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“I’ve made a decision,” Cooper Manley, known as Coop, was 

saying. “I don’t want to grow up.”

It made Ben McBain smile. But then that happened a lot 

when Coop was around. He was funny even when he wasn’t 

trying to be.

“I don’t think it’s going to be a problem for you,” Ben said. 

“Not growing up, I mean.”

Sam Brown said, “Not gonna lie, the rest of us just figured 

that you’re as mature as you’re ever going to get.”

“But he can get more immature, right?” Shawn O’Brien said.

“Absolutely!” Ben said. “I’ve got Coop’s back on that one. 

I think he can get a lot more immature than he already is.”

“Go ahead, make fun of me all you want,” Coop said.

“Okay,” Sam said.

“But you know I’m right,” Coop said. “Which one of you 

wouldn’t want to stay eleven forever?”

“I’m down with it as long as I get to grow,” Ben said. The 

smallest of them, by a lot. “Because I’d sure like to start doing 

some growing one of these days.”
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Now Sam was the one smiling, saying, “Coop feels the 

exact same way about his brain.”

They all laughed: Coop, Sam, Shawn. Ben McBain’s three 

best guy friends in the world. Friends, buds, teammates. “A 

band of bros” is the way Coop liked to put it. When Lily Wyatt 

was around, they called themselves the Core Four Plus One. 

Shawn joined the group when he moved to town, started 

sixth grade with them at Rockwell Middle School, and ended 

up playing football and basketball with them.

It hadn’t been easy with Shawn at first, especially in foot-

ball, with Ben and Shawn both competing for the quarterback 

spot last fall. And Shawn had been handed the job first, by his 

dad, a former NFL quarterback coaching the team, once the 

greatest player to ever come out of Rockwell. But Ben had 

finally beaten him out. Shawn became a solid tight end for 

them and the Rockwell Rams ended up winning the Butler 

County League when Ben threw a Hail Mary pass to Sam at 

the end of the championship game.

As soon as football season ended, it was time for basket-

ball to start. The Rams didn’t win the championship in 

basketball, mostly because Sam suffered a bad ankle sprain 

practicing with Ben one day, and missed almost the whole 

regular season. But Sam had come back for the last game and 

they had beaten Darby —  their biggest rival in just about 

everything except texting —  to spoil Darby’s undefeated sea-

son. All of them walking away from that game feeling like 

champs, having shown Darby and its star player Chase Braggs 

how things laid out when the sides were even.
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Now school was out, summer was officially starting for 

them. The Little League season was over in Rockwell and the 

All-Star team had been selected for the Butler County League. 

Ben and Sam and Coop and Shawn had all made it. They 

were about to have their first practice, Sam’s dad coaching 

them, Ben’s dad assisting him, the Core Four guys sitting high 

up in the bleachers at Highland Park, waiting for the rest of 

the team to arrive. Coop was doing most of the talking, 

because no one could talk like Coop.

Talking about wanting to keep things the way they were 

right now forever. Coop so ready for another baseball season 

to begin that he was already wearing his shin guards, hav-

ing been a catcher from the first time he and Ben and Sam 

had played together, when it was still their dads pitching 

to them.

“Just look at how good we’ve got it in terms of baseball,” 

Coop said. “We already had one season, even if we were all 

on different teams. Now we not only get a do-over on the 

season, we’re all together the way we were in football and 

basketball. And it’s summer. And you know what summer 

means.”

“No more Cs for you in math?” Sam said, trying to sound 

helpful.

Coop just gave him a disgusted look. Ben knew the deal 

with Coop, it was like football announcers said sometimes 

on television: You couldn’t stop him, you only hoped to con-

tain him.

Coop said, “Summer means we don’t have to worry about 
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anything having to do with school —  other than maybe sum-

mer reading, which I don’t think about until, like, August —  for 

almost three whole months. All we have to do is play baseball 

and hang out. And you know what’s better than that? Nothing 

is better than that. Which is what I’ve been trying to explain 

to you boneheads.”

“Wait, I figured it out,” Shawn said. “Coop doesn’t want 

to be Buster Posey.” He was the Giants’ catcher and had 

been the MVP and was Coop’s current favorite player. “He 

wants to be Peter Pan.”

“Actually,” Sam said, “the way his mind jumps around, he 

does remind me a little bit of Tinker Bell.”

Coop turned to Ben now and said, “Help a brother out. 

They’ll listen to you, they always do, and I know that you 

know that what I’m saying makes sense.”

“Some of it,” Ben said.

“Thank you!” Coop said.

“I said some of it,” Ben said. “Eleven has been a cool age, 

no doubt. But the way I look at it, why shouldn’t we think 

things aren’t going to get better as we get older, in sports and 

everything else?”

“Wait,” Sam said, “does that mean Lily can get cooler 

than she already thinks she is?”

“Hard to believe,” Ben said, “but certainly doable.”

And just like that, almost on cue, they could hear Lily Wyatt’s 

voice from behind the bleachers, Lily saying, “I’m here.”

They had been swimming in Shawn’s pool earlier in the 

afternoon and Lily had told them she might bike over and 
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watch some of their first practice, Lily loving baseball more 

than any girl they knew, maybe because she was such a total 

star as a pitcher and hitter on her softball team. But Ben knew 

it wasn’t just a love of baseball bringing her to Highland Park, it 

was the fact that the rest of the Core Four was here, and Lily 

was afraid she might miss something.

Fun, mostly.

The pure fun of all of them being together on a summer 

night like this.

She made her way up the bleachers on long legs, taking 

three rows at a time, waving a hand when she got to them, 

her way of telling Coop to slide over. Lily sat down next to 

Ben, and said, “What’s good, Big Ben?”

It was what she called him, not as a joke, not to be sarcas-

tic or make fun of his size, but because she was the one 

always telling him that the only size that mattered in sports 

was the size of your talent and the size of your heart. She 

called him Big Ben because of that, because of the kind of 

teammate he was. 

And the kind of friend she was.

“Getting ready to play my favorite sport, Lils.”

“Which means,” Coop said, “whatever sport that’s in 

season.”

Lily gave Ben a long look. “What is your favorite, really?” 

she said.

“Haven’t decided yet,” Ben said.

“Where do you think they’ll put you this season,” she said, 

“second or short?”
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“Mr. Brown says he’s thinking short, my arm is wasted at 

second,” he said. “But you want to know the truth? I don’t 

care where I play.”

Ben had played both second and short in Little League this 

season. And pitched in relief. Even played the outfield occa-

sionally. To Ben, it was the beauty of baseball, at least at their 

age: You didn’t have to be just one thing. It was different in 

football, Ben had always seen himself as a quarterback even 

when his coaches couldn’t see past his lack of size and kept 

playing him somewhere else, before he got his chance to 

show everybody this past season that he had the arm and 

the game and the judgment to be the one thing you always 

wanted to be in sports:

A game changer.

In basketball he was a point guard, a better passer than he 

was a shooter —  even though he’d beaten Darby with a last-

second fallaway over Chase Braggs —  and always believing 

that all good ball started with a good pass.

Baseball was different. You really did have to be a lot of 

things in baseball: Hitter, fielder, thrower, runner. All that. Ben 

was a born leadoff man, not because his size made him tough 

to pitch to, but because he could hit, had the bat speed for it, 

because he had the eyes to spot a pitch he could hit hard 

somewhere. Every year he’d surprise more people with how 

hard he could hit a baseball, the way he kept surprising people 

with how far he could throw a football.

He loved to hit, loved to pitch, loved to make a good stop 

and throw a guy out at first by a step. Mostly, he just loved to 
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play. Loved the downtime you got in baseball between pitches 

when you were in the field, waiting for the moment when the 

ball would be in play and it seemed as if everything was hap-

pening at once, guys on the bases, decisions to be made 

about what to do with the ball if it was hit to you, or where 

you needed to be if it was hit to somebody else.

Greg Brown, Sam’s dad, who’d been a star pitcher at 

Rockwell High and a decent player at Richmond after that, liked 

to say that baseball was “the greatest game ever invented by 

mortal minds.” And sometimes on a night like this, with the 

grass freshly cut and the lines looking as white as they could 

be and the infield dirt looking as if nobody had played on this 

field all spring —  everything looking clean and new —  Ben 

thought that Mr. Brown might just be right.

“Basically,” Ben said to Lily, “I don’t care where I play as 

long as we win.”

“Shocker,” Coop said. “Totally.”

Ben could see other players starting to show up now, even 

though practice wasn’t scheduled to start for another half hour 

at least. Justin Bard, the middle linebacker on their football 

team, was walking slowly across the outfield grass with 

Darrelle Clayton, a fullback from football and a shooting guard 

from basketball, who was probably going to play left field. 

Darrelle was fast and good. But Justin was great, maybe even 

a better all-around baseball player than Sam was, which was 

saying a lot, because Sam could crush it as a center fielder 

and was a lock to hit third in front of Justin.

Justin Bard was a left-handed hitter with more power than 
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anybody in the Butler County League that Ben had ever seen, 

was a lock-down fielder at first base, and had a good enough 

arm, and enough confidence in it, to throw across the dia-

mond and nail guys at third when the other team would try to 

put a bunt down on him.

As good a linebacker as Justin was, as much ground as he 

could cover, he was better in baseball. By a lot. Absolutely no 

doubt with him what his favorite sport was, he already talked 

about making it to the big leagues someday.

“You guys ready?” Ben said. “We won the league in foot-

ball. Didn’t win in basketball. We’ve gone way too long without 

a title.” Smiling as he said it.

“Wow,” Lily said. “What’s it been, like, four whole 

months?”

“Hey,” Sam Brown said, “you’re telling me you didn’t feel 

like we won something by beating Darby the way we did in 

our last game?”

“Wait,” Ben said, “what did I do with the trophy they gave 

us for that?”

Sam said, “Aren’t you the guy always telling me there’s 

more than one way to be a winner in sports?”

Lily giggled. “I love it when one of you quotes Big Ben to 

Big Ben.”

“Whatever,” he said. “Here’s all I’m going to say, and all I 

want out of this season: For nobody to get hurt the way Sam 

did in basketball. For nothing to happen that will keep us from 

being the best team we can be. If it doesn’t, we’ll be the best 

team in the league.”
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“I’m down with that,” Coop said.

“Me, too,” Sam said.

“Same,” Shawn said.

Ben said, “As long as nothing bad happens, we’ll be fine.”

They weren’t.
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