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  To my mom, Deanna, and my late father, Dennis, 




Thank you for teaching me how to play and enjoy a game that became such an important part of our relationship. 
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  Foreword



Making the Team represents the different paths taken in baseball and in life. With so many life lessons learned through athletics, this book exemplifies great perseverance but within the context that struggle comes in different forms. Many of the Major League Baseball players that I have coached have experienced their own version of this story, making it valuable for kids to understand so that they continue to persevere and push forward through adversity.




By Patrick McGuff

Professional Baseball Coach, Milwaukee Brewers
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  Chapter 1

  
  




Mrs. Jennifer Smiley sat in the driver’s seat of her red Toyota SUV, staring off into the beautiful blue sky while idling in the pick-up line. She was waiting for her son Colton and his best friend and neighbor, Daniel Brown, to be dismissed from school. Focused more on her audiobook than keeping an eye out for the kids, she was startled when the front and back doors on the passenger side swung open, and two excited middle school boys jumped in.

“Mom! Phones! Now!” exclaimed Colton, his smile as wide as the gap down the third-base line when the infield shifts toward second.

“Easy, Colton!” his mother replied. “You will ask politely before you even come close to touching this phone.”

“Mom, can I please have my phone?” 

“If you don’t mind, Mrs. Smiley, could I see mine too?” Daniel asked from the back seat.

“Thank you for your manners, Daniel,” Mrs. Smiley replied. 

She reached into her purse, moved around some of her belongings, found a cell phone with a Cincinnati Reds protective case, and handed it back to Daniel. Then, she pulled out another phone with a blue Chicago Cubs cover and handed it to Colton, but pulled it back after he aggressively grabbed for it.

“Sorry, Mom,” he said, hanging his head a little lower.

She then moved it closer and let him take it. 

The two boys were never allowed to take their phones to school. In fact, they weren’t allowed to have their phones until after they had returned home and completed all of their chores for the day. But today was different.

“They should be texting any time,” Colton said as his mom found a small break in the pick-up line and exited the school parking lot. “Dan, we have to keep our ringers turned up loud so we don’t miss it.”

“Mine is already on, and I’m ready for it,” Daniel responded. “Lexington, here we come!”

The two boys were awaiting texts from their future coaches for the Commonwealth Stallions, a youth travel baseball team out of Lexington, Kentucky. They had participated in the team’s tryouts the day before, and the coaches told them to expect a text message after school that would tell them which team they had made.

The Stallions 11U program consisted of four teams: the Commonwealth Stallions Rookie (the developmental team), the Commonwealth Stallions (the regular team), the Commonwealth Stallions Elite (more advanced than the regular team), and the Commonwealth Stallions Prime (the top team in the age group).

“I just hope I made the Elite team,” Daniel stated nervously.

“Me too,” said Colton, a little more confidently. “You were definitely one of the best shortstops out there at tryouts. They’d be crazy not to put you on the Elite team.”

Daniel smiled as he stared out the window. He thought the same, but it was nice to hear it from someone else.

“Well, if I make the Elite team, you definitely will. Especially after you hit that homer in batting practice.”

“That was a bomb, huh?” Colton exclaimed. He then went on to describe to his mom where he hit it, how far it went, how it sounded off the bat, and where it landed.

“Let’s not get too big for our britches, Colt. You still have some chores to do,” his mom reminded him. “A batting practice home run won’t get you out of your responsibilities.”

“Well, you’re no fun,” he replied.

“Oh, I’m fun,” she said. “I’m just not your type of fun.”

As Colton and his mother continued their banter, Daniel waited impatiently in the back seat, checking his phone every ten seconds. Daniel and Colton were best friends and neighbors for as long as they could remember. Their houses were separated by a large hill and a walking path leading from one side of the hill to the other. 

Every day after school and every morning in the summer, they would rotate from one house to the next, playing whichever sport was in season. Basketball, football, golf, you name it, they played it. But the sport neither of them could get enough of was baseball. Both of their dads grew up playing baseball and coached the two boys when they first started playing Little League. From as early as five years old, when they played tee ball, it was obvious that Daniel and Colton had bright futures as baseball players.

Colton was the biggest player on every team. He was always at least two inches taller than the next-tallest player, and much stronger. He had quick hands and a smooth, left-handed swing that resulted in many doubles and home runs. He had so much power that the ball often made a different sound off his bat than others. Daniel always believed Colton’s hits sounded more like a POP! than the typical PING! coming off those aluminum bats. He often played first base and pitched; he was known to bring some serious heat on the mound.

Daniel’s size and strength were nowhere close to Colton’s, but what he lacked in size he made up for in speed and skill. Many people around Owingsville used to say that Daniel Brown was born to play shortstop. His soft hands and quick feet made him a stout defender, but he was also no slouch at the plate. He had great hand-eye coordination. When he found himself on base, which happened often, he was a threat to steal second, third, or even home.

To keep Owingsville Little League competitive, Daniel and Colton’s dads agreed not to coach together anymore once the boys advanced to kid pitch. Having the two of them on the same team would have given them a big advantage against other teams. That’s why they were both so excited about the idea of playing on the same team again.

Colton and Daniel, Smiley and Brown, reunited on the diamond. 

In between checking his phone for the text message, Daniel daydreamed about hitting a single up the middle, stealing second, and then rounding third and heading home after Colton smoked a double off the right field fence. He pictured making a diving play in the hole, scrambling up, and throwing a strike over to an outstretched Colton at first base. 

Ding! Ding!

Daniel checked his phone. Still nothing.

“I got a text from Coach Wallace!” Colton declared.

“What does it say?” Daniel asked rather impatiently.

Colton was silent as he read the text message.

“What does it say, Colt?” 

Still . . . silence.

“Colton, are you okay? Please tell me what it says! I’ll read you mine as soon as I get it.”

“I can’t believe it,” Colton replied.

Daniel got quiet, anxiously waiting to hear what Colton couldn’t believe.

“Is it good or bad?” 

Colton read the text aloud: 

“Colton, congratulations! You have been offered a spot on the COMMONWEALTH STALLIONS PRIME team for the upcoming season. We look forward to seeing you at our first practice on Saturday. Giddyup, Stallions! 

– Coach Wallace”

“I DID IT! I MADE THE PRIME TEAM!” Colton shouted.

“Heeey! That’s my boy!” his mom declared.

“Whoa! No way!” said Daniel. “That’s awesome, Colt!”

“I can’t believe it!” Colton exclaimed again. “Justin Collins was probably the best player at tryouts, and he plays first base too, so I thought for sure I’d be on the Elite team. I can’t believe I got picked for the Prime team!”

Colton was truly in shock. He knew he was a good baseball player, probably the best player in his small town, but neither he nor Daniel knew how their skills would translate to a more competitive team in a bigger city. More than 100 eleven-year-olds from all over the state tried out for the Stallions, with 48 being chosen for the program (12 on each team). To be selected as one of the top 12 players at tryouts was a huge honor, and Colton knew it.

After about two minutes of celebrating, Colton shifted his focus to his friend in the back seat, who was still waiting for his text.

“Maybe we’ll be on the Prime team together,” Colton said to him. 

“I don’t know,” said Daniel. “There were a lot of good shortstops there, and they were all bigger than me.”

“Who cares how big they are,” said Colton. “None of them can cover as much ground and run the bases as fast as you. If I can do it, so can you.”

Daniel wanted to be humble, but if he was being completely honest, Colton was right. He was the best shortstop there. He may have been on the smaller side, but his range, arm strength, and speed were the best among all the shortstops. He may not have hit the ball as far as some of the others in batting practice, but he collected a hit in both of his at-bats in the scrimmage game. Hearing Colton brag on him and reflecting on tryouts made him realize that making the Prime team wasn’t that crazy after all. In fact, after just a few minutes, he began to expect it.

Ding! Ding!

Daniel checked his phone.

“Here it is!”

“Read it! Read it! Read it!” Colton shouted.

“Colton, be patient. Let him read it when he’s ready,” his mom said.

Daniel looked down at his phone and read the text message from Coach Wallace, then read it again. Just like Colton when he received his text, he was silent.

“What does it say?” Colton prodded. “Come on! Tell me we get to be teammates again!”

Daniel kept looking down at his phone and read the text for a fourth time to make sure he had read it correctly.

“I made… the Elite team.”








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




“Crack! That ball is back, back, back. It’s going. Going! GOING! GONE! Cooper does it! Another home run for the young shortstop!”

That call by the Cincinnati Reds’ play-by-play announcer had served as Daniel’s alarm sound since shortstop Martin Cooper made his MLB debut. He was Daniel’s favorite player on his favorite team. He was young, exciting, a little undersized, and he played the same position Daniel had played ever since he began his love for baseball. He remembered watching Cooper’s debut. Every time he heard the alarm, he felt the same excitement he felt that day watching his new favorite player hit home runs, steal bases, and make plays in the field.

This Saturday, that alarm sounded at 8:00 in the morning. Dennis Brown, Daniel’s dad, heard the alarm from downstairs and walked into Daniel’s room.

“Rise and shine, Daniel! I have breakfast ready. Let’s eat so we can get on the road by 8:30,” he said with some pep in his voice. “It’s time for your first practice as a Stallion!”

Daniel rolled over, now facing away from his dad.

“Didn’t sleep well last night?” Mr. Brown asked him.

Daniel didn’t respond.

“Come on, Daniel. I don’t want to hit traffic in Lexington. We need to get on the road soon so we aren’t late.”

“Umm . . . I think I don’t feel good,” Daniel replied.

“Don’t feel good? What’s wrong?”

“I have a headache.”

“I’m sorry, son. I’ll get you some Tylenol, and you can rest in the car. By the time we make it to Lexington, your headache’ll be gone.”

“My throat hurts,” Daniel added.

Now showing some real concern, his dad said, “Oh . . . well, roll over and open up so I can look at your throat.”

Daniel did as his dad asked. Mr. Brown turned on his phone flashlight and used his expertise as a nurse to take a close look at Daniel’s throat.

“It looks normal to me,” he said. “I’ll add a peppermint to the Tylenol order, and you’ll be good to go.”

Daniel forced out a very shallow cough. His dad’s tone changed as he realized the cough was fake.

“Buddy, what’s really wrong?”

“I told you. My head and my throat hurt. I don’t think I should go to practice today. I don’t want to get anyone else sick.”

Mr. Brown was silent for a moment, then asked, “Are you sure it’s not your heart that’s hurting?”

“No, Dad, I told you. It’s my head and my throat!”

His dad took a seat on the side of the bed. Daniel scooted closer to the opposite side, still facing away.

“Look, I know you’re a little upset that you and Colton aren’t on the same team, but this’ll be a good opportunity for you to meet some new friends. Besides, your goal all along was to make the Elite team, and look, you did it! Your mom and I are so proud of you for how hard you worked to make this happen. I can’t wait to watch you practice today and get even better.”

“Dad, stop talking to me! I don’t feel good, so leave me alone!”

“Hey, I know you’re upset, but you need to be careful about your tone. You know how to be respectful to others, and that doesn’t change even when you feel disappointed or angry.”

Daniel scooted even closer to the far edge of the bed, just inches from falling off.

“I’m gonna walk downstairs and set a timer for ten minutes,” his dad told him. “That’ll give you some time to wake up and gather your thoughts. When that timer goes off, I expect to see you downstairs, dressed and ready to go. If you aren’t down there, I’ll call Coach Wallace and tell him you won’t make it to practice today because your mom needs your help cleaning the house and taking Emma to her ballet class. I am sure he’ll understand.”

“But Dad! I’m sick. I can’t do chores while I’m sick!” 

“Buddy, I take care of sick people every day. I know one when I see one. All I see right now is an eleven-year-old boy trying to avoid his responsibilities.”

Daniel huffed.

“Again: ten minutes. Then it’s either hitting and throwing or cleaning and watching dancing. Your choice.”

Mr. Brown walked downstairs while his son remained in bed. Ten minutes later, Daniel was downstairs in his baseball pants, practice shirt, and hat. He grabbed his sausage biscuit and orange juice and asked, “Can I eat it in the car?”

His dad nodded, and they made their way to the car to make the hour drive to Lexington.

***

When they arrived at the field, they were greeted by Coach Wallace, the program director, and Coach Mason, the head coach of the Stallions Elite. Daniel and his dad shook their hands and introduced themselves.

“Daniel Brown! It’s great to see you!” said Coach Wallace. “I know Coach Mason can’t wait to have your speed and your sure hands in his infield.”

“He’s right about that,” said Coach Mason. “We’re really happy you chose to play for the Stallions. You have a bright future ahead of you.”

Daniel faked a smile and said thank you, although he wanted to ask them why they didn’t choose him for the Prime team if they were so excited about his skills.

“Well, I know Daniel’s excited to be a part of this program,” said his dad. “His goal was to make the Elite team, and we’re proud of him for accomplishing that.”
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