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CHAPTER ONE
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Spring training.

The Tornados had leased a complex in Tuscon where they had held their very first tryouts.  Michel Levesque recognized it immediately.

“I think I've been here before,” Jeff Sampson quipped.

“A little bit of deja vu,” Michel replied.

Both men grinned.

As usual during Spring Training, lockers had been assigned at random.  As luck would have it, Jeff and Michel had lockers that were next to one another.  As each man changed out of street clothes and into baseball clothes, Michel felt the memories of his first time in that room.  The cinderblock walls had been repainted that unappealing gray, and the floors were recovered in that indistructable tile used at many schools and prisons.  The lockers were gray metal, with mesh panels that separated one man's space from the others.

“How many people did they invite,” Michel asked, “the first time?”  He remembered that there so many players, and coaches, that all seven practice fields were used every day.  There was an actual stadium for the minor league team, the Saguaros, that had actual stands, a scoreboard, and better clubhouse facilities.  Some workouts, and intrasquad games, had been played there.

“A cast of thousands,” Jeff replied, “or so it seemed.”  He remembered that, after a few days of practice, he was moved to the stadium field where, eventually, all of the major league roster was fulfilled.

“Wasn't nervous,” Michel said.  “Stomach didn't flutter or anything.”  He still had that attitude: do as much as you can with the talent you have, and don't worry about making the team.  Confidence and execution will get you there.

Both men grinned.

“I was just happy, honestly happy, to get the chance to try out for the big leagues.”

Jeff nodded as he pulled up his uniform pants.  “I sure was.  Not stomach ache nervous, but excited and very unsure of myself.”  His first fielding play was an easy fly ball to center field, which he handled cleanly.  After that, his confidence grew.

“Oh, I wasn't.  Knew what I could do.”  Michel pulled on his uniform shirt.  “Wanted desperately to show off my fielding, my arm.”  His first fielding play was a hot ground ball toward second base.  Michel dove, gloved the ball, then sprang up and threw out the runner at first.  From that moment on, Levesque had no doubt he could play shortstop better than any of the men trying out for the team.

Jeff pulled on his spikes.  “Guess we made it.”

Michel chuckled, then took in a full breath of air and blew it out.  “Guess so.”

“I do recall, though, one of the guys saying something about not getting cut the first day.”

“That would have been awful.”  Michel said as he finished tieing up his shoe.

“Glad it didn't happen to me,” Jeff said.

Both men finished at about the same time, then stood up and  faced each other.

“Not nervous now,” Michel quipped.

They bumped fists, then headed out to the diamonds.

Infield practice was first.

Just like on countless diamonds for all levels of baseball, a coach picked up a bat and hit grounders around the infield.  One of the rookie catchers stood on one side of the plate and took the throws from the first baseman, then flipped the ball to the coach to hit again.

Michel Levesque felt good as he fielded the grounders.  He knew that his fielding was his greatest strength, his best value to the ballclub.  He knew they kept him on the roster for his glove, not his bat.  And he knew that he had begun to age.  Still only 29, considered by many to be in the prime years of his career, he wondered if the coaching staff and the general manager would start to consider him too old to continue to play every day.  Besides, they had that rookie, Gregor Valdez, who waited impatiently in the wings.  He hit the ball with more frequency on each at bat, and the ball seemed to travel farther every time he connected.  Levesque knew Valdez had a canon for an arm.  But he was young and inexperienced.  He made mistakes on grounders that Michel knew he would have handled easily.  Michel also knew that Valdez might improve with experience.  And, for the first time in his career, Michel wondered if his job was in jeopardy.

After several minutes and several ground balls, the manager came and stood next to the coach.  Then he motioned to Michel.

“Trade places with Green at third,” the man said.

Michel nodded and switched positions with the rookie third baseman.  Several more ground ball were hit his way, and he fielded each of them without a problem.

The manager once again gestured to Levesque.  “Now switch with Franklin.”

Michel traded places with the rookie second baseman, then fielded several grounders without incident.  He turned double plays easily.  He snagged a high hopper and fired to first in a single motion.  He had done that many times over the years, and thought nothing of it.  Such a play was, for lack of a better word, normal for him.  But he wondered if the manager wanted to know if Michel would be a good utility infielder if he should decide to start Valdez at short this season.

Despite his attitude, the thought gave Levesque pause.

Opening day came with a surprise.

Michel Levesque walked up the ramp and into the dugout.  To his immediate left was the lineup card.  As was his ritual, he examined it closely.  His name was listed eighth in the order as the starting shortstop.  That made him scowl, and yet feel relieved at the same time.

All through the spring, Michel had been moved from one infield position to another.  Clearly the management wanted to determine if their regular shortstop could handle the changes and yet still perform well.  Of the thirty odd exhibition games he'd played, Michel had only started at shortstop one game in three.  The man everyone expected to replace him, Gregor Valdez, had started the rest.  As the first game of the regular season approached, Levesque was sure he'd lost his starting job.

His name on the card made it apparent that he had not.

He scanned the lineup.  Sampson was the leadoff man, as usual.  Next in the order was Valdez, pencilled in at second base.  Michel frowned.  Hadn't that rookie, Sam Winters, done well enough to earn the job?

“Evidently not,” he said in his best English accent.

The game started, and Michel lost track of his thoughts for an inning or two.  But, as he sat on the bench during the third inning, he took the time to look over the faces of his teammates.  Winters was not there.

Seated next to Sampson, he turned to him.  “What happened to that rookie second baseman who was so good?”

“Oh,” Jeff replied, somewhat taken aback.  “You haven't heard.”  He cleared his throat.  “Got into a car wreck on his way here this morning.”

Michel was very surprised.

“I guess he's in surgery right now.”

“Oh my God,” he mumbled.

“I guess they don't know if he's gonna make it or not.”

Levesque scowled.  What a twist of fate, he told himself.  “Hope he's alright.”

“Me, too.”  Jeff scoffed.  “Lousy thing to have happen to you.”

“Agreed.”

The next day came.

Two hours before game time Jeff Sampson was in his uniform, he brow damp after a number of swings in the batting cage.  He'd shagged flies during batting and fielding practice an hour before, and found himself a little hungry and a lot thirsty.  He twisted off the cap on a bottle of water and took a long pull.

Manager Wallace came over and sat down on the stool to Jeff's left.  DeAngelo Parker sat down on the stool to the right.

“Jeff,” Wallace began, “you've been doing very well.”

Sampson nodded as his way of acknowledging the compliment.

“You've been making good contact on a regular basis.”

Hitting coach McCullough pulled up a stool.  He was a blocky man with a ready smile and an intense manner.  “We've noticed that you go after the first fastball you see.”

“Well,” Jeff said, “not the first one.  Maybe the first good one.”

McCullough grinned.  His mouth seemed too large for his face.  “Maybe it's time to make a slight adjustment to your approach.”

Here we go again Jeff thought.

“We don't want you to try to hit homers,” McCullough said.

Jeff was relieved.

“In last night's game,” Wallace said, “you had three hits.”

“Had a good game.”  Sampson took another swig of water.

“Right,” McCullough said, “you hit a low inside fastball over the third baseman's head on your first at bat.”  He glanced at Parker.  “And for your second at bat you hit a low outside slider past the second baseman for a hit.”

“Saw the ball well,” Jeff added.

Parker picked up the thread.  “On your third at bat, you hit a high fas'ball over the shortstop's head.  Got a double out of it.”

Jeff nodded.  “So what needs to change?”

Wallace touched him on the arm.  “The word around the league is that you can only hit fastballs.  Pitchers will be trying to get you out with breaking stuff.  Sliders.  Curves.  Sinkers.”

Jeff nodded.  “Makes sense.”

McCullough spoke next.  “We'd like you to take more batting practice on those kinds of pitches.  Adjust to what they're throwing you.”

Sampson let out a sigh of relief.  “I just started doing that today.”  He gestured in the general direction of the batting cage.  “I had the pitching machine set to throw me sliders.  I spent a good fifty pitches learning to hit them better.”

DeAngelo Parker chuckled.  “Knew you was smart.”

Wallace nodded.  “We're also going to make more adjustments in the field.  Reposition players for certain situations.  Might even do it pitch by pitch.”

Sampson nodded.  “Sounds good.”

“We'll let you know how we plan to do that.”

Wallace stood and shook Jeff's hand.  McCullough touched him on the shoulder.  Parker smiled.  “You be just fine.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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John Sampson sat at his desk.

It was after 10:00 a.m., and the supervisors were all in their weekly meeting.  As with every previous Tuesday, John had watched them file into a conference room and close the door.  And, as with every previous Tuesday, John had wondered why he hadn't been included in the meeting.

Wasn't he the longest tenured employee on the floor?  Didn't he have a great deal of knowledge about the systems and procedures in the Purchasing Group?  Hadn't he trained the last three supervisors?  While he knew he wasn't the perfect employee, hadn't he done everything that was asked of him?  Didn't he put in the hours when requested?  Hadn't he volunteered to help whenever he thought it was needed?  And just what the Sam Hill did he have to do to convince the supervisors that he belonged in their ranks?

John shook his head, as he often did on Tuesdays, and sipped his second cup of coffee.  He had access to the internet, and called up his favorite website to track the progress of his son, the centerfielder of the Oklahoma City Tornados.  He noted that the team had lost their last game in extra innings.  He examined the box score and saw that Jeff had gone two for four, with a double and a run scored.

“Another good night.”

He watched the video of the game highlights and chuckled as his son fielded a ground ball single up the middle and threw out a runner at the plate.

“Nice throw, son.”

He noted that some of the other players on the Tornados had good games, but that new reliever up from Tulsa had given up the winning run.

“Not gonna stick around with an earned run average that high.”

He clicked on the page to show the standings, and saw that, once again, the Tornados had won and lost about the same number of games.  He shook his head and wondered when the team management would either develop the talent or spend the money to get the talent to make the playoffs.

“Time will tell.”

The door to the conference room opened.  John noted it in his peripheral vision.  Quickly he closed out the internet page, and called up a spreadsheet showing open orders that had not yet been acknowledged by the suppliers.

“John?”  It was that new guy, Tim Beckett, who seemed like he was actually a reasonably nice guy.

John looked up at the man.

“Would you please join us for a few minutes?”

“Sure.”  John clicked on the Ctl Alt Del buttons and locked the screen on his computer, then followed Beckett into the conference room.

“Have a seat.”

There were six other supervisors, all seated at a conference table.  John was given the chair at one end.  As he settled into the chair, Sampson wondered just what they were going to ask him.  He knew he was not going to be fired.  He was just too good to let go.  And he was at least twenty years away from retirement.

The department manager, Zach Millen, made eye contact.

“John,” he began in his moderate voice, “I feel there has been a grave injustice that needs to be corrected.”

John was confused.  “Anything I can do to help.”

Millen grinned.  He had a face shaped like a coffin to go with a runner's physique.  His hair was dark brown and cropped closely to his skull.  “I am being promoted into the Legal Division.”

John's brows rose.  “Congratulations.”

Millen nodded.  “In my place, Ben Thompson will be the new department manager.”

John nodded.  He knew Thompson was knowledgeable and amiable.  He also wondered if the man might have received the promotion because he was black.  A memo about the corporate commitment to diversity had circulated two or three weeks before, and Sampson knew it meant that more minorities and women would be promoted.  He also knew that Ben was qualified, and that his promotion was the next logical step for the man's career.

“Good for you, Ben.”  He looked at the man, seated between two other managers, and once again noted the intelligence in the man's eyes.

Thompson acknowledged.

“That leaves an opening on the floor for a supervisor,” Millen continued.  “You've been working here longer than all of us, and we wondered if you would be interested in the position.”

John Sampson was stunned.  After so many people had been hired and promoted during his tenure, he never thought he'd ever be offered such a position.  It took a moment for the shock to wear off.  “I would be very interested in the position.”

The other people in the room chuckled.  

“We thought so.”  Millen stood up, as did the others.  “And I would like to say that we should have promoted you a long time ago.”

“Thank you for saying so, Zach.”

There were handshakes all around.

“My promotion doesn't become effective until next week,” Zach continued.  “I think you should spend the next few days with Tim and me so that we can go over your new responsibilities.”

Tim chimed in.  “I think he might already know almost all of them.”

People in the room chuckled.

“Nothing wrong with a little training,” Zach said.  “And, again, our apologies for taking so long to make this happen.”

“Thank you,” John said.

When he got back to his desk, he couldn't decide whether to cry or shout with joy.

“Are you unhappy here?”

Lance Hunter and Jim Wallace were in his office after an afternoon game.

The young man didn't answer.

“You seem to get pissed off at the least little thing,” Wallace continued.  “No at bat seems to be good enough for you.  No defensive play seems to meet your standards.”

They sat in silence.  Wallace was behind his desk, his forearms rested on the blotter.  The young outfielder slumped in the client chair across from him.

“You're in the lineup every day,” the manager said.  “And you're in left field, batting cleanup.  I don't pinch hit for you.  I don't sub you out when we need the defense.”

“I know,” Hunter mumbled.

“So what seems to be the problem?”

Lance didn't really know.  It was his dream to be a regular player on a major league team.  And, to his delight, he'd achieved that dream.  But something didn't seem to be right.  Something was missing.  Damned if he knew what it was.  Damned if he knew what made him so frustrated.  And damned if he knew what to do about it.

“I talked to Jerry Young,” Wallace said.  “Your contract isn't up until the end of the season, but he's willing to begin discussions with you and your agent.”

Hunter's face suddenly lit up.

Wallace wasn't surprised.  “I know you're making the major league minimum.  And I'm sure Jerry would be happy to increase your salary, but you also have to understand something.”

Hunter focused on the manager.

“This is not a wealthy ballclub.”

The outfielder frowned.

“We can only go so far with player salaries,” he said.  “Until the fan base gets bigger and the club's cash flow gets better, there's only so much that can be spent.”

Hunter nodded.

“Besides.  I think we've got something started here.”  Wallace tried to make his voice sound hopeful.  “We've got the core of a very good team here.  And you're part of that core.”

Lance had already tuned him out.

“I think you should stick around, see how good we all can become.”

The big outfielder stood up and extended his hand.  “Thank you.”

The two men shook.  Then Hunter turned and left.

After a shower and a change into street clothes, Lance went out to his new SUV.  He'd given himself a present, as he called it, for making the big leagues.  It was shiny and black and had more amenities than he could use.  He drove out of the lot and angled the big vehicle out onto the street.  Then he punched the right buttons to make a call through his cellphone.

“Hutchinson and Grace,” the feminine voice said.

“Hi Louise!  This is Lance Hunter.  Is Randy in?”

“Hi Lance!  Let me put you through,” the woman said.

“Randy Grace,” the male voice said.

“Randy?  It's Lance.  When does the free agency period start?”
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“You did well last night.”

The pitching coach had the chart on the table before him.  “Lotta first pitch strikes.  Lotta two strike counts.”

James Bothell Johnson nodded.  This was the routine.  Pitch your scheduled start, then go over the game the next day.  As a young pitcher, Johnson had learned a great deal from the charts and the coaching staff.  Their recommendations had helped him with each subsequent start.  And the success he had achieved helped build his confidence, which, of course, helped build even more success.

“You seemed to have trouble getting Winthrop out, though.”

“Did what you tole me, coach,” the pitcher replied.  “Fastball in on his hands, changup away at the edge of the plate.”  Johnson shrugged.  “He kep' hittin' the ball no matter what I did.”

“Yeah,” the coach said.  “He went three for four against you.”

James shrugged again.  “We won anyway.”

“I know I know, “ the older man said.  “I'm just tryin' to help you.”

Johnson nodded again.

“You gave up just five hits in seven innings,” the coach continued.  “And only one run.  That was certainly good enough to win.”

And that's the point, Johnson thought.  “When I win, the press and the fans love me.  When I don't, the press write stupid shit about me.”

“Yes, they do.”

“The fans don't boo as much as they used to,” the younger man continued.  “But I hate when they do.”

“We've talked about this, right?  The fans and the press have very short memories.  They're focused on that day, that game.  To them it doesn't matter if you won the last five in a row.  They just care if you won that day.”

“Ah know,” Johnson mumbled.  It still bothered him.

“We've talked about you developing a thick skin,” the coach continued.  “A suit of armor, so to speak.”

“Force field,” Johnson said.  “Like that superhero movie.”

The coach smiled.  “And when you're pitching well, that force field extends to the ball, doesn't it?”

Johnson smiled a little bit.

“You know I'm not picking on you,” the coach said.  “And maybe we just need to find a new way to pitch to Winthrop.”

James Bothell Johnson nodded.  “Maybe next time I knock his ass down.”

Both men laughed.

“The toe feels better.”

Michel Levesque had stayed off his foot for a week.  Well, he stayed off it as best he could.  When you live alone and you have to get up off the couch to use the restroom, or make yourself something to eat, or do your own laundry, you don't put any weight on your injured toe if you can help it.  The team doctor had splinted his toe, and taped up his foot, and given him a cane.  Michele improvised with a plastic bag to keep water off the foot when he showered.  And sleeping had been a challenge.  The young man had become what they call an “active sleeper”, where he tossed and turned on a regular basis.  And, as such, his foot would come off the pillow he used to elevate it.  He would wake up with his foot throbbing and have to rearrange himself to make it stop.  Sometimes he would kick the pillow off the bed, then wake up and have to retrieve it while he  grunted and groaned from the pain and the awkward movement.

Doctor Sullivan looked at the x-ray and nodded.  “That's good.”  He nodded.  “You seem to be healing well.”

“Good to hear,” Levesque nodded.

“You'd be surprised to learn how important toes can be to a person's balance and mobility,” Sullivan said as he slipped the x-ray back into it's sleeve.  He was moderate in height and bearing, with dark brown hair and eyes.  His dark skin was a contrast to the white lab coat he wore over a white broadcloth shirt and blue slacks.

“Don't I know it?”

“I would urge you not to rush things,” the Doctor continued.  “I know you are probably eager to get back onto the field and reclaim your position, but I think you could learn a lesson from Dizzy Dean.”

Michel frowned.

“Jay Hanna Dean was on the mound for the National League during the 1937 All Star Game when a line drive struck him on the big toe.”

Levesque let his brows rise.

“Dean tried to come back too soon from the injury and changed his pitching motion to compensate for the toe.  The change caused him to hurt his arm and ruin his career.”

Michel nodded.  “But I'm not Dizzy Dean.”

“No, but your injury is very similar.”

“So you're telling me not to rush things and risk ruining my career.”

Doctor Sullivan grinned.  “I knew you'd get it.”

Michel left the office surprised that the doctor knew anything about baseball.

It was early in the season.

Billy was at the ballbark as part of his pre-game routine: run, stretch, and lift.  He'd developed such a routine before each game to maintain his body and wash all the tension out of his mind.  Sometimes he stretched, then rode his stationary bike at home before he left for the park.  Most times, he ran around the outfield, foul pole to foul pole, then doused himself with water to cool off.  He talked with Rhino, his favorite catcher, and the pitching coach, and the manager.  He joked with his teammates.  And he took some infield practice to keep his glove and arm sharp.  He also would shag flies in the outfield during batting practice.

And as he sat on his stool in front of his locker, he counted his blessings.  Oklahoma City was an expansion team, and not expected to be competitive for several years.  Damn if Billy decided he was going to competitive right away.

“I'm here because I earned it,” was his mantra.  “And I'm gonna stay here as long as I can.”

Rodrigo Martinez sat down next to him.  They exchanged pleasantries.  The young man was a little over six feet tall, with long muscles and a blazing fastball.  He'd recently been called up from the minors, and had pitched only a couple of games.

“Hey, man,” Martinez began, “was watching Sports Center last night.

“So was I.”

“You had a hard road to the Show, didn't you?”

Billy nodded.  “Everything they said was true.”

“So how do you keep going every day?”

Billy frowned.  “What do you mean?”

“Ain't you tired from all that shit?”

Billy knew what he meant.  “No, man.”  He leaned toward his friend.  “I used the experience to learn.  I appreciate what I have.”  He gestured to the locker room and his own locker.  “And I use the rejections as a learning experience.  I'm proving those people wrong with every save, every pitch.”

Martinez understood.  “Use it to light the fire.”

The two men nodded.

“I never had people tell me I was no good,” Rodrigo said.  “Everyone always said I was special.  Gave me all kinds of encouragement.”  He huffed.  “Now I'm here, and I feel like I'm letting them down.”

“You feel like you need to validate their words.”

Martinez nodded.  “Knew you'd get it.”

“I use every rejection as fuel for my engine,” Billy said.  “I use their doubts as a way to fire my fastball and my slider.”

Rodrigo grinned.  “Wish I had that.”

Billy shook his head.  “You don't need that.  Use everyone's faith in you as that fire.”

Martinez looked confused.

“I take everything negative in my past and turn it into something positive.  You should take everything positive and turn it into validation.”

Rodrigo frowned again.

“I pitch from a very negative place,” McKillop explained.  “I pitch from anger.”

Rodrigo nodded.

“You should take all the positive things said about you and put them into your pitches.  Show the world they were right about you.  Here's my best pitch.  Hit it if you can!”

Then the younger man let his face brighten.  “Instead of proving them wrong, I should prove them right.”

“Now you're talking!”

Rodrigo nodded, a slight grin on his face.  “I think I understand.”

During the game that evening, Jeff stood in center field and waited for the next pitch to be thrown.

As the pitcher went into his motion, Jeff noticed that the shortstop, Levesque, shuffled a step or two to his right.  On instinct, Sampson took a step to his right.  The batter swung and hit a line drive between Jeff and left fielder Lance Hunter.  Sampson broke into a sprint and angled toward the warning track and the wall.  As the ball arced, he knew he could get to the ball sooner than Lance.  Jeff called out and Hunter slowed.  The ball came down and Sampson made the running catch a step in front of the wall.  He let his momentum carry him to a glancing blow with the twelve foot high wall, then twirled and threw the ball back to the infield.

As he walked back to his position, Jeff recognized that he might not have made the catch if Levesque hadn't moved in that direction.  The words of the manager came back to him about making adjustments pitch by pitch.  But he also wondered if Levesque might have some kind of sixth sense about where the ball might be hit.
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The second day after a start was a light workout day.

After a short meeting with the pitching coach, James Bothell Johnson picked up a bat and went to the batting cage under the stands.  Hitting coach McCullough was there.

“Good game last time,” the man said.

Johnson nodded.

“You know the drill,” the coach said.

James pulled on his batting gloves, put on his helmet, and stepped into the batting cage.  As he set himself in the batter's box, the coach set the pitching machine.  The first pitch was a medium speed fastball and Johnson swung through it.  Four more pitches came and Johnson made contact with each.  The last two were line drives right back to the screen that protected the machine.  Then Johnson leveled his bat over the plate and bunted the next five pitches.  Each ball rebounded off the bat and dribbled into what would have been fair territory.

“Good!”  The coach was pleased.

Five more pitches brought five more swings and five more line drives.  Another set of five pitches brought five good bunts.

“Doing well,” the coach said.  “One more set, then go out to the field and step into the big cage and hit against the coach.”

Johnson nodded.

“And give the rest of the team something to cheer about,” the coach said.

“Or somethin' to laugh about,” Johnson retorted.

“Gregor Valdez looks like the complete package.”

“Right you are, Tommy.”  John Malden continued to reassess his career.  Three years ago he had grumbled about his time in the shitkicker town, and had begun to plan his retirement.  But as he sat in the press box of the Oklahoma City Tornados and worked with Tommy Joe Taylor to call the games, he had just as quickly come to the realization that he just might make a name for himself, shitkicker town or not.  “While Michel Levesque had been a perennial gold glove at short, Valdez brings speed and a much higher batting average to the position.”

Tommy Joe had made plans just as Malden had.  He realized that his broadcast partner was near retirement, and had fancied himself a fan favorite ready to take over the play by play duties should the older man pack it in.  Never much for office politics, Taylor realized that he had to be patient and let John Malden leave on his own.  Nothing would push the older man out of the chair except time and advanced age.  “It's up to manager Jim Wallace to decide when to make the switch permanent.”

“Let's be clear,” Malden countered.  “Levesque is a big league shortstop.”

“No doubt.  But Wallace will have to decide if making the change would be best for the team.”

Michel Levesque sat in his apartment not far from the stadium.  The TV was on as he heard every word.  His leg was elevated, as per the doctor's instructions, and an ice bag covered his foot.  He'd decided not to take the prescribed pain medications so that he could watch the game with a clear head.  But as he heard the words of Malden and Taylor, conflicting emotions flooded his mind.

On one hand, he had always taken the attitude that any success at the major league level would  far exceeded his expectations.  When he first started in class A in Charleston, West Virginia, he thought he'd be in the lineup for a while, perhaps a month or two, then be called into the manager's office and told he'd been given his unconditional release.  And, he had reasoned, if that happened, he would know the limits of his athletic ability, and be content with that.  He could go back home and get a regular job and hold his head up high.
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