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9 Little Warriors


Prologue—

Damn it. This guy has worn us out. All fucking year. Damn it, damn it, damn it.

Reynolds called too many damn curve balls. Wasted too many damn pitches.  We knew we needed him to go the whole way. At least I knew it. 

But I never said it to Reynolds. After all this time together. Everything we'd done together working on this team. Three years and I picked today to keep my mouth shut.  But for God’s sakes it was his own son. He had do know?

He knew. He knew better than me. The guy always knew better.

Just get a grip. We're almost there.

Earlier in the game, I came unglued when that little bastard Rooney took that curve deep. Ran down into the dugout and told Reynolds that more curves were a bad idea. Xavier was owning them with his fastball. Putting it on a dime, faster than it's ever been.  

I felt totally at ease at least when were on defense. He was going to do it all on his own. I just felt it.

“That fucking kid is a gamer,” I kept saying to myself every inning as he won damn near every key pitch. The hitter didn't matter.

Except the homer. On the curveball.

At least that's how it seemed. But it wasn't actually like that. But standing there watching it all go down, you do anything for it to make sense in your mind.

It's lonely and it's scary. Scary because you have really no power and you'd give anything to have just a little.

Looking back, my head was a tornado of sudden negativity coupled with these sudden spikes of excitement. I was the positive coach. That was my role. The buddy. But at that moment, everything was either pissing me off or pushing me to excited euphoria. 

Blame Reynolds. Blame me. Love and admire Reynolds. We've lead them to this miracle finish. The umpires fucked Xavier. We had the perfect umps today

Back and forth. Up and down. A crazy roller coaster.

Trying to make it all fit into a comfortable box. Stuff popping into my head with no control over it coming and going.

And at the same time trying to coach

I closed my eyes for two or three second bursts. Pushed those lids down really fast. Opened them again.

Pre-teens playing baseball on a shrunken field. I am not even out there playing, but it's the most exciting damn moment of my life. 

I knew it and I couldn't control a damn thing about it.

I am 40. It wasn't right to want something that much.

Garrett Holden. This is going to end badly. We only need one god damn out. But Holden had been kicking our ass the last couple games. Really all year. 

He was twelve. A travel ball player. And the field was too small for him now. Seemed like it came on all the sudden. Where every time he swung you knew you were going to suffer.

“We're screwed. It's been a great run. Incredible really what this team did the last couple weeks. But we're screwed,” the voice was back.

I close my eyes for way over the tenth time. Longer than a wink but no way long enough where any players or their parents could see.

Ball one.

Man he threw that hard. Really fucking hard.

“Christ just throw it over the plate like that Garrett Maybe he'll fuck up. He's just a 12 year old kid,” I back focused.

Holy shit. Shit. He got under it. Lazy one to center. It's over. It's damn over. We're going to the chase the hardware. County Tournament. Three years together.

It all felt like a movie.

Chapter 1—

I hit delete on the email from Reynolds. Took me five seconds. Probably less.

I can't remember if it was because I didn't process what it said or I just wanted nothing to do with it.  I was feeling pretty numb about everything. 

That was my life. 

Numb. 

Working hard but really getting nowhere. But too stuck to see it.

What was worse I had no real way out. Six years earlier I'd come back to the place I grew up. But the night I hit delete and mentally moved on to something else, I was nearly forty and one hundred percent stuck.

The fact that I was helping out my ailing grandmother never made the reality of life any easier for me to swallow. It all felt like a business transaction. I made sure she's safe and that she gets her dozen or so pills every day and I'd fix her meals.  

How I got there was probably how a lot of people hit rough spots one bad business, career and relationship move after another.

“At least I am consistent.”

That was one of a rotation of jokes I'd end my story with when I'd run into someone from high school and they dared ask about how life had gone.

Yes I was back in town. The dirty Midwest. The place I used to rip on like I was somehow better. 

But the tables had turned. I was too broke to get free. Even if I wanted to. And man did I want to. Anywhere but that place I kept telling myself was beneath me.

Looking back, I believed my own bullshit. That myth that was headed in the right direction and excited by the future. Really, I knew I was floating aimlessly. And the ugly truth was I was starting to casually accept it. Like I had no fight left. And I was totally OK with it. Even convincing myself I was actually fighting when I wasn't.

The truth was I was riding the fast track to becoming everything I never thought I was. 

There is something about adulthood that if you aren't careful, and you let the world make your choices for you, you wake up one day miserable.  But there is also something about it that that if you make all your own choices and those choices suck, you're stuck. Both outcomes aren't good.

For me the thin line between success and disaster was proving to be like dollar store dental floss.

Out of options. Basically out of money.

Being the rebel and living life on your terms only works if it actually works. And I knew it.

And for me it wasn't working.

Coaching kiddie baseball?  

Hit delete on that and get back to surfing Facebook. 

“I remember I played over in the city. Man it was a lot of fun. I would never have wanted to coach it though,” my cousin Jared said taking a long final gulp of his beer. “Nick, what do you think about the PAC 12? Pretty much fucking ass right?”

Jared knew I liked PAC 12 Football and would do anything to get a rise out of me. And I was great with it because I wanted to change the subject.

I guess I brought up Reynolds's email to him because our conversations had gotten so stale. It was something new and different that happened to me. But that was all it was. The email never reached the level of interesting.

“Yeah I don't have time for any of that,” I said, suitably buzzed for about the twentieth night in a row. “Ten year old kids playing baseball. I've heard horror stories. Kids laying in the grass. Needing their shoes tied during the game. Not knowing how to put on a glove. Screw that.”

I was way past giving it any consideration. If I ever had at all.

I had my grandma. I had my side business on the computer ghost writing books. I needed to stay focused. Closing in on age forty and sitting with about four hundred bucks left in the bank was reason enough.

I couldn't afford to do anything for free. Plus it wasn't real baseball. Just kids with runny noses wearing oversized uniforms. Photo opportunities for parents to snap memories of the whole embarrassing spectacle.

I drifted off to a restless beer soaked sleep that night having moved on.

Then that night, like a lot of nights, I woke up to the horn.

My grandma's bedroom was located on the other side of her little house. And when she needed me late at night, she'd pump this loud bicycle horn. I think I got it at Walmart. Soon she was using the thing every night. Multiple times. 

I'd curse under my breath each time and then try to gather my composure for the thirty- foot walk to the other end of the house. It was a nightly ritual that was turning me insane.

That night, like many of the others where I was horned, I didn't fall back to sleep. Sleep was one of my activities of salvation. When I wasn't sleeping, drinking beer, or getting laid, my mind raced constantly. There are few things worse than having a mind you can't calm down. 

It was always fixated on the same theme. I couldn't shake this idea life was passing me by.

After I grumbled my way through delivering my grandma a glass of water knowing I was probably done sleeping, I flipped on the lap top.

The fun, carefree mood with my cousin a few hours earlier had given way to a grumpy, mean-spirited insomnia. The difference between drinking a few beers and that time after when you wish you hadn't.

But there was more to it. I felt even more uneasy than usual. Unable to figure out why, I stared at the screen and did nothing. 

Then it came to me. Looking back, I am not sure why? Or how? 

Sitting there, I couldn't deny I felt bad about deleting Reynolds's email. The one about helping him coach Little League.

I retrieved it out of the delete can.

I owed the guy an answer. I really didn't know him, know him. But I liked him well enough.  But liking him or not liking him wasn't the reason.

Answering was the right thing to do. As dull and pointless as my world had gotten, I still cared if someone I'd probably never see again thought I was an asshole. 

It was some kind of vanity thing with me.

The plan was: answer him, then hopefully fall back asleep for a couple hours without my conscience annoying me.

“Damn it man, it's time to get serious. Clear your plate and get serious. You're almost 40,” I mumbled to myself in frustration.

Those words in some order came out of my lips pretty often in a quiet empty room. Going over the same theme and gripes. 

I opened the email and began tapping out a response.

Chapter 2—

When I was driving over to the gym for that first practice, I was twenty years removed from playing actual baseball. I hadn't done anything but coed softball for a firm full of prick lawyers since high school. And that frolic was over ten years prior.

I watched games on TV. I might have watched the Little League World Series for a few minutes over the course of years.

At a point in my life, I loved the game. But I figured that point had passed.

So I peeled across town and carefully rehearsed my excuses as I maxed the heat on my grandma's rickety Lincoln Town Car.

The plan was simple. 

The theme was boundaries.

The situation needed boundaries.  

I would watch for a couple minutes and do what I was told. Then a half hour or so in, let Reynolds know I had to leave.

Later that night, I'd shoot him another email.

“I don't know how much help I can be there looking at it,” would be the basic wording.

Then I'd list all the important things I had going in my life.  Then I'd offer to come back for another practice long as I could come and go as I pleased. 

That was a big thing for me. No deep commitments. Don't get a bunch of people expecting things or relying on me. I saw life as being less stressful when he did it that way

At the end it all came down to one thing: I needed to stay focused on business. 

Volunteering was great for people who were settled in life. People who had made their money. They had time to just give away.

Plus I knew what I was going to see in that community center gym on a dark, frigid upper Midwest January day was going to be a pointless train wreck. Something I wouldn't find interesting.

10 to 12 year olds?

I knew I wasn't any good at that age. Plus kids generally weren't playing baseball anymore. 

In plain English: it was going to be a big pile of crap. 

A little running around and goofing off. 

I scanned the digital clock on the dash, took one last deep breath of warm air before sticking my nose out into the winter hell.

“God I hate winters in this shitty town.”

If my attitude couldn't get any worse, I nearly fell on my ass the third step out onto the snow coated concrete. Underneath the snow there what is known as black ice. A coating of extra-slippery smooth ice so thin it looked like normal ground. A shit thing common to a shit area. That's how I saw it.

Hawaii had surf ready white sand beaches. Colorado had snowcapped mountains and epic trails. We had black ice. 

Somehow I stayed on my feet and avoided a concussion.

Shaking my head in disgust with everything, I trudged up the walkway, entered the lobby and leaned right for a view inside the tiny gym.

It was hard to see much. But I noticed baseball flying from one side to the other. But that was all I could see because the door to the gym had these little windows no wider than a plank of wood.

Right then, my nerves kicked in. I hated lying and I hated the idea of a going half way on a commitment. But I didn't need any of the whole scene. For the umpteenth time, I rehearsed my exit strategy in my mind and painted on a smile.

No way could I have known that the wood door to that run-down gym was actually the passage into a fantastic reality I never could have imagined.

Talking unscripted excitement, with raw emotional roller coasters that tops a blockbuster movie or TV series.

Little League in a baseball crazy American town.

The story of a lifetime.

Chapter 3—

––––––––
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In the year 2013, Merwin was not unlike a lot of cities in the industrial upper Midwest. Since its founding, it went through three booms driven by totally different product lines. Each boom was followed by dips then a recovery to something bigger and better.

First in the middle 1800's there was lumber. 

The original city was built around the extraction, production, transport and trade of goods of the massive unspoiled forests in the northern United States. It brought the people to the area and gave them a reason to stay long-term.

Then the 1900's up to World War 2, there was the industrial revolution followed by war production. 

Post World War 2, the auto industry and its component manufacturers converted the great factories back from war production to meet the transportation needs of baby boom families. 

But by the time I had given a half-ass yes to be the assistant to Coach Reynolds's Ace Electric, Merwin East Little League, the high point of the town's prosperity had come and gone decades before. 

In every census starting in 1980, the population had shrunk from the census ten years earlier. Families were slowly dispersing to other areas of the country following the job openings.

The collective will to work hard and basic optimism aside, in Merwin the boom times were long gone with no clear path for those brighter days returning.

Left behind was a shrinking town with shrinking opportunities.

Against this backdrop and the blistering cold dankness of yearly 4 to 5 month winters, the long-term strength and even growth of youth baseball could be deemed nothing short of miraculous.

Compared to other much larger cities in the area with 2 to 4 official Little Leagues, Merwin boasted 5. It also had two indoor facilities dedicated fully to off-season training. Travel leagues sprung up almost on a yearly basis to serve the insatiable appetite of local kids to improve pitching, hitting and defense.

While the real estate market tanked amid foreclosures with young families scattering in search of good paying jobs, the market for two and three hundred dollar bats, fifty-dollar-an hour special training lessons, and high-dollar weekend travel tournaments flourished. This even included the emergence of indoor bubble domes so kids could play live games in months that were once the province of hockey and basketball.

But attending Ace Electric's first practice, I was too out of the scene to know anything of baseball's popularity and growth locally.

None of the younger kids in my family played youth baseball and I hadn't been to more than a couple games youth games since I played as a teenager.

What I expected and what I saw couldn't have been more different.

Chapter 5—

––––––––
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Saying that I was shocked by what I saw inside that elementary school sized gymnasium would be an understatement. 

In less than five minutes time, I came away with a shotgun spray of observations about Reynolds and his players. 

All of them positive.

It was amazing considering my lousy attitude when I walked in the door. 

The whole experience felt totally new and fresh. 

I was a bachelor who hadn't been around kids in a structured setting since I was a kid myself. I didn't even have a clue what guys that age were supposed to look like.  

First thing that jumped out. All five players that day were taller than I expected. Beyond that, they moved around fully coordinated. A couple of them moved with agility and quickness I'd see watching a high school game.

I was an average at best youth player. I could do the basics like throwing, catching and hitting and look the part of a player.  And the basics was the focus of Coach Reynolds's first practice. He was asking them to catch a grounder with the right form, set and throw accurately, and swing a bat with good form using two hands. 

But I knew without a doubt there was no way I did any of those things as smooth or as quick as that group.

I'd figure out later on who the good players were, but that first day my eyes were untrained.  They all looked damn good.

But the whole simple practice session was a lot more than young players doing fundamental drills. To me it was exciting spectacle.

Within a couple minutes I had this internal desire to do something. Anything. I didn't really know what. But I felt like one of the players. I would have done anything Coach asked. 

As it was, Reynolds had a detailed plan and the group of seven diligently carried it out. No sulking, crabbing, dogging it, or really any hint of being distracted.

The 90-minute practice was one of those rare experiences in life where you walk into an unknown with low expectations and it wallops you over the head blowing those expectations to bits

I stayed out of the way and encouraged sparingly. Mostly I said nothing, afraid I'd mess up the wonderful work I was witnessing. 

The hour and half went by in what felt to me like ten or twenty minutes. Near the end, Reynolds had me throw batting practice using balls he'd made out of rolled up socks and duct tape.  They flew like a real ball but were indoor safe. I laughed when he gave them to me because it was so genius.

It was the first of a countless batting practice pitches I'd throw in three years for Coach Brian Reynolds

And there wasn't one of those pitches where I didn't feel like it was the most important thing in the world. Or where I was distracted with other things happening in everyday life.

That's power.

Little League and me equaled love at first sight. And it grew steadily from there. From fun it evolved to a sort of obsession. 

Like all great romances, it started with a special feeling. From there you go with it. You don't stop and think too deeply about it. 

For me the whole story had a charmed beginning that day. It went on and had a fun, interesting middle. And it had an amazing ending. 

And if that's all it was, I wouldn't have any great need to write any of it down.

But the reality became clear very soon after practice one, as an assistant coach, I had the easy part. 

By far.

In many real ways which I found troubling but also exciting, a burdensome weight hung over Coach Reynolds and our young players. 

Fighting hard and winning was the only real relief and escape from the burden. 

For better or worse. Merwin East Little League, the story was more complicated than talented, bright kids playing simple games of baseball. 

Chapter 6—
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Brian Reynolds never sold me on being his assistant coach. That was his players.

Brian Reynolds never sold me on showing up to every practice and game. That was also his players.

Basically Brian Reynolds wasn't in the selling business. He was a baseball coach. His ability in that area was as impressive on day 1 as it was the last I worked for him.

I knew him vaguely from high school. I remember him being a ball player. At the time I thought he was a year or two younger than me

I don't recall ever speaking to him.

But after that first practice, there was nobody I talked with more for the next thirty months and there wasn't a close second.

He'd been coaching a while. I found out later he'd worked for multiple teams and managed at least two in the very lowest age groups for his son Xavier's teams. 

He'd managed nine/ten year-old All Stars. I'd come to learn that managing an All Star team was a pretty big deal in Little League.

He'd been around the game for quite a while and it showed.

Even with that deep experience, he invested more of himself into learning even more.

“Going into 2012 season Rick Phillips had offered Xavier the chance to work out with his Auto King club during his winter and early spring practices.  I had gotten know Rick a little bit because if I watched a game in the majors it was usually Auto King because of the connection with my cousin Ben Adams who was his assistant coach for a long time.  Besides I had seen Auto King in a couple of County Tournaments which I watched the previous couple of years.

This had a significant impact on how I ran practices keeping the tempo fast, generally light but serious enough so the kids knew it wasn’t recess on playground.  Xavier of course got a lot out of it being able to practice with the older kids.  And I was able to steal his tape ball idea.”

When he asked me to help, his son Xavier was entering the league as a ten year old. In Little League major division when you are ten, you are a rookie. The youngest major-level age group. Twelve year olds are your oldest players.
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The thing that struck me in his working with the players was how little he said to get his points across. And how effective that communication style worked. 

I found that the effectiveness of that approach surprising. 

Having played sports and watched TV shows and movies about sports, I was trained to believe that a good coach gave long speeches and was constantly talking and, when necessary, yelling.

Reynolds wasn't like that. 

He was fully engaged with a keen eye for detail. But there were no wasted steps or words. It always felt like a quiet, more low-key manager from a pro team had been inserted into the local Little League. 

As out of place as it initially seemed, it didn't take me long to become a huge admirer of the approach and the man behind it.

Dark hair with dark eyes and a height and weight that could best be described as average, he was the married father of Xavier and an older daughter Hannah.

From start to finish, he was at essence a good guy who clearly loved the game of baseball. Especially things like history and the careful study of the statistics. So much so that he'd attend yearly meetings a couple hours down state where other lovers of those things would meet up and talk about baseball history and statistics in detail. A sort of club for enthusiasts way beyond the casual fan or even the normal season ticket holder type. 

For him the game was clearly a very serious undertaking.

When that kind of personality and intelligence level meets the job of managing a little league team, you have to wonder how it will all work.

But it worked amazingly well. The players were spoiled compared to what they could have gotten from a lesser coach. For three years, the level of quality was exceedingly high. A fact that became more apparent the more I hung around the league and had a chance to see how other people did it.

Working for a guy like that put my love for the game on a rocket booster. It so enhanced the experience, the result was an emotional bond with the players on those three teams I would have laughed at if it had been suggested to me prior to joining the team

Still what was a pleasure cruise for me, was very often a ride on rough seas for the Manager. The pressure he felt to both win and see his son meet his potential as a player hovered over the situation all the way through our time together.

His time commitment was immense. Outsiders who aren't actively coaching can forget that Reynolds had regular job and a family counting on him to keep that job. 

Coaching and competing effectively in a league like Merwin East put deep stresses on his time. 

Still the job was one he coveted.
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“Earlier perhaps sometime in April, Janet (league President Janet Walter) instructed me to write a letter to the board expressing my interest in managing a major team if an opening should come available.  I did and was informed in late May I could take the Ace Electric team.  I accepted right away.  I hadn’t watched many regular season games in the majors as I was busy enough between work and the minor league team.  And work had become a major concern.”

By the end of our time, there stood a good man who had done things at a high enough level he could have rightly collected some sort of salary. But there was also a good man who was happy to be done with the day to day issues and stresses of what really did become a second job.

It wasn't only investing time during the season. There were things to be done even when baseball was months away. 

The winter prior to that first season was spent knowing he had no coaches. All the while, he learned that a succession of players he thought were on his team, actually weren't.

Someday maybe he'd look back on the whole thing as fun. 

Chapter 7—

At the conclusion of the first practice Reynolds huddled the team and I took stock of the situation. 

It was the first time I had a chance to look at the players when they weren't running around doing baseball things.

We had seven on hand. Less than half the team of twelve.

It was awfully early in the year though. The first game wasn't until mid-April, three months away. 

I'd studied a team breakdown he'd sent me before coming to the practice, but only once. It was very detailed with background and strengths and weaknesses of each player.

I couldn't recall the players’ names so I wasn't able to place their ages.

I found out later that five of the seven were 10-year olds. 

From what I saw, I thought if the missing kids were as good as the ones who did show up, we'd win every game.

They were all able to catch, throw, move well, and swing a bat the right way. During batting practice, I threw fast right out of the gate to them in batting practice. Or I thought

But when they hit me hard, I started to throw even harder.

The guys were all the more impressive considering I was thirty feet away, about a third closer than the regulation forty-six foot distance.  

As the batting practice progressed and sweat started to pour out of me and through my shirt, I began to throw harder yet.

I worked out, but there was something different about competing in an actual sport. Even against kids who weren't even teenagers. My breathing labored, my arm became sore, and my legs felt wobbly. 

And I was loving it. The energy I was putting in. The skill I was seeing from the guys. And the way they'd improve in the moment. But the fun they were having when they did. 

It rubbed off on me.

But that day they were all one guy. It would take me weeks before I would both learn their names and start to understand the differences in their level of skill.

Reynolds had known each of them on some level for at least a year and already had a clear idea where all the pieces fit.

He knelt before the players in a semi-circle and addressed them in a general positive tone. It was that way each and every time for all three years. Game or practice.

He spoke crisp, clear, with no hesitation and a calm that gave the comparable chaos of the preceding event a smart perspective. 

Besides having a natural ease with the kids, the way he led the players was the result of concerted planning. 

That preparation habit started before I arrived on the scene. He'd actually had a couple practices in the previous fall. And in the majors, making a good early impression was vital.

“Going into it I knew I was aware of trying to run a good practice.  I felt pressure to conduct something orderly and show the veteran players I wasn’t some clown from the minors.  Seems strange to be nervous about trying to impress 11-year old kids, but I definitely was.  I didn’t want them to think less of me than their departing coach who seemed to do everything right.

––––––––
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I was so worked up and excited at the end, my thoughts would be a scattered mess. I was appreciative of the amazing level of ability of the young men. It astounded as much on day one as it did at the end of season three.

Maybe in that regard, I probably made a good sidekick. He was a better speaker, more calm in the midst of rough seas, and put that day's events into a clean package tied together neatly.

The emotions would get the best of me and my mind had too many thoughts to calm down and be clear.  

Telling them how impressed I was with each of them didn't seem to fit the moment. I thought it would make me seem clueless.

I tried to hide how clueless I was by being encouraging, then leaving it at that.  

Besides being talented, these kids were likable and I was willing to bet right off they had great parents.

Box after box got checked in my mind. They were in two columns. Column A was what I expected. Those were negative items. Things like uncoordinated, mouthy, not willing to follow directions. Column B were the exact opposite and positive. All those column B boxes got checked in that first practice. The column A boxes were empty.

Looking at each of them gathered the view became clearer. These were little kids. No matter how well they played and how advanced the things many of them did were, they were small boys.

It was an important reminder that always stuck with me.

It became apparent over my time that most adults got it but a quite a few did not.

In the middle of those two groups of adults: the Ace Electric 12 and their average American dad at the reigns.

But that day, far from the view of parents and relatives watching a real game, everyone was all smiles. 

They'd performed well despite the time off. Coach had a run a neat, well-orchestrated practice despite being held in a cramped gymnasium. And I was drenched in sweat, fully in my element. Feeling eighteen again.

Chapter 8—

That day you had the rookies. Ten year olds.

When it was all said and done, Coach Reynolds and I would have them for all three years. 

When his son Xavier was ten he was kind of spec on the wall small and skinny. A fact I couldn't really fully grasp until later practices, deep into preseason practice when the team changed drastically with arrival of the older players.

Xavier was enthusiastic and a really likable kid. His demeanor sat in this uneasy middle ground between happy-go-lucky playing a kid's game and an unrealistic expectation he needed to get a hit every time up. 

There was no denying that a constant undercurrent of tenseness existed during his time playing for the team. He was driven to do well and Coach had high expectations for him. The more mellow and calm demeanor that was Coach Reynolds's hallmark would evaporate instantly when Xavier's play was poor.

The relationship was never one of favoritism like the coaches' son stereotype would suggest.

Remarkably I never remember one instance of that. Not even a hint. 

I could have written two interesting books dealing with Coach Reynolds's relationship with his son. One would have been a detailed how to handle a running a youth team effectively while not favoring your son. The other would have been more about how passion for your child and a game can intermix to create a volcano out of a normally placid mountain. 

Seth was a skinny runt of a kid with straight black hair that poked out the side of his ball cap. He and I got along really well from the start. He'd do anything you asked and do it in a way that made him appear almost frightened of authority.  His mom was a successful doctor. His dad was a blue collar type. He had two older sisters who it seemed received the bulk of the attention from his parents. In that regard, his quietness was probably born out of a home environment where he was likely on some level an afterthought. Seth's game centered on his speed. He could run really run in a straight line.

On the other end of the size spectrum was Mitch. He came from an accomplished sports family. His dad played college baseball. His dad's brother took it a step further and played in the pros.  Both started their baseball lives on the same Little League fields in the same hidden corner of the city that Mitch would that fall.

But beyond playing in the same youth league, the similarities in baseball skill between Mitch and his family were non-existent. He was a nice kid with a gift of conversation that eclipsed many people twice his age. 

He just didn't have that athletic edge in his personality. That thing all good players in the major sports have. Where they knew exactly the objective the game and you see it in all their competitive movements. 

Mitch could swing a bat OK, and could catch OK. But it never seemed like he quite cared to be doing either all that much.

But rather he thought it was obvious he felt like he should. Probably because of his family's history. To make life even tougher around his house, his older brother was an All Star level player and his twin sister was a superior athlete who spent weekend on the elite travel soccer circuit.

Where you got the feeling Seth was an afterthought in his house, you were certain Mitch was inside his. He would have these spontaneous meltdowns after swinging and missing or butchering a pop fly. It seemed like the frustration of being the family fat kid with no athletic ability was getting to him. Despite Mitch's spotty results, he couldn't muster the push to play more or do much extra work. 

The kid did the best he could when it was not unfair to conclude his dad was disappointed with him.

“I remember I was doing a backhand drill with the fielders,” Coach told me.  “I was setting them up where the second baseman would play and hitting it up the middle.  I wanted to see some athleticism and hand-eye coordination and see if they could make the play.  After I hit few easy enough to field with their shoulders squared up and feet set I responded “Ok, now I want you guys to field it on your backhand even if you are able to get in front of it. I hit a few and they seemed to get it.  I remember Mitch's dad coming and going from the parking lot during practice and he was currently walking along the outside of the right-centerfield fence.  Mitch was up next and I hit a dribbler up the middle.  Too easy for even the sluggish Mitch.  He stopped short of getting in front of the ball and waited in the backhand position as instructed.  The ball glanced off his glove and trickled away.  “Mitch, you gotta get in front of that ball!  Move your feet!” he bellowed from beyond the fence, his face turning purple.  I wasn’t about to yell across the field.  Kirk didn’t know it was a backhand drill.  Poor Mitch.”

Mitch had short hair somewhere between blond and light brown.  His ball hats always seemed too clean, almost like his dad set it on top of Mitch’s head moments before he left the house. He was chubby and frumpy. But he was also an A student. Which unfortunately didn't seem to mean much to his dad.

I had a great bond with him right from the jump. By the time he was 12, I took him to most of the early season practices at a gym across town. Because his parents had his siblings' sports to attend to most nights.

I think in a lot of ways Mitch's journey through Little League proved to be more a cautionary tale than anything positive. Especially for the adults he counted on most. They seemingly had a way of skipping encouragement and go right to teaching. Then when they wonder why teaching fails on a kid with no confidence, they resort to negativity.  And it destroys a young guy's spirit. 

I tried never to be one of those adults.

Jett was the exact opposite of Mitch. He was an all-around athlete and destined to be clearly the best ball player in that ten-year old group. Despite being tall for his age and lanky, he moved the best out of the ten year olds and had a sweet level swing.  I saw a huge future.  And I turned out to be right. Mostly.

Jett had an interesting family, particularly his dad Ted. 

Coach told me that after the draft selecting the new players to Ace Electric, the first player phone call he made was to Jett’s house.  “I remember talking to Ted, and I couldn’t tell if he was happy or not.  The fact that I had coached Jett the previous two years must not have left him with too much of a warm and fuzzy feeling.  It wasn’t like he sounded pissed or disappointed.  But there was no “Oh good, he really likes playing for you” or “That’s great we get to stay with someone he knows”.  Then again Ted was never easy to figure out.”

When the season got rolling, I got a read on him and it was feeling that said to be on the lookout for possible trouble.

Bradford was a short squatty non-athlete. But he was definitely a baseball player. He had the prettiest slightly upper cut swing with body mechanics that looked like something out of a World Series highlight of the game winning home run. He was solid, quiet kid. But no shrinking violet. 

He was a nice glue guy on a team. Someone who gets along with everyone and is dedicated to getting better. We became very close in our time together. He wanted to do things well and work for things. I was willing to give my time to him to do that.

“I had compiled some numbers on the eligible players and noticed Bradford was kid who if he didn’t get a hit, usually put it in play.  He had some size and he played catcher a little.  Both good things,” Coach remarked. 

Those five rookies (and one soon to be added addition to make six) were the constant in my time working for Coach Reynolds's team. The journey of each guy to turning 12 and being done with Little League were each almost totally different. 

They didn't grow closer together. That's kind of a baseball cliché. But they created a bond.

These were guys I knew I wanted to help more. There was something about them.

No one can see the future exactly. You go with a plan and finish things. 

So as I blasted the heat hoping for a quick warm up in the Town Car steaming back to my grandma's house I was excited about a new thing. About being a baseball coach. 

Except the whole thing wasn't really going to end up being about baseball. It was actually a life-altering ride for some good young people and an everyday normal dad moonlighting as manager. 

Chapter 9—

Practice two couldn't get there soon enough.

But first I had to go home and face the music. I'd let everyone within talking distance know I was going to make a quick exit from the “coaching stuff” and get refocused on what mattered. 

I needed to make money and to keep tabs on an ailing 90-year old woman who was beginning to fail fast.

Luckily I caught the right family member on the right day.

My aunt saw how much fun I had and encouraged me to keep going. 

I had a hard time hiding good feelings from the first practice.

True to form, even though it was still mid-winter, Reynolds had the second practice lined up. It was soon after the first. Looking back, starting that early should have tipped me off that it was all pretty serious business.

I showed up feeling more comfortable and knowing a couple of the guys by name. They were all really good kids. Much different than the impression I had of kids from TV and movies or the news.  They were well behaved and very focused on what they were required to do. Beyond what you could ever imagine for kids of that age.

And this focus went up another level with the addition of some new faces who hadn't been to the first practice. 

The composition of the Ace Electric team was at that moment five 10 year-old players, aka rookies. You had Seth, Jett, Mitch, Bradford, and Xavier the coaches' son. Evan was the eleven year old but he was a hockey guy and we knew he'd be late to start attending preseason practice. 

Practice two belonged to a whole different level of player. Veterans. The guys in their last year of little league. Twelve year olds. 

I had a difficult time making distinctions about who the better players were that first practice. But when two of the twelves entered the room for practice two, the talent differences hit me over the head like a thousand pound anvil.

If the younger guys I met in the first practice had me hooked, it was the veteran players who reeled me in to the boat for good.

There were two guys that day out of the class of four. And they were two of the most unforgettable and dynamic guys in their own way you could work for as a coach.

You knew they were special then and when you tried to replace them in successive seasons, the point kept getting reinforced in a graphic way.

They were quicker, more polished and more skilled than the younger guys. Plus much more focused and mature.

It was a different level of everything I was astounded actually existed.

Vance was pure athlete with a quiet sternness to his personality.  I don't think he ever said a full sentence to me that season. He didn't need to. I told him great job all the time. Wasn't much more I could say. He showed up and dominated every area of a baseball game like few players at that age could. 

He was from a family of athletes. His older brothers were All State caliber wrestlers. Vance was also dominating in that sport in addition to be a skilled football player. 

There was nothing he couldn't do at a high level on a baseball field. But if you were looking for drama or theatrics, look elsewhere. He was quiet and serious. No flash necessary.

Baseball is nearly an impossible game to have one guy put a team on his back. There are too many variables with 9 positions including a pitcher and 9 individual guys required to hit in a lineup. Each guy is important and each guy for the most part is on his own in the moment.

But Vance literally carried us numerous times on days he pitched.

Add in that skill with the instinct and competitiveness of a total winner, and you had an unforgettable package.

Richie was Vance's buddy and the full throttle in-your-face emotion to Vance's quiet relentlessness. 

Coach Reynolds told me he'd had coached Richie in the lower level leagues for guys under ten.
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