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Chapter 1


“Hi, honey. It’s me, Peter … uh, dummy me, huh? You knew who it was,” he said as he pressed his cell phone to his ear and negotiated the car down the winding road through Tate’s Hell forest and swamp. Place’s really dark. Mist and fog getting thick. Wouldn’t have come this way if I’d known the conditions would be like this.


“Sorry I missed you. Having a nice bubble bath after putting the kids to bed?” The thought of that scene brought a warm smile, then the shadows caused by the car lights and moon on another sharp turn grabbed his attention. Wow! They’re like animals that jump from nowhere into the road and then disappear.


“I had that appointment this evening so I’m driving home tonight. Taking a short cut, but it’ll be late so please leave the door unchained, okay?”


He paused again for a moment as his voice softened, “Tell the girls I love them, give Little P a hug for me, and … . I miss you, Pumpkin.”


Peter grinned as he dropped the phone into the car tray. Wonder if she’ll remember that from our first date? It’ll be nice being home for a while, and be a father and… .


Minutes later: “The wheels were still turning as I stopped my car,” Mary sobbed as she gave her statement to Patrolman Jennings. Tears flooded her face as she struggled to speak.


“Take a moment,” he said and handed a bottle of water to her. “A sip’ll help.”


She swallowed a couple of times and continued, “When he saw me, he raised a hand and pleaded, ‘Help me, please help me.’”


She paused again, and her head and upper body rocked back and forth. “I couldn’t do anything to help.”


“I know that was difficult,” Patrolman Jennings said reassuringly. “I’ll write what you’ve told me.” After a few minutes, he asked, “Do you remember anything else?”


“I could only cradle his head and wipe his eyes.”


“I’m sure you did all you could.”


She blew her nose and continued, “After a little bit, he stopped shaking. He spoke, but it wasn’t to me.”


“Who was it to? Was someone else here?”


She looked at him and motioned “No,” and said, “Didn’t seem to be to anyone. He mumbled, ‘Who’s going to take care of my family? Teach Little P how to play baseball? To be a man?’”


She paused to take a deep breath and continued, “He looked into my eyes and said, ‘Tell them I love them.’ Then he coughed and whispered, ‘Tell Vicki I …’”


Mary stopped, and gazed into the night like she was thinking deeply about what he said. Patrolman Jennings was about to speak to her when the loud hooting sound of a barred owl startled her. “That’s the last thing he said.”


A few moments of silence passed before Patrolman Jennings replied, “Okay, that’ll be all tonight. If there are any questions, you’ll receive a call. Your husband and daughter have arrived to drive you. Thank you for helping.” She left and Patrolman Jennings reread the report:


Traffic accident: 1 vehicle, driver only, 1 fatality, vehicle on side, tire skid marks reveal sudden attempt to change direction to possibly miss something in the road, but nothing found. Approximate time: 1:30 a.m. Fatality: Peter Marshall. FL-DL. Wife (Vicki) being notified.


Witness: 1 person arrived while tires still turning. Her statement’s attached. Follow-up as scheduled. Photos attached. Signed: Patrolmen Steve Jennings.


He watched the truck pull away, towing the damaged vehicle. The emergency lights flashed far into the trees and swamp as the truck traveled out of sight. Wouldn’t want to be lost in this part of Tate’s Hell. Too many swamps and bogs, gators and critters. Mentally he checked off: Accident debris removed from road, and site cleared.


The other patrolman signaled “All done,” and drove away.


Patrolman Jennings reread the woman’s statement about Peter Marshall’s last words: “Who’s going to take care of my family? Teach Little P how to play baseball, to grow up to be a man? Tell Vicki I… .”


He eased the car forward. How tragic to die while worrying about his family and son. A sudden light flash at the edge of the road caught his attention. It’s a phone! Must be from the accident. He retrieved it and noticed a new voice message. Oh, my gosh! He played it again.


“Hi, dear,” a woman said excitedly. “Sorry we missed your call. Little P late night feed. Glad you’re coming home tonight. We’ve missed you so much. And Little P has a surprise, but we’ll tell you later… .” Some background sounds could be heard. “Oh, we can’t wait. Listen.”


“Daddy’s listening. Say, ‘Daddy.’”


A small voice said faintly, “Da da.”


“Say it again,”


“Da da.”




Chapter 2


Forward to ten years later in the Marshall house.


“Maaauumm,” Peter yelled as he pulled on his tennis shoes and hurried down the hall toward the back door. “Finished my jobs. Going to the ball field if okay.”


“Hold on!” Vicki called out quickly, “Not to-daaaaay.”


“But Mom,” Peter whined stopping in his tracks. “Tryouts are over Christmas break. Remember? Maybe someone’s there who’ll know what day.” He paused to see if there was a response. Didn’t hear one so he added, “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”


Mom appeared in the kitchen doorway with an apron around her slim waist. She wiped her brow, grimaced and said reluctantly, “Well, okay, but be back by noon. We’re going Christmas shopping this afternoon, and I signed us up to ring the kettle bell this evening outside the department store. We’ll be at one door and your sisters at the other.”


She had barely finished speaking and Peter was out the back door. By the time she glanced out the kitchen window, he was already pedaling fast down the street. Hope he’s not disappointed again. He’s dreamed about being on a baseball team for a long time.


Peter took a short cut trail through the woods to the Myers Park ball field, tennis courts, and playgrounds. During his young years, he came to know many imaginary friends and foes.


“Can’t catch me!” he yelled as they chased him up and down the rolling hills, over a bridge, and across the stream. He’d think, they’re about to get me. I’ll jump the stream to escape!


Only a few playmates lived close by, so Peter developed a great imagination. Also, family financial difficulties reduced the opportunities to go where playmates might be.


He competed with imaginary friends in outdoor games. They rode through the hills and woods together. They challenged each other to see who could bike through the woods the fastest. He matched skills with them in just about everything he did. One delight was jumping contests across the streams. Of course, his mom scolded him, “How do you get so wet and muddy?”


Peter and his imaginary friends dug worms and fished at nearby ponds. They’d jump with excitement when “crackers” snapped the bobber below the water surface. He brought the largest fish home for a family meal.


As Peter grew older, he spent more time on the basketball courts playing against his imaginary friends in one-on-one competition. He’d count down from ten, dribble to the left then right, and launch the ball just before the imaginary buzzer sounded. An imaginary crowd roared when the ball swished through the net, and Peter’d jump, and triumphantly pump his fist like the players do on TV. He’s a hero.


Peter also dreamed about playing baseball. He’d give almost anything to be on a team and get base hits. He has watched so many practices and games that he knows most of the rules. He’d imagine catching fly balls, throwing out runners, pitching and striking out the batters, or hitting a winning home run.


Today he’d take one step closer to this dream. As Peter approached the ball field, he heard players yelling, “Hey, batter. Hey, batter. Swing the bat.”


Other players in a dugout beside the field yelled, “Pitcher has a rubber arm. Pitcher has a rubber arm.”


Peter breathed heavily when he stopped under an old majestic live oak tree just outside right field. “Hi Big Fella. Did you save a place for me?” Big Fella was his special refuge from his imaginary foes. Big Fella’s low branches with lots of Spanish moss hanging down and massive roots made an ideal play area for Peter and his imaginary friends. The tree was so large that some of its branches extended high over the fence and out above a sizeable area of right field.
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Historic Myers Park youth baseball field in Tallahassee, Florida. Clarence stands majestically, overhanging right field.


“Strike three!” the umpire yelled.


Players ran on the field, and one caught Peter’s eye. “It’s a girl!” he grumbled. He couldn’t believe what he saw. “A GIRL,” he said loudly in disbelief, “gets to play and not me?” he grumbled again. “That’s not fair.”


Peter briefly thought back to a year ago when a coach answered his question about playing, “Son, you have to be eleven before you can play.” Soon afterwards, Peter recognized a couple of players on a team who were younger than he was. They’re from my school, and in a lower class. They’re younger than me, so how did they get on a team?


Peter didn’t know the reason was because the coach had been told something about Peter’s playing ability. Some boys who knew Peter at school told the coach, “Peter’s really clumsy when hitting, throwing, and catching a ball. At school, Peter’s always chosen near the last to be on a ball team.”


His face flushed red with anger as he remembered, standing in a group that got smaller and smaller and waiting to be chosen. Often he’d go play with other kids who’d also been “pushed aside.”


Unknown to Peter, a counselor had discussed the problem with his mother. “Peter’s behind the playing level of most boys his age, even a few girls,” the counselor had said. “What he probably needed was someone to help him develop the skills of playing ball.”


His mom, Vicki, sadly confessed, “I know little about baseball. Peter’s two sisters are thirteen and fifteen, and time’s a luxury I don’t have. I am a single mom, widow, three kids, and few resources.”


“Well, not today!” Peter exclaimed as he leaned his bike against Big Fella. “I’m old enough now to play! And I’m going to get on a team,” he said with determination.


The teams on the ball field were from last year, and they were in a practice game against each other. One of the coaches soon blew a whistle and yelled, “Everybody bring it in.” The players ran to the coach of their team. Some skipped, giggled, hollered, and pushed each other along the way to be there first.


Peter watched the action intensely and tried to hear what the coach was saying. A deep voice suddenly startled him, “Better run over there and listen up.”


Peter looked around the tree and area to see who was nearby. Who’s that? He didn’t see anyone. Quickly his mind was back to what the coach was saying; without thinking more about the source of the voice, he trotted along the fence to a place where he could hear.


Big Fella’s real name was Clarence. He chuckled and gently shook his branches as he watched Peter. Humans are so strange, but funny sometimes. Wonder what my grandpappy’d think of these youngsters swinging a stick at a little ball, running around a field, chasing and throwing that ball? And surely grandpappy’d be amused about those bigger humans who strut around, kick the dirt, and holler at the little humans with an intensity level that’d be expected only for some great calamity—something like the sun not coming up tomorrow?


The coach told the young players, “Tryouts and drafts will be Saturday after Christmas. It’ll start at 9:00 in the morning. Come and see who might be the new players on our team.”


Peter was thrilled. I’ll be here. Christmas was in a couple of days, but Peter was more excited about the tryouts. Finally-- I’ll be on a team!


Peter’s balloon was temporarily deflated, though, with the next comment by the coach: “If you know of any good nine and ten year old players, bring them to see me. We can sign them without going through the tryouts. Now go and have a good Christmas.”


A huge dose of truth hit Peter about the adult statement he had heard several times the previous two years: “A player had to be eleven before getting on a team.” I wasn’t told the truth, Peter thought. Why would they do that?


Peter, like many youngsters, was resilient, and the question didn’t linger long in his mind. He now had the information he came to get. Need to get home. Mom’ll be ready to go. He trotted to his bike and rode away. He never gave a second thought to the voice he heard earlier. His mind was on his dream: At last, I’ll be on a team. I’ll be here early and ready. I can hardly wait. I’ll be on a team!


At that moment, Clarence whispered to Peter, “Hope you have a good Christmas.”


This time to Peter, it was just the sound of branches and leaves moving in the breeze.


Hmmmmm, what’s up with that boy? Clarence wondered. Peter usually says “See ya, Big Fella,” when he leaves. Didn’t today. Oh, well, he sighed deeply, probably excited about finally getting on a team.


Fortunately, Peter didn’t hear the last comments of players to their coach. “That’s the one we told you about,” they said as they pointed towards Peter pedaling out of sight. “Don’t draft him. He’s clumsy and can’t play very well.”


“Why those little …” Clarence bellowed angrily. “Humans also are downright mean and cruel sometimes!”




Chapter 3


“What’s the matter, Big Fella?” Charley hooted curiously as he and Caroline glided towards Clarence. As they spread their wings to land, he hooted again, “Heard you a couple blocks away.” They settled softly on their favorite branch of Clarence’s, fluffed their feathers, and gazed around. “Thought we’d fly over and snooze ‘fore we hunt this evening.”


Charley and Caroline are owls and live in the dense woods of the golf course near a small stream. They’re friends of Clarence and often come to visit.


“Yes, deaah Cla’ence,” Caroline added softly. She shuffled around a bit, fluttered her big brown eyes, and turned her head all around hoping to scope out a careless squirrel.


She picked up the southern drawl from some cousins who lived in an old shade-tobacco barn, just across the state line in South Georgia. Hurricane Kate blew her North and Charley finally found her after several months.


Clarence explained about how badly Peter wanted to play on a team. “He was so excited he didn’t even say ‘See ya, Big Fella’ like always when he left.”


“That splains it,” Charley hooted as he twisted his jaw and beak in a smirk.


“Splains wat, Cha’lee?” Caroline inquired, but before he replied, her head began to nod. “Time for ma afta’noon beauty nap,” she mumbled.


Charley responded quickly, “Why Peter didn’t holler when we sailed over him, dear.” Too late, he observed. One of her eyes is shut and the other has a glazed look.


Charley continued as if she was listening, “It was here that we came to know Peter. Remember how he’d see us perched in Big Fella and greet us with, ‘Hi, Mr. Owl,’ and ‘Hi, Mrs. Owl,’ as he played games?”


Clarence cleared his voice with a rumble, “Is that why you call me Big Fella?”


“You got it,” Charley paused and then added teasingly with a ya-found-me-out grin, “Big Fella.” He paused again and then added, “It’s because Peter calls you that.”


Clarence coughed, but before he spoke, Charley thought, Better change the subject. “What are we going to do about it?”


“Do about what?” Clarence asked, still thinking about being called Big Fella.


“Peter,” Charley hooted with a curious, but impatient look in his eyes. “Who’ve we been talking about?” Before Clarence responded, Charley pointed a wing towards the creek below. He’d caught sight of Maggie, the grey fox who also lived in the golf course woods. Maggie crept through the brush almost unseen. She’d eventually work her way up the hill and hide behind one of Clarence’s massive roots. They protruded partially above ground ten-fifteen feet away from his trunk.


“Hello, Maggie,” Charley hooted to her, “What brings you here this early in the day?”


Clarence butted in with a tease to their four-legged friend, “Maggie has a weakness.” He paused to let the suspense build but didn’t have the patience to wait. “She has a fondness for human food and snacks,” he chuckled. “She knows some human will drop a hotdog or hamburger. Her keen smell helps her find them when the humans leave. Right, Maggie?”


The jabbering startled Caroline, and her eyes popped so wide open they seemed double size. “I d’clah,” she hooted softly and stretched her wings. “Doncha know a sleepin gal when ya see one?” Then she eyed Maggie and said with a big yawn, “Hellooo, Maggeee deaah.”


Maggie returned Caroline’s greeting, “Howdy, Caroline.” Then she confessed that she did like human food. “But I hafta be careful. Dogs around and many aren’t on leashes.” Then the look on her face changed. Her lips parted to show her teeth, and she teased Clarence in return. “My buddy, Big Fella, lets me know when it’s safe to come around.”


Charley recognized it was “tease Clarence time,” and he hooted, “Yeah, Big Fella’s roots are really giant worms that are trying to crawl back into the ground.”


“Wo’ms?” Caroline popped her eyes open again and asked, “Time to eat, Cha’lee?”


Maggie howled inwardly with laughter, “Big Fella could pull his roots out of the ground and walk around the park when no one’s there to see.”


“Yeah, and I’d chase you,” Clarence bellowed. “Enough already with the jokes. What’re we going to do about Peter?”


“What’s wrong with Peter?” Maggie howled. “Something happen to him?”


“Not again!” Clarence exclaimed as he sighed deeply, “I’m not going to say this again so listen up,” he stated with a threatening tone. Then he told them about Peter’s great desire to be on a team and what happened earlier that day. “And Peter didn’t say ‘See ya, Big fella’ like always.”


And Charley added, “And he didn’t call out to Caroline and me like he always does when he sees us fly over him or perched somewhere.”


Maggie sat her behind down on the ground, frowned inwardly and asked to make sure she understood correctly, “And Peter doesn’t know what those boys said about him to their coach?”


“Nope, nodda word,” Clarence replied.


“Whada we doing about it?” Maggie asked as a puzzled look appeared on her face. She cocked her head slightly and then asked the real question, “Can we do anything about it?”


“Dono,” Clarence answered. “Mind’s blank. Let’s give it some thought for a while.”


The four friends no sooner paused to think, when suddenly Charley’s head shot up and his eyes popped wide open. He squawked trying to speak, jumped down to a lower branch, and finally hooted excitedly, “Big Fella, . . er . . uh … Clarence. You’re the oldest living thing near the ball field.” He paused for a moment and asked for confirmation, “Right?”


“Well, yeah in these woods. There’s an older oak tree over the hill in the Cascades area. It’s by the Meridian benchmark that’s the starting point for all property surveys in Florida. He’s lonely, because humans pay attention mostly to the marker and ignore him.”


Charley continued, “And you were here before this ball field was built. Right?”


“Yes, I began as a seedling in the stable fence of Territorial Governor William Duval in the 1820s.” Clarence answered as he reflected back to that time. Lucky those mules didn’t eat me. So many things and changes have taken place around these parts. And … and … and… .


Maggie noticed that Clarence seemed stuck somewhere back in time. “Earth to Clarence! Earth to Clarence!” she howled to jog him out of his trance and back into the present.


“Oh, sorry,” Clarence fessed up. “Lost in time for a moment. Interesting days.”


“Yeah, we know,” Charley hooted impatiently, referring to the “lost” part.


“What you getting at with these questions?” Clarence asked. Getting impatient myself.


“Fair ‘nough,” Charley eagerly replied. “Any of those players have problems like Peter and were you able to help any of them? If ‘Yes,’ how?”


Clarence thought and thought and thought without any response. Finally he moved his branches excitedly, “Well, come to think of it, I remember one player. I was friends with some owls and a fox. Probably your ancestors. We did… . It might work with Peter because I think he heard my voice today. Tryouts are this Saturday and we’ll know soon if we can help. Let’s keep our fingers . . er . . uh . . our wings and paws and branches crossed.”




Chapter 4


“Creeeaakk, creeeaakk.” The sounds broke the early- morning silence in the Marshall house. Vicki half opened her eyes and slightly raised her head. “It’s Peter tiptoeing down the stairs,” she mumbled and then blinked her eyes to clear the fog. “Going to the baseball tryouts.” The creaky sounds reminded her of another time, and she smiled. How many times did big Peter say he was going to fix those boards? Glad he didn’t. She stretched and considered for a moment staying in the warmth of her bed, but that thought was fleeting as she knew it’s a special day for Peter. Need to see him off. She dragged herself from the bed, slipped on a robe, and headed to the kitchen.


“Hi, Mom,” Peter mumbled excitedly, mouth stuffed with cereal and milk. The big grin revealed his anticipation something good was taking place today.


“Hi, Hun,” she said as she bent over and kissed his cheek. Hun was the name she used most of the time instead of Peter as it brought back tearful memories.


“Big day, huh?” she asked with a yawn and stretch of arms.


“Yeah, gotta run,” he replied as he grabbed the remains of his raisin muffin, gave her a quick one-arm hug and hurried towards the back door.


She followed him, “Sorry you have to wear blue jeans and tennis shoes today.” In the same breath, she reminded him, “Don’t forget. I get paid next week, and we’ll buy those baseball pants and cleats.”


“At least I have my lucky jersey,” Peter replied with a warm grin as he lifted it outward from his chest. “Baggy, but I’m wearing it!”


Tears popped up in the corners of Vicki’s eyes, and she struggled to keep composed. She momentarily thought of her Peter playing in a young adult league. He looked so handsome in that jersey, and he loved playing. Sometimes I wasn’t sure which he loved most, it or me?


“Your dad’d be proud of your wearing his jersey,” she said softly. Her mind drifted to Peter’s comments when he first tried on the jersey.


“When I found dad’s old jersey, I’d move my fingers along the silk numbers. Number 46. I’d think of dad dressing for a game and putting on the jersey. Dad touched these numbers, too! Made me feel he was close by; like I could reach out, touch him, and get a hug from his warm arms. It was my treasure.”


Many years later, Peter shared another special memory: “Mom, when you got up that morning to see me off for my tryouts, I realize now how much you cared that the day would be special to me. I learned that Saturday was the only day you could sleep in and rest. It was the only luxury you were able to have. You worked several jobs and long hours to provide for us and at the same time studied to become a nurse; but the difficulty to do these things didn’t hit me until I became an adult. You seemed to be always helping others, too.”


Peter picked up his mitt and bat and opened the door to leave. He called it his “Savoy bat” like the kid did in the movie The Natural. He often thought, Maybe one day I can hit a home run like that to win a game. My bat and mitt may be old, but they’re mine. Peter mowed a neighbor’s lawn several times in exchange for them. He strapped them to his bike handlebars and pushed off to the ball field.


“Good luck,” Vicki yelled as she watched him ride down the drive and out of sight. Hope he’s this happy when he returns.


“Here he comes,” Clarence whispered to Charley and Caroline. “Remember,” he cautioned, “act like yourselves so he won’t suspect something.”


Peter leaned his old bike against Big Fella, unstrapped his bat and mitt, and turned to walk off when the cackling in the tree caused him to look up. It’s my owl friends, he thought and waved. Maybe wishing me good luck. “Morning Mr. and Mrs. Owl.”


Charley and Caroline hooted at that moment, but Peter didn’t know it was their greeting in return.


On another day Peter’d stay and enjoy their company. Not today, he thought as he trotted towards the announcer booth where tryout registration would take place. A few players were there already, and others were coming.


Peter was on cloud nine, but his emotions hit rock bottom immediately when he observed, Everyone has baseball pants, shirts, and cleats, and most are new. He felt out of place, but he was determined. I’m getting on a team today.


Soon a man blew a whistle and motioned everyone to gather around him. “This is the tryout day for this baseball league. Your name’ll be called in the order of signing up. After you are through, you’ll be given a form to take home and complete. Don’t leave the field without it. Understand?”


Before the players could reply, he went on, “The form has a place for your parent or guardian to sign. Complete it and bring it back with a copy of your birth certificate to prove your age. The registration and playing fee is $35. Give these to your coach at your first practice. Remember, you can’t practice until these are returned. Also, you can’t play in this league if you’re thirteen before August 1st. Everyone understand?” This time he looked around for a response.


“No questions? Good. Now everyone get in line.”


Immediately Peter and all the other players moved to get in line. Unfortunately, more bodies surged ahead than the space would hold. Peter found himself behind a girl, and she was being pushed further and further back from the registration table. Players were shoving and crowding in ahead of her.


“What’s she doing?” Peter mumbled angrily under his breath. “She’s not saying anything to stop them from pushing.” He didn’t like players crowding in line, but he didn’t want to be mean and shove her out of the way, either.


Fortunately, registration was quick, and Peter was soon on the field. He stretched for a bit like the players ahead of him were instructed to do. Now he was ready to throw. He looked around. Everyone’s throwing with somebody.


Then a tryout coach called out the number on Peter’s jersey, “Number 46, number 46.” Peter looked his way, and the coach pointed to a player for him to throw with.


Peter trotted in that direction, and then he saw the player. “Oh, no!” he grumbled under his breath. “It’s that girl from the registration line!” What am I going to do? he wondered as he trotted towards them. Just my luck to get a dumb girl. Probably can’t throw or catch. She’ll make me look terrible.


As Peter approached the coach, he had a look like he was begging to be rescued. Maybe he’ll understand and match me with another boy. No help came as the coach turned his attention to another player trotting on to the field.


“My name’s Sakine,” a voice came from behind Peter. The girl walked towards him. “Sakine Davis. What’s yours?”


She caught Peter off guard for a moment. Then he sized her up and down. He was stunned. She looks like a ballplayer, and dressed like the boys except her long blond hair’s in a ponytail stuck through the back of the ball cap.


“Peter,” he answered quietly almost under his breath and with his head tilted downward. His eyes darted back and forth to see if other players were watching or listening.


He expected to hear snickers and teasing comments. Something like, “Hey, look at Peter and his girlie friend.”


Before Peter could say or do anything else, the coach tossed Peter a ball, and immediately, the girl put out her mitt for Peter to throw it. He thought, Don’t want to be seen with a player who can’t catch or throw, so I’ll throw a gentle toss with an arc to make it easier to catch. “Please catch it,” he begged under his breath.


Sakine shot him a “What’re you doing?” stare, and easily caught the ball. She threw the ball back quickly with more zip than Peter’s throw, and it had no arc.


The ball hit Peter’s mitt with a thud, but it plopped out on the ground before he could secure it with his hand. He was embarrassed and red faced. He quickly picked up the ball, and snuck a peek. Were any players watching? Didn’t seem to be, as they were busy catching and throwing. He threw with more force this time, but it didn’t matter as Sakine easily caught it.


Peter quickly realized, She’s pretty good at throwing and catching. Can’t let a girl outdo me, so he tried to match how hard she threw to him. This didn’t turn out good as the harder he threw, the wilder his throws became. Some were over her head, or wide to her side, or bounced off the dirt at her feet.


“Hey,” Sakine yelled at Peter as she chased the balls. “Can’t you do better?”


Meanwhile, Clarence, Caroline, and Charley were talking about the tryouts. “Peter’s not getting off to a very good start,” Clarence said in his deep voice.


“Yeah,” Charley hooted as he moved back and forth on the branch to see the field, “and I don’t think he knows the coaches are watching the players.”


“Whata ya mean, Cha-lee, coaches watchin?” Caroline asked.


Charley’s eyes opened to about double size and they had a look of “How do I answer this question?” Then he responded, “They want to know how each player performs, dear. Grade them to help draft players for their teams.” Charley knew she’d have other questions and he wouldn’t have the patience to answer without seeming short with her. So he added, “You’ll understand more as you watch.”


Clarence intentionally interrupted, “Some players are pretty good at throwing, but some aren’t. Peter’s not good, but he could improve with the right kind of practice, patience, and, most important, coaching.”


Back on the field, Sakine caught every throw from Peter that wasn’t in the dirt or over her head. She even ran or dove to catch some of his wild throws. In return, she threw hard each time. Peter caught only a few throws.


After time to warm up their arms, a coach blew a whistle and yelled out, “Everyone in.”


Sakine ran towards him and thought, Yea, no more Peter!


Peter was relieved. Hope my tryout’ll be better than warming up.


Some players ran. Some trotted, and others walked.


“Stop everyone!” The coach yelled as he held up both arms in a “Halt” signal. “When a coach blows a whistle, all of you are to run in. No trotting or walking. Understand?”


A few players replied, “Yes.”


“What?” shouted the coach. “I only heard a few of you.”


“Yes,” replied the players.


“What? Didn’t hear you!”


“YES!” yelled the players at the top of their voices. The sound echoed several blocks into the woods around the field.


“That’s better. Now everyone go back to where you were throwing and catching. When I blow the whistle come running.”


When the coach blew his whistle and yelled, “Everyone in here,” all ran as fast as they could and gathered around the coach. They didn’t know it, but this was their first lesson in learning discipline, which is essential to good teamwork.


This time about ten coaches were standing near the one with the whistle. Motioning to the other coaches, he continued, “These men are coaches of the different teams in the league. You’ll learn their names when you get on a team. Today, each of you’ll go through different drills so we can get an idea how well you might be able to play.”


He looked down at his clipboard for a moment and continued. “You’ll catch fly balls, field ground balls, throw in from the outfield, throw to a base after fielding a ball, hit a baseball, and pitch. We’ll also see how fast you are. Do your best. After your tryout, pick up your registration form. The coach who drafts you will call you for practices.”


He paused to let the information sink in. Then he continued, “First, let’s see how fast you can run.” With that, the coach divided the players into three groups.


When Peter saw that Sakine was in his group, he grumbled under his breath, “Oh, no. I’m with that girl again.”


The players in each group stood along the base line from home plate down past 1st base. They were to run past the line from 3rd base to 2nd base. “When I blow my whistle, run as fast as you can. Okay?”


“I think Peter’ll do well in running,” Charley commented to Caroline and Clarence. “He’s always running through the woods and hills and jumping streams.”


“Hope so,” Clarence replied, “he needs a picker-upper.”


At that moment the whistle sounded, and the group took off. Peter finished just behind a lead group of five players, and barely beat Sakine.


“Oh, no,” Clarence moaned. “His tennis shoes slipped in getting started and his jeans slowed him down.”


I can do better, Peter thought as the group lined up to run back. “Knew I could,” he said to himself when only two players finished ahead of him. He didn’t notice that Sakine did better too, and finished a few feet behind him.


The rest of the tryout went downhill for Peter. He missed most of the fly balls and grounders that were hit to him. One fly ball bounced off his mitt and then off his head. The players in his group laughed when they saw it. He had difficulty judging the flight of the ball and several balls went over his head. His throws from the outfield and to a base weren’t very good either. Most were in the dirt, or lobs, wide or over the head of the player he was throwing to.


Hitting didn’t go well, either. His Savoy bat didn’t come through like he thought it would. He hit only two of ten pitches. One was a slow grounder back to the pitcher and the other was a pop-up. He missed the other pitches by a mile.


Pitching was next, and any player could try out. I can’t throw hard enough or with control to get the ball over home plate, he concluded, so I’ll skip that. “My tryout’s over,” he mumbled sadly. “Didn’t do very good.”


He slowly walked to the dugout with his not-so-special Savoy bat over his shoulder, retrieved his mitt, and picked up a registration form to take home. Peter’s day ended just the opposite of the happy expectation he started out with. Unfortunately, it was about to get worse.


Some coaches were standing near the registration booth, making plans to hold the draft. A woman named Priscilla Smart was among them. Her son, Billy, was returning from the year before. He was one of the best players in the league, and he had two years left to play.


Peter asked for his registration form, and the coach in the booth asked, “What’s your name, son?”


“Peter,” he replied, “Peter Marshall.”


The coach thumbed through the forms, found Peter’s, and handed it to him. As Peter walked away, he overheard the woman ask the coaches standing there, “Is 46 any good?”


Peter kept walking, but he turned just enough to see the coaches out of the corner of his eye. Several moved their heads back and forth in a “No” motion.


He could see the woman and coaches still talking, but he was out of hearing range now. Peter didn’t know they were talking about holding the player draft right after the tryouts. He imagined, They’re talking about how poorly I did, and my blue jeans and tennis shoes.


His eyes watered, and his lips puckered. With head down, he stumbled slowly around the fence to his bike propped against the oak tree. His heart pounded harder and harder with each step. When he reached the tree, he leaned against its huge trunk. Lots of tears were flowing now. He’d looked forward to this day for so long, and he had such high hopes this morning when he left his bike and ran to the tryouts. “I’m not even going to get on a team,” he mumbled in agony.


Suddenly, Peter heard a deep voice say, “It’s okay, son. Things’ll work out for you. Wait and see.”


Peter raised his head quickly, and looked around. He didn’t see anyone. “Who’s there?” he asked as he cautiously walked around the tree.


Clarence, Caroline, and Charley did all they could to avoid making a sound.


“No one’s there,” Peter mumbled, “and no one’s nearby, either.” A frightened look replaced the curious one on his face. “Who’s there?” he asked again. No one answered. “Did I imagine this?” he wondered out loud while looking about again in all directions. I see coaches at the registration booth, and a few players and parents loading up in their vehicles. No one else. Musta been my imagination, he concluded.


Peter’s tears were now dry. Yes, he was still upset at the comments of the coaches at the booth. “I know I didn’t do very well,” he mumbled angrily, “but they didn’t have to say so when I could hear.” With that, Peter tied his bat and mitt to the handlebars and pedaled towards home.


“Before you ask,” Clarence said to Caroline and Charley, “I wasn’t sure he could hear me before I answered him. The time needs to be right, and we need to know if he can hear you, too.”


“Okay; we did wonder,” Charley replied.


“Good. Now go tell Maggie what happened today.”


“Sure thing,” Charley hooted and paused before adding, “Big Fella.”


“Get outta here,” Clarence chuckled, “you feathery critters!”


As Peter pedaled towards home, he kept asking over and over, “What am I going to tell mom? What am I going to tell mom? What am I going to tell mom?”




Chapter 5


As the tryouts ended, the coaches and league officials discussed the player draft. Priscilla Smart was close by and said, “You can use our business conference room if you want.”


Jerry Cramer, one of the league officials and assistant coach of the defending champions, replied, “Sounds good.” He looked around at the other coaches.


Most nodded approval or said, “Let’s do it.”


Pricilla handed him a key and explained, “This’s to the backdoor. I’ll turn the alarm off. If you want, I’ll pick up some sandwiches so that you can get started.”


“All for it!” everyone blurted out happily. With that, these adults hopped into their vehicles and took off like teenagers speeding out of a high school parking lot.


Jay Anderson, another coach with the defending champions, chaired the meeting that started a half-hour later. “You all met two of our new coaches. David Tyree’s the other one.” He looked in his direction and said, “Welcome to the league, Coach Tyree.”


Mumbles of “Welcome” sounded across the room, and Coach Tyree waved in return.


Coach Anderson continued, “Coach Tyree moved up to the league with his nine-year-old son, John William. His team has three players returning, and John William makes four.” He paused again and said, “Good luck with your team, Coach.”


With introductions finished, Jerry quickly brought the coaches up to speed, “There’ll be eight teams, and rosters have been turned in with the players returning along with the new nine-year-old players.” He paused for a moment, looked around and said, “For you newbies, only three nine-year-olds can sign each year without going through tryouts.” Then he addressed everyone, “Forty players tried out. There’s room for all if thirteen can be on a team.”


“Motion so made,” a coach said, another seconded it, and all voted “Yes.”


Coach Anderson took over again, “Next is the draft order. League officials propose that it occur in reverse of how the eight teams finished the year before. The last place team’d have first choice of all forty players, and the champions’d have the eighth choice. Then the order’d be reversed with the champions picking again. The draft would continue like the first two rounds until each team filled its roster with thirteen players. Then that team’d drop out of the draft.”


Minor discussion occurred and a coach said, “Seems fair.” The others nodded agreement.


Hmmmm, Coach Tyree pondered, that means I have the first pick since my team finished at the bottom last year. Better choose wisely. He studied his player tryout notes. Only about ten decent players. Since pitchers are key to holding down runs, I better pick a pitcher, and maybe he’ll be good playing something else.


Prissy Smart arrived at that moment with sandwiches, and the coaches stopped immediately to chow down.


Cases with glass fronts were built into the walls on all sides of the opulent conference room. One coach walked around munching on a sandwich and looking at the items on display. After a few minutes, he looked at Prissy and said, “These things look old. Are they from around here?”


Prissy walked towards the coach and smiled proudly. “Yes, most of them. My husband, Terry and I are avid collectors of rare artifacts from the Indian and Spanish history of North Florida.” She unlocked a display, and withdrew two small items. “These are extremely rare quartz artifacts made by the Apalachee Indians. Clear quartz crystal is extremely rare and prized by the Indians.”


Other coaches, except for Coach Tyree who was studying his notes, gathered around, and Prissy continued, “Quartz crystal was highly prized by Native Americans because it held special properties for them.”


She placed them back in the case, locked its door, and continued, “Anyway, the answer is yes—they’re all local finds and have been authenticated by archeologists of the State and of the university. These have some imperfections, but the State has tried to buy these because they’re so rare. Few good ones have been found. They’re priceless because of their history and rarity. Terry and I have been lucky to obtain these.”


At that moment, Jay Anderson waived everyone back to the player draft, and said, “Coach Tyree, you have the first pick.”


Coach Tyree glanced around cautiously at the other coaches like some gambler in a western movie trying to keep his cards hidden from the other cowpokes. He looked back at his notes again and thought, Rick Taylor looked pretty good at pitching. Also ran, caught, and batted good so if he can’t pitch at least he’ll be a good all-around player. “Rick Taylor’s my first pick,” he said. Looking around, he noticed every coach marking on their notes, and it gave him an inward sense of confidence. Must’ve had Rick’s name on their list, too.


The first round continued and, as each coach called out the name of their draft pick, coaches expressed their frustration: “No, not him,” and “Another one gone.”


Finally the league champions made their pick, and the first round was over. Then immediately the champions made their second choice, and promptly announced, “We have thirteen players. Our roster’s full. We had eight returning, and signed three nine-year-olds in the off-season. We needed only two players.”


Coach Tyree’s eyes shot up from his notes. A shocked look was on his face as they finished speaking. They’re full and I still have seven players to draft? All of a sudden he realized, their two players came from the top nine of the forty. No wonder they win! He sat quietly and stewed, They find good nine-year-old players and draft only a few of the best players in the tryouts. They don’t have any of the “not so good ones” from the bottom half of the draft pool. His brow wrinkled and he slumped in his seat. How can my team compete against that?


Perhaps if Coach Tyree had known that the three top hitters and two top pitchers from last year also were on this championship team he might’ve resigned from coaching right on the spot. He didn’t, though, but soon he’d find out about the challenges of trying to coach a bunch of misfits.


The draft continued. Two more teams filled their roster after the fourth round and three more after the fifth. Only Coach Tyree’s team and one other continued to draft. Oh, my gosh, he concluded, at least six of my players, half the team, would come from the last ten players. This isn’t good. He agonized as the brow wrinkles deepened. How can we beat anyone?


When the draft ended, Coach Tyree looked over his list. Seven boys, two of them identical twins, and two girls. He thought back to the tryouts on the field, those twins were the smallest players there. He thought about the upside: One good player who hopefully can pitch, and maybe three or four others decent. Downside? Not sure last four or five can chew bubble gum and catch a ball at the same time. Not fair one team’s stuck with the last four players of the draft. Then he read their names: Phillip Edwards, Angelique Turner, David Petri, and Peter Marshall. A discouraged look appeared on his face as he acknowledged reality. Didn’t see much positive about them. They’ll probably get discouraged and drop out.


A smile, a consolation of sorts, came to his face as he thought about the unusual occurrence of two girls on the team. At least one, Sakine Davis, seemed to be a ballplayer. She was his third pick, seventeenth out of forty. Wonder if she uses that catcher’s equipment I noticed in her bag? Hope so. We’ll need several catchers.


“Here’s the practice and season schedule,” Jerry Cramer said as he passed copies to the coaches. “Anything else?”


A coach asked, “Anything worked out to improve the field and facilities?”


“I agree,” another coach piped in. “Been needed for years and the trees around the field need trimming or taken down. After a storm, pine cones and Spanish moss are scattered all over the field. And that oak tree outside right field has limbs that extend over the playing area. Fly balls hit the branches all the time. Thought we agreed to cut them off.”


Jerry Cramer responded to the latter issue, “We don’t have approval to gut those limbs.” Then he paused and said, “For you new coaches, when a fair fly ball hits a branch of that large oak tree in right field, we have a special rule that an automatic homerun is awarded.”


Another coach spoke up, “Don’t forget about that rusty outfield fence. It’s been there thirty or forty years, since I played here. It’s too short and dangerous. I’ve had players fall over it trying to catch a fly ball. We could be sued if someone gets hurt.”


Another one mentioned the poor condition of the dugouts. “Those dugouts have dirt floors, the benches are splintery, paint’s peeling off walls, and rain leaks through the roofs. There’s a lot of wood rot underneath, and it doesn’t look good.”


Another coach spoke his piece. “I agree with what’s been said, but let’s not forget the scoreboard. It’s a throw back to metal ones of the 1950s. Someone has to hang numbers each inning. Paint’s gone, and the numbers are rusty. Looks terrible. Let’s get a new one—or get this one painted. Maybe we can work out a deal with a soft drink sponsor to provide one of those new ones with electric bulbs.”


Jerry added his two-cents-worth, “Add spectator seating to the list. It’s falling apart. The boards are full of splinters and are hazardous for sitting.” Everyone laughed when he said, “I got a splinter in my behind today watching the tryouts.”


The laughing continued, and one coach jokingly said, “I have a knife. Bend over and we’ll dig it out.”


“No thanks,” Jerry said, shrugging off the offer. “The problem is real. Spectators don’t use the bleachers much. They either stand along the fences or bring their lawn chairs. And don’t forget the announcer and scorekeeper platform. The backstop fence keeps it from falling onto the home plate.”


He continued, “The only thing new is the concession stand, but …” he paused and looked Prissy’s direction, “we wouldn’t have been able to get it approved if not for some extra influence. They’d have clamped down on us tight. Needs rebuilding.”


Still another coach spoke up, “Don’t overlook the outfield. Little grass grows on it because there’s no irrigation, and the wear and tear from junior football played in the fall scrubs away what little grass is left. The only water’s from rain or when some dedicated soul drags sprinkler hoses around the field. Takes lots of hoses from the water connections by the dugouts. I’ve done that a few months, but no more because the football teams tear out chunks of grass during scrimmages.”


One coach turned to Jerry and asked, “How about putting these requests to your bosses at public lands and recreation?”


“I’m not the one to do it,” Jerry replied. He turned toward Prissy and said, “Others have more influence and can pull their chains enough to get a response.”


Prissy understood the implication and responded, “I’m sure the city and county’ll do what they can, but you have to consider we’ve just had a tax referendum turned down by the people. Also, I recall seeing plans to first improve a couple of the older youth division fields.”


Truth is she didn’t support helping to make any of the improvements. She did not want the limited resources to go to this park’s ball field but to a program for the next older age group—where her son would play in two more years.


She didn’t want them to know what she really intended, so she said, “I’ll see what we can do to change these plans. Maybe we can get them to do something, like put in the irrigation.”


The coaches were satisfied with what seemed to be Prissy’s willingness to help. They departed talking excitedly about their new players, expectations for the season, and making calls to their draft picks. Each hoped there’d be a diamond in the rough among them.


Coach Tyree heard the comments and thought, I need a miracle--a bunch of those diamonds. Maybe one of those last six players will be my miracle diamond.




Chapter 6


Peter pedaled fast and wildly down the street from the tryouts to his house. He jumped the curb without slowing down and zipped around to the back yard. He leaped off and was running before the bike hit the ground.


Pokey, the family dog, barked excitedly expecting to play their usual game of tag and ran towards Peter. She nipped playfully at his legs as he jumped over her.


“Not today, Pokey. Not playing today,” he yelled in a sad tone over his shoulder.


Vicki was making one of Peter’s favorite treats, oatmeal-raisin cookies. It was a surprise for his special day. She was taking a batch of cookies out of the oven when she heard the backdoor open and close. She glanced up as Peter flashed by the kitchen doorway. A puzzled look appeared on her face. Quickly she called out to him, “How was the tryout, Hun?”
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