


[image: 001]




Table of Contents




Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication




THE CRACK OF THE BAT

JERSEY NIGHT

THE NEW BATBOY

IN THE HOLD

THE MIRACLE

HOMESTAND

STRETCH

LAST LICKS?

EL MILAGRITO




EXTRA INNINGS (OR: THE FATE LADY SINGS)

AUTHOR’S NOTE

Acknowledgements

GLOSSARY OF BASEBALL TERMS

GLOSSARY OF SPANISH WORDS AND PHRASES




[image: 001]




DUTTON CHILDREN’S BOOKS  
A division of Penguin Young Readers Group

PUBLISHED BY THE PENGUIN GROUP 
Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, U.S.A. / Penguin 
Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.) / Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, 
England / Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland (a division of Penguin Books 
Ltd) / Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd) / Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community 
Centre, Panchsheel Park, New Delhi - 110 017, India / Penguin Group (NZ), Cnr Airborne and 
Rosedale Roads, Albany, Auckland 1310, New Zealand (a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd) / 
Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue, Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, 
South Africa / Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

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.

Copyright © 2006 by Sue Corbett

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form 
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information 
storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing 
from the publisher, except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with 
a review written for inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, or broadcast.

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

CIP Data is available.

Published in the United States by Dutton Children’s Books, 
a division of Penguin Young Readers Group 
345 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014  
www.penguin.com/youngreaders




eISBN : 978-0-142-41080-6



http://us.penguingroup.com




TO THE BASEBALL MEN IN MY LIFE, 
CONOR, LIAM, AND TOM 
AND TO 
MIKE VEECK. 
WITHOUT HIS MIRACLE, 
THE ONLY BASEBALL MAN IN MY LIFE 
WOULD BE MOOKIE.




free base·ball n. term for a game that gives fans more than they 
technically paid for—extra innings or the second 
game of a doubleheader.




THE CRACK OF THE BAT

The place on earth Felix Piloto loved best was a spot of red dirt two-thirds of the way toward third from second. Deep in the hole, his body folded nearly in half, his mitt dangling so close to the ground it blocked its own shadow.

Which is why it was so unusual that he was wishing he was somewhere else—so out of character for him to be caught off guard when a high chopper nearly clipped him in the chin. Felix was good at anticipating the odd bounce, but he’d been distracted—looking at the sun, instead of at the plate—trying to figure out what time it was and how soon he could ask to leave.

Plus, the Tigers were supposed to be practicing dead-fish bunts, ground balls that traveled just a few feet before rolling into no-man’s-land out of any fielder’s reach.

“JAKE! WHAT IN THE NAME OF THE BAMBINO WAS THAT?” Coach Drew threw his hands in the air.

Even after first bobbling the ball, Felix fired to the bag in plenty of time to throw out Jake.

Coach Drew showed the first baseman his open mitt, signaling him to throw the ball. “Jake! Have you ever seen a dead-fish fly?”

Jake scuffed the dirt in the base path, trudging back to the batter’s box. “Dad, I tried to deaden it!”

“Let’s go over this one more time, guys.” Coach Drew took off his black cap with the big orange T and smoothed his hair. He always did this to calm himself down. The two boys who batted before Jake had failed to lay down decent bunts either. “What do you call a bunt hit into the air?”

“An out,” a few of the guys mumbled.

“Flex your knees, square your shoulders, TAP the ball. Not SWING at the ball. TAP the ball.” Coach Drew turned to face the infield. “Felix, what’s that saying again?”

Ugh, why did I ever mention this? Felix asked himself.  “Dele un beso,” he shouted, bracing himself for the taunting he knew was coming. Sure enough, he heard Carlos and the others squeak out kissy-face noises from the bench. He smiled and turned his backside toward them, showing where they could put their kisses. That set off the usual round of hoots, too.

“De-lay oon bay-so.” Coach Drew turned the words around in his mouth, like he had a sunflower seed stuck in his teeth. “‘Give it a kiss.’ Felix, show them how to do it one more time, please.”

Felix trotted in, flinging his mitt to Jake who tossed it to Carlos. He picked up the bat Jake had dropped and crouched into his stance. Coach Drew threw him a fastball. Felix turned toward the mound and loosened his grip, letting the bat slide a little in his palms. He aimed the bat so it met the ball head-on with a gentle smack, shooting it into the grass between the mound and the third-base line.

It dribbled to the edge of the turf and came to a complete stop.

“You guys see that?” Coach Drew had given this speech before. “That is a perfectly executed bunt! That gets you on base every blasted time.”

Felix didn’t bother running it out. Nobody had even tried to field the ball. Coach finally walked a few steps to his right and cupped the ball into his glove.

“Coach?” Felix was hoping he had earned a little “time off for good behavior,” as Coach called it, because he wanted to get home as soon as possible.

“Your dad teach you how to do that, Felix?”

“No, his mother!” somebody on the bench shouted, and the kissing noises started up again.

Ha, Felix thought, like Mami would ever teach me anything about baseball. Will she even come to any of my games this year? “Okay if I go now? I’ve got a ton of homework.”

“Get out of here, Felix. Time off for good behavior,” he said, saving his growl for the other Tigers. “Carlos! Take Felix’s spot at short. Jake! Get back in the batter’s box and start kissing these baseballs!”

Felix stuffed his glove into his backpack and slung the heavy sack over his narrow shoulders. He had a brick at the bottom of the bag because he was trying to build up his shoulder and arm strength. He could bunt all right. But he wasn’t much of a home-run threat.

Felix was only a little sorry about the white lie he told Coach about his homework. He never asked to leave baseball practice early, but he had a date with the radio.

For the past couple of weeks, Hot 102 had been giving away tickets to the season opener of the hometown team, the East Naples Egrets. The Egrets were a mediocre team in the Florida League. In baseball terms, playing for the Egrets was one step above playing for East Naples High School, but it was the first rung, the bottom rung, on the ladder that led to the Major Leagues.

The Egrets arrived in East Naples just the year before, when the town built them a new stadium at the edge of the swamp. The stadium had an official name that had something to do with a bank, but the newspaper had nicknamed it “The Bird’s Nest,” and that caught on. Felix was dying to see it, but his mother either had to work or had a class or was too tired or out of money. She always had an excuse.

Felix thought the real reason was that she just didn’t like baseball anymore. She used to. Or so she said.

Getting a ticket to an Egrets game was not hard—free general admission tickets could be had for three proofs of purchase from HealthNut Wheat Bread. But Felix’s mother bought Cuban bread from the panadería—white bread with a crunchy crust that Felix loved. And these other tickets were within his reach. He just had to win the call-in contest.

So every afternoon, he’d been racing home to turn on the radio, listening intently for the crack of the bat. That sound was the signal to call in. He had tried to win for two weeks already, putting the radio station’s number on the speed dial. He kept the portable phone near his right hand, next to his math book. But no matter how quickly he grabbed the phone and hit *9, all he heard at the other end was a too-fast busy signal—bzz bzz bzz—the kind of noise you hear when the other phone is out of order.

Felix let himself into his empty house and turned on the radio before putting down his backpack. The aroma of the frijoles negros his mother had put in the Dutch oven before she went to work made his stomach rumble. He got a spoon from the drawer.

He was blowing steam off a spoonful of beans when he heard the crack of the bat. He put the spoon in his mouth, leaped for the phone, and pounded *9. He was puffing short breaths on the food—huh! huh! huh!—because it was way too hot to eat, when he was startled by the sound of the phone ringing  at the other end of the line.

Felix swallowed the food quickly. It scorched his throat as it went down. He thought he might die. He hopped up and down to take his mind off the pain.

“HOT 102! YOU’RE OUR NINTH CALLER! YOU’RE GOING TO OPENING NIGHT AT THE BIRD’S NEST!”

Felix had run to get a gulp of water from the faucet, trying to cool off his mouth so he could speak.

"WHO’S OUR LUCKY WINNER?” The silence had gone on a beat longer than it should have.

Felix looked at the radio, as if he expected to see Len Randy, the announcer, there in the flesh. His reply would go out over the air. Radio waves would carry his voice across Florida and the Caribbean, perhaps as far as Cuba, where he was born. Would his father hear his voice?

“DO WE HAVE A LUCKY WINNER, OR IS THIS STATE-OF-THE-ART EQUIPMENT FAILING ME AGAIN? ENGINEERING? ANYBODY? HOW ABOUT CALLER NUMBER TEN? DO WE HAVE CALLER NUMBER TEN ON LINE TWO?”

“Yes! Yes! I’m caller nine!” Felix shouted.

“Great! You gonna tell us your name or should we try to guess? We could make a contest out of that, too—guess the name of the lucky winner. The prize’ll be a date with our crack sound engineer.” Len Randy snickered.

“Felix . . . Felix Piloto.”

“Now we’re getting places. Where ya calling from today, Felix?”

Felix had a moment of panic. His mother had repeatedly told him not to tell strangers where he lived. Did this count? He had  to have those tickets.

"369SoutheastTwoHundredandThirtyNinthAvenueEastNaples Florida33327”. He blurted it out fast, so no one could really understand what he was saying.

“Felix is suddenly FULL of information!” Len Randy said. “You a baseball fan, Felix?”

“Yes. My father plays baseball.” He tensed. If his father was listening, now he would know the Felix Piloto on the radio was the same Felix Piloto who was his son. He should have mentioned his father’s name—Claudio de la Portilla, a member of the Cuban National Team, a left fielder so good people called his glove “Dónde se triplica va a morir”—where triples go to die.

"Take Pop to the game and tell him it’s on Hot 102. Now, tell me, Felix, what radio station has South Central Florida’s GREATEST GIVEAWAYS?”

“Hot 102?” Felix realized too late he should have tried to sound more excited, but the suggestion he take his father to the game jolted him. I wish, he thought.

Len Randy must have been disgusted with him—he put Felix on hold and gave the weather report.

Felix felt the roof of his mouth with his tongue, wondering if he had done permanent damage. Possibly.

But getting the tickets was worth it.

When he heard Mami’s car clank into the driveway, Felix ran to the front door. He spilled the details in an excited rush while she dropped her bag onto a table and took off her coat.

“You are calling strangers on the telephone while I am at work?”

“They’re not strangers. It’s a radio station.”

“But what if I needed to reach you to know you are fine?”

He noticed she didn’t say she had tried to call, which he was sure she hadn’t. His mother was on a mission to get a better job, so they could buy a house or, at least, live somewhere nicer than the duplex they rented now, from a landlord who appeared only when the rent was due. “You’re missing the point, Mami. How else was I supposed to get to see a real baseball game?”

“Baseball, baseball. There is more to life than baseball, Felix.”

“Not mine, there isn’t.”

“And what is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing.” Why had he thought she might be happy he won the tickets?

“How was school? That is a part of life that interests me,” she called from the kitchen. He turned and saw her lift the lid on the beans, swirling a wooden spoon through them.

“Boring.”

She looked about to respond to that when the phone rang.  “Hola,” she said, before pausing. “Ay, Fabi. ¿Cómo estás?”

Her friend, Fabiola. Dinner would be a while. Felix went to his room to get his mitt. There was still enough daylight to toss the ball around.

He grabbed his glove from his dresser, where it sat next to a framed photograph of his father—the only photograph Felix had of him. Tía Lupe gave it to him, wrapped in tissue paper, when Felix and Mami left their house in Hialeah to move to East Naples. Felix hadn’t wanted to move. Even though he hadn’t started school then, he had friends in the neighborhood, and Tía Lupe and Tío Toni’s house always had people coming and going who made a fuss over him, bringing him candy, taking his picture.

“That was part of my reason for moving away—the constant people,” his mother told him a year or two later, after Felix wondered why they lived on their own, rather than with his father’s relatives. “You needed to be left alone,” she’d said, but when Felix tried to get her to explain what that meant, she waved him off.

Felix tilted the photograph in his hand now, trying to figure out if he looked like his father, who he couldn’t remember. His father wore a red jersey, with Cuba written in white script across his chest. He had a bat over his shoulder and a look of concentration on his face, as if he were really waiting for a pitch.

“You would be excited about free tickets to the Egrets game, right, Papi?” Felix asked the photo, remembering the deejay’s suggestion that he “take Pop to the game.” He set the photo down, next to the scuffed baseball he also kept on his dresser.

“Felix Piloto de la Portilla! ¡Venga aquí en este momento!”

What did I do now? Felix wondered.

Mami had her hand cupped over the telephone receiver. “Fabi heard you on the radio!”

“So?”

“She says you gave out your address!”

“They asked for it!”

“Dios mio, Felix! Are you trying to give the kidnappers a map?”

“I didn’t say I was alone.”

“Ay, Felix. No good. How are you even going to get to this game?”

“There are two tickets.”

She took her hand from the receiver. “He wants me to take him.”

“Can’t you take one night off?”

His mother gave him a long look while she listened to Fabi. The circles under her dark eyes looked deeper than usual. “Hang on,” she said into the phone. “Fabi says this game is on April 5.”

Felix nodded. “Next Thursday”.

“A school night?”

“Mami, por favor.” Felix put his hands together to plead. “It’s opening night. The game starts at seven. It’ll be over by bedtime. ” Or what would be my bedtime if I lived with a normal mother and not one who treats me like I’m still a baby, Felix thought.

“On a school night, no less,” she said into the receiver. “Felix, no more radio contests. ¿Entiendes, m’ijo?”

"Sí, Mami, I understand,” Felix said, but he didn’t.

Mami picked up her conversation with Fabi, while Felix headed outside. He let the front door slap shut behind him. He sat on the step and put his mitt down at his feet. He didn’t feel like tossing the ball anymore. He couldn’t figure it out. He knew his mother wanted a better job and a nicer place to live. He knew that meant going to night school and working overtime, which meant missing a lot of his games.

But how—how in the name of the Bambino—could anyone think winning free tickets to a real baseball game was a bad thing?
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