


The large, black garbage bag was
almost full. Carlos added a dustpan
of popcorn. Then he tied off the bag.
The theater was almost clean.

His best friend Esteban swept
the last aisle. Esteban was telling
a story about a pitching machine.
Carlos didn’t believe it.

“Get off it, Esteban!” Carlos
laughed. “They’re set at low speeds.



Only 50 miles per hour for Little
League. That’s not fast enough to kill
a kid.”

Esteban stopped sweeping. “Try
80 miles per hour,” he said.

“Yeah, right! The pitches aren’t
that fast at the cages!” Carlos said.

“Look, it was unusual. Very
unusual. But it did happen. One
time,” Esteban said. “I read it online.
The kid turned too quick. His chest
was wide open. The pitch hit him
just right. Stopped his heart.”

“That’s what Jose needs,” Carlos
said.

“Forget that punk,” Esteban said.
“You’ll show him this year, Carlos.
I know it. All those hours at the
cages? They’ll pay off. You're twice



the hitter he is. This year, you’ll have
no problems.”

“I hope so,” Carlos said. He
wheeled the second garbage can
toward Esteban. “If he starts with
that ‘Tubby’ crap. I swear. I'll knock
him out.”

Esteban emptied his dustpan. “He
won’t,” Esteban said. Then Carlos
tied off the bag.

“Can you believe we start
tomorrow? I can’t wait to hit outside.
On a real field,” Carlos said.

“You tell Samson yet? That you're
quitting the theater?” Esteban
asked.

“No,” Carlos admitted. “I was
hoping you would. You know. Tell
him for both of us.”



“Don’t you think you should? Tell
him yourself?”

“I can’t, Esteban. You're better at
that stuff,” Carlos said. “Come on.
Please?”

Esteban exhaled. “Take these
bags out to the alley. I'll tell
Samson.”

“Cool,” Carlos said. “Meet me
at the bus stop. I don’t want to see
Samson after.”

Carlos pushed both garbage cans
out the back. He was done! No more
theater cleaning! The wheels were
loud on the asphalt. Carlos lifted the
first bag.

It had a leak. A nasty mixture
of soda and butter dripped onto his
pants. “Damn!” he yelled. He really



hated working here. He only did it so
he’d have money for the cages.

Carlos rolled the garbage cans
back inside. He pushed them into
the storage room. Then he ran to the
bus stop. Esteban was already there.

“So? How’d he take it?” Carlos
asked.

“Fine,” Esteban replied. “No

problem.”



The next day, Carlos and Esteban
went to school. They had study hall
second period. It was in the library.
They had to wait for a computer. As
usual.

“What a joke,” Esteban
complained. “This school sucks. We
need more computers.”

Carlos nodded. But he wasn’t

worried about that. Practice started



that night! The library windows
were open. A cool breeze blew in.
It would warm up later. Perfect for
baseball!

All winter long, Carlos went
to the cages. He never missed a
Saturday. This year he would show
up. He was a lot stronger now too.
Last year he was soft and round. But
this year, he was solid.

“Hey,” Esteban said quickly.
“Alicia is leaving. Let’s get her
computer.”

Carlos grabbed his things. He
followed Esteban. They stood by the
row of computer desks. They had to
let Alicia through.

Alicia moved slowly. She was

wearing tight, black jeans and a



tank top. Her black, lacy bra strap
hung down her arm. She lifted it up
as she passed them.

“Damn,” Esteban said. “That girl
kills me. She is so fine.”

Carlos shook his head. She was
too small for him. Plus, she was
Jose’s little sister. Trouble all the
way around.

“Too skinny,” Carlos said.

“You're crazy,” Esteban replied.

Esteban sat in front of the
computer. Carlos sat next to him. He
leaned toward the screen. Esteban
typed quickly. “What you looking
for?” Carlos asked.

“A used phone,” Esteban said.
“Check it out. Not too bad. I could
afford this!”



Carlos shrugged. “What about the
monthly payment? How you gonna
pay that? While you’re playin’ ball?”

Esteban stopped clicking. He
rarely looked nervous. But he did
now. He turned toward Carlos.

“What’s up?” Carlos asked.

“I didn’t quit last night, Carlos.
At the theater. I just couldn’t. I told
Samson you were quitting. Just like
I said I would. But I didn’t quit.”

Carlos leaned away from him.
“What? Why?”

“I like having money, Carlos. A
man’s gotta earn. You feel me?”

“You'’re not playing baseball this
year?”

“Carlos, you don’t need me!”

Esteban said. “All that practicing we



