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INTRODUCTION


If you will work your whole young life to become strong and clever, to see the game in ways others don’t or can’t, if you will commit wholly to yourself, the group, the win, and today, and if you then will give it all away, then you will be the backup catcher.


If you will be a second father to some, a big brother to others, a priest to the believers, the best friend some ever had, honest when you must be, and silent when honesty slips into cruelty (and you are sufficiently wise to separate the two), then you will be the backup catcher.


If on a particularly hot afternoon in, say, Binghamton, New York, it dawns on you that you will not be the next Johnny Bench no matter what they’d said back home, and on that afternoon you’d struck out three times, taken a foul ball off your neck, spent the last of your paycheck on the dollar menu, and had run out of clean underwear two towns ago, and still could hardly wait to play the second game of the doubleheader, then you will be the backup catcher.


Except you caught the first game, and you are the backup catcher, so you will not play the second game of the doubleheader. You may not play again for a week.


You will instead catch all the bullpen sessions before those coming games, take at least four wild curveballs off that same spot on your neck, ride all the buses through all the towns, accumulate enough batting practice swings to convince yourself that your .197 average isn’t real, long-toss with the long-tossers, steal signs with the sign stealers, bench-jockey with the bench-jockeyers, soothe the souls of those who don’t yet know they’re not the next Johnny Bench, rest the legs and polish the egos of those who very well could be, and work-work-work to become stronger and more clever.


If you can live with that, be passionate about that, believe in that, then you will be the backup catcher.


That’s the job, and not just the job but the career, and not just the career but the life, and not just the life but the crumbs of a baseball dream born when the uniform was Toughskins and a T-shirt and the infield had a lawn chair for third base.


That’s the job and it is glorious if not glory-filled. That’s the career, spent hoisting a duffel bag stamped with a team logo from two roster transactions ago and moving in, or moving on. That’s the life, delivered with a grim sense of humor, a prorated paycheck, and a handshake for understanding. And that’s the dream, or what’s left of it, which is better than no dream at all.


It is a big-league baseball uniform, at times. Probably several. Maybe close to a dozen. It is real health benefits and meal money and a salary with more than one number to the left of the comma. Two commas, even, maybe. A hotel room without somebody else, somebody you might hardly know, hogging the bathroom. Three-tiered stadiums that say you have arrived, that it was all worth it. Your mom and dad will sit up there somewhere and cry when they hear your name, assuming of course it’s a day game after a night game or somebody had to be carried from the field the night before, and otherwise they’ll cry when you poke your head from the dugout and wave.


The backup catcher is, most often, the guy who was not quite good enough to be the starting catcher. But there are lots of those. The minor leagues are full of those. So are construction sites and insurance firms and high school coaching staffs and wherever glory days are warmed and served with cold beer. He is, then, also the guy who can be trusted with the fragile parts of a team, a season, and a culture. When it is darkest, he laughs. When it is easiest, he shows up an hour earlier. When the wins come and the championships follow, he stands to the side. When the season is lost and the sun seems two feet closer than it should be and nobody really wants to be doing this, he plays more.


Then he’s gone. Because backup catchers also strain to hit .210, because if they hit .250 they wouldn’t be backup catchers. They exist those thirty or forty points from stardom or just regular work, labeled by baseball kinds as “good catch-and-throw guys,” meaning they don’t—or haven’t—hit but also that they have cared enough about the rest of it to get a team through a game or two a week.


They are hardball gurus and unlicensed therapists and hard-knock lifers whose careers wander off in unexpected directions, just like their fingers. They can read a scouting report that is typed up and color coded and delivered with the solemnity of a body shop estimate. Chances are, though, they already know what it will say. Backup catchers didn’t get this far by waiting on someone else to tell them how the games are played, where the strikes are found, and where the outs are hiding. There’s a reason why, among other virtues, they caught twenty-three of the sixty-nine no-hitters thrown in the twenty-first century, and before that, why they’d caught six of Nolan Ryan’s seven no-hitters. They watched. They listened. They pondered. They gave themselves over to a game that didn’t always act like it wanted them around. They ignored that. So, over time, across all the failure, atop the occasional career breakthrough that turned out to last a week or a month or a summer, they began to chase something bigger than batting average. Something bigger than themselves alone. While they weren’t always going to hit, they were going to understand what it took to hit. Therefore, what it took to keep someone else from hitting. There was a living to be made there, too. There was a life to be had there.


They could be the backup catcher.


The game’s soul was born on a purple-gray evening with an underhanded flip from a dad in a loosened tie, that grew into signup sheets down at the community center, that became a list posted outside the gym teacher’s door and then a phone call from a college coach and then a business card from a professional scout. Baseball’s soul survives in the bodies of those who meet it on its terms, struggle with it, clear a narrow path and then another and then another, and can’t not love it for what it is and their time with it.


Maybe they were great once, on a field in a place where nobody had ever seen much better. And still they remained just great enough to run the minor-league gauntlet, sturdy enough to outlast hundreds of others who might have had the physical skills to become major-league players, if not the resilience, if not the breaks, if not the knees, if not the patience, if not the paucity of alternatives, if not the emotional or competitive capacity to accept something slightly less than the whole dream. The tendency is to judge players against those they stand nearest to—and, really, how else to determine a final score—and so to decide that one isn’t very good. He’s the one who doesn’t play or can’t hold a job or gets a job and hits .210. The tendency is to judge them against greatness, today’s greatness, as though everyone could be or, granted the moment, should be.


As the 2013 World Series was being settled, the Boston Red Sox against the St. Louis Cardinals, the most famous of his generation’s backup catchers—David Ross—had doubled home the deciding run in Game 5. He routinely hit near the bottom of the batting order. He’d retire a .229 hitter, which, along with all that is poured into a backup catcher and then bled from him, bought him fifteen major-league seasons and a place on two championship teams (and, eventually, a job managing one of those teams, the Chicago Cubs). He was asked that night about that double, about the improbability of it, about him being in such a moment and also being great in it.


He smiled and answered for himself, but also for those like him: “There’s a reason why we hit at the bottom of the order. There’s a reason why I hit in the eight-hole and the nine-hole in the American League. I’m not very good at hitting.”


He laughed and the room laughed with him, at a sentiment that captured the humility they all must drag along with them, even into the last innings of the final games of a World Series, into the hours before a parade through the streets of Boston that would celebrate him, too. He’d played in thirty-six games that season. He’d batted .216. He’d been hurt. He was not as good as the other guy. But he did what backup catchers do. That is, he’d shown up at the baseball field and looked to see if he was playing and, either way, gotten ready to play baseball. Same as he’d done for most of those fifteen years.


The career backup catcher, or the veteran catcher who has carved out his postathletic prime (which generally comes earlier at his position) as a backup, is a humble, savvy, and approachable clubhouse presence. He has little patience for those he identifies as fools. He probably doesn’t make the salary most do, or even he once did. His body doesn’t bend where it used to. But he has seen the most and senses the rest. Wisdom came with those years. So did patience, for the lousy breaks and hanging curveballs and blind umpires that come with three hours of baseball. And so he’ll sit in front of his locker long after a game has ended, usually in his underwear and otherwise in a uniform he is too tired to take off, and relive the game as though it were his last. What he understands more than most is that it could be. He’ll fight to play again for only so long, though it’s a good fight. By then he’ll know that anything the game might have owed him has long been paid.


At best, things might break even between him and the game. No blood, as they say. Other than his.


The backup catchers don’t all stand up in sections and creak when they move exactly like that. Some are bright and pliable young prospects whose only use for ice is in their Arnold Palmers, who aren’t backing up as much as they are biding time, waiting to present themselves. Some are stuck in St. Louis behind Yadier Molina, having arrived thinking they’d learn the game before one day taking over, only to learn that “one day” is out beyond their earning years. Some are simply less expensive than the next guy. Others hit left-handed, which just might give them a chance. A few are attached to star pitchers who’d rather not have to break in a new best friend/confidant/father figure/brother/priest/therapist/drinking buddy. It takes years. It takes trust. It takes sacrifice.


What crystalized on that hot afternoon in Binghamton becomes something more than a job and more like a calling. It asks for a little more and returns a little less, like anything really worth doing. One day they’d been handed an equipment bag filled with pads and protectors and metal clips and hard plastic, none of which fit exactly. But it would make sense. Little by little, it would make sense. Besides, nobody else wanted to do it, which only made it better. Then, on some other day, they’d never dream of handing any of it back. They’d be that player, that teammate, that brother, the one who wore the gear and clunked around in it for three hours. That, in some ways, was the easy part. The rest was making sure everyone else kept up.


If you can do that, and do it selflessly, and don’t ever give in or give up, and work-work-work to be a little stronger and more clever, and maybe love it all a little more than the next guy, then maybe you can be the backup catcher.


Or maybe not…


This is a story about Erik Kratz, a journeyman catcher with an indefatigable wife, Sarah. It’s a story about a part of the game that hasn’t drifted into a math contest. Yet. Erik’s a big lug with an airy sense of humor and a habit of laughing at himself first, as if determined to beat everyone to it. The trait is common among backup catchers. This is a story about all of them.


The best baseball stories can be found in the corner of the locker room. The one no one knew was there, that shows itself, a little at a time, one question after another, like threading out a splinter. Backup catchers are natural seekers of information. Of edges. They raise their heads from what is directly in front of them—their day, their duties—and cast their eyes to the broader world. Somebody’s tipping their pitches. Somebody else looks hurt. A manager has lost a clubhouse. A first-place team is a little too good to be true. A last-place team is finding its footing. The slumping first baseman is drinking again. That lefty he caught three weeks ago in Triple-A? Wait’ll you see this guy.


They become a type—the backup-catcher type. They are outgoing and introspective and filled with—some would say burdened by—the perspective of days that could be numbered.


Kratz retired in 2020 after nineteen professional seasons and fifteen professional teams, foreign and domestic. He was, and forever will be, part of the culture of backup catchers, a brotherhood that played baseball and also proposed principles for when there is no game. When there’s just life.


This is a passage into shared places, where a hand is lent to those who need it, where sacrifices are made for a common—and decent—purpose, and where that’s good enough. Sometimes that is found in the corners of the room, away from the light, where nobody else sees it.


For they are not merely backup catchers, but frontline people. Many come to be called lifers, a baseball term for someone who knows only the game and so spends the better part of a lifetime in it. But there’s more to the game than the game, more to the life than turning calendar pages. That’s the story, too.















Chapter 1



THE END OF THE ROADS


One day Erik Kratz would no longer be a catcher, backup or otherwise. Baseball wouldn’t have him anymore. He figured the last day would be like the first—a little uncomfortable, a little disorienting, a little scary. There could be chafing. But, just as he showed up for the first day, he’d show up for the last, then get to working like somebody was watching, as his father often counseled, even when nobody was.


For half his life he had driven away from baseball fields uncertain they’d ever have him back.


Sometimes the sun was behind him. Sometimes in his eyes. Some days it rained like hell.


The game didn’t always have a preference for players like him. Or, anyway, the parts of the game that insisted on presentable batting averages and whatever the scouts and quants carried in those iPads. It never said exactly what it was looking for. Only, for now, for today, that it wasn’t him. But check back tomorrow. Check back next week.


He’d liked to have made peace with the routine (or lack of one), his bags in the trunk, maybe Sarah sitting next to him, the kids—first one, then two, then a third—in the back seat, but mostly going it alone. But he never really did. The hole in his gut kept opening. Then the phone would ring in a day or two or twenty and he’d spackle the hole with hope and start over at a new baseball field, another one he’d try to make home.


He wouldn’t believe it was a forever place, as much as he tried to talk himself into it. Those don’t exist for players like him. What there were, instead, were baseball games, some familiar faces, semiregular paychecks, and one more shot at a today. Which could, maybe, lead to a tomorrow. A next week. But no promises.


He’d keep showing up, too, and be the guy somebody absolutely had to have for a few hours or a few weeks. He’d make some friends, win and lose some baseball games, tease courage out of another uncertain pitcher, then disappear down another road. That had become the job.


Erik’s dad was a meat cutter. His mom tended the farmers market. Sarah, his wife, was a schoolteacher. Erik was a ballplayer, when he wasn’t hammering nails or mixing cement or mowing fairways. They all punched the same clock and loved it about the same.


He’d never driven away from San Diego, not in any permanent sense. He’d once been a Padre, like he’d once been employed by thirteen other major-league teams. He’d signed with San Diego one November and been traded to Houston before the next season began, so technically he’d driven away from the Padres’ spring training site, in Peoria, Arizona. Perhaps that should count.


On an early fall night near the end of the 2020 baseball season, Erik had Sarah and their two sons and daughter with him in San Diego, where, due to the pandemic, the New York Yankees and Tampa Bay Rays would play a postseason series. Erik was a Yankee and would be for several more hours. In the course of three years, the Yankees had purchased Kratz (from the Cleveland Indians), released him, signed him, traded him (to the Milwaukee Brewers), signed him again, released him again, signed him for a third time, and, in a matter of weeks, would be done with him one last time. In between the transactions, Kratz had patched together thirty at-bats for the Yankees across (small) parts of two major-league seasons and batted .367. By the end of his time there, he had more Yankees-related hits (eleven) than Yankees-related transactions (seven). A hot final month had put some distance between the two.


Kratz would retire as a Yankee, then, for whom he would finish fourth on the franchise’s all-time list for batting average, ahead of Babe Ruth, Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, Derek Jeter, Mickey Mantle, Yogi Berra, and hundreds of others you’ve probably heard of.


Minimum thirty-two plate appearances.


The next few thousand is where the real trouble can start.


He hit .203 in his other 919 plate appearances for all those other teams, which explained why he was often driving away from places.


The thing about that, though, and it’s sort of an existential rule, is that in order to leave a place you must first go there. You must first be wanted. Or, at a minimum, be necessary. Kratz arrived every bit as often as he left, starting with the 2002 draft, ending eighteen years and four months later with a slow walk across a baseball field, a quick cry in the locker room, and a drive away, balancing his career ledger of comings and goings precisely.


There’d be an inclination to believe Kratz’s baseball story could be summed up in those 951 plate appearances, along with the twenty-six more from a magical October in 2018 (and the nearly four thousand more in the minor leagues), and that baseball only happens out where you can see it on television or read about it in the paper. That’s probably, for some, enough of the story, like it is for many of those famous Yankees Kratz outhit. They were great players. This is what they did. Maybe we set aside a summer afternoon in Cooperstown for them. The rest drive away.


It was getting late that Friday night in San Diego. The kids were tired and sad. The highway back to the hotel was clear. The Yankees had lost to the Rays in the final game of the American League division series. A utility player who’d years before been undrafted and was just now finding his way in the big leagues had homered off the All-Star closer, which was about how the series ended. Kratz, of anyone, could appreciate a good underdog story, except that this one had sent him down another road, away from another baseball field, one he was sure would never have him back.


He was forty years old. He’d been a backup catcher for nearly half of those years. After one more night in one more hotel, he was going home.


He wouldn’t again be overlooked, optioned out, sent down, released, traded, waived, designated for assignment, nontendered, benched, ignored, hidden on a disabled list, lied to, pinch-hit for, or promised better. He was pleased for that. Neither would he call the perfect pitch and then draw from a pitcher the right combination of badass conviction and watchmaker precision and roll the baseball to a mound on his way to the dugout, or block a hell-child slider with a man on third, or guess fastball and get fastball and side-eye it into the bleachers, or stand with other men who’d become darn close to family. And he was somehow pleased for that, too.


He watched Rays players cavorting on the field. Their relief pitchers charged from their bullpen and sprinted across the outfield. There was still something about beating the Yankees. Still something beautiful about a game that does not recognize uniforms. He heard them whoop and yell and laugh, then heard it again when it bounced off the concrete, plastic, and glass of the stadium, nearly empty because of virus protocols. He knew some of those guys. He’d once been a Ray. Of course he had. He’d be happy for them some other time.


The third catcher on a two-catcher postseason roster, Kratz spent the five games of the division series in the bullpen, warming up pitchers. And pacing. And finding people to talk to. And pacing. Waiting for the phone to ring and doing the odd hamstring stretch. And pacing. When there was no more to do, he gathered his mask and his mitt, his oldest friends.


He once lost a Little League championship game and wondered in the moment if he’d ever get over it. Also, as a senior, a college conference semifinal game. He thought he might have played baseball for the last time then, when he was just twenty-one. In the past half decade of Octobers he’d seen the San Francisco Giants celebrate when he was a Kansas City Royal, the Los Angeles Dodgers celebrate when he was a Milwaukee Brewer, and the Houston Astros celebrate when he was a Yankee. Now, again, he was a Yankee and somebody else was carrying on.


On his walk from the bullpen to the dugout, across center field, around the party, he considered none of that. It would come later. He instead reminded himself to look up into the stadium and into its wall of seats to find Sarah and the children. He waved. They were behind home plate. They waved back. They had sad smiles.


It was a walk of about 450 feet. He was in no hurry. He thought about the young men—boys, really, some of them—who’d been teammates and roommates. They shared sandwich coupons at the sub shop. They were fellow travelers whose wives had been good to Sarah and fellow ballplayers whose time had expired short of a big-league ending.


Hadn’t they worked just as hard? Hadn’t they been at least as talented? Hadn’t they run out of reasons to keep going and then kept going anyway, until it was taken away? Hadn’t they begged for one dang break, just one, not because they deserved it any more than the next guy, or wanted it more, but because they weren’t ready for it to end? Not a good enough reason, but it was all they had—the prayer for an opening, one more week of at-bats, one more start, the arm was starting to feel good, the fastball was comin’ out hot. Kratz would not forget he was one of those guys, had always been one of those guys, would always be one of those guys, wishing on one more hot streak. He admired them. They lived it, too. They fought, too. They cried on their way out and he’d never known what to say.


He wished they could have seen something like this, felt it, just once. Maybe this was what a break looked like, what it amounted to, all these years later, what happens once in a while when a guy raises his hand.


Going out as a World Series winner, wearing pinstripes, being a small part of the massive, star-driven, multi-billion-dollar machine, was the plan. He’d come to believe in that outcome. The game was hard like that. He crossed the dirt track in front of the dugout and neared the stairs leading to the dugout floor. Over two decades, he’d never had the luxury of assuming even one more day of baseball. That he would leave willingly, in good health, proud, even happy, with Sarah beside him, the kids nearby, seemed a moment worth honoring. The Kratzes hadn’t won the game. They hadn’t even played in the game. It didn’t matter. He was satisfied. He was tired.


Baseball had allowed him to tag along for a long time and even let him lead on the occasional sunny afternoon, and he’d endured. He’d had a good time, mostly. A bad time, some. And Sarah stuck it out. She’d been the one who’d reminded him to look out at the sunsets in New York; in San Francisco, in Charleston, West Virginia; in Manchester, New Hampshire; in Omaha, Nebraska; in Santiago, Dominican Republic. She was the one who’d insisted that on his way out the door, and he went out of a lot of doors, he put a jersey in his bag, something to remember the days of that summer he spent in Philadelphia or Pittsburgh or Milwaukee or Toronto. They might have been his last, they might have been a stop on the way to something grander, and they were all—every one of those days in every one of those summers—part of who he was. Part of who they were. The baseball part. The life part.


Back in San Diego, he again saw the end of his career coming. It was a hundred steps away. Then fifty. Then five. Then none. When he arrived in the clubhouse he cried not for himself but for the Yankees, for his teammates, for its ending, for the death of a season first fractured by a pandemic and then reset in the months of honest efforts to make something of it. Together, they’d done their parts for the team, the city, and the nation, for each other, and lost anyway. It’s the way it goes sometimes.


Then how’s a man supposed to feel after forty years when he’d not seen the last twenty of them coming, when it was too glorious to imagine and so infuriating it hurt? The toughest among them mourn when they’re done because baseball was their claim to perceived immortality. Even past their primes, when their wives had to push with both feet to shove them from bed, when their knees went and then their backs and then their eyes, they’d still had their three hours of their game. As long as they had their uniforms, their pals, their fans, their jolt of pregame adrenaline, they were alive. And not just alive. Young. And not just young, but important. Relevant. Hardly anyone gives that away.


In that clubhouse, a long way from home and a lot further from where he’d started, Erik had felt only gratitude. He’d not quit, as close as it had come to that more than once. He’d not lost hope, which, he’d learned, was not the same as hopelessness. If there were another pound of himself to give to the game, to his commitment to it and himself and his family and his dream, he could not imagine from where. Sarah had donated plenty, too. The experiences of the previous nineteen years had been wonderful when they were wonderful. The rest, maybe, had been making his way toward the wonderful parts, he thought. It was a generous assessment, colored by a quiet and introspective postgame clubhouse while he’d stripped away the last major-league uniform he was likely to wear. So he found himself in a forgiving mood, especially where it concerned baseball, which hadn’t ever seemed so sure about him. They’d learned to live with each other, baseball and him. Now they’d learn to live apart. He wondered which would be harder.


When he’d left the hotel early that afternoon he’d told his boys, Brayden and Ethan, and daughter, Avery, to have a good time at the game, that he’d see them out there, to root real hard for the Yankees, and to mind their mom. Maybe it wouldn’t be the last time they’d see their dad in a uniform. Definitely it wouldn’t be the last time they’d go to a game he wasn’t playing in. Still, though, he’d asked that they remember how special it was, just in case. If he was part of it, then they were part of it, he’d said. And even the Yankees lose sometimes.


Then they were driving away from the stadium in San Diego. There’d been no party after the game. The baseball season would go on, but not for their dad. So would all the rest of the baseball seasons. The boys sniffed back tears. From the front seat, Erik tried to explain how, outside of the fact they’d lost, it was all so nearly perfect. And, well, losses, by the way, were always going to be a part of it, so they’d better get used to those. Forty years is a big concept for little boys and girls, and Erik tried to assure them this was a good day, that he couldn’t play forever, that they’d find other favorite players to root for. Nobody’d kicked him out. Not this time. He didn’t have a limp. He could feel most of his body parts. After playing the game for so long on its terms, it was a borderline miracle he’d leave it on his. The next baseball seasons would be theirs—Brayden’s and Ethan’s and Avery’s.


He’d watched others leave, bracing themselves as though shuffling toward a cliff, their eyes wide and despairing, then disappearing over the edge. From in the game to out could be a very, very long way down.


“Me,” he said, “I just kind of stepped off the curb of my career into real life.”


It was a good dad talk. He eyed his boys in the rearview mirror and thought he’d been them only, like, yesterday. Those skinny arms and legs now filled out a man-size big-league uniform. The hair was gone, the last hopeful sprigs shaved into a shiny dome a couple times a week. He’d played soccer, basketball, and baseball, and fell for baseball, as easy as if it had fallen for him, and some years later he’d fallen for Sarah, too, the best teammate he’d ever had. The lights of oncoming cars became blurry. Erik wiped his eye with his sleeve. It had been a long road.


For ten or fifteen years, baseball is just baseball. You just keep signing up. If you’re any good at all it keeps happening until there are no more sign-up sheets or good reasons to play. High school is over and it’s time to go to college or into the family business cutting meat or something. Or college is over and it’s time to grow up and be responsible and make something of yourself. To be pragmatic. Dang.


Pro ball is something different. This is how an hour of pro ball becomes two, how one season becomes nineteen of them, how a whim or a dream or the thinnest sliver of an opening becomes a pretty good chunk of a lifetime. When every phone call or tap on the shoulder—“Hey Kratzie…”—could end the whole thing, which began so long ago it seems like it happened to someone else. Like you’re just now hearing the story yourself.


When Jamie Landis went on a family vacation, and the Little League coach notified Erik that as a result he would have to be the catcher for a day, Erik said OK.


That, as often as not, is how boys and girls become catchers. Somebody goes camping or to the shore or has to have an appendectomy and all the gear is lying there and the game is starting in twelve minutes and the pitcher needs to get warmed up. Everybody looks at the husky kid and waits for him to summon the courage to nod or raise his hand or try to make a run for it, except they know and he knows he’s probably too slow and he’ll just get caught and dragged back. So he gets on with it.


Eleven-year-old Erik, though, was a caring teammate. Besides, the coach that spring was his dad, and he could hardly have said no to his dad. For one thing, he’d need a ride home. He also was becoming the husky kid. So on an otherwise unremarkable Saturday afternoon in eastern Pennsylvania Erik moved off shortstop, wriggled into the pads and guards and responsibilities of the position, and stuck the big, dusty mitt on his hand. It was then that the experience began to seem more serious.


Also, he did not own a protective cup.


His dad offered the one he wore when he played hockey. It was just out in the car. The cup was for a grown man and, at this point, Erik was still eleven. There is a reason cups come sized, generally by age. Erik’s dad was, and had been for some time, an adult. His hockey gear reflected that. For Erik, then, this would be something like playing baseball with a trash can lid strapped to his midsection, the difference being it would not technically be strapped to anything. Erik favored sweatpants on game days, as did most of the boys on the field across the road from the VFW hall in Telford. When he stood or ran or leaned too far in any direction, therefore, the protective cup would tumble down a blousy pant leg until it came to rest against the top of one or the other of his shin guards, thus protecting his lower thigh. He was over the next few hours forced to coax his gear and body back into equilibrium, again and again. Parents looked away.


The baseball stung his hand. Darren Delp threw hard for a preteen. He also was one of Erik’s favorite teammates and best friends. Yet by the second inning Erik could barely stand the pain in his palm and began rooting for every pitch to get hit. How he figured it, he had only two hands, one of them was raw and throbbing, and he could always make new friends. So he didn’t feel too bad about his drifting loyalties. Way worse was the drifting cup.


The life, as it is, begins there, on day one. A bruised palm and a hand that won’t close or open all the way. Dirt, mixed with the lime of the foul lines, mixed with sweat, coating everything from the back of the throat outward. Bruises everywhere that isn’t chafed. What would appear to be a stray, feral turtle trapped in a pant leg. That’s the job, you know, if eleven-year-olds could have jobs. That’s the life.


When Jamie returned Erik handed back almost all the gear. Erik’s dad had a hockey game that night, and Jamie had his own age-appropriate cup.


Five years passed. Erik could feel his hand again. He had become a third baseman in that third base was the position he played after shortstop hadn’t worked out and left field had been a fairly traumatizing experience for everyone. He could hit some, but was running out of positions to try. What he really wanted after two years playing junior varsity baseball was to make the varsity team at Christopher Dock Mennonite High School. What the varsity coach really wanted was a catcher, in part because one of his catchers had been suspended for smoking a cigarette on school grounds. So there’s another way for boys and girls to become catchers.


In those five years Erik had decided catchers were undeniably tough. He thought he could be tough enough if a varsity uniform were involved. Maybe the rest would come, he thought. Maybe it would be easier if the uniform did not include sweatpants.


At sixteen, he raised a fresh, unbent, unmarked hand. He was a catcher, and for however long that lasted, that was to be spent in the scuff between batter’s boxes, squatting between home plate and a stooped umpire, where there was just enough room for a man and his next thought. And in the dirt. Always in the dirt.


Actually, he was a backup catcher, on a roster of twelve boys. For a while, he’d have to dream of the dirt.


“I’m the guy who didn’t start him,” said Mike Childs, then the coach at Christopher Dock. “We had twelve guys on the team and I didn’t start him. And then he ended up playing Major League Baseball. I’m like Michael Jordan’s high school basketball coach.”


That may be the first and last time Erik Kratz is compared to Michael Jordan, who famously was assigned to the high school junior varsity team before his sophomore season. It does, however, speak to the ground Erik was to cover. Telford, where Erik was born and raised, has a population of fewer than five thousand. The town has produced two major-league baseball players. The first was a left-handed pitcher named William Stein, who was born in Telford in 1868. He started one game, in 1890, for the Philadelphia Athletics, let in nine runs on seventeen hits, and then became a weaver and a bakery deliveryman. The second was Erik Kratz, 120 years later. Christopher Dock High School, whose campus is in Lansdale, a town over from Telford, opened in 1954. Erik Kratz is its only big leaguer.


“So,” Childs said with a grin, “I’m that guy.”


Erik grew up with two sisters, both athletes themselves—Janelle is two years older, Jolene six years younger—in a house surrounded by tall and sturdy climbing trees on Godshall Road in Telford, a forty-five-minute drive from Philadelphia. His parents bought the house in 1983, when Erik was three. His father’s brother—and men’s league softball catcher—bought the brick ranch-style home next door three years after that. A long driveway curled from the rural, two-lane road to a garage that housed two sensible cars. Indian Creek ran through the neighborhood, roughly parallel to Indian Creek Road. Church, work, school, and baseball weren’t ever more than a few stop signs away.


Telford is Mennonite country. The Kratzes attended a Mennonite church in Souderton, at the corner of Wile Avenue and West Chestnut Street. Erik’s father, Floyd, met his future wife, Deb Rush, at a Mennonite church in Quakertown. He spotted her at a young-adult event, liked her smile, and called her a week later. They married in 1976 and raised their three children by the Christian doctrines of the Mennonites, including pacifism and anabaptism, just as they were raised by their parents, and as their parents were raised by theirs. Though Floyd and Deb did not adhere to the Old Order ways that more closely resembled the Amish in respect to modern technology and dress, the church was their spiritual and social hub on Sunday mornings and Wednesday evenings, along with their daily conscience.


When a scout once asked Erik if he could fly on an airplane, given, well, you know, Erik patiently explained that he could.


Floyd left for work in the dark most mornings. He was a meat cutter at Godshall’s Quality Meats. For many years he was assigned to the cut room, where a steer came in whole and was carried out in steaks. Floyd’s father, Sam, had been raised in the town of Skippack, twenty minutes south of Telford via Old Forty Foot Road. Both of Sam’s parents died the year Sam turned fifteen. He finished seventh grade and then went to work, first on farms, then in factories, and then as a commission merchant, selling produce from the back of a truck. Sam grew up, got married, and bought a small farm. He planted vegetables and raised chickens and sold them door-to-door. This was not a one-man operation. When Floyd raised the possibility of playing a sport or two with his friends at Souderton High School, Sam said, “Well, I need you here,” and Floyd didn’t argue that.


Tall, lean, and ferociously competitive, Floyd played hockey on the pond and basketball on the playground and baseball in a backyard and, he said, “I learned how to use a hoe. My dad taught me how to work.”


When Sam sold the farm, Floyd, by then nearing the end of high school, took a job at a meat processing plant. He mopped floors and lugged trash and came to learn the sights, sounds, and smells of a busy slaughterhouse. He’d thought of attending college and becoming a CPA, but a boss put a knife in his hand one morning and pointed him toward a hook with most of a steer on it, and it wasn’t long before Floyd believed he’d found his professional passion.


“Working, physically, it felt refreshing,” he said. “At the end of the day I knew I had worked hard. I had accomplished something. I always loved to create the pile. When you’re working on the table, at some point you have to start trimming the bones. That’s what they usually give you when you first start. So you trim the bones and that pile just keeps getting bigger. Then they take it away and you make another pile. That just felt good.”


He changed jobs once, when he was nineteen, and that was to go be a meat cutter for somebody else, that being Godshall’s. Over the years, he cut big pieces of meat into small pieces of meat, then ran the place, then owned a stake in the business, then officially retired, and then still went to work every morning, well into his sixties. He worked long hours at the shop and did his paperwork longhand at the dining room table every night, and while maybe that doesn’t sound like it would leave time for much else, what Floyd mostly did was raise his three children with Deb.


When he was just old enough to walk, Floyd’s only son was given a plastic golf club and ball. Floyd would stand in the backyard and watch Erik whack the ball for hours, from one end of the yard to the other and back and then back again. When winter came and the footing became treacherous, Floyd and his boy moved into the cellar, exchanging the golf club for a plastic baseball bat. They continued on like that and waited for the spring thaw.


Floyd, meanwhile, became one of the finer fast-pitch softball pitchers in the area. When asked how he’d become so good at that, given he hadn’t played much softball until his twenties, Floyd said, “Practice.” As they grew, the kids began to look forward to game nights. They waited for their dad’s car to pull into the driveway in the early evenings. They’d filled his jug with water, a little ice, just as he liked it, and laid beside it two Snickers bars. Never one or three. Floyd changed into his uniform, gathered up the supplies, then chased the children to the car. On the evenings he wasn’t so hungry, they’d each get one bite from a candy bar. Then they watched softball and chased each other around the bleachers and fetched foul balls. Floyd pitched. His brother, Donald, caught. The battery lasted the better part of a lifetime.


Floyd was the guy who mowed his own lawn, led Bible study for high schoolers, coached baseball and softball, liked a clean comedy, tried a little harder than most to win a golf game, talked a little too loud in the stands about why Erik should be playing over that other kid, and, on the evenings he could barely pick up his feet after a long day of work, spent three hours in the cellar playing made-up games with his children. He’s still most of those things, except now he has grandchildren and they call him Pop-Pop and tell him they love him, which always makes him a little teary.


One afternoon Floyd left work early and picked up Janelle from the house, and the two of them drove forty-five minutes to watch one of Erik’s baseball games. Erik was a senior and, not knowing how many more games he would play, Floyd was eager to see as many as he could. They arrived at the field and found a place in the bleachers just in time to see Erik take a strike three and, frustrated by the umpire’s strike zone, fling his bat to the backstop. Erik was thrown out of the game. Floyd and Janelle looked at each other, stood up, walked to the car, and drove forty-five minutes home.


The family was halfway through dinner when Erik came through the door. Floyd barely looked up. Before anyone else spoke, Erik said, “Dad, I want to apologize. First of all, I went to the umpire and told him I was sorry I did that. Second, I’m sorry you came all the way out there to see me do that. It’ll never happen again.”


More than twenty years later, the memory turned Floyd’s voice thick with pride.


“I wanted Erik to be a really good ballplayer,” he said, dabbing at his eyes. “But more than that, I wanted him to be someone who owned up to his mistakes.”


Two decades after he’d left Telford for college, Erik would buy a house a mile away from his parents, also with climbing trees and a sweeping yard, in the same neighborhood as his high school baseball coach, Mike Childs. The store that sold baseball cards had become a nail salon, the soccer fields upgraded with artificial turf, and the equipment shed/snack shack at the Little League field painted red, but otherwise Telford existed mostly as it did in Erik’s childhood memories. Narrow roads still passed corn fields, meat processing plants, and neighbors waving from front porches adorned with American flags, and still led to sandlot fields, ice rinks, fishing spots, and the corner Wawa. Erik’s wife, Sarah, became a substitute teacher at the middle school. His children played on the baseball fields, soccer pitches, and basketball courts that filled their dad’s youth, and their grandfather’s, and they caught sunfish and carp and the occasional bass in the same ponds. The church in Souderton has a new wing and a fresh generation of children to squirm in its pews, but the word, the message, is unchanged.


Life could be simple in Telford, simple as a bike ride to school every morning, simple as a mom who doubled as the family barber, simple as mowing your own lawn and washing your own car and bowing your head to the same voice from the same altar on Sundays. For spending money, Erik folded boxes for the meat Godshall’s shipped. He affixed Godshall’s stickers to the plastic bags that held the meat in the boxes. Shortly after he turned sixteen, he took a semiregular route driving Godshall’s vans and trucks to market, sometimes all the way to Philadelphia and once, on a Friday evening at the height of rush hour, he wedged one of those trucks under a railroad bridge he’d calculated to be slightly more welcoming. Traffic in both directions was halted for a few hours, as were the commuter trains scheduled to cross the bridge. Eventually it was decided the only way to dislodge the truck was to deflate the front tires and back it out. Erik was left with some explaining to do, and Godshall’s with a fine to pay, and everyone with a lesson about the relationship between a thirteen-foot, six-inch truck and a thirteen-foot bridge.


“I often told our children,” Floyd said on a summer afternoon not quite a year after Erik had retired from baseball, “you know, maybe you won’t get the job you want. But whatever job you get, you do your best at it. Do it like somebody’s watching you, even if nobody is. If that’s flipping burgers, well, do it the best you can. You will get rewarded for that. The Lord will bless you for that.”


After high school Erik went to Eastern Mennonite University to study business. He did not know what he’d do after that. Probably, he thought, he’d work at Godshall’s. In the meantime, he’d also play baseball for a few more years, if they’d have him, if he could win a place on the team and keep it, if he could hit, if his studies didn’t suffer, if he still loved it like he had as a boy.


That was the plan, whether anybody was watching or not.


In the lost, mad, claustrophobic summer of 2020, he’d turned forty, played in sixteen games, and hit .321. In the fall, he’d walked off a big-league field after a playoff game. Outside the clubhouse, his wife and three kids were waiting. This is how you leave the game, he’d thought. This is how you say thank you, and how it thanks you back. This is how you drive away. He half-turned in his seat.


“Look,” he told the kids, “I’ll be able to be at your games now and not just watch the videos.”


Brayden and Ethan hadn’t thought of it like that before. They looked at each other and decided maybe this wasn’t such a sad night. Maybe driving away from a baseball field wasn’t always a bad thing.


“All right,” Brayden said finally. “Well, that sounds good.”


Erik smiled. So did Sarah. It was a good day, Erik thought. About the best he’d ever had. And now they were going home. To Pennsylvania, to Telford, to a house on a green hill with climbing trees, for good. Back to where it began.















Chapter 2



C2


In at least one scout’s shorthand, Erik Kratz, on the best days of his baseball life, was a C2.


As in, “Kratz, Erik Floyd; dob 6/15/80; Telford, PA; 6-foot-4, 250 pounds; bats right; throws right; good defender; great arm; sees the game; some pop; runs like he’s 6-foot-4, 250; C2.”


By this system, a major-league-standard starting catcher is designated as a C. A backup, a second stringer, gets a C2. It saves everyone time, as the classifications are otherwise more wordy and less orderly.


C2 isn’t the bottom—just where the easy coding ends. There are split-timers, who share the lead role in a platoon arrangement and rate somewhere between a C and a C2, though in truth they’re probably both C2s. There are up-and-down guys, who are third-catcher types rated slightly ahead of org guys, org being short for “organizational.” An org guy would be in the big-league lineup if the team’s flight landed in the wrong city or if it landed in the right city and everyone on the plane had come down with mumps, including the third catcher. He’s regarded as positional depth, but also extreme depth, a viable option in the aforementioned mini-pandemic scenario.


First, of course, he’d be expected to throw himself in front of the outbreak in order to save the rest, were that possible. If not, he’s in there, hitting eighth.


Below the org guys are career minor leaguers, whose job it is to ensure the prospects have someone to throw to and that the ball somehow gets back to the prospects. For every prospect in the minor leagues is a minibus filled with underpaid, underhoused, and underfed young men who may actually be bunking in the minibus. Org guys and career minor leaguers are fairly interchangeable and, indeed, often get confused with one another, which bothers only them. Beneath the depth charts are emergency catchers, who may or may not know there are right and left shin guards. By then it probably wouldn’t matter, honestly.


Then, in hundreds of major- and minor-league clubhouses, in bullpens and on benches and in the backs of buses and on foul lines while the national anthem plays, there are catchers shaded into two or three or four of those scout-book designations. They are, that day, what the lineup card says they are, most often under the heading “Available Position Players.” They are what the team needs them to be. Also, how they are viewed by their own general manager or manager or analytics department or starting pitcher. They exist somewhere in the pages of a scouting report, in the margins of who’s hurt and who’s not, who can play and who can’t, who can hit right-handed pitching, who can frame a slider, who can soothe a rookie pitcher’s jumpy heart or a veteran pitcher’s cranky disposition, and who is least likely to cause a ruckus if none of this applies to him today. Or for the next week. Or if all of this is happening in Triple-A or in some independent league where a C2 could also be the third baseman or the pitching coach.


Beyond the dozen or so unchallenged major-league No. 1 catchers, there are few absolutes, other than “not a No. 1 catcher,” and that sort of depends on who else is available. Even the definition of No. 1 catcher, or starting catcher, is evolving. In the uninterrupted 2019 and 2021 seasons, eight catchers combined caught as many as one thousand innings. In 2000 alone, ten catchers breached one thousand innings.


Also, because there are thirty major-league teams does not mean that at a given time there are thirty Cs. Some are C2s covering for a C’s injury, or a team’s unwillingness to pay for a C or inability to develop a C. The point being, catcher is the most demanding defensive position on the field, leaving less for the offensive side, so it is very difficult to be good at that, stay healthy, get along with most, and also hit, and more difficult to categorize precisely.


The answer, from every C2 ever, is that he is a C—rather, the C—on the day he plays. He might learn about that the night before. He might be assigned to a particular pitcher. (Other designations: personal catcher and, primarily in relation to knuckleball pitchers, specialty catcher.) He almost surely is the day-game-after-a-night-game regular. Sometimes he’s thrown in there against last season’s Cy Young Award winner, as a favor to the C. He might be minding his business in the fourth inning when suddenly the C—the true C—is rolling in the dirt clutching his bloody ear. In that case everybody moves up one grade for as long as it takes to get that ear taped up. Of note, the day’s C who is every other day’s C2 generally must root for a late-inning lead if he expects his full allotment of at-bats. When behind, managers tend to hit for players whose batting averages make general managers breathe through their teeth.
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