member, is our alternate officer, which means she’s prepared to take over the duties of any officer who can’t make it to a meeting. So she’d be acting as president while I was away. I just had to hope she wouldn’t do anything too wild, such as call a vote to rename the club.

Abby has a wicked sense of humor, but she’ll behave. The BSC runs like clockwork, and unless there’s some kind of emergency, she shouldn’t have much to do besides call meetings to order and then, half an hour later, adjourn them. She’ll have three meetings to run: We always meet on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons from five-thirty until six.

I guess I should explain a little more about the BSC. It all started when I noticed how hard it was for my mom to find a sitter for David Michael one day when Charlie, Sam, and I were busy. She made call after call. That’s when I had a brainstorm. (I’m famous for those.) Wouldn’t it make sense for a group of dedicated sitters to band together so that parents could call one number to reach them all, when they needed someone to watch their kids?

It made excellent sense. There are now six regular sitters in the BSC, and there’s plenty of work to go around. We even have two associate members who don’t come to every meeting but who can help out if we’re swamped. We’re very organized. In fact, we’re more like a business than a club. We keep great records, both in the club notebook (in which we each write up every job we go on) and in our record book (that’s where we keep track of our schedules plus client information). We pay dues every week to help cover our expenses. We plan special events, such as parties and day camps, for our clients, and we even make regular days special sometimes by bringing along our Kid-Kits, which are boxes stuffed with toys, games, stickers, and other fun things. (Our charges love them!)

I hate to boast, but I have to take credit for most of the above. As I said, I’m famous for getting great ideas. I just can’t seem to help it. They pop into my brain whether I want them to or not. So now you know why I’m president of the club.

Back to that Monday meeting. After everybody had finished laughing at her antics, Abby turned serious. “Don’t worry, Kristy,” she assured me. “It won’t be easy, but we’ll make it without you.” She smiled at me. “Just relax and enjoy Dream Camp. I’m so jealous! I’d be thrilled if I had the chance to play soccer with World Cup players. That would be my dream vacation.”

Abby’s crazy about soccer. She’s a great player too. I hate to admit it, but she’s probably a better athlete than I am. She has a natural talent for physical things.

Abby moved to my neighborhood in Stoneybrook only recently, along with her twin sister, Anna, and their mom. They used to live on Long Island, in New York. Mrs. Stevenson is a big-shot editor at a New York City publishing house. She commutes to her job by train.

Abby’s dad died in a car crash a few years ago. And even though Abby’s a big joker, I know she often feels sad and misses him terribly.

Abby and Anna were both invited to join the BSC, since we happened to be short on members when they moved here. Abby joined, but Anna said she was too busy. She’s a very talented violinist, and she spends most of her spare time practicing and performing. She and Abby are identical, but nobody has trouble telling them apart. They have different personalities (Anna is much more quiet and reserved), and they also wear their dark, curly hair in different styles (Anna’s is longer than Abby’s).

Abby’s always on the move, playing soccer or softball or skiing. She loves to be active outdoors, even though she has asthma and is allergic to just about everything you can name. I have to admire the fact that she doesn’t let her medical problems slow her down.

“I’m not worried. I know you’ll keep things running smoothly,” I told her. “Just make sure Mary Anne doesn’t stage a takeover. You know how power hungry she is.”

That made everyone laugh again. Mary Anne Spier, who is the club’s secretary and also happens to be my best friend, couldn’t be less interested in being the center of attention. She’s quiet and very shy and the most sensitive, caring friend you could ask for. I know, I know, we sound like opposites. And we are, except for our looks. Mary Anne is short, like me, and also has brown hair and eyes. (She doesn’t dress like a seven-year-old boy, however.) I can’t explain why we’re best friends, but we are and always have been. Chemistry, I guess.

Mary Anne’s idea of a dream vacation? It would probably be something like Needlepoint Camp. The director would be that Martha lady from TV, the one who does everything perfectly. The campers would spend each day doing quiet things like doily making and cupboard organizing, and nobody would ever force them to perform in skits or (horrors!) play any kind of sport.

I’m making Mary Anne sound like Miss Priss, but she’s not. She’s cool.

Mary Anne is an only child. She grew up with just one parent — her dad. (Her mom died when Mary Anne was just a baby.) So she led a fairly quiet and sheltered life. In fact, her dad was very strict with her, until recently. Now that he’s married again, he’s loosened up quite a bit. And Mary Anne has a bigger family.

Mr. Spier married the mom of another BSC member, Dawn Schafer. (Dawn is Mary Anne’s other best friend, as well as her stepsister.) Here’s how that happened: Dawn’s mom, Sharon, grew up in Stoneybrook and actually dated Richard (Mary Anne’s dad) when they were in high school. Then she moved to California, married someone else, and had two kids, Dawn and her younger brother, Jeff. Eventually that marriage ended, and Sharon and her kids moved back to Stoneybrook. Dawn and Mary Anne met, became best friends, figured out that their parents used to date, brought them back together, and — well, the rest is history.

Eventually Dawn and Jeff decided that the West Coast was their true home, so they moved back to California, with their dad. (Which means that Dawn is actually an honorary BSC member. She comes to meetings when she’s here visiting. Her dream vacation? Probably Surfing Camp.) I know Mary Anne misses Dawn. Luckily, she still has me; her gray kitten, Tigger; and her boyfriend, Logan Bruno, to comfort her.

Mary Anne used to be the only BSC member with a steady boyfriend. But for a while that wasn’t the case. Claudia Kishi, our vice-president, also had a boyfriend recently. His name’s Josh, and he’s in seventh grade. Claudia met him when she spent some time back in seventh grade recently. Now she’s in eighth again with most of the rest of the BSC, and she and Josh have returned to “just friends” status.

Claudia, by the way, is not the world’s best student. She doesn’t care much about science or math or spelling. What does she care about? One word: art. Claudia’s dream vacation would have to be Art Camp, where you’d spend every second of every day creating things. I know she’d be thrilled if she had the chance to learn from some of the world’s best artists. I don’t know who the pros would be — is that Picasso guy still alive?

Claudia could probably be an Art Camp counselor. She’s such a talented artist. In fact, Claudia, who is Japanese-American with dark eyes and long, glossy black hair, is a work of art herself. She’s an incredible painter and sculptor, as well as great at coming up with looks that say “I’m a creative genius.” Me, I wouldn’t have the guts even to think about wearing some of the things she walks around in.

As vice-president, Claudia really has no official duties. She was voted into office mainly because we use her room for meetings. She has her own phone and her own number, which means we don’t have to worry about BSC calls tying up anyone’s family line. Claudia is a terrific hostess. She always makes sure to have plenty of munchies on hand. She’s the Junk Food Queen of Stoneybrook — but don’t tell her parents. They have no idea how many pounds of snacks are stashed away in Claud’s room, along with the Nancy Drew mysteries she’s addicted to but forbidden to read.

Have I made Claudia’s parents sound strict? They are, but they’re very loving too. They worry about Claudia’s problems in school, but they never make her feel bad about not living up to her sister’s reputation. Janine, Claud’s older sister, is a certified genius. She’s still in high school, but she’s taking college classes.

“Ahem!” I heard someone clearing her throat, which jolted me out of my daydreaming and back to the meeting.

“Aren’t you going to ask if there’s any new business?” asked Stacey McGill, who is the club treasurer.

“Oh, right!” I said. I hate it when I have to be reminded of my presidential duties. “Any new business?”

“Dues day!” crowed Stacey, holding up a battered manila envelope.

We all groaned. Stacey loves to collect dues, and we love to give her a hard time about it. It’s not the money; it’s just the principle of the thing. Stacey makes a great treasurer, since she’s excellent in math. She always knows exactly how much we have and how much we need. We use the money to pay part of Claudia’s phone bill and my transportation costs (a fancy way of saying we buy gas for the Junk Bucket since Charlie drives Abby and me to meetings) and for items with which to stock our Kid-Kits. Once in awhile, when there’s what Stacey likes to refer to as a surplus in the treasury, she allows us to throw ourselves a pizza party.

Stacey has blonde hair and blue eyes, and is always the most elegant person in the room, at least in this town. She has a sophisticated style, which may be because she grew up in Manhattan. Her parents are divorced, and her dad still lives in the city, where she visits him often. But her real home now is here in Stoneybrook, where she lives with her mom. (Stacey is an only child.) She and Claudia are best friends, at least in part because they share a love of shopping and fashion.

In fact, Stacey’s dream vacation would probably be Fashion Camp. Top models and magazine editors would teach campers the basics of how to tell one black dress from another, where to shop for the best accessories, and when to wear which designer perfume. Stacey would be in paradise.

Stacey’s not all fads and trends, though. She has her serious side. And part of that has to do with the fact that she has diabetes, a lifelong disease that prevents her body from processing sugars correctly. She has to be very careful about what she eats. Plus, she has to test her own blood several times a day and give herself injections of insulin, a hormone that her body doesn’t produce properly. Yikes! Any of the rest of us would probably become full-time whiners, but not Stacey. She just deals with it.

She passed the envelope around the room, and everybody stuck their dues into it. The last place it landed was on Jessi’s lap. Jessica Ramsey, the club’s junior officer, was sitting on the floor as usual. I still wasn’t used to seeing her sitting there alone, though. Until recently, she’d have been joined by Mallory Pike, her best friend and our other junior officer. (Jessi and Mal are both eleven and in sixth grade, unlike the rest of us, who are thirteen and in eighth.) Mallory is now an honorary member, like Dawn. Why? Because she went away to boarding school. She has a new life now. I know she and Jessi are in constant touch through phone calls, letters, and e-mail, but it’s not the same. Jessi looks a little lost these days.

Jessi is African-American. She has cocoa-brown skin and dark eyes and the long, lithe build of a dancer. She’s been studying ballet for years, and she’s good. She even spent a few weeks at a special ballet program in New York not long ago (that was probably her version of Dream Camp). Jessi has a younger sister and a baby brother, and her aunt Cecelia lives with her family.

Mallory, who has reddish-brown hair, glasses, and braces (she hates all three), comes from a much larger family. She has seven younger sisters and brothers! She wants to be a writer when she grows up. (Famous Authors Camp would be the place to send her for a dream vacation. She’d adore learning from people like Katherine Paterson or Eric Carle.) I think Mal is really enjoying boarding school. It’s a good change for her, since she hadn’t been happy at SMS lately.

That’s it! Now you’ve met every member of the BSC — oh, except for our associate members, Shannon Kilbourne (who goes to private school but lives in my neighborhood) and Logan Bruno (Mary Anne’s boyfriend, remember?).

Just as our meeting was ending that day, the phone rang. It was my mom, calling to put the BSC on alert. “You and Watson will be away next week,” she reminded me, “and Nannie’s going to be extra busy with her business, and Sam and Charlie both have baseball practices to attend. I’m going to need the BSC.”

My mom knows where to turn when she needs excellent sitters. I was leaving her in very capable hands. The BSC rules — even when its president is on vacation.





[image: image]



“Okay, now let’s try a little baserunning drill. Remember to relax. I’m not keeping score here. I just want to see what each of you can do.” Coach Wu smiled at us, the girls who were gathered for softball team tryouts.

I smiled back. I wasn’t having any problem relaxing. I knew I had a place on the team, and I knew Coach Wu liked me. The tryouts were basically just another day out on the field, as far as I could see.

But some of the other girls seemed much more nervous, especially the ones who were trying out for the first time. I noticed that they were putting a lot of effort into looking good for Coach Wu. They sprinted fast, threw hard, dove for catches. I could understand why they were doing it, but I was glad I didn’t have to.

I did have to admit that some of them looked pretty talented. I’ve played — and coached — the game long enough to know when someone has “it” out there on the field. And a lot of those girls did. In fact, some of them probably had more “it” than I do. I love softball, and I’m good at it, but I’m no all-star. I’m just a dependable, all-around player. Which is fine with me.

Coach Wu led us through about an hour and a half of drills. It was another warm, sunny afternoon, and I was enjoying the feeling of using my softball muscles again after the long winter. I wasn’t exactly at the top of my game. In fact, I fumbled a couple of easy catches and I wasn’t hitting well. I wasn’t running too fast either. But hey, it was early in the season. I knew it would all come back as soon as we started regular practices.

Finally, just as I was starting to feel warmed up, Coach Wu said we were done. “I’ll need some time to go over my notes,” she told us as we gathered in a circle around her. “I’ll post the results on Thursday. As usual, we’ll have two teams — first and second string. For those who don’t make the first-string team, don’t worry. You’ll still see plenty of playing time. And I spend equal coaching time with both teams.”

I nodded. I knew that was true. The second-string team was basically the middle-school version of a junior varsity team. They played against other schools, just like the first-string team. And there were always some good players on second string. They just weren’t quite as good as the ones on the first-string team. I looked around at the other girls, wondering which ones would have to deal with the disappointment of finding their names on the second-string list. There was one girl who didn’t have a great arm, and another who had seemed confused about some of the rules of the game. Both of them were probably destined for second string. As for the rest, Coach Wu was going to have to make some tough decisions over the next two days.

It’s not easy being a coach sometimes. I know, from my work with the Krushers, that you can’t please all of your players all the time. Everybody wants a chance to shine. But as a coach you have to think about putting together the best team possible — and you have to balance that with the idea of giving every player a chance to show his or her stuff.

I met Coach Wu’s eyes and smiled. She nodded back at me. Then she thanked us all for coming out and wished us luck. Most of the girls drifted off, but I volunteered to help Coach Wu carry equipment back into the school.

As we lugged bags full of bats and bases across the field, I told Coach Wu about Dream Camp.

“How exciting for you!” she said. “I’ve always thought that would be so much fun. You’re really lucky.”

“So it won’t be a problem missing practices that week?” I asked.

She shook her head. “We’ll work it out, Kristy. Some of the other girls may be going away then too. We’ll start slow.”

“Great,” I said, relieved. So that was settled. And softball tryouts were over. Now I could turn my attention full-time to being excited about camp.

Which is exactly what I did. Camp was only days away by then, and I couldn’t stop thinking about it. What would it be like to be around Bill Bain? To hear his stories about the glory days of baseball, to watch him run the bases, to catch a ball he’d hit? I could hardly imagine.

That night at dinner, Watson and I talked so much about camp that the rest of my family finally told us to go finish our food in the den. And on Wednesday, I bored my friends at the BSC meeting, going over the daily schedule I’d received in the mail and showing them pictures of the uniform I would be issued.

“Enough already,” said Stacey, rolling her eyes.

Claudia told me that the uniform looked “too much like, well, too much like a uniform. Why can’t they be more creative?”

Even Abby, who actually likes sports, was tired of hearing about camp.

But I wasn’t tired of thinking about it. I even dreamed about it. On Wednesday night I had this great dream about being discovered by a scout for the New York Mets. I was going to be the first female player in the major leagues!

I was so busy being excited about camp that I completely forgot about softball tryouts. Until Mary Anne slid into the seat next to mine at lunch on Thursday and mentioned that she’d seen the team lists posted near the gym.

“Cool! Did you happen to notice what position I’m playing?” I asked. I was secretly hoping that Coach Wu was going to use me at first base, which is my favorite position.

She shook her head. “I didn’t look too closely,” she admitted. “I figured you’d already seen the list.”

I finished my tuna sandwich, made a few gross remarks about that day’s hot lunch (my friends expect that from me), and headed off to check the lists before the bell rang.

Only one other person was standing by the bulletin board near the entrance to the gym. It was one of the girls I’d seen at tryouts. “Hey!” I said, strolling up to her.

“Hi,” she said a little shyly.

“Did you make the team?” I asked.

She nodded. “Second string,” she said. I could tell she was disappointed.

I gave her an encouraging smile. “Excellent,” I told her. “It’s a great place to work on your skills.”

She gave me a small smile in return.

“Let’s see how I did,” I said. I glanced up at the first-string list and ran my finger down it. Bummer. Coach Wu hadn’t put me at first base.

Or second.

Or third.

In fact, I wasn’t even in the outfield.

My name was not on the first-string list.

I raised my eyebrows. “Hmmm,” I said. The girl was still standing there. Suddenly, I felt hot all over. Then cold. What was happening here?

“Um — aren’t you Kristy Thomas?” asked the girl.

I nodded.

She pointed to the middle of the second-string list. There, next to the words “Left Field,” was my name.

It had to be a mistake.

Second string?

“We’ll have fun,” said the girl. “Oops, there’s the bell. I better run.” She took two steps backward, then stopped. “Are you okay?” she asked.

I hadn’t even heard the bell. My head was spinning. “What? Oh, sure, sure, I’m fine,” I answered.

She gave me a funny look. “See you, then,” she said.

I had the distinct feeling that she was embarrassed for me.

I couldn’t blame her.

I felt embarrassed for me too.

I stood there for a good five minutes after she’d left, just thinking. Trying to make sense out of it.

I’d been playing baseball just about all my life. One of my first memories, in fact, is of my dad tossing a Wiffle ball to me while I stood at the ready with my little plastic bat. I must have been about three.

Ten years of baseball and where was I?

Second string.

It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. Sure, I’d had a bad day at the plate that afternoon. And yes, I had to admit I wasn’t exactly Miss Golden Glove in the field either. But Coach Wu had seen me play before. She had to know I had the skills.

“Kristy!”

I turned — and saw Coach Wu herself, standing there looking at me.

“Coach —” I began. Suddenly I had this horrible feeling that I might start crying.

“Would you like to come into my office and talk for a moment?” she asked. Gently, she steered me toward her office, opened the door, led me in, and sat me down.

“I can see that you’re a little surprised about — about the way I’ve chosen to make up the teams,” she began.

I nodded.

“Kristy, please understand,” Coach Wu continued. She was standing near me, and she put her hand on my shoulder. “I see you as a vital member of the softball program here at SMS. You’re an excellent team player. You know the game backwards and forwards, and you’re wonderful at helping other girls understand complicated plays.” She paused.

“But?” I said. “I know there’s a ‘but’ coming somewhere.” Suddenly I could speak again.

Coach Wu sighed. “You’re right, Kristy. And here it is. But — there were a lot of other players out there on Tuesday who were showing greater skill and determination than you were. It just wouldn’t be fair to those girls if I put you ahead of them.”

I sat back in my chair and blew out a breath.

She was right.

I pictured myself on the field that day. It wasn’t just that I was rusty or out of shape from the winter. I had been slacking off, making assumptions. I hadn’t pushed myself. I hadn’t done my best. Or had I? Was that actually the best I could do? Maybe I really was just a second-string player.

Coach Wu was talking again, about how much she needed me on the team and how much the team needed me. But I could hardly even hear what she was saying. Instead, I heard the same two words echoing in my head:

Second string.

Second string.

Second string.
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The worst part was telling everybody. Actually, I should take that back. I didn’t have to tell everybody. Some people found out for themselves. Logan, for instance. He approached me in the hall on Friday, gave me a little sock on the arm, and said, “Tough break.”

That was the “guy” way of handling things. Mary Anne, who was with Logan at the time, demonstrated the “girl” way. She reached out to hug me, tears in her eyes. “Oh, Kristy, you must feel terrible,” she said in a choked-up voice.

“It’s not that big a deal,” I said, disengaging myself from her hug. “I’m still on the team, after all.” I was trying to sound tough and brave.

“Right,” said Logan. He didn’t sound convinced. He plays sports, and he knows what second string means.

Second string means second best.

I had spent a long time thinking about that on Thursday night. I had told my family at dinner, then excused myself before they could start trying to make me feel better. Up in my room, I’d gone over everything: the way I’d played the day of tryouts, the way I’d been so sure I’d make the first-string team, the things Coach Wu had said. I felt like a total jerk. A loser. I was mad at myself for not working harder at tryouts, mad at Coach Wu for not giving me more of a chance, mad at — at the world.

All my excitement about Dream Camp had flown out the window. What fun would it be to play with baseball’s heroes if I was no more than a second-string player? I’d probably be laughed off the field. Suddenly, the idea of baseball camp left me cold. But I couldn’t back out now, just a few days before we were due to leave. It was too late. And Watson was counting on me.

At our BSC meeting on Friday afternoon, my friends tried to cheer me up. “You’ll still be playing softball every day,” said Abby. “Isn’t that really the most important thing, just to be out there playing the game?”

I gave her a Look. “Sure,” I said. “Right. I know you’d feel that way if you were put on the second-string soccer team.”

Abby turned pale. Then she blushed. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “You’re right. That would totally bum me out.”

Claudia passed me a bag of Doritos. “Have some of these,” she said. “They’ll make you feel better.”

Trust Claudia to believe that a handful of chips can change your outlook on life.

I took a few and ate them. After all, maybe she was right. I had nothing to lose by trying. But when the crunching was over, my mood hadn’t changed one bit.

Jessi told a long story about a time she’d been turned down after auditioning for a big role in some ballet. But then it turned out that she danced the part after all, when the person who’d won the role came down with the flu.

I wasn’t expecting any happy endings to my story.

Stacey said she didn’t understand the team system at school anyway. She reminded us of the way her ex-boyfriend Robert had quit the basketball team because he hated the way athletes are idolized at SMS.

But Robert was a first-string player. That was all I could think of.

Mary Anne didn’t say much at all. She just looked at me with these big, sad eyes.

Augh! I knew my friends meant well, but everything they said and did just made me feel worse. It wasn’t their fault. I was so bummed that there was no way anyone could cheer me up.

Over the weekend, I did my best to work up some enthusiasm for Dream Camp. I felt I owed Watson that much. I knew he thought that going to camp would help cheer me up about not making the first-string team.

On Saturday night, after I’d spent some time thinking about what to pack, I decided to oil my baseball glove, a job I usually love to do in the spring. The smell of the oil always gives me a little thrill, and as I work I replay moments from the previous softball season in my mind. This year, the only scenes I could picture were from tryouts. I finished up the job as soon as I could and put the glove aside, along with my softball cleats.

On Sunday night, my mom made us a special going-away dinner of salmon and asparagus. Watson loved it. And he ate two helpings of the rhubarb pie she’d made for dessert. I didn’t have much of an appetite myself. Plus, it was hard to force myself to join in the conversation about how much fun we were going to have at camp. After dinner, I went upstairs and finished packing. Whether I was psyched about it or not, I was headed for Dream Camp first thing in the morning.

Here’s a funny thing. When I woke up, I felt a little better. Maybe it was because I’d had a few days to get used to the idea of being put on the second-string team. Or maybe it was because I was, despite myself, starting to feel a little more excited about Dream Camp. After all, this was the big day. We were headed to Delaware.

That afternoon, Watson threw our suitcases into the trunk of his car. We hugged everybody good-bye (that can take awhile, in my family) and then we were off.

Watson was in a really, really good mood. He was like a kid on Christmas morning. He spent the first half hour of the trip singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” (Actually, he bellowed. Watson is no Pavarotti.) Finally, he must have grown tired of that one tune (I know I did), and he switched to that “Put Me In, Coach” song.

Unfortunately, or fortunately, as the case may be, he didn’t know all the words to that one. He gave it up after a few tries. Then he turned to me and grinned. “We’re on our way,” he said for the fortieth time.

“I know,” I said.

“Soon I’ll be shaking the hand of one of this country’s greatest athletes,” Watson went on. “William F. Bain.”

“What does the F stand for, anyway?” I asked. Not that I cared.

“Franklin,” Watson said. “That was his father’s name.”

If I’d asked about Bill Bain’s shoe size, Watson probably could have told me.

Instead, Watson started in on the Bill Bain stories. “Did I ever tell you about the time Bill Bain made three home runs in one game?’ he asked.

Of course he had. But I didn’t mind hearing it again. Actually, it was a pretty good story, and Watson told it well. “Was that when he had the broken finger?” I asked. Bill Bain was famous for “playing hurt,” which means he was a real tough guy who didn’t let small injuries keep him out of the game.

Watson nodded. “That’s right,” he said. He was off and running. “He’d broken the finger while helping a little boy fix his bicycle. Bain was like that, always taking time out to do favors. Anyway, there he was, with the finger in a splint. It had to affect the way he held his bat, but you’d never have known it that day. I remember watching the game on TV, over at my uncle Moe’s house. He was a big Bill Bain fan too.”

I knew Uncle Moe had gone to that big ball field in the sky, so I made a sympathetic noise.

“When Bain smacked the first one out of the park, we were ecstatic,” said Watson. “But when he hit the second one and the third …” He paused, remembering. “… It was just amazing,” he continued in a quieter voice. “I’ll never forget the way he ran the bases after that third homer. He didn’t throw his fist in the air the way they do now, or smile at the fans. He just ran the way he always did — head down, looking serious. Then, after he’d crossed home, he ducked down into the dugout.”

“That was it?” I asked. I knew it wasn’t, but I wanted Watson to tell the rest.

“No,” said Watson. “The crowd at the ballpark wouldn’t stop cheering. The umpires had to stop the game because the noise was so distracting. Finally, Bill Bain came out of the dugout and tipped his hat. The crowd went absolutely bananas.” Watson had this faraway smile on his face. “Back at home, Uncle Moe and I were going bananas too. It was some afternoon.”

“I bet it was,” I said. Watson’s enthusiasm was infectious. I was starting to remember how exciting baseball could be. “Wasn’t it right after that game that Bill Bain went on the Jimmy Carson show?”

Watson burst out laughing. “That’s Johnny Carson. I guess you’ve heard these stories before,” he said. “Yes, it was. I’ll never forget that either. It was the first time my parents let me stay up that late. The Johnny Carson show didn’t even start until after the late news. But I managed to keep my eyes open long enough to watch.”

“Couldn’t you have just taped it?” I asked.

He shook his head. “We didn’t have VCRs in those days,” he said. “It was the Dark Ages, remember?”

I laughed. We like to tease Watson about being old. Sometimes Sam asks him what it was like to hunt dinosaurs. The truth is, he isn’t all that much older than Mom.

Watson went on to tell how Bill Bain had played catch with Johnny Carson on national TV. “Johnny couldn’t throw well at all,” said Watson. “Or maybe he was just fooling around to make the audience laugh. Anyway, it was hilarious.” He cracked up, just thinking about it. “Maybe it’s on tape somewhere,” he told me. “I’d love to find that. You’d get a real kick out of seeing it.”

I nodded. And kept nodding as Watson went on with his Bill Bain stories. He didn’t need much encouragement to keep talking. And I didn’t mind listening, since it made the time go by. After awhile, though, I started tuning out just a bit. I’ve heard all the stories before. And I was beginning to feel a little, well, bored. Also, I had started thinking again about being chosen for second string. Finally, I stopped making those “Oh, really?” and “What happened next?” comments.

Suddenly, Watson stopped talking. “Kristy?’ he asked. “Is everything okay?” He looked at me with real concern.

“Everything is fine,” I said firmly.

Watson nodded. He’s lived with me long enough to understand that what I meant by that was, “Even though everything is not fine, I don’t want to talk about it.”

The rest of the drive was a lot quieter. Watson talked a bit more about Bill Bain, and we made awkward small talk over our truck-stop dinner, but basically we each kept to our own thoughts.

Finally, we arrived at our hotel. It looked like a nice place, and our accommodations were excellent. We were in a suite, which meant that we each had our own room and bathroom, but we shared a living room. We unpacked quickly (I saw that Watson had brought a whole pile of Bill Bain memorabilia, such as baseball cards and sports magazines, hoping to have them autographed) and headed off to bed.

The next day would be the first day of Dream Camp. I may not have been quite as thrilled about it as Watson was, but I couldn’t help feeling excited. I was even looking forward to meeting Bill Bain.
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On Monday, while I was living through the Bill Bain-athon that was my drive to Delaware with Watson, Claudia was sitting for David Michael, Karen, and Andrew. (Emily Michelle had a play date with a little girl named Dakota whose mom works with my mom.)

You have to understand that Claudia knows next to nothing about the world of sports. But as you know, I definitely do. And I groaned as soon as I began to read her notebook entry when I returned from Delaware. I could see the problem coming from a mile away. But Claudia was taken by surprise. She doesn’t have a clue about baseball cards.

Except as art objects. That’s how she was looking at them that day, when David Michael began showing her his collection. She noticed the colors of the uniforms, the way the cards were designed, the little drawings on the backs.

“Forget about all of that,” David Michael said impatiently, pulling another card out of shoe box where he kept them. “Look at this one! Michael Cannon. He is the coolest player. He always hits home runs.”

“I like the teal trim on his uniform,” said Claudia thoughtfully, “although I think he’d look better in something more on the purple side.”

David Michael rolled his eyes.

“What about this guy?” asked Karen, reaching into the box for a card.

“Hold it,” said David Michael, grabbing her hand. “Nobody touches my cards until I give them permission.”

Karen shrugged. “Okay,” she said. “Can I have permission?”

“Sure,” said David Michael.

“Can I?” asked Andrew.

“Are your hands clean?” asked David Michael. Andrew held his hands up, and David Michael inspected them. “Okay,” he said.

Karen and Andrew rummaged happily through the cards. “I like this guy’s name,” said Karen. She showed Claudia a card.

“Roscoe Vaughn,” read Claudia. “Nice.”

“Look at this one,” said Andrew, pulling out another card. He tried to sound out the name on it.

Karen leaned over to see it. “Bucky Shephard,” she read. “He plays first base for the Dodgers. He must be really good.”

David Michael snorted. “All these guys are really good,” he said. “They’re major league players. They’re not like the Krushers.”

“What’s wrong with the Krushers?” Karen asked, standing up and putting her hands on her hips.

“Nothing, nothing,” muttered David Michael. “Hey, Claudia, can we go to the playground?”

Claudia knew he meant the Stoneybrook Elementary School playground, which is a pretty long walk from Kristy’s house.

“Sure,” said Claudia. “It’s a beautiful day. I’d love a walk. It’ll take awhile, though. What do you guys think?” she asked Karen and Andrew.

“Yay!” they cried. Karen ran to put on her sneakers, while Claudia rummaged around in the kitchen, assembling a snack to bring along. (Like any good sitter, she knows it’s important to be prepared. Kids can be very cranky when they’re hungry.)

Fifteen minutes later, they were ready to go. Karen brought her jump rope; Andrew had a Nerf football; Claudia had packed her backpack with peanut-butter-and-cracker sandwiches, juice boxes, and some apples; and David Michael was carrying his shoe box.

“Are you sure you want to bring that?” Claudia asked him as they set out.

He nodded. “Definitely. See, a bunch of the kids are bringing their card collections to the playground today. That’s why I wanted to go. We’re going to show each other what we have and maybe trade some cards too.”

“That sounds cool,” said Claudia. (This is where I would have seen the big, flashing DANGER sign.)

“I want to trade!” announced Andrew. He sat down on the sidewalk and stuck out his lower lip.

“But you don’t have any cards,” Karen reminded him.

Andrew’s lip began to quiver.

Claudia saw a tantrum coming.

Fortunately, David Michael did too. And, good kid that he is, he knew how to nip it in the bud. “You know what, Andrew?” he said. “You can have a few of my cards.”

Andrew was stunned. “I can?” he asked. The lip stopped quivering. “Really?” He stood up. “Which ones? Can I have that Bucky guy?”

“Let’s see,” said David Michael. He opened the shoe box and rummaged around. “If I have a double of that card, you can.” He poked around some more. “Yup! Here it is. And you can have these too.” He handed Andrew four cards.

Andrew was overwhelmed.

“Say ‘thank you,’ ” Claudia prompted him.

“Thank you,” he whispered. He was holding the cards carefully, as if they were made of china.

“Do you want me to carry them for you?” Claudia asked.

Andrew nodded. “But first I have to look at them one more time,” he said. He leafed through them slowly, drinking in all the details of each one. Then he handed them to Claudia.

They walked for a while in silence.

Then Andrew spoke up. “Do I have to trade them?” he asked suddenly. He looked worried. “I just want to keep them. I want to have a collection.”

“That’s okay,” David Michael assured him. “They’re your cards. You can do whatever you want with them.”

Andrew brightened. By then, they were nearly at the playground.

Karen handed her jump rope to Claudia and asked her to carry it. Then she ran ahead. “Last one there is a rotten egg!” she cried over her shoulder as she dashed for the jungle gym.

Claudia spotted a group of kids near the slide. So did David Michael. “There they are,” he said. He trotted across the playground to join them, his shoe box under his arm.

Claudia and Andrew stopped for a few minutes to check out the swings, then joined the group. Claudia spotted several familiar faces. Jake Kuhn was there, along with his sister Laurel. (He’s eight; she’s six.) Claudia spotted their mom and baby sister Patsy, sitting with a group of parents by the teeter-totters. Buddy Barrett (he’s eight) was on hand, and so was Jackie Rodowsky, who’s seven and very accident-prone.

A few other boys and girls whom Claudia didn’t know were there too. David Michael seemed to be familiar with most of them, though. She figured he knew them from school.

The group was in a loose circle. As Claudia arrived, Jake Kuhn was starting to show off his collection. He held up a notebook filled with plastic pages, each with a pocket made to hold a card. “See, it’s organized by team and by position,” Jake explained. “I have full sets of almost every team in the American League.”

The kids seemed impressed.

Claudia certainly was. Jake’s collection was well organized and beautifully displayed. It was a big step up from David Michael’s shoe box.

Then another boy, whom Claudia didn’t know, stepped forward. “Nice,” he said, nodding at Jake. “Anything valuable?”

“Well …” began Jake. “My mom doesn’t let me spend too much on any one card.” He paused. “But I do have one of Rafael Hernandez in his rookie year. My cousin gave it to me.”

“Is it mint?” the boy asked eagerly.

Jake shrugged. “I guess it’s in pretty good condition.” He flipped the pages until he found it and showed it to the boy.

“Looks good,” the boy said. “If you ever want to trade, let me know.”

Claudia pulled David Michael aside. “What’s ‘mint’?” she asked. “And who is that boy?”

“Mint means it’s in perfect condition,” explained David Michael. “That’s important if you want to make good trades. And that’s Barry. I don’t know his last name, but he goes to SES.”

Claudia and David Michael watched, with growing dismay, as Barry began to take over the group. He showed off his collection, which was housed in “lockers,” each card individually wrapped and stored in a compartment according to team. He boasted about how many of his cards were “mint,” and talked a lot about how much each card was worth. He seemed to be more interested in the value of the cards than anything else, Claudia noticed.

Not all the kids were like Barry, though. Some of them even seemed impressed with a few of the cards in David Michael’s collection. (Barry basically ignored it, as soon as he saw the shoe box.) And a few of them sounded as if they enjoyed talking about the players and their stats instead of about what the cards were worth.

But Claudia could tell that seeing the other kids’ collection had upset David Michael. Suddenly, he wasn’t so thrilled with his overstuffed shoe box. As they left the playground later that afternoon, he couldn’t stop talking about how he was going to build the best baseball card collection ever.
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“The scorebook or the baseball? Or maybe I should bring the bat?” Watson was standing in our shared living room at the hotel, going through the pile of Bill Bain memorabilia he’d brought to camp. We were just about to head to the Welcome Breakfast, where we’d meet our fellow campers and hear about the coming week at Dream Camp. Watson was obviously nervous about meeting Bill Bain. He was having a hard time deciding which piece of his collection he wanted to have autographed first.

“Don’t bring any of it,” I suggested. “He probably won’t have time to autograph things this morning anyway.”

Watson looked relieved. “You know, that’s a very good point,” he said. “Anyway, I don’t want the man to think I’m a pushy fan.”

“Right,” I agreed. I had to smile to myself. I was seeing a new side of Watson these days. He was acting almost like a little boy. I was glad he was so happy and excited about being at Dream Camp.

I was feeling excited myself. How could I help it? I picked up my glove and punched a fist into it a few times. Today I was going to have to “show my stuff” out there on the field — in front of real, live major league players.

Yikes.

“Nervous?” Watson asked me.

“You bet,” I confessed.

“Me too. But you know what? I’m also hungry. It’s time for breakfast.”

I smiled at him. “I can practically smell the pancakes from here,” I said. “Let’s go.”

He gave me a quick hug. “This is going to be fun.”

“Definitely,” I said, trying to sound sure of myself.

We headed down to the big dining room on the first floor of the hotel. We stopped at a long table by the entrance to pick up our name tags and information packets. Then we found seats at one of the round tables. A waiter came by to take our order for coffee, tea, or juice, then told us to help ourselves to the buffet. Watson and I didn’t need any urging. We headed straight to the tables along one side of the room, which were loaded with food. Scrambled eggs, bacon and sausage, pancakes and French toast, yogurt in every flavor, plus heaps of fresh fruit, cereal, muffins, bagels, and cinnamon buns. It was hard to resist taking one of everything.

I filled a plate and brought it back to the table. Two other father-daughter pairs had seated themselves with us by then, and as I buttered my bagel I took a moment to look them over.

One dad seemed quite a bit younger than Watson. His daughter looked about twelve. The other dad looked older than Watson, and his daughter was probably seventeen.

We all introduced ourselves, but as nervous as I was, I immediately forgot everyone’s name. Except Vicki’s. Vicki Sahadevan was the twelve-year-old (my guess was right) with the young-looking dad. They were from Connecticut too.

I hadn’t even considered the possibility that I might make a friend at camp. But Vicki seemed nice, even though she was quiet. And her dad and Watson were like two peas in a pod.

“Have you seen him yet?” Watson asked. They’d already started talking about Bill Bain.

Vicki’s dad shook his head. “I’m sure he’ll be here this morning, though. I almost brought a ball for him to autograph, but Vicki convinced me to leave it in the room.”

Vicki and I exchanged amused glances.

Just then, a man approached the podium that was set up at one end of the room. He tapped the microphone and began to speak. “Welcome, campers!” he said. “This is the week your dreams will come true.”

Corny? Definitely. But I joined in with the other campers, clapping and whistling.

“I’m Matt Adamec,” the man said.

More applause and whistles. Matt Adamec used to play first base for the Chicago White Sox. I guess he was pretty good.

“I’ll be your host this morning — and your coach this afternoon,” Matt announced. “First I’ll explain how camp works. Then we’ll head over to the locker rooms to suit up. After that” — he mimicked swinging a bat — “it’s play ball!”

Applause. Whistles.

“What about Bill Bain?” I heard Watson whisper to Vicki’s dad. Mr. Sahadevan shrugged.

Matt Adamec continued to talk in glowing, enthusiastic terms about everything we’d be doing that week. We’d be playing every day, coached by the best. We’d be eating excellent food, three meals a day. We’d have access to the nearby golf course. We’d be given Dream Camp caps and uniforms, which were ours to keep. We’d each receive a baseball autographed by our main instructor, photos taken by the camp photographer, and a videotape of camp highlights, including the big ballgame that would end the week.

Eek. I was still feeling a little knot in my stomach every time I thought about playing ball. Who was going to want Kristy “Second String” Thomas on their team?

Vicki didn’t look thrilled about it either. I wondered if she was on her school’s team, and if so, whether she was first or second string. She was probably some kind of state all-star. Maybe Dream Camp was just a bore for her.

More applause interrupted my silly, negative daydreaming. I learned over to ask Watson what Matt had been saying, and he told me that there was going to be an awards dinner on the last night of camp.

“Okay,” said Matt. “If everybody’s nearly finished with this fantastic breakfast, we can head to the locker rooms. We’ve divided you campers into two groups. The Red Team — you’re the ones who have a red border on your name tags — will be using the red locker room. You’ll be coached by Tony Washington, Hugo Martinez, and Candy Crosby.”

Major applause after each of those names. I didn’t know who Candy Crosby was, but the other two were very big names in baseball.

“The rest of you, on the Blue Team,” Matt went on, “will be coached by myself, Bill Bain, and Gloria Kemp.”

At that, Watson whistled so loudly that my eardrums nearly burst. I didn’t even have to look down at my name tag to know that he and I were in the blue group. So were Vicki and her dad. (The other father-daughter pair at our table had red-bordered name tags.) I didn’t know anything about Gloria Kemp, but the main thing was that Bill Bain would be working with us. I was glad for Watson.

Matt introduced some other assistant coaches and camp staffers. Then he clapped his hands. “All right, folks, that’s it for this meeting,” he said. “Let’s go suit up!”

Do I have to report that there was more applause at this point?

Our information packets included a map of the Dream Camp grounds, which showed two main ball fields and the locker rooms. It was easy to find our way around. Everything was connected by paved paths: hotel, ball fields, even the golf course. It was like a little world of its own.

Vicki and I walked together behind our dads. Watson and Mr. Sahadevan were talking excitedly. “They’re really into this,” I said, nodding in their direction.

“No kidding,” said Vicki.

“It’ll be fun, don’t you think?” I asked her.

She shrugged. I couldn’t tell if she was shy — or unhappy. Either way, she didn’t seem to want to talk.

When we arrived at the locker room, we joined the line for uniforms. The guy handing them out was a riot. He must have been the uniform man for some team back in the 1920s. He looked about a hundred years old, but he was quick with the jokes. He had something to say to everyone. When Vicki and I reached the head of the line, he peered over his glasses at us. “Let’s see, you must be the Doublemint Twins,” he said as he handed over our uniforms. Two each, one for practice and one for the game at the end of the week. Vicki and I took them and walked away, rolling our eyes at each other. We were hardly twins. Vicki had long dark hair in a braid down her back, and a dark complexion (her grandparents are from India). Also, even though she’s a year younger, she’s much taller than me.

We changed quickly, and I had to admit that the practice uniform was cool. It was gray with a blue pinstripe and a purple camp logo — two B’s entwined — on the chest. The game uniform was similar, but even spiffier since it was white. Both felt like the real thing. They were a major step up from my Krushers T-shirt or the SMS team uniform, which is pretty basic. When I checked myself in the mirror, I felt a little thrill go up my spine. And suddenly I thought of my dad. He would have been thrilled too to see me looking so professional.

I shook off the thought and headed for the briefing room, where Matt had told us to meet.

There was Watson, looking good in his uniform. He was practically glowing with excitement, and I knew he was hoping that this was when Bill Bain would finally join us.

Instead, Matt bounded into the room. “Hey, you all look like a real team now,” he exclaimed. “Don’t they, Gloria?”

He turned to the woman next to him, who was nodding. She looked pretty old, but very fit. She was tanned and thin, with curly white hair. “This is Gloria Kemp,” Matt said. “She played center field for the Georgia Peaches. If any of you saw the movie A League of Their Own, you’ll recognize the team name.”

Wow. I’ve seen that movie about six times. It’s one of my favorites. I felt honored to have Gloria Kemp as one of my coaches.

“I’m so happy to be here,” she said. “It’s an inspiration to see all you young women excited about playing ball.”

We were an inspiration to her? I was flattered. Then I remembered that I was only a second-string player. I wondered if Gloria would be able to tell as soon as I took the field.

We didn’t take the field for a while, though. First, we had a team meeting. Matt asked us to go around the room and introduce ourselves, telling our names and where we were from and what we hoped to get out of camp. I didn’t know what to say about that, so I just mumbled something about working on my skills. Other campers said they hoped to hit a homer off a big-league pitcher or learn how to turn a game-winning double play.

Then it was time to pick a team name. Matt offered three choices: Bain’s Blue Batters, the Bluejays, or the Blue Sox. It seemed like a simple decision, but we ended up having a half-hour discussion about it. Partway into our debate, I began to feel impatient. After all, were we there to talk or to play? Finally, I jumped in and took over. “Look, we need to make a decision here,” I said. “I think it’s time for a vote.” My friends at home would not have been surprised, but a few of the dads were a little taken aback. I led us through a quick voting process, and (surprise!) Bain’s Blue Batters was the name we chose.

I looked around. Had I been too outspoken? If I had, nobody seemed to mind. In fact, they seemed relieved that someone had taken the reins.

“Thank you, um, Kristy,” said Matt, after peering at my name tag. “Great job. Now we can move on to the real business at hand — playing ball!”

Gulp. The moment of truth.

But then there was a reprieve. “We won’t be playing a real game today,” Gloria said. “We’ll just run through some drills in order to warm ourselves up. We have a big week ahead of us. No need to rush things.”

Yes. Drills were no problem. In fact, drills were lots of fun. We broke up into even smaller groups, and Watson and I, along with two other father-daughter pairs I hadn’t met yet, were assigned Matt as our instructor. He was an excellent teacher. I learned some terrific new drills that I immediately planned to take home to the Krushers. I knew Coach Wu would want to hear about them too.

Coach Wu.

Second string.

I’d been having so much fun that I’d almost forgotten.

The next day we’d play our first game. Was Dream Camp about to turn into a nightmare?
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“Okay, campers!” Matt clapped his hands to get our attention. It was Wednesday morning, and we’d already changed into our practice uniforms. Now we were gathered on the ball field for our first full day of practice and play.

Did I mention how beautiful the ball field was? Maybe you don’t think a ball field can be beautiful, but believe me, it can. In fact, it’s one of the things that real baseball fans love about the game. There’s nothing like a well-kept field. The brilliant green of the outfield, the carefully raked dirt of the base paths, the white bases and foul lines — all of it adds up to a sight that can hit you right in the heart, whether you’re a player or a spectator.

I’ll never forget the first time I went to Shea Stadium. It was a night game, and my excitement was building as my dad led Sam, Charlie, and me through the corridors that line the outside of the stadium. Then we walked through a short passageway, and suddenly the whole ballpark came into view. The grass looked unbelievably green, and it was almost shimmering under the lights. I felt the way you feel when you see some awesome natural sight, like the Grand Canyon or the ocean.

Anyway, this ball field wasn’t Shea Stadium, but it wasn’t the SMS diamond either. It was a professional-level field, and I could hardly wait to start playing on it. But first, Matt made an announcement.

“Let’s divide up into two groups,” he said. “I’ll take one group, and Gloria will take the other. She’ll be here in just a minute. We’ll start with some warm-ups and drills.”

I waited for him to tell us more about the day’s schedule — for instance, would we actually be playing a game at some point? — and to explain who should be in which group. But he seemed to be waiting for us to divide ourselves up. He had turned to look over the equipment that had been brought out to the field for us to use.

We campers just stood there. Everybody looked a little confused. Finally, I stepped forward. I’ve had a lot of practice with this sort of thing, so I knew what to do. “Okay, let’s make sure we have some of the stronger players in each group. That way, if we want to have a scrimmage, we’ll have reasonably even teams.” I gazed at the group. I had no idea about anyone else’s skill level. I’d have to trust them to tell me themselves. “If you feel you are an advanced player, stand over there,” I said, gesturing. “Intermediates in the middle here, and beginners over to that side.”

I saw Vicki start for the beginner area, but her dad pulled her into the intermediate group with him. Watson was there too. Only two people put themselves in the advanced spot.

“Great,” I said. “Now, everybody stay where you are and count off ‘one, two.’ ”

They did it without hesitating. It’s funny how people will follow any directions you give them if you sound like you know what you’re doing. I couldn’t help wondering what would have happened if I’d told them to stand on their heads and sing “Happy Birthday” backward.

“Okay, now let’s have the ones over here, and the twos over there. That’s it! We’re all set.” I checked out the groups with satisfaction. If I’d calculated correctly, they should each have about the same mix of players. I saw that group two was short one player, so I put myself with them.

I looked at Matt to see what he was doing. Had he noticed — and maybe resented? — the way I’d jumped in and taken over?

Apparently not. He was still rummaging around in the equipment bag, pulling out bats and bases and throwing them into piles.

“Um, Matt?” I said. “We’re pretty much ready to start.”

He looked up, surprised. “Great, great,” he replied. “The only thing is, I can’t seem to find the catchers’ masks or the lighter-weight bats.”

If I were Matt, I might have checked over the equipment bag before I brought it out to the field. But that’s just me. I like to be organized.

“They must be back at the hotel,” he said finally.

“Want me to run back and find them?” I volunteered. Anything to get the day moving along.

“No, no, that won’t be necessary.” He dug into his jacket pocket. “We’re high-tech here,” he continued with a grin, pulling out a cell phone. He yanked up the antenna, dialed, and spoke into the phone. Then he hung up and put the phone away. “One of the staffers will bring it,” he reported. “And Gloria’s on her way out now.”

“Great!” I said. “Can I ask you about a couple of other things while we wait?”

“Shoot. What’s on your mind?”

I noticed that the other campers were listening, and I figured they were probably wondering about the same things I was. “Well,” I began, “are we going to have a game today? Or will we just be doing drills again?”

“Oh, we’ll have a game,” said Matt. “How about if we do drills this morning with a lot of coaching, and then play a game after lunch?”

“Sounds excellent,” I said. It was good to have a schedule set out.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Um, I was wondering if we’d be seeing Bill Bain today,” I said. That was putting it mildly. I was dying to know, and so was everyone else. Watson couldn’t think about anything but that. Before breakfast, he’d been moping around our living room, gazing at his Bill Bain memorabilia. I had a feeling he was beginning to think he’d never meet his hero. I’d practically had to drag him to the dining room.

Matt was nodding. “Oh, sure,” he said. “He would have been here by now, but something came up for him. He’s a busy man, you know. We retired baseball players aren’t exactly sitting around in rocking chairs.” He chuckled a bit, shaking his head. “Anyway, I know Bill intends to be here today. So be prepared to meet the legend!”

I sneaked a glance at Watson. He looked happier than he had all morning.

Just then, Gloria showed up. A staffer walked behind her, lugging an equipment bag. “Here we are,” she said. “All ready to start?”

“You bet,” said Matt. “How about if you take that group,” he pointed at the twos, “and start on the field. I’ll take the others and work out here at the plate.”

Gloria smiled. “I didn’t expect you to be so organized,” she said teasingly.

Matt blushed a little. I could tell that this wasn’t the first time Gloria had ribbed him about organization.

“People can change,” he said, laughing. “Actually, it was this girl here who pulled things together. Kristy, right?” he asked, turning to me. “You helped us out yesterday too.”

Gloria turned her smile on me. “Thanks, Kristy. We can sometimes be a little organizationally impaired around here. But we have other strengths. Come out on the field, and I’ll show you.”

She took our group into the outfield and led us through a series of warm-ups and stretches. “A strong, limber body is important for baseball,” she said. “You’ll need to be able to sprint without hurting yourself or reach for that big catch.” I noticed that she was majorly strong and limber herself.

After that, she taught us an outfielder’s drill that began when she hit high pop-ups to each of us in turn. (We were spread out over the outfield by then.) Her accuracy was amazing. She could put the ball exactly where she wanted it, every time.

When we caught the balls (if we caught the balls — I dropped the first two that were hit to me), we were supposed to throw them to the person who was farthest from where we were standing. Outfielders need to have good arms. And no, that doesn’t mean their arms look good in tank tops. (Though sometimes that’s true too.) It means they’re strong, and that they can throw hard and aim well.

I noticed that Vicki, who was in my group, was having a little trouble making the throws. Most of her tosses fell short, and they weren’t aimed all that well either. She wasn’t far from me on the field, so while Gloria was working with people at the other end of the group I jogged over to her and passed along a few tips on throwing I happen to know. There are ways you can use your muscles more efficiently, even if you’re not super-strong.

Vicki seemed bummed. “Thanks for the help,” she said. “But I’ll never be able to throw all the way from right field to second base, much less to home.”

“Sure you can,” I said. “All it takes is practice.”

“I know.” She sighed. “But I hate practice. It’s boring. Baseball is boring, if you want to know what I really think.”

I was shocked. “But — I thought you loved it.” How could anyone not love baseball? Especially someone who was at Dream Camp?

“I guess you’ve been listening to my dad,” she said ruefully. “He loves it. And he wants me to. But I just don’t. And I never will.”

“Wow,” I said. “You must be miserable here.”

“That’s an understatement,” said Vicki quietly.

Just then, Gloria called out that she was about to hit one to Vicki. “Ready?” she cried.

“Ready,” yelled Vicki, holding up her glove. She glanced at me as I began to move out of the way. “Don’t say anything about this to anyone,” she said. “I wouldn’t want my dad to feel he’d wasted his money bringing me here.”

As I walked away, I looked toward the other group, the one working out with Matt. Mr. Sahadevan was practicing his slide into second base, and the smile on his face was enough to tell me that he was in heaven. He certainly did love baseball. I wondered if he could learn to deal with a daughter who didn’t.

The morning hours flew by as we practiced hard and learned from Gloria. We did some more drills in the outfield and some batting, then traded places with Matt’s group and worked on baserunning and fielding strategies such as the double play. Gloria was full of tips and suggestions. I decided to change my batting stance based on what she told me. I had to admit that she was right about herself and Matt having “other strengths.” They were excellent coaches and teachers.

I was running from first to second when I heard the sound of an engine. A small putt-putt type of engine. Everyone on the field turned to see what it was.

We all watched as a white golf cart rolled across the field and stopped near home plate. A tall, tanned man stepped out from behind the wheel. “Hello, campers! I’m just here to announce that lunch is about to be served,” he said. Then he jumped back onto the cart and headed off.

He’d looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him. Then I spotted Watson, who had come in off the field with Matt’s group. One glance at his face — lit up and smiling like a ten-year-old’s — was enough to tell me.

I’d just had my first look at Bill Bain.
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“Here’s my chance!” said Watson, jumping up from his chair. We’d barely sat down for lunch at a round table that we were sharing with Vicki and her dad. Gloria was sitting with us too.

I was all ready to dig into my luscious-looking ham-and-Swiss sandwich (that day’s buffet featured a make-it-yourself deli sandwich bar) and salad, but Watson didn’t seem at all tempted by his food. Not once he’d spotted Bill Bain, who was sitting at a table across the room with Matt and a few other instructors.

Watson stood for a second, working up his courage. Then, suddenly, he sat down again. “Maybe I’ll wait until later,” he said. Then he stood up. “No, I’ll do it now. Why wait?” He was holding onto the back of his chair, and I noticed that his knuckles were white.

I had the feeling he wasn’t talking to any of us. Instead, he was debating the matter with himself.

Finally, he took a deep breath and marched off across the room. Watson was going to meet his idol at last.

“Is he a big fan?” Gloria asked, nodding toward Watson.

“The biggest,” I said.

She nodded without smiling. I noticed that she was watching closely as Watson approached Bill Bain. I was too. That’s why I have a pretty good idea about what happened, even though Watson has never actually spelled it out for me.

I saw Watson walk up to the table where Bill Bain was sitting. I watched as he spoke, smiling shyly as he introduced himself (I could just imagine how his voice sounded — a little hoarse and tight) and stuck out his hand for a shake.

I saw Bill Bain frown.

I did not see Bill Bain put out his hand.

And, while I couldn’t hear his exact words, it wasn’t hard to figure out what Bill Bain was saying to Watson. Something on the order of “Scram, kiddo.”

I heard a “tsk” sound, and turned to see Gloria shaking her head. “Such a shame,” she murmured.

Watson returned to the table a second later. His face was pink. He didn’t look at any of us. Instead, he stared into his plate of food.

“Watson, are you okay?” I asked, putting out a hand to touch his arm.

“I’m fine,” he said miserably. “I just feel kind of dumb. He’s a busy man, and he’s trying to eat his lunch. I shouldn’t have bothered him.”

Gloria “tsk”-ed again.

“What did he say?” I pressed. I hated to see Watson so unhappy.

“Nothing, really,” Watson mumbled. He was still staring down at his food, and now he reached out and poked his sandwich.

“Watson?” I asked softly.

“He just let me know he doesn’t like being disturbed at mealtimes,” Watson said finally.

“You’d think he’d be a little more friendly,” said Mr. Sahadevan indignantly. “After all, he’s the main reason some of us are here.”

Watson shrugged. “I don’t suppose we can expect him to be our best pal, though,” he said. He sounded resigned.

“Hmmph,” said Gloria. Except for the “tsks,” she’d been quiet up until then. Now she let loose. “Don’t you mind him. He’s an old grump. Especially lately. He just can’t accept the fact that he’s not as young as he once was. He can’t throw as hard, he can’t hit as far, he can’t even see the ball as well.”

“I can relate to that,” put in Mr. Sahadevan with a little laugh.

“We all can,” said Gloria. “And just imagine how much worse it would be if you were once the brightest star in the league. It can’t be easy to see all that slip away.” She paused. “But I’m not making excuses. I think the man should learn to make peace with himself. It would make life a lot more pleasant for everyone around him.”

Watson had been listening closely. He looked a little less devastated now. “I — I guess I feel a little sorry for him,” he said thoughtfully.

“I know I do,” said Gloria. She smiled at Watson. “Don’t worry,” she reassured him. “I’m sure you’ll have a chance to talk to him before camp is over. And when he wants to be, he can be a real nice guy.”

Watson smiled back. Then he reached down, picked up his sandwich, and took a big bite.

I was glad to see it.

Vicki spoke up. “Were you really with the Georgia Peaches?” she asked Gloria shyly. “That must have been so cool.”

Gloria laughed. “It was, honey, it was. Oh, those were the days.” She closed her eyes and smiled.

“You must have been an awesome player,” I said.

She shrugged. “There were a lot of great gals in the league. I wasn’t the best.”

“But you must have been very talented to make it onto the team,” said Watson.

“My daddy always said I was a natural,” she confessed. “I had three brothers, but he spent all his time coaching me. And boy, were they jealous.” She giggled.

“So you learned the game from your dad,” I said. Just like me.

She nodded. “At first. Then I just played as much as I could. I begged the boys to let me play with them. In the beginning they didn’t want to let me because I was a girl. Later, they didn’t want to let me because I was so much better than most of them.” She giggled again. “But I wore them down.”

“How did you end up on the Georgia Peaches?” I asked.

“Well, the league sent scouts all over the country,” she explained. “And I made sure that more than one of them saw me play. I did my research and found out who they were and where they were headed. Then I made it my business to show them my stuff.”

“Wow,” said Vicki admiringly.

She really seemed impressed. Maybe Gloria’s story would inspire her.

I knew it was inspiring me. If Bill Bain was Watson’s hero, maybe Gloria Kemp would turn out to be mine. She was a take-charge woman, somebody who knew what she wanted and did what it took to make sure she got it.

I thought again of the way I’d played at tryouts the week before and felt ashamed. Maybe I didn’t deserve a heroine like Gloria. I mean, if I’d been around when the women’s league was being formed I would have probably tried out for it — and made second string.

Ugh.

“Maybe Vicki will be the first female player in the majors,” said Mr. Sahadevan. “She has plenty of natural talent herself.” He smiled proudly at his daughter.

Vicki rolled her eyes and blushed. “Dad!” she protested.

“What?” he asked. “You’re my little ballplayer. Remember how you used to slam that Wiffle ball all the way across the yard?”

“That was when I was seven, Dad,” Vicki said quietly. “This is now. I can’t hit a hardball across the infield.”

“Sure you can, sure you can,” said Mr. Sahadevan.

I wondered if he’d been watching Vicki play. I liked her a lot, but she was no superstar. I glanced at Watson and gave him a tiny, private smile. I thought gratefully that he would never in a million years boast about me in public that way. Not that he wasn’t proud of my accomplishments. He’d just never embarrass me the way that Mr. Sahadevan was embarrassing Vicki.

Tactfully, Gloria jumped in to change the subject. Glancing at her watch, she said, “How about moving back out to the ball field? We have plenty of time for a game this afternoon. I’ll go round up the rest of our group.”

We finished lunch quickly and headed out to the field. I was feeling a few butterflies in my stomach at the thought of playing for real. Vicki seemed even more nervous. “Now everyone’s going to see exactly how much ‘natural talent’ I have,” she said.

“Just relax and try to enjoy it,” I said. “Maybe you’ll even end up having fun.”

She looked unconvinced. I couldn’t blame her. After all, I wasn’t exactly ready to “relax and enjoy it” myself.

But I did. I couldn’t help it. There’s just nothing better than a game of baseball on a warm, sunny day. There was that thwack again, as balls flew into gloves. And the crack of the bat, and the thrill of running the bases.

Vicki and I were on the same team, which was a good thing. Her dad, on the other team, seemed too busy soaking up Matt’s advice and tips to pay much attention to Vicki. But I was able to give her a few hints on batting — Gloria helped too — and she ended up hitting a good, solid single.

I was proud of her — and jealous. I couldn’t hit at all. I don’t know if it was the bat I was using, or the fact that I was nervous, or what. But the only contact I made that afternoon was a pathetic little pop-up that the pitcher caught without even trying.

“Don’t worry, honey,” said Gloria, patting my arm after I’d struck out for the last time. “It’s just a little slump. Happens to everyone.”

Matt said the same thing when I was helping him and one of the staffers gather up the equipment at the end of the game. “You’ll have a better day tomorrow,” he said, sounding confident. “You have a terrific swing and a good eye. Your timing was just a little off today. Forget about it.”

I tried to. I went for a swim with Vicki, then changed for dinner. After another excellent meal, I was ready to head back to our room for some reading and bed. Watson seemed to feel the same way. He went straight into his room when we returned to our suite.

But when I was alone in my room, I didn’t pick up my book. Instead, I lay back on my bed to think.

First I thought about my hitting “slump.” I hoped Gloria and Matt were right about its being temporary.

Then my thoughts began to drift. I wondered if my dad had ever gone through a slump, and how he had dealt with it. Then I wondered what my dad would think if he could see me now, hanging out with Bill Bain and Matt Adamec and Gloria Kemp. After all, baseball’s stars were his heroes too. What would he think if he knew I was playing with them, learning from them — and still striking out?

I turned over on my side and faced the wall.

Why did I care what he would think anyway?

My dad, who had abandoned me. Why was I even spending so much time thinking about him lately?

Watson was the one who’d invited me to camp, the one who cared about me. I felt disloyal thinking about my dad. How would Watson feel if he knew I cared so much about what some figure from my past would think of me?

I turned over again. I felt awful. I wanted to stop thinking about all of it. I sat up and reached for the phone. I had to read the directions to figure out how to make a long-distance call, but soon I’d dialed and the phone was ringing at home.

Nobody picked up. Or, rather, the answering machine did. I hung up and called Mary Anne instead. I needed to hear a friendly voice. Besides, it was time to find out how things were going back in Stoneybrook.
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Mary Anne was working on her BSC notebook entry when I called. She had a lot to tell me about her afternoon with David Michael. And not all of it was good. For a moment, after speaking to her, I wondered if I should go home. How could I stay at Dream Camp when David Michael needed me? But then I came to my senses. If I couldn’t trust my BSC friends to help straighten things out, who could I trust?

When Mary Anne arrived at my house on Wednesday afternoon, she found a very excited David Michael. He was her only charge that day: Karen and Andrew had play dates, and Nannie was taking Emily Michelle to a birthday party.

“Guess what, Mary Anne,” David Michael said as soon as they’d seen Nannie and Emily Michelle off.

“Um, you have a dinosaur in your backyard?” guessed Mary Anne.

David Michael laughed and shook his head. “Nope,” he said. “Guess again.”

“Let’s see,” she said. “Did you win a million dollars in a contest?”

“Uh-uh. Never mind, you’ll never guess. I’ll tell you. Mom took me shopping and helped me buy something so, so great.”

“Cool!” said Mary Anne. “What is it?”

“I’ll show you,” he said, grabbing her hand and pulling her toward the living room. There, spread out on the floor, were dozens of plastic pages, filled with baseball cards. “It’s a Super-Mega Baseball Card Collector’s Set. The best one they make! And I used my own allowance money to pay for it. Well, Mom helped a little.”

“Wow,” said Mary Anne.

David Michael threw himself down on the floor and began to riffle through the card-filled plastic sheets. “It came with a value guide, so I’ve been looking up all my cards to see what they’re worth,” he explained.

Mary Anne sat down next to him. “And?”

“I don’t have too many valuable cards,” David Michael admitted. “But I can trade. I know I have some that other kids will want.” He held one up. “Like this Chris Russell card. He only played one year for the Mariners, and now he’s a football player. So everybody wants to have his card.”

Mary Anne nodded. “I see,” she said. But, as she told me later, she didn’t really see. The idea of baseball cards being valuable seemed silly to her. She could see how it might be fun to collect them and even trade them. If you happened to be even one bit interested in baseball, which she isn’t. But she’d heard that some kids only cared about the financial value of their cards, and that seemed weird to her. Still, David Michael sounded so happy. She wasn’t about to say anything negative about his new interest.

“So, it looks as though this kit will really help you organize your cards,” she said.

“Definitely,” said David Michael. “I’ve been working on that. I’m almost done!” He showed her how the plastic holders fit into a notebook, and how he’d kept a separate list of every card and its value.

“You’ve been busy,” said Mary Anne admiringly. Since she’s such an organized person herself, she was impressed.

“It’s fun,” said David Michael. “And I wanted to be ready for this afternoon. There’s another card swap at SES. Mom said I could go, if you didn’t mind taking me.”

“I don’t mind at all,” said Mary Anne.

“Yes!” said David Michael, pumping a fist in the air. “I’ll be ready in just a few minutes.” He began to work furiously, sliding his cards into their proper places. “I want to get there in time to make some really good trades.”

Mary Anne could tell she’d be absolutely no help to him, since she doesn’t know Willie Mays from Michael Jordan. So she just watched him work. Soon, David Michael said he was ready to go. He held up his new kit proudly and carefully. “This looks so much better than that old shoe box,” he said.

Mary Anne agreed that it looked good, though privately she thought the shoe box had probably been fine.

During the walk to SES — more of a trot, really, since David Michael was in a hurry — he chattered on and on about the cards he had, the cards he wanted to trade for, the cards he dreamed of having one day. Then, just as they’d almost reached the school, he stopped in his tracks. “Oh, no!” he said. “I forgot to bring my value guide.”

“Want to go back?” asked Mary Anne, hoping he would say no, since it would be a long walk.

“There isn’t time,” he said. “But that’s okay. I know what everything’s worth. I can make good trades.”

“Are you sure?”

David Michael nodded. “Definitely. I just spent two whole days looking over these cards.” He sounded confident.

“Okay,” said Mary Anne. She noticed a group of kids clustered near the swings. “Look, is that the card-trading group?”

David Michael nodded. Mary Anne could see how excited he was. He ran to meet the other kids. “Look!” he said, holding up the kit as he joined the group.

“Oh, excellent,” Jake was saying as Mary Anne caught up. “That’s the new Super-Mega kit, isn’t it?”

“You are so lucky,” said Jackie. “I’ve been dying to buy one of those. But I haven’t saved up enough for it yet.”

The other kids gathered around, reaching out to touch the kit and asking questions about it. They seemed really impressed, and Mary Anne said David Michael glowed with satisfaction. The only one who didn’t gush over David Michael’s new kit, Mary Anne noticed, was Barry. She recognized him from the description in Claudia’s notebook entry. He was hanging back a little, wearing a bored expression.

David Michael didn’t seem to notice that Barry was playing it cool. He just drank up all the attention. He demonstrated every feature of the kit, then showed off each page of his collection, describing the highlights.

“So, who wants to do some trading?” he asked finally.

The kids swung into action. Everybody brought out their collections, sat down in the grass, and began the delicate process of trading. The group broke into twos and threes as kids discussed possible trades, negotiating carefully before they made any definite deals.

Mary Anne watched in wonder. She’d never seen anything quite like it. There was no money changing hands. The rule for the swaps was trades only. But the kids seemed to know exactly what they had and what they wanted. She couldn’t believe how much they knew about the cards and the players they represented.

“I’ll trade you one Mitchell Vance plus a Billy Parker for that Carlos Perez,” Buddy told David Michael. “Vance didn’t make it in the majors, but he may be back. And the Billy Parker would complete your Blue Jays set.”

“But Perez is worth more than that,” David Michael protested. “He was MVP last season.”

Buddy shook his head. “Okay,” he said, smiling. “How about if I toss in a Matt Fox? Isn’t he one of your favorite players?”

David Michael looked tempted. “Hmm. Well, okay,” he said finally. “After all, I have another Carlos Perez.” He squinted at Buddy. “Carlos Perez for Mitchell Vance, Billy Parker, and Matt Fox. Right?”

“Right,” said Buddy.

“Okay, it’s a trade,” said David Michael.

Each of them eased the cards out of their plastic holders and handed them over. Then they grinned and shook hands. “Good one,” said Buddy.

Mary Anne had had no idea the process was so complicated. She watched with interest as David Michael turned to his next trade, with Laurel. This one was less serious. Laurel was trying to collect all the baseball players named Joe. David Michael was able to trade her one Joe Rooney for a Curtis Johnson and a Shawn Williams.

Just as they were shaking hands, Barry approached David Michael. “Nice deal,” he said, nodding at the cards David Michael was holding. “That Curtis Johnson may end up being worth something one day.”

“Really?” David Michael asked. “Cool.”

“So, I have a great deal for you today, to celebrate your new kit,” said Barry. “I noticed you have a Felipe Martinez. I need that card to complete my Dodgers set.”

“So?” said David Michael. “What are you offering?”

Mary Anne had to smile to herself.

“Just this,” said Barry, holding up a card. “A mint-condition Charlie Lawson.”

“Wow,” breathed David Michael. “He’s, like, one of the greats. I’ve been wanting that card for a while.” He’d lost the tough-guy stance completely. Then he caught himself. “I mean, everybody wants a Charlie Lawson in their set. But I don’t know. I need that Felipe Martinez too. I don’t have another one of those.”

Again, Mary Anne was impressed with how shrewd David Michael could be.

“Hmm,” said Barry. “Okay, tell you what. How about if I give you two Charlie Lawsons? You can use one to trade for some other good cards. Like you said, everybody wants a Charlie Lawson.”

David Michael couldn’t resist the offer. “Okay,” he said. “It’s a deal.” He and Barry swapped cards.

Soon afterward, the trading session ended and David Michael and Mary Anne headed home. On the way, he talked nonstop about the great trades he’d made. He was feeling pretty proud of himself.

Until, that is, he arrived home and checked his value guide.

The card he’d traded to Barry was worth about ten times the cards Barry had given to him. Barry had won the trading game by playing it cool.

David Michael had been had. And he wasn’t happy about it at all.
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On Thursday morning, our third day at Dream Camp, Watson was still poking around in his bathrobe and I was eager to get going. “Watson, you’re going to miss breakfast if you don’t hurry,” I told him.

“I know,” he said. “It’s okay, though. I could stand to skip a meal now and then.” He patted his stomach. “You know, it’s not so easy to stay slim when you’re my age.” He sighed.

Now, you don’t know Watson the way I do, but if you did you’d understand how strange that sounded, coming from him. Watson’s always saying things like, “You’re only as old as you feel.” Age has never been an issue with him.

I gave him a Look. “Come on,” I said. “You love those blueberry pancakes they’ve been serving. I bet there’ll still be some left if we hurry. You’ll be exercising all day, so you don’t have to worry about what you eat.”

“I suppose that’s true. Although the way I play, I’m not so sure you can call it exercise.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, I’m pretty slow,” he said. “Haven’t you noticed? It takes me forever to run around the bases. And I have trouble sprinting for those long fly balls.”

I waved a hand at him. “Don’t be silly. You’re looking great out there. Come on, put on your uniform and let’s go to breakfast.”

“I wonder if Bill Bain will be there this morning,” he said. I saw him glance at his pile of memorabilia, then shake his head.

Something in his voice told me that Watson was feeling very different about Bill Bain than he had when we first arrived at camp. It made me sad. I had the feeling that Watson would prefer that Bill Bain wasn’t at breakfast.

It wasn’t easy, but I finally hauled Watson down to the dining room and then, after breakfast, out to the playing field. He seemed to have lost all his enthusiasm for camp.

Bill Bain, by the way, did not show up at breakfast. Or if he did, he’d left by the time we arrived.

On the field, Matt was having his usual organizational problems, while Gloria was being monopolized by Mr. Sahadevan, who wanted her to work with Vicki on catching grounders.

I jumped in to help Matt. It was just a matter of deciding how to break up our group and planning which part of the field each smaller group would use for warm-ups and drills.

“Thanks, Kristy,” Matt said, once we’d written out a plan on his clipboard. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

That was nice to hear.

Of course, I would rather have been hearing some other things: “Great catch, Kristy,” for instance, or “Excellent hit, Thomas!” But those compliments were just not coming my way. As the morning went on, I had to admit that I was still not playing as well as I knew I could.

Vicki was struggling too. “Gloria’s a great coach,” she told me while we were tossing a ball around. “But I just can’t seem to do the things she tells me to do.”

“Sometimes it’s hard when you think about it too much,” I said. “You have to keep so many ideas in your head when you’re making a catch: how to be in the right place, how to hold your glove, when to reach for the ball, stuff like that. And that’s only for practice. In a game situation, you also have to think about which bases the runners are on, how many outs there are, and where you’re going to throw the ball.”

“Eesh,” said Vicki.

“I know,” I said. “Anyway, what I do sometimes during practice sessions is concentrate on one thing at a time. I say to myself, ‘For the next three catches I’m just going to think about my glove position.’ And for the three after that, I’ll think about my body placement. After all, it’s just practice. That’s what it’s for. To work on things. So it doesn’t really matter if you don’t make the catch.”

Vicki was nodding. “I see,” she said.

“That’s a great idea,” said another girl, who’d been listening. Her dad, who was standing nearby, nodded.

“You must be a coach back home,” he said. “I notice you’re always full of good advice and ideas.”

I blushed. “Thanks. I do a little coaching.” It was nice to know I’d been helpful.

We broke for lunch soon after that. As we were walking to the dining room, I asked Watson how he’d liked the morning’s practice.

“It was good,” he said.

I glanced at him. “That’s all? Just ‘good’?” Yesterday, Watson couldn’t stop raving about how much he’d learned. Matt was the greatest teacher. Gloria was the kindest, most patient coach. Dream Camp was the best place in the world.

Until today. When it was just “good.”

Watson didn’t say much more. He seemed lost in his thoughts, as if he were sleepwalking.

Was it Bill Bain? Or something more? Watson seemed to be thinking a lot about his age. Was Dream Camp making him realize he wasn’t a kid anymore? It couldn’t have helped that his childhood hero treated him so shabbily. And then to feel as if he weren’t as fast as he used to be, or as strong — that must be hard. I realized that Watson probably hadn’t played baseball regularly for a long time, not since he was quite a bit younger. He was out of practice. And — there was no getting around it — he was older. You don’t see too many major league baseball players Watson’s age. To be really good, you need sharp eyes and a strong body.

But Watson wasn’t trying out for the major leagues. He was just here to play ball and have a good time. I wanted to remind him of that, but I wasn’t sure how. I could see that he was going through a hard time, but I didn’t know how to help.

Bill Bain wasn’t at lunch. Watson didn’t appear to care. If anything, he looked relieved. He concentrated on eating his food. A couple of times Mr. Sahadevan tried to start a conversation, but Watson didn’t seem to feel like talking, even when another dad brought up the topic of Bill Bain. It was Mr. Ireland, one of the men in our practice group. He’s just about Watson’s age. He was sitting at our table, along with his daughter Jane, and he began to reminisce. “Does anybody remember when Bain was on the Carson show?” he asked.

I looked at Watson, expecting him to light up. He didn’t. In fact, he ignored the question. And while Mr. Ireland told everyone the story, Watson didn’t seem to be listening.

Then Mr. Ireland moved on to some other Bill Bain stories, ones I’d heard a million times from Watson. Some of his details were wrong, but Watson didn’t correct him, even when he quoted a lifetime batting average that was way too low.

Finally, Watson just changed the subject. “Anyone seen that movie about exploration on Mars?” he asked. “I hear it’s very good.”

I was shocked. Nobody else seemed to notice, but I sure did. Watson was having a hard time, indeed, if he didn’t want to talk about Bill Bain.

Back on the field after lunch, we divided up into teams (well, I divided us) and began to play a game. Again, it felt good to play, but I noticed that even though we’d been practicing as a group for several days, we weren’t a team yet. We just hadn’t quite come together. It’s funny about teams. Sometimes the team spirit comes quickly, almost right away. Sometimes it can take forever. And it’s an incredibly important thing. Playing with a group of people who are truly a team is a great feeling. I hoped it could still happen for us.

Maybe people were just distracted. I know I was. At one point, when I was in the outfield, I began daydreaming again about my dad. I was imagining what it would be like if he were at Dream Camp with me. I pictured him playing shortstop. If I caught a long pop-up, I’d have to throw it to him.

Just then, a real long pop-up came my way. So what did I do? I dropped it. Totally messed up the catch. Then, when I tried to scoop it up and throw it into the infield, I stumbled and fell. By the time I finally picked up the ball and threw it, the runner was on third.

And Bill Bain was on the field.

He’d seen everything. How embarrassing.

He was standing near home plate, talking to Matt as he watched us play. I looked at Watson, who was playing left field, to see if he’d noticed Bill Bain’s presence. Of course he had. He was watching closely, to see what Bill Bain would do.

Nothing, as it turned out.

He did pick up a bat for a moment. He even swung it a few times. I saw Watson’s face light up for the first time in awhile. Was Bill Bain going to step up to home plate and show us what he could do?

No.

He put down the bat, gave Matt a little salute, and walked off the field. That was that. Our big visit from Bill Bain.

After he left, our team made the final out of the inning and came up to bat. I was up first. And guess what? I made a terrific hit. A triple. Way over the right fielder’s head. It felt great. Matt ran to third base to meet me and give me a high five. And Gloria whistled and waved. In fact, everybody on the field gave me a round of applause. Even Watson seemed to come to life as he flashed me a thumbs-up.

It was a really good hit.

I wished Bill Bain had seen it.

I wished Coach Wu had seen it.

I wished my dad had seen it.
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“I wish I had that on videotape,” Watson said, shaking his head. “That was some hit.”

“Thanks,” I said, blushing. We were on our way to dinner that night, and Watson wouldn’t stop talking about my triple. He was really proud of me and kept telling me so. That made me feel great — and guilty. After all, I’d been fantasizing about how proud my dad would have been. Watson’s opinion was the one that should have meant more to me.

“You made a couple of excellent catches today,” I told him, trying to change the subject. “Don’t think I didn’t notice!”

Watson shrugged. “Pure luck.”

“Watson, you’re a good player,” I said, frustrated. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

“I’m not. It’s just that the past few days have taught me to lower my expectations. About my own performance, for one thing. I’m not a kid anymore, and I can accept that.” He didn’t sound so upset about it now. It was as if he’d done a lot of thinking that day and had come to terms with things. “And I’ve lowered my expectations about Bill Bain,” Watson went on. “I mean, did I really think we’d become buddies this week? That would be ridiculous. It’s good just to be at his camp.”

Watson sounded a lot less sure about that. I had a feeling he was trying to convince himself — and me — that it didn’t matter whether Bill Bain was friendly or not.

I had trouble buying that. I was starting to feel angry at Bill Bain. It didn’t seem right that he had hardly appeared so far at the camp bearing his name. I understood that he couldn’t do all the coaching, or spend hours with each camper, but he could have at least showed his face a little more often.

It was as if he’d read my mind. When we arrived at the dining room, I noticed Bill Bain right away. I had to give him points for coming to dinner. But not too many points. He didn’t mingle with the campers at all. He stayed at the staff table, avoiding eye contact with anyone who gave any sign of being ready to approach him. I noticed that because I watched him. I was glad Watson didn’t approach him again. I had the feeling Bill Bain would have been just as rude as he had been the first time.

I know Watson saw him. He and Mr. Sahadevan even talked about the fact that Bill Bain had come to dinner. But I don’t think Watson even considered trying to talk to him. Instead, he concentrated on his dinner and the conversation at our table.

We were sitting, as usual, with Vicki and her dad. Gloria, who had become a regular at our table, had joined us as well. I loved hearing her stories about playing for the Georgia Peaches. She made us laugh so hard sometimes that people at other tables just stared. That night she was telling us about a series of practical jokes “the girls” played on their coach, Billy Mason. It had all started because he’d come down a little too hard on the shortstop, Betty. Betty had messed up a crucial play and the Peaches had lost a game. The coach, who was normally a nice guy, had lost his temper.

“We had to teach him a lesson,” Gloria said. “We didn’t want him thinking he could treat us that way and live to tell the tale. So we put soap in his beer.” She said it matter-of-factly.

“Naturally,” said Mr. Sahadevan. “Soap in the beer. What else could he expect?”

“That’s what we thought,” said Gloria. “But he retaliated by telling the restaurant staff at our next hotel to spike our breakfast eggs with hot sauce.”

“Bet that taught you,” said Watson.

“It sure did,” said Gloria. “It taught us to try even harder. Before long, there was an all-out war going on.”

“Who won?” asked Vicki.

“Who do you think, honey?” Gloria replied, raising her eyebrows. “We did, of course. A bunch of sweet little girls who looked like they wouldn’t hurt a fly. We had that Billy Mason begging for mercy by the time we were done with him. He promised never to lose his temper again. And he never did.”

“What about the shortstop?” I asked.

“Funny thing about her,” said Gloria, with a faraway smile. “Betty never messed up a play like that again either. And she ended up marrying Billy Mason.”

“How romantic,” said Vicki. “So they lived happily ever after.”

“And played jokes on each other all the time,” added Gloria, laughing. “It was a way of life for them.”

“Does Betty still play baseball?” I asked.

“Only with her grandchildren,” said Gloria. “And whenever we have a team reunion.”

Just then the waiters brought around our dessert. I haven’t said too much about the food at camp, but take it from me — it was the greatest. For example, for dinner that night we’d had a choice between steak, grilled salmon, or chicken cordon bleu. I’d picked the chicken, because it sounded so exotic. It turned out to be chicken wrapped around cheese, with some ham in there too. It was awesome. Now, for dessert, they were handing out huge slabs of chocolate cake with vanilla ice cream and raspberry sauce.

“Yum,” I said, digging in.

“Ditto,” said Vicki.

“This is good,” said Mr. Sahadevan. “But it’s nothing compared to the cakes Vicki makes for all our family holidays. She took a special baking course. Vicki is a true culinary artist!” He beamed at his daughter.

Vicki looked as if she wanted to slide under the table. “Dad,” she said pleadingly. “Come on.”

“What?” he asked innocently. “I can’t boast about my multitalented daughter? I haven’t even started in on your musical skills. Did you all know my daughter is a piano prodigy? She also happens to be editor of her school newspaper. And —”

Watson interrupted. “And she has a very proud dad. Rightfully so. But I think he’s embarrassing her a little right now.”

Yay, Watson! Vicki gave him a grateful look.

Mr. Sahadevan blushed. “Oh,” he said. “I’m sorry. I know I get a little carried away sometimes.” He turned to Vicki. “Sorry, honey,” he said.

“That’s okay,” she mumbled.

Matt stood up then to make some announcements. “I hope you campers had a terrific day today,” he began. “I know our group is doing great. I’m seeing some real progress. In fact, I think our Blue Batters are going to give the Red Devils a run for their money on Saturday!”

He was talking about the big game on the last day of camp. The staff would join the campers as the groups met on the field to see which team had learned the most at camp. I was half dreading, half looking forward to the showdown. It would be my last chance to show that I really could play this game well.

Matt made a few more announcements, ending with one about that evening’s special program, a slide show about the golden days of baseball. It was due to start in the lounge after dinner.

Watson and Mr. Sahadevan wanted to find good seats for the show, so we finished off our cake and headed for the lounge. “Let’s sit in the back,” Vicki whispered to me as we walked in. That was fine with me, so we let our dads go up front while we sat near the exit.

The show was perfect for Watson and Mr. Sahadevan. They both eat up that old-timey stuff. I liked it too, but about fifteen minutes into it I could tell that Vicki was bored and restless.

“Want to go?” I whispered.

She looked at me and nodded. We slipped out without anyone noticing.

It was a beautiful, warm night. “How about taking a walk?” I suggested.

“Sure,” she said.

We walked around the hotel grounds until we ended up by the pool. It was peaceful there at night, with nobody splashing around. We pulled two lounge chairs up to the quiet water and relaxed.

Or, at least, I relaxed. I could sense that Vicki was upset about something. “Are you okay, Vicki?” I asked gently. “You don’t seem to be having a great time at camp.”

“I’m not.” She sighed. “Does it really show that much? I don’t want my dad to feel bad.”

“I don’t think he’s noticed,” I said honestly. It was true. Mr. Sahadevan was so swept up in his own camp experience that he hadn’t noticed Vicki’s reaction.

“Good,” she said. “I mean, I know he means well. And I like to make him happy. That’s why I do all the stuff he pushes me to do, like take piano lessons and cooking classes and edit the school newspaper. All of that is his idea. He wants me to be the best. But it’s too much! It’s as if he’s trying to program my life. And now I’m supposed to share his baseball fever too. He thinks we’re having this great ‘bonding’ time at camp. But I can’t stand it!”

Vicki fell silent. I think she’d surprised herself with that outburst. She’d certainly surprised me with the strength of her feelings.

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t know it was that bad.”

“It’s driving me nuts. But I don’t know what to do about it. My dad doesn’t have a clue how I feel.”

“Maybe you have to give him one,” I said slowly. She looked at me. “Really, Vicki, I mean it. I certainly didn’t know how you were feeling. I bet he doesn’t either. You have to tell him.”

“Tell him?”

“Yes. Talk to him. Tell him everything. How you feel about the way he’s planning your life. How you feel about baseball. Everything. Be polite — but be forceful.”

I had a feeling that Vicki’s dad wasn’t going to hear what she was saying unless she really laid it on the line.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I’ll try, but I’m not like you. You wouldn’t have any trouble doing something like that. You’re so strong and sure of yourself.”

Ha. “Sometimes I am, but not always.” I certainly hadn’t acted strong and sure of myself the day of softball tryouts. If I had, Coach Wu might have made me a first-string player.

“Really! You remind me of Gloria,” said Vicki. “You’re just like her. I admire both of you a lot.”

Wow. Being compared to Gloria was high praise.

I just wished I deserved it.
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The next morning, after breakfast, Matt let our group know that practice would start a little later than usual, because he and Gloria needed some extra time to plan our strategy for the game on Saturday. Naturally, I couldn’t help thinking that if they’d been more organized they could have done the planning at another time. But I didn’t really mind. Dream Camp had been a whirlwind of activity, and an hour of free time sounded good. Maybe I’d go for a swim or take a walk, or maybe read for a while.

Or maybe not.

Just as I was leaving the dining room, Vicki caught up to me. “Kristy,” she whispered urgently. “I need your help.”

“With what?”

“I want to talk to my dad. The way you said I should.”

“That’s great! But I can’t help you with that. You have to do it yourself.” Poor Vicki. Her face was pale and her voice was shaky.

“I will,” she said. “I’ll do all the talking, I promise. But couldn’t you just be there with me? For moral support?”

“I don’t know …” I began. I’d feel weird standing there while Vicki confronted her father.

“Please?” she begged. “I don’t think I can do it without you.”

I relented. How could I resist? After all, the talk had been my idea. “Okay,” I said.

“Oh, thanks, Kristy.” Vicki threw her arms around me. “The thing is, my dad’s been this way my whole life. It’s a big deal for me to try to change things. A really big deal.”

“I’m beginning to understand that,” I said. I was also beginning to wonder if I’d given Vicki the wrong advice. It had seemed so obvious last night. If something was bothering her, she needed to talk it over with her dad. But maybe that was simplifying things too much. Maybe I’d shot my mouth off before I truly understood the situation. Maybe Vicki should think it over a little more. “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked.

“Oh, definitely,” she said. “I thought about it all night. I know exactly what I want to say.”

Gulp. “Okay, then, let’s go find your dad.”

Fifteen minutes later, the three of us were sitting on a bench overlooking the hotel’s golf course. And Mr. Sahadevan was looking puzzled.

“But Vicki,” he said. “I thought you loved baseball.”

Vicki and I exchanged a quick glance and I gave her a tiny smile. Parents can be so dense sometimes! I mean, it was glaringly obvious to everyone but Mr. Sahadevan that Vicki was — at best — lukewarm about the sport.

“Dad, I love you,” Vicki said carefully. “But to be honest, I really don’t love baseball. In fact, I don’t even like it very much.”

Mr. Sahadevan was silent. I think maybe he was in shock.

“I wanted to love it,” Vicki continued, “because you wanted me to. I knew it would make you happy if I loved baseball as much as you do. And I tried, I really did. But it’s just not for me.”

“Maybe it’s because you don’t have good enough equipment,” Mr. Sahadevan mused. “I knew I should have splurged on that pro-model glove.”

“Dad, it’s not my glove. Or my cleats. Or the bat I use, or the field I play on, or anything like that. It’s the sport itself. It doesn’t do anything for me. I don’t like to practice, I don’t like to play, I don’t even like to watch it on TV. The only thing I like about baseball is that it’s something we do together. And I like spending time with you. But I hope we can find another way to spend time together.”

Yay, Vicki. Now she was really being forceful. And honest. And polite. (Way more polite than I could have been!)

“Wow,” said Mr. Sahadevan slowly. “I had no idea.”

“That’s because I didn’t tell you,” said Vicki. “I didn’t want to hurt your feelings. And I’m sorry if I’m doing that now. But it’s time to tell the truth.”

Mr. Sahadevan nodded slowly. He seemed intent on watching some golfers cross the path in front of us. “I’m glad you’re telling me, Vicki,” he said finally. “But I’m sad too. Here I thought I was giving you a great vacation at Dream Camp, and instead you’ve hated every minute of it.”

“That’s not true!” Vicki exclaimed. “I haven’t. I made a good friend here” — she smiled at me — “and I’ve met some really great people. And the food is awesome, and the pool is nice …” she trailed off.

“But we’ve been playing baseball all day, every day,” her dad said. “And that’s been miserable for you.”

“Not miserable,” said Vicki. “Boring, yes. But not miserable. Sometimes it’s even been fun, like when I finally learned how to catch grounders.”

“But you’d just as soon leave camp,” her dad said, looking pretty miserable himself. He was staring down at his hands.

“Leave?” repeated Vicki. “Who said anything about leaving?”

“I just assumed …”

“Oh, no,” said Vicki. “I don’t want to leave.”

“Really?” Her dad looked hopeful now.

“Not at all.” Vicki glanced at me, took a deep breath, and went on. “But what I do want is to quit the softball team when I go back home. And I want to have a say in deciding about other activities.”

Her dad nodded, smiling. “Fair enough,” he said. “It’s a deal.” He stuck out his hand, and the two of them shook on it. Then he opened his arms and gave Vicki a bear hug. “You know I’m proud of my girl no matter what.”

“I know,” said Vicki. Her eyes were full of tears.

That’s when I slipped away.

Vicki had done an incredible job, and I was proud of her. Also, I had to admit, I was relieved. What if the conversation had backfired? I would have felt so guilty.

It was just about time for practice, so I headed over to the field. Watson was already there, sitting by himself on the bleachers. He was tossing a ball from hand to hand and staring out into the distance.

Poor Watson.

Dream Camp had not turned out the way he’d hoped it would. Like Vicki, he wasn’t exactly miserable. But he wasn’t happy either. Bill Bain had been such a disappointment.

“Come on, Watson, let’s practice fielding grounders,” I called.

He smiled when he saw me and joined me on the field. We started tossing the ball back and forth, deliberately throwing it down so that it bounced and rolled to the other person.

Soon the rest of our group turned up. Matt and Gloria arrived, excited about their game plan for the next day. “We’re going to have to work hard today, team,” Matt said as he described the drills we’d be doing in practice.

Gloria asked me to be her assistant when we divided up into two groups. “Let’s do the baserunning drills first,” she said. “We want to practice some fancy stuff, like the run-down.”

That’s when a runner is caught between two bases, and the fielders play a little game of cat-and-mouse with him (or her, as the case may be). It’s also called a pickle.

Gloria asked me to help organize our group so that each person would have a chance to play each part in the run-down. That was a snap. Soon we had the drill going full steam.

That’s when Bill Bain showed up. Out of the corner of my eye I saw him coming, but I tried to ignore him. It was more important to pay attention to the drill and keep it going smoothly.

But he wasn’t easy to ignore. He took a seat in the bleachers and settled in to watch us. The other campers kept sneaking glances at him, and it threw off the drill. Soon runners were bumping into fielders, and fielders were making wild throws.

Suddenly, Bill Bain stood up and stalked onto the field. He walked directly to Gloria. “What’s the problem here?” he demanded. “Can’t you run the simplest drill?”

Gloria gaped at him. It was the first time I had seen her speechless.

I stepped forward. “We were running it just fine until you showed up!” The words popped out of my mouth before I could stop them.

Bill Bain’s face turned red. He glared at me. “Who are you?”

“I’m Kristy Thomas, one of your campers,” I said. “And Gloria is just about the best coach I’ve ever worked with.”

“Thank you for your input,” he said sarcastically, turning away from me.

I looked at Gloria. She was still pale-faced and openmouthed. I thought of how Vicki had compared me to her. It was time for me to take my own advice and be forceful. Bill Bain needed to hear the truth.

“Mr. Bain,” I said quietly, “I think you should know that some people here are very disappointed with your camp. And it’s not because of the coaching. It’s because of you.”

He’d had his back to me, but now he turned around. “What are you saying?” he asked. His face was still red.

“I’m saying that people came here because the camp has your name on it. They didn’t pay all that money and drive all this way just because they wanted a nice uniform or a cool new baseball cap. They didn’t cart their memorabilia all the way here just to let it sit in their hotel rooms. They came to meet you, their hero. And you’ve ignored them and been rude to them and let them down. Big time.” I stopped for a breath.

Bill Bain stared at me.

For a moment, I didn’t know if he was going to laugh, or yell at me, or start crying.

He didn’t do any of those things. Instead, he turned to Gloria and mumbled a quick apology. Then he took off across the field toward the hotel.

Gloria shot me a grateful look. “Thanks!” she said.

I was shaken, but I felt proud of myself. I’d been forceful, and I hadn’t let Bill Bain scare me. I knew Watson would be proud too. After all, he was the one I’d been defending. But when I turned to look at him, he didn’t look a bit proud.

He looked furious.

“How could you?” he said quietly, before he stalked away from me. “How could you be so rude to a legend like Bill Bain?”
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Abby had read the entries in the club notebook about David Michael and his baseball cards, and she was steamed up. She has always hated the idea of collecting and trading cards based only on their financial value. Especially when kids become so swept up in it that things go wrong, as they had for David Michael. So when she showed up to sit for him on Friday afternoon she was a girl with a mission.

My mom had taken Emily Michelle, Karen, and Andrew to the mall that day, so Abby had some one-on-one time with David Michael. She expected to hear about the baseball cards from him, but she didn’t expect that he would still be so upset about the trade he’d made with Barry.

“I just can’t believe it,” he said, over and over, as he showed Abby his value guide. “Look at this! He cheated me. That card I gave him was worth so much more than these two.” He picked up the two Charlie Lawson cards and glared at them. Then he threw them down in disgust.

“Hey, that’s no way to treat Charlie Lawson,” Abby said. She picked up the cards and without even glancing at them, began reeling off the statistics on the back. “Rookie of the Year when he started out. Golden Glove two years in a row. Batting average: three-eighty. Named Most Valuable Player in last year’s World Series.” She looked at the picture on the card and smiled. “Plus, he’s a terrific guy. He donates a ton of money and time to his favorite charities, and he never refuses to sign an autograph, no matter how tired or busy he is.”

David Michael stared at her. “How do you know all that?”

Abby shrugged. “I read the sports pages every day.” She handed the cards to David Michael.

He carefully put them back into their sleeves. “Charlie Lawson is a pretty cool guy,” he admitted. “I heard he even went to visit a kid in the hospital last week.” He frowned. “But these cards still aren’t worth much. I want that Felipe Martinez card back!”

“You didn’t care anything about that card until you knew what it was worth,” said Abby. “Did you?”

David Michael shook his head. “Not really. I don’t know anything about Felipe Martinez. Or at least, I didn’t. Now I know one thing: His card is worth a lot!”

“But is it worth a lot to you?” Abby asked gently.

David Michael rolled his eyes. “Of course! That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

Abby could see she wasn’t getting through to him. “So, is there a card swap today?” she asked.

David Michael nodded.

“Do you want to go?”

“Why, so Barry can cheat me again?”

“First of all,” said Abby, “Barry didn’t cheat you. He asked if you wanted to make a trade, and you agreed. It’s not his fault that you forgot your value guide.”

David Michael looked embarrassed. “How do you know about that?” he asked.

“Oh, we sitters have our ways. And second,” Abby went on, “going to the card swap is a fun way to see your friends and talk about your collections and about baseball. It’s not only about trading. You can decide before you go that you’re not going to make any trades at all. Just go to have fun. What do you say?”

David Michael shrugged. “Okay, I guess. Sure.” He looked down at his collector’s kit. “Should I bring my cards?”

“If you want to.”

“I do,” said David Michael, picking up the kit and hugging it to his chest.

Abby could see that he was still proud of his collection, Felipe Martinez or no Felipe Martinez. That was good. “Do you mind if we stop at my house on the way?” she asked. “I have something I’d like to bring too.”

David Michael looked interested. “What is it?”

“You’ll see.”

They set out, David Michael with his collector’s kit under one arm. “Maybe Barry won’t even be there today,” he said hopefully.

“I hope he is,” said Abby as they neared her house. “I have a few things I want him to see.”

David Michael gave her a puzzled look.

They’d reached Abby’s porch by then. “Come on in,” she said. Then she asked David Michael to wait in the hall while she ran upstairs. She returned carrying an old, battered shoe box.

“What’s that?” asked David Michael.

“This,” said Abby, “is my baseball card collection.”

David Michael’s eyes grew round. “You have your own collection? Cool. Can I see?”

“I’ll show it to everyone when we get to the playground,” Abby told him. “But if we don’t move it, we’re going to miss the whole swap session!”

They arrived at the playground to see that the group of kids had already gathered. Abby and David Michael joined them.

Barry seemed to be running the show. “You’re just in time,” he said. “We were about to go around and talk about what’s new in our collections. I’m going first.” He held up a page in his collector’s kit. “My dad brought home this card for me last night. Matt Adamec. This card is already worth a lot, and it’s growing in value.”

“Matt Adamec,” said Abby. “How about that? It just so happens that David Michael’s sister — my friend Kristy — is hanging out with Matt this week.”

Barry looked stunned. “What?” he asked.

“My sister’s at Dream Camp,” David Michael explained. “It’s where you go and play baseball all week with some of the really great retired players. Matt Adamec is one of her coaches.”

“Whoa!” said Jake. “That is so awesome.”

“What other players are there?” asked Buddy Barrett.

“Oh, Bill Bain,” said David Michael casually. Abby smiled.

“Bill Bain!” said Jackie Rodowsky. “My dad talks about him all the time.”

“Mine too,” said another boy.

“I have a Bill Bain card,” said Barry. “It’s in mint condition.”

Everybody ignored him.

“Tell us more about the camp,” said Jake. “Do the famous players really hang out with the campers?”

“Uh-huh,” said David Michael. (Watson and I hadn’t told our family how little we’d actually seen of Bill Bain.) “They eat meals with them and everything. And my sister even met this lady, Gloria, who was in the women’s league. Kristy said she’s really cool.”

“Wow,” breathed Laurel. “I saw the movie about that league.”

Barry interrupted, “Are we going to talk about this dumb camp all day, or are we going to do some trading? Didn’t anyone else bring some new cards?”

“Actually, yes,” said Abby. “I brought my whole collection.” She held up the shoe box.

Barry looked unimpressed. “What do you have?” he asked in a bored tone.

“Mostly just players I really like,” said Abby. “Like, I have Dave Campbell from when he was with the Red Sox, because I remember going to a game at Fenway once. My dad took us to visit our aunt up in Boston one summer, and we went to a doubleheader against the Yankees —”

“Right, right,” said Barry impatiently. “What else?”

“Let’s see,” said Abby, rummaging through her box. “I have a Pete Richardson. Remember that catch he made during the pennant race a couple of years ago? Unbelievable. And an Alonso Garcia, and a Bucky Shephard …”

The other kids had gathered around to see, and some of them were talking excitedly about Alonso Garcia’s latest home run. Barry spoke over their voices. “Don’t you have anything good?” he asked. “I mean, like valuable?”

“Like this, maybe?” Abby said, holding up a card that was in a special plastic wrapper. “A nineteen seventy-seven Reggie Jackson?”

Barry gulped, and his eyes grew wide. “Whoa,” he said. For a second, that’s all he could say.

Abby was wearing a tiny smile. She knew she’d finally impressed Barry. That card was most likely worth more than any card he’d ever seen. “Want to check it out?” she asked, handing it over.

Barry took it carefully. He’d had a moment to recover, and now he returned to his cool stance. “Nice,” he said. “I don’t suppose you’d consider a swap. I have a limited-edition Roger Howard card you might be interested in.” He handed Abby’s card back and began to page through his collection.

Abby held up a hand. “Don’t bother looking for it,” she said. “This card is not up for trades.”

Barry nodded. “I can understand that. It’s a very valuable card.”

“Yes, it is,” agreed Abby. “But not just in the way you mean. It’s valuable to me because my dad gave me this card before he died. Reggie Jackson was his favorite player, and nineteen seventy-seven was a great year for Reggie. So this card means a lot to me. I’ll never trade it or sell it to anyone.” She looked at the card and smiled sadly, then stuck it back into her shoe box.

David Michael was staring at her. Abby had the feeling that she’d finally reached him, that the lightbulb had gone on in his head.

“You know what?” he said suddenly. “I’m really glad I have those Charlie Lawson cards. I’m going to save them and give them to my kids someday and tell them all about what a great ballplayer he was.” He turned to Barry. “You might think you made a great trade the other day,” he said, “but you didn’t, really. The card you ended up with is worth more money, but I have two cards of one of my favorite players. That’s much better.”

“David Michael is right,” said Jake. “And who knows? In twenty years, that Charlie Lawson card might be worth a ton anyway. Values change all the time.”

Barry looked deflated. “Yeah, well …” he began, then fell silent. His glance fell on his collection. “Anybody else want to try to trade for favorite players?” he asked.

Nobody answered him. The kids had all crowded around David Michael. “So what’s Matt Adamec really like?” Jake asked. “Did Kristy say if he’s been batting right or left? He’s a switch hitter, you know.”

“Does Bill Bain still have a great arm?” asked Buddy Barrett.

Abby smiled as she watched David Michael answer their questions. Mission accomplished, she thought.
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I rolled over, opened my eyes, and groaned. The second I woke up on Saturday morning I remembered: This was the day of the game. And things were not looking good.

Watson was still mad at me.

Bill Bain probably was too.

I hadn’t been playing well all week.

And despite Matt’s and Gloria’s hard work, our team was not really a team yet.

On the plus side …

There was no plus side. Or at least, I couldn’t think of one. Unless you counted Vicki’s victory with her dad. But that wasn’t going to do the Blue Batters much good when they met the Red Devils on the field in — I grabbed my watch off the nightstand table — just under three hours.

There was no doubt about it.

The Red Devils were going to thrash us.

I groaned again. Then I peered hopefully at the curtained windows. Maybe it would be pouring, and they’d have to cancel the game.

I threw back the covers and climbed out of bed. Then I padded to the window, pulled back the curtains — and groaned again. It was a gorgeous spring day: blue sky, puffy white clouds, new green grass and all. Phooey.

Oh, well, I thought. What’s the worst that could happen? Total humiliation? I shrugged and went off to brush my teeth and wash my face.

Once I’d washed and dressed, I poked my head into the living room to see if Watson was up and about. The night before he’d been very polite and distant with me, which is how Watson can be when he’s angry. He hadn’t even given me a chance to apologize.

Not that I would have.

I still felt that I had done the right thing. After all, what I had said to Bill Bain had been the truth. Word had spread about our confrontation, and several campers had congratulated me at dinner for having the guts to tell off “the great one.” Even Mr. Sahadevan, who worshipped Bill Bain almost as much as Watson did, thought I had done the right thing. He told me so during dinner, right in front of Watson. But Watson had acted as if he hadn’t heard.

After dinner, as I was puttering around in my room before bed, I had ached for my dad again. He would have seen through Bill Bain just the way I had, instead of holding him up as a hero who could do no wrong. Wouldn’t he? I had to admit I wasn’t sure. I didn’t really know my dad.

I did know Watson, though. And I knew he wasn’t usually one to hold a grudge. So I was hopeful, that morning, that he would have put his anger behind him.

I found him in the living room, poking through his pile of memorabilia. “Guess I might as well pack up all this junk,” he said when he spotted me.

I didn’t know what to say. Watson’s chances of going home with a Bill Bain autograph seemed slimmer than ever.

“It doesn’t matter,” Watson said. “That’s all kid stuff anyway — wanting autographs and all. We were here to play ball and learn some new skills, and I certainly did that.”

“So did I,” I said. Watson was talking to himself more than me, but at least he didn’t seem so mad anymore. Now he just seemed sad, which was actually almost worse. I tried to cheer him up. “I had a great time, Watson,” I went on. “Thanks a lot for bringing me here.”

He smiled at me, without really seeing me. “Sure, sure,” he said. He was still holding the baseball he’d hoped to have autographed, squeezing it gently in his right hand. Then he carefully put it down on the table and walked toward the door. “Ready for breakfast?” he asked.

The dining room was full of campers in fresh-looking “game” uniforms. Everyone was in high spirits as they chattered about the game and the players who would join us that day. A few local celebrities would be popping in to play, since our game was not only going to be videotaped but also shown on local TV. The mayor of the town, the police chief, and a famous writer who lived nearby were all going to be guest stars for the Blue Batters. The Red Devils would be joined by a judge, a U.S. senator, and a factory owner.

It was exciting to think about playing ball on TV, but scary too. The possibilities for humiliation were so much greater!

Nobody else seemed worried. Mr. Sahadevan was psyched for the game. Gloria was all keyed up, tossing out last-minute batting tips as we ate our omelettes.

Even Vicki seemed excited. “Now that the pressure is off,” she whispered to me as we left the dining room together, “I can just enjoy myself. After all, this is the last baseball game I’ll ever have to play!” She held up her hand for a high five, and I gave her one. “I owe you big-time, Kristy Thomas,” she said. “I’ll never forget the way you helped me.”

“You did it all,” I said. “You didn’t even need me there. You were awesome.”

“You were pretty awesome yourself yesterday,” said Vicki, “telling off Bill Bain that way. My dad was so impressed.”

“I wish Watson had been.” By then we were walking to the playing field, and I glanced back to see Watson and Mr. Sahadevan following us. “He wasn’t too happy with me.”

Vicki shrugged. “You did the right thing, though. Just remember that. Maybe someday Watson will see it too.”

“I hope so.”

“Whoa!” said Vicki. “Look who’s here.”

We’d arrived at the field, and as we rounded the bleachers a figure came into view. Vicki was the first to see who it was.

It was Bill Bain.

Dressed in a coach’s uniform.

Waiting for us.

He nodded when he spotted me, but he didn’t say anything. In fact, he didn’t say a word until our entire team was assembled on the field. Watson stood near me, staring at Bill Bain as if he were seeing a ghost.

Finally, when everyone including Matt and Gloria had gathered, Bill Bain began to talk.

“I’m not much for speeches,” he said, “so bear with me. I have a few things to say.” He folded his arms across his chest and looked straight at me.

Oh, no.

“First off, I have an apology to make. This young lady was right on the money when she let me have it yesterday.” He nodded in my direction.

I felt dizzy for a second, as if I were going to pass out.

“I’ve been rude, and I’ve let you all down,” he went on. “And I’m sorry for that. I don’t know if it’s possible to make it up to you, but I’m going to do my best. I’ll be with you one hundred percent for this game, and I’ll be around as much as I can until the end of camp.”

Wow. I snuck a glance at Watson and saw that he was smiling. In fact, he was grinning. He saw me, and he reached over to put an arm around my shoulders.

Bill Bain was looking at me again. “I want to thank you all for being patient,” he said. “Now, what do you say? Should we start our warm-ups? The Red Devils will be here in an hour, and then it’ll be game time!”

We burst into applause. “Go, Blue Batters!” shouted Mr. Sahadevan.

“Go, Blue!” everybody yelled. Then we ran onto the field and, with Bill Bain leading us, went through our warm-ups.

First we stretched. Then we jogged. Then we ran the basic drills for fielding and baserunning. Batting practice was last, and by then our “celebrities” had joined us. I was happy to see that our famous writer was a strong hitter, and the police chief looked as if he might be a fast runner. The mayor was kind of pudgy and nonathletic-looking, but maybe he’d surprise us.

Bill Bain was certainly surprising me. He took control of our team easily, slipping into the role of coach as if he’d been doing it all along. It didn’t take him long to size up our skills and decide where and how to use each player. The best part? He put me at first base.

Yes!

Maybe I needed to ask Bill Bain to have a little talk with Coach Wu.

The Red Devils appeared, and Bill Bain declared that it was time to “play ball!” The Devils won the coin flip and decided to take to the field first so they’d have “last ups” at the end of the game.

After consulting with Matt and Gloria, Bill Bain had put together a batting order for our team. Mr. Sahadevan led off. Another of our stronger players, Mr. James, batted next. I was third, and Watson was fourth.

Mr. Sahadevan started us off with an awesome hit to left field, a double. Mr. James banged out a single. So when I came to the plate, there were runners on first and third. I wanted so badly to get a great hit and bring home the first runner of the game.

But it wasn’t to be.

I struck out. One, two, three.

Bummer.

Watson struck out too.

And our fifth hitter, the mayor, popped the ball up, straight to the pitcher.

“That’s okay,” said Bill Bain, clapping his hands. “Good inning, good inning. Now go on out there and make sure they don’t score either.”

We grabbed our gloves and ran onto the field. From my spot at first, I could see all my teammates. We tossed a ball around the way Matt and Gloria had taught us, warming up. The throws were accurate, the catches perfect.

Suddenly, we were a team.

And we played like one.

Unfortunately, the Red Devils weren’t looking too shabby either. By the sixth inning, the score was tied. Four to four. I went up to bat with the bases loaded, hoping against hope for a good hit — and struck out again.

It was so frustrating. Oh, sure, I’d made some decent catches, and Watson and Mr. Sahadevan and I had even turned a really flashy double play in the third inning. But for some reason I wasn’t going to be happy until I made a great hit in front of Bill Bain and the rest of my teammates.

Finally, in the ninth inning, with the score tied again at six to six, I had one last chance. I came up to bat, this time with nobody on base. We needed a run badly, but I knew the most I could hope for was probably a double. The Red Devils had some excellent fielders.

I swung twice and missed. Two strikes. Then I let a couple of bad pitches go by. Two balls. One more pitch. I swung — and connected. Hard. The ball flew up, up — and away. I took off running and didn’t stop until I’d crossed the plate.

A home run! I could hardly believe it. My team was cheering and jumping around. The video cameraman was pointing the camera straight at me. I gave him a double thumbs-up and a huge smile.

That would have been enough to make my day, but what happened next was even better. Watson came up to bat and connected on the first pitch. He ran as fast as he could and made it all the way to third base. A triple!

The next batter hit a grounder between first and second base, and Watson took off for home. As he crossed the plate, Bill Bain was there, cheering him on.

The look on Watson’s face as he held up his hand for a high five from his childhood hero said it all. Dream Camp had turned into a dream come true for him. And from that moment on, I knew it didn’t even matter whether we won the game. We were winners already.

Oh, by the way, we did win. The final score? Nine to seven. Go, Blue Batters!
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“Aren’t you going to change for dinner?” I asked Watson. “That uniform is looking — and smelling — pretty used.”

“I know,” he said happily. We were lounging around in our living room, talking over the game and reliving some of the best moments. Watson still grinned every time he thought about the triple he’d hit. “Nice blast,” he mused. “That’s what Bill Bain said to me. ‘Nice blast.’ Can you imagine? Me, Watson Brewer, complimented like that by the great Bill Bain?”

Watson seemed to have forgiven — and forgotten — everything Bill Bain had done.

“Um, Watson?” I asked. “Are you changing or not?”

“I may never change,” said Watson. “Can’t you just see me showing up at a meeting in this uniform?” He gazed down proudly at the grass stains on his belly. “This uniform tells a story,” he said, pointing to the stain. “Remember when I dove for that grounder to start off the double play?”

“I sure do,” I said. It was great to see Watson so happy. And it was nice to know we’d have new memories to share. I realized then that I didn’t have to worry about being disloyal to Watson when I thought about my dad. Sure, baseball makes me remember my dad — but now it will make me think of Watson too. I relived that double play in my mind, enjoying the image.

“Kristy?” asked Watson. “Come in, Kristy!” He was waving a hand in front of my face.

“What?” I asked. “Are you ready to head over to the dining room?” I’d given up trying to convince him to change out of his uniform.

“You bet,” he said. He stood up, walked to the dresser, and scooped up all his Bill Bain memorabilia. “And look what I’m bringing with me.”

“Excellent,” I said. Bill Bain had mentioned at the end of the game that he and the other coaches would have tables set up to sell and sign memorabilia that night. After the signing session, we’d have dinner, and after that awards would be given out.

When we arrived at the dining room, I had to smile. Watson wasn’t the only camper still wearing his uniform. A lot of the dads were, and even a few of the daughters. Bill Bain was still wearing his coach’s uniform too.

He sat at a long table that held all sorts of merchandise with the camp logo on it, as well as balls and bats and framed pictures of himself back in his glory days. Gloria was sitting at the next table, and Matt had a spot too.

Watson made a beeline for Bill Bain’s table, pulling me along with him. When the old ballplayer saw him coming, he grinned and waved. “There’s the man that slammed that triple into right field,” he called out. Then he realized that Watson and I were together. “Oh-oh!” he said jovially. “So the home-run hitter is with you. Well, congratulations. Nobody’s told me off like that since my aunt Gladys died.” He chuckled.

Watson was beaming. “Kristy’s a great kid,” he said. “I’m proud of her.”

I blushed.

“That was a heck of a homer today,” said Bill Bain.

“Thanks,” I replied.

“Listen,” said Bill Bain. “I’d like to give you folks something to remember me by.” He stood up and rummaged through the stuff on his table. “Let’s see,” he said. “Ah, here we go. A picture of me with Joe DiMaggio. How about that?”

Watson looked as if he were about to pass out.

“I think he signed it for me,” said Bill Bain, looking over the picture. “Yup, right there. I’ll sign it too.” He sat down and picked up a pen.

Watson finally recovered enough to squawk out a “thank you.”

“Wow,” I said. “That’s really nice of you. We’ll treasure it.”

He shrugged. “It’s the least I could do,” he said. He looked up at Watson. “How about keeping me company for a while?” he asked, patting the empty seat next to him.

Watson opened his mouth, closed it again, and nodded. He was speechless with happiness. He walked around the table and sat down next to Bill Bain. Another camper asked for an autograph then, and I leaned over to whisper to Watson. “Don’t forget to have your things signed,” I said, gesturing at the bag he was carrying. “And can you make sure to have a card signed for David Michael?”

Watson nodded. “I will. And I won’t. Forget, I mean.” He grinned at me. Then he sighed with contentment and turned back to his hero.

I decided to chat with Gloria for a while. Vicki was already sitting with her, and I joined them. “Hey, you did great today,” I told Vicki. “Maybe you have a future in baseball after all.”

“Maybe,” she said doubtfully.

“Or maybe you’ll find something else you really love to do,” put in Gloria. “That’s all that matters. Whether you’re a star or just a beginner, the main thing is that you love what you do.”

She was right. “Thanks for reminding me of that,” I said. “I’ve been kind of bummed out because I was put on the second-string team for softball this season.” It felt good to confess that. I’d been keeping it inside all week. “But I’ve realized that it doesn’t really matter. I’ll be playing ball every day, and that makes me happy.”

“Good for you, honey,” said Gloria, patting me on the arm. “I know how much it can hurt when someone tells you you’re not the best. It happened to me plenty over the course of my career. But I just hung in there and kept playing. And I had a blast!”

We talked for a while longer, and I asked Gloria and Matt to sign cards for David Michael. He was going to be the hit of the collector’s club. Then it was time to eat. We sat at our regular table and pigged out on steak and baked potatoes and Caesar salads. Dessert that night was a gigantic cake in the shape of a baseball diamond. Two waiters carried it out of the kitchen and marched it around the dining room before they cut it up and served it.

When the dinner things were cleared away, Bill Bain stepped up to the podium. “I just want to say that you are the best group of campers ever!” he said. We burst into applause and whistles. Watson, next to me, was stomping his feet. Bill Bain held up his hands. “We have certificates for each of you along with some other things. Come on up when we call your name, and we’ll hand them out.”

One by one, each of us was called to the front to receive our certificate, as well as an autographed baseball, a Dream Camp travel mug, a set of photos from our session, and a copy of the video of that day’s game. The tape also included highlights from the week, according to Bill Bain.

“Too bad it probably doesn’t show you telling him off,” Vicki whispered to me as we waited to hear our names called. “That was definitely a highlight!”

I laughed. I, for one, couldn’t wait to watch my video back in Stoneybrook and see the home run I’d hit.

After everyone had received their certificates (I WAS A STAR AT DREAM CAMP, they read), Bill Bain turned over the microphone to Gloria for the awards ceremony.

“We had so many great campers here this week,” she began. “Each of you deserves an award. You all worked hard and played hard, and I know you’re going to take home some fabulous memories.” She paused. “But we do like to recognize a few campers for their special contributions, or for improvements they’ve made over the week.” She smiled at Matt and gestured for him to bring the box of trophies to the front. “Matt’s going to help me hand these out,” she said.

She pulled an envelope out of her purse. “The envelope, please,” she said, as if she were at the Oscars. Everybody laughed. She opened the envelope and began to read. “We’ll start with Most Improved Camper,” she said. “That goes to one of my favorite players, Vicki Sahadevan.”

We all applauded as Vicki, blushing, went to the podium. Gloria hugged her, and Matt handed her a trophy. “You worked hard, honey,” said Gloria. “Congratulations.”

Vicki came back to the table, grinning. Her dad jumped up to give her a huge hug. But I noticed he didn’t say anything about how this meant she was destined to play baseball.

Gloria and Matt, along with the coaches from the Red Team, handed out other awards, some of them funny ones such as “Most Memorable Fumble,” and “Cleanest Uniform.” Then it was time for the last award, Camper of the Week. I knew I didn’t have a chance at winning it, even with my last-minute homer. Still, it would have been nice to win something.

Sure enough, the award went to a girl on the Red Devils. Oh, well. Watson hadn’t won anything either, and he didn’t seem to mind at all. He was still in seventh heaven about the time he’d spent with his hero.

Speaking of whom … Bill Bain was approaching the podium again. “We do have one last award,” he said, bending down to speak into the microphone. “A special one that we’ve never given out before. But the staff came to me with a request. We’d like to announce a new award, for Best Coach.”

I expected him to turn to Matt or Gloria and surprise them with a trophy. Instead, Gloria leaned into the mike and called out my name. “Kristy Thomas, come on up here.”

I was shocked. And thrilled. As I approached the podium, Matt and Gloria took turns at the mike, talking about how much I’d helped them at practices each day, how I’d taken time to show other players how to do the drills, how I’d been a whiz at organizing my teammates. “Kristy showed a real team spirit this week,” said Gloria. “We felt very lucky to have her here.”

She hugged me and handed me the trophy. Suddenly, I realized that being the best ball-player in the world was not that important to me. Maybe I’d never be in the major leagues, or even anything better than second string at SMS. But I knew I’d be able to pass on my love of the game. As a coach, I could help produce players who would make it to first string — and even the majors.

The applause that filled the room made it seem as if all my fellow campers agreed with me. As I stood there drinking it in, clutching my trophy, I knew I would never forget Dream Camp.







Dear Reader,

In Kristy at Bat, Kristy feels insecure about sports for the first time in her life. She’s used to being the best on any team, and now she finds that she has to work harder to excel.

I’m afraid I can’t sympathize with Kristy at all. I’ve never been interested in sports, and I don’t enjoy playing any sport. Like Mallory, gym class was the bane of my existence. I dreaded each new unit we began. I was happy when I woke up on the days when I didn’t have gym class, and heaved a great sigh of relief each time another class ended. Needless to say, I never went out for after-school sports, although I did enjoy going to an occasional high school football game.

This doesn’t mean that exercise isn’t important to me. It’s actually one of the more important parts of my life, and I find that if I don’t exercise every day, I don’t feel very healthy. My favorite way to exercise is to take a two-mile walk with my dog, Sadie. While we walk, I listen to books on tape, and Sadie chases squirrels.

However, even though I don’t enjoy playing sports, I think they’re a great way to get involved, to exercise, to spend time with friends, and to challenge yourself. The most important thing to keep in mind about sports is that they should be fun, which is what Kristy realizes by the end of Kristy at Bat. So whether you enjoy softball, soccer, football, or just taking a walk, take the time to get out there, exercise, and have fun!

Happy reading,

[image: image]







The author gratefully acknowledges

Ellen Miles

for her help in

preparing this manuscript.





About the Author

[image: image]

ANN MATTHEWS MARTIN was born on August 12, 1955. She grew up in Princeton, New Jersey, with her parents and her younger sister, Jane.

There are currently over 176 million copies of The Baby-sitters Club in print. (If you stacked all of these books up, the pile would be 21,245 miles high.) In addition to The Baby-sitters Club, Ann is the author of two other series, Main Street and Family Tree. Her novels include Belle Teal, A Corner of the Universe (a Newbery Honor book), Here Today, A Dog’s Life, On Christmas Eve, Everything for a Dog, Ten Rules for Living with My Sister, and Ten Good and Bad Things About My Life (So Far). She is also the coauthor, with Laura Godwin, of the Doll People series.

Ann lives in upstate New York with her dog and her cats.





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





[image: image]





Copyright © 1999 by Ann M. Martin

Cover art by Hodges Soileau

All rights reserved. Published by Scholastic Inc. SCHOLASTIC, THE BABY-SITTERS CLUB, and associated logos are trademarks and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc.

The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. No part of this publication may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereafter invented, without the express written permission of the publisher. For information regarding permission, write to Scholastic Inc., Attention: Permissions Department, 557 Broadway, New York, NY 10012.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

First edition, April 1999

e-ISBN 978-0-545-87480-9



OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/sign.jpg





OEBPS/images/p118.jpg
S






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Batter up!

Kristy at Bat
Ann M. Martin





OEBPS/images/author.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm2.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm1.jpg





OEBPS/images/bm4.jpg
Four Girls. Four Generations.
One Family.

From Newbery Honor Author

ANN M. MARTIN

QBeﬂep\t,o \Xﬂé}; £

mly Tree

% “Authentic.. .poignant...sure to satisfy.”

— Publishers Weekly, starred review

“The story has that addictive quality of the
multigenerational family saga .. .We’re hooked.
Bring on the next book...” — The Horn Book

Available in print
'SCHOLASTIC and associated logos and eBOOk Edltlons
are trademarks and/or registered

trademarks of Scholasti Inc. scholastic.com/Family Tree FAMTREEe





OEBPS/images/bm3.jpg
A'nn| M Martin

(An_n M. Martin m

r—n‘

"
Welcome to

M ®SCHOLAST)

The Baby-Sitters Club series
Main Street series
Belle Teal
A Corner of the Universe
Here Today
A Dog’s Life
On Christmas Eve

MSCHOLASTIC

SCHOLASTIC and associated logos are trademarks 2 .
and/or registered trademarks of Scholastic Inc. scholastlc.com/AnnMartln ANNMARTINe






OEBPS/images/ch14.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

114






OEBPS/images/ch15.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

11|15






OEBPS/images/ch12.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

112






OEBPS/images/ch13.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

113






OEBPS/images/ch10.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER

110






OEBPS/images/ch11.jpg
/

e

CHAP|T ER

111






OEBPS/images/p82.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch4.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/p43.jpg
Mondossg
Barvid, Wiichel is puch o Graat Rid, Kinty!
JMM%M gene, as oL con Srave
mmﬁwﬁuﬁmxs(m.‘,w&ambw
ane Ao, o] corar 2he. Soid,
MM 4 Togeat  Zhe fone
was po ovel, J‘iﬂwﬁz/mnt&vua





OEBPS/images/ch3.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch6.jpg
/

e

CHAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch5.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch8.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch7.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/ch9.jpg
/

e

CHIAP|T ER






OEBPS/images/p118a.jpg
Ay VO Ad ao
\maﬁop}ér H‘;ﬁ
tne i
“Doold Mdn

T cLoaos

2L

*%a%

(/OV)QP’) T Sax ‘fbr 'alle2
T Hhhnk he

sg_be)ueromd

I

%nn% %e, “as O

nea o Tt E

G

500/)@\—%\
3 arf‘ﬂ

Even





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
B/Y} S|1]T]T

C/LUB

Kristy at Bat
Ann M. Martin

SCHOLASTIC INC.





