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Hello, Andy? This is Mr. Geist, Willie’s father. I called to tell you that I’m going to be your baseball coach this year.

Um-hm.

Our first practice is Thursday, four o’clock, on the diamond behind Ben Franklin school.

Um-hm.

Say Andy, I wanted you to know—and we can keep this just between the two of us, OK?—that you were the first player I picked for my team! They told me you were on the all-star team last year!

Oh, yeh, that was my brother, Adam.

What?

Yeh. He’s great. I … I don’t really care much for sports myself.

(Pause.) Ah, c’mon, Andy, sure you do.

(Silence.)

See you Thursday, Adam.

Andy.

Yeah, Andy.

Hello, is your brother home?

I don’t have a brother.

Well, is Gene there?

This is Jean.

(Pause.) So, uh, Jean. You’re a … girl.

Yes.

That’s interesting, interesting.

Hello, Neville. Say, you have the same name as the mayor.

He’s my dad.

Oh, great.

I don’t have to play outfield again this year, do I coach?

Well, Neville, all the players on our team will be playing lots of different positions, we want to give everyone a chan—

The coach made me play the outfield all last season, and my dad got so mad he said he was going to send the tax assessor over to his house.

(Pause.) Oh! Well, Neville, I’m sure you’ll be playing a lot of infield. (Christ! The new kitchen!!!) By the way, Neville, what is your very favorite position?

Hello, Hermie?

Oh, hello, Mr. Geist. Enjoyed your piece in Sunday’s Times on the changing political situation in Botswana.

Well, thanks Herm, but, that wasn’t mine, actually. You’re interested in Botswana?

I take an interest in everything. My compliments to the writer.

Hello, is Lynn at home?

No, I’m afraid not. This is her mother.

(Pause.) So, um, she’s a girl too?

What do you mean, “too”?

Also. (That bastard who coaches Jiffy Lube told me at the draft that Lynn was definitely a boy!)

Well, this better not conflict with ballet.

Hello, Byron? I’m your coach this year, and—

Yeh. I heard. I heard. I think we got a good team this year, coach. Think we’ll kick a little butt, know what I mean?

I’m sure we will. I hope we’ll be kicking quite a bit, actually.

Good. Say, coach, let’s get something straight. Don’t call me Byron. Ever. I go by my initials, B.A., which also stand for “Bad Ass.”

Um-hm.

Don’t have any girls on the team, do we, coach?

Oh, heh-heh, you know how it is these days … maybe just a couple.

Too bad. Bottom of the ninth, bases loaded, two outs—you know what I’m talking about.

Sure, sure.

Do we finally get to lead off when we run the bases this year?

No, Bad A … no, I don’t believe we do.

That really sucks, doesn’t it?

Why, uh, yes, it certainly does. Suck.

Emily isn’t home right now, she’s over at the Agnew School triathlon.

Great! Swimming, running, hiking?

No. Math, geography and violin.

Super.

I’m glad you called. How did Danny get on your team? We specifically asked in a notarized letter that Danny be placed on Mr. Flint’s team. They have a very close relationship, and Danny needs that kind of support. We have filed a formal complaint with The Commissioner of Baseball.

Hi, Monique.

I don’t know if I can play this year, Mr. Geist.

Why not?

I have Lee Press-On Nails.

(Dialing.) (Well, it looks like I’ve got two Andys this year.)

Eh-lo.

Hello, is this Andy?

No-no. Name is “Anand.”

Excuse me?

Anand.

Your name is Ah-nahnd?

Yes I think so; we are from India.

Super. Super country. Well, welcome, welcome to this land … and, um, well: where in the heck did you learn to play baseball?

Sorry. I do not know this … bazebohl?

You’re gonna love it.


 

Hello. My name is Bill. And I’m a Little League coach.

I’ve been one for nine seasons, and I’m about to do it again.

I know it’s bad for me sometimes, but I can’t seem to stop.

Coaching, like smoking Camels and drinking Stingers, is voluntary, of course. Waking one day to find yourself suddenly transformed into—Aieee!—A Little League Parent is not.

This book is written for The Few And The Many: for those few men and women who are remodeling my basement and demand to be paid; and for the many parents and coaches out there who, like myself, suffer from Little League Syndrome. Millions are afflicted.

How serious is LLS? Well, it can cause nervousness, dyspepsia and distemper. It can cause you to lose friends and make enemies, put a strain on family relationships and get you called into the boss’s office for leaving work early a lot to attend practices and games.

Tragically, there are no support groups, no wing at the Betty Ford clinic. It hasn’t even been written up in the New England Journal of Medicine, yet.

I see lesser stuff on Oprah, believe me.

I know the psychiatric community is aware of LLS, because a couple parents of my players talk about their symptoms on the couch. “I tell my shrink I’m like Jekyll and Hyde,” confided Hermie’s mother. “I turn into a monster at Little League games, and I can’t stop myself.” The sudden emergence of claws, hair on the back of her hands, frothing at the mouth. Not pretty.

I began coaching baseball nine years ago in Ridgewood, New Jersey; first my son’s teams, now my daughter’s. I played Little League baseball myself in Champaign, Illinois, for five years.

I have written for the New York Times about Little League baseball in Paramus, New Jersey, a typical suburb where the spectacle of Little League returns each spring as surely as potholes and patio furniture, replete with the perennial cheers and tears and debates over the philosophical merits of the competitive program—not to mention the debates over whether the coach’s kid plays too much: “On opening day, the eight-year-old pitcher stands on the mound chewing an enormous wad of bubble gum and trying to look as menacing as possible—no mean feat when you’re almost completely concealed by the steerhide of your baseball glove and your oversized baseball pants are billowing in the spring breeze like queen-sized sheets hung out to dry.”

I have written about the establishment of Little League baseball on the trendy Upper West Side of Manhattan where preseason questions included: would the uniforms be purchased at Charivari? Would the catcher be overcome by carbon monoxide fumes from rush hour traffic whizzing past fifteen feet behind the back-stop? And would the winning team be treated not to the traditional postgame ice cream cones, but to latte or iced cappuccino.

I covered for CBS News a Little League game in the Dominican Republic, where kids without benefit of gloves or shoes played on a crude diamond carved out of a sugar cane field and cows wandered around in short center field. (They tended to play somewhat better than their American counterparts, many of whom have a couple hundred dollars’ worth of equipment.)

I have interviewed experts on why Taiwan kicks our collective butt almost every year in the Little League World Series, and the answer is that the kids from Taiwan work hours a day on fundamentals, every day, all year long. Now, kids from Florida and California and Arizona could certainly play baseball all year round, too, but there is soccer and the 7-Eleven and MTV and well, like, you know how it is in America.

Little League baseball is played in thirty-seven countries. And everywhere it is much the same. Somewhere in Zimbabwe, a father yells (in the Ndebele language): “Good eye, son. Good eye.”

This book is strictly personal. The idea for the book grew out of a television piece I did on coaching one of my daughter’s teams. The piece, which aired on Sunday Morning with Charles Kuralt, struck a chord with a lot of fellow sufferers, and was an Emmy Award finalist. I don’t know if it won or not. It was put in a category with things like Nelson Mandela, a Profile in Courage, so I sensed Little League Baseball might not make it with the judges and I didn’t pop for the tuxedo needed to attend the banquet. That was several years ago, and I probably would have heard something by now.

Everything in this book happened. Because these are children—either by virtue of age or emotional development—names have been changed and some of the games and characters are composites drawn from my nine years of coaching.

These are litigious times, and the real estate market being what it is, I have to live in this town.

Play ball.


WILLIE

Willie couldn’t wait. Two years before he was old WW enough to join Little League, he began playing imaginary games of baseball solitaire in the backyard.

I’d arrive home from work to hear his sweet voice wafting in through the kitchen window. Parting the curtain gently so as not to disturb the moment, I’d see him standing out there, holding his baseball cap over his heart, singing the national anthem.

After “… and the home of the Braves” (Atlanta presumably), Willie would resolutely tug on his cap and take the field, often to the crowd’s roar, which he also furnished.

Sometimes I’d get home in time to hear him announce the starting lineups before the anthem. Living in the New York area, he imitated the rather sophisticated enunciation of the Yankee Stadium announcer, Bob Sheppard: “Bahting thihd, playing right field for the Yankees, nuhmbuh 31, Dave Winfield. Winfield.”

Willie liked Winfield. On our vacations he used to write him postcards from Lake George and Cape Cod care of Yankee Stadium that began: “Dear Winfield …”

Willie pitched. He’d take the mound (a sandbox in the likeness of a turtle) and begin his warmup throws. He wouldn’t actually let go of the ball because there was no catcher. His favorite part was giving the little flick of the glove that the pitcher makes just before he makes his last warmup pitch, to let the catcher know he should make his practice throw to second. He was already picking up the nuances of the game, his favorite part of baseball, and mine.

Before throwing that first pitch he’d always spit a couple of times—an aspect of his game that needed work (I’ll spare you the details). Then he’d stare in at the imaginary catcher, shake off his first sign, nod his approval at the second and pretend to throw the ball.

Most of the time, the batters were defenseless against his blazing fastball and they simply struck out. Although, occasionally after throwing a pretend pitch, Willie would toss a ball into the air as if the batter had somehow managed to hit it, then he’d catch it for the out, sometimes heroically crashing into a wall of ivy after the catch. Or he might pick up the ball off the ground and throw it at the big oak tree, representing the first baseman. This always startled Bert, the cat, a regular attendee, perched on the picnic table, taking in the action. Once or twice during the game, Willie would even allow the opposition a hit, and sometimes a run.

But when Willie came to bat, look out. If the opposition scored, it would stir Willie to make a heroic comeback at the plate. He was sort of a Jose Canseco and Wade Boggs all rolled into one up there. If he didn’t blast an imaginary monumental Canseco-style homer, he’d at least hit a Wade Boggs double, knocking in a couple of runs.

No matter what the hit, he always found it necessary to slide. Had to slide. Loved it. Loved the dirt. And he always beat the tag.

Even when he hit a ball completely out of the imaginary stadium—over the roof!—he’d slide into home.

If there was so much as a trace of light remaining, I’d postpone dinner and join him. Willie was always ready to drop his fanciful game for a real game of catch: “Dad! Let’s have a catch!” We’d throw the ball back and forth, back and forth, until late spring’s twilight faded to black. Neither of us wanted to stop. It was sublime.

When Willie finally stepped to the plate for the first time in the Tiny Tim division of Little League, he looked over at his mother and me, hanging on the fence, and he smiled, confident as could be that he’d not only be hitting the ball, but he’d more than likely be hitting it a long, long way—just as he did in those imaginary games.

We, on the other hand, were nervous wrecks. I could never bring myself to have that little talk with Willie, pointing out that baseball is a game where you tend to fail more often than you succeed. Even Winfield. Who could bear to dampen the unbounded confidence and enthusiasm? But! It has been half a century now since anyone hit safely in even four out of ten at bats over an entire major league season, let alone hitting safely half the time.

Maybe Willie would be the one to do it. That’s how fathers think. I knew what Willie expected to do; and feared he might be thinking that’s what I expected of him too.

As he looked out at the pitcher, I told myself I would not be disappointed if he didn’t hit the ball. It would be wrong—totally unreasonable!—to expect an eight-year-old to hit the ball in his first at bat. And yet …

How we felt for him. This was real life! Hardball! His first encounter with real adversaries! A whole team out there in the field, trying to make our little boy fail, trying o destroy his self-esteem, trying to make him cry!

The lovely game of baseball suddenly seemed terribly cruel. The all-American game. Maybe Lenin was right about this whole dog-eat-dog thing, you know?

There were seven outfielders out there. Count ’em. In this league, all the kids played all the time, so there wouldn’t be any hurt feelings. Thirteen on a team: six infielders, seven outfielders. What about the hitter’s feelings? DiMaggio couldn’t get a hit against seven outfielders!

I had the urge to run out on the field, sweep up my little boy and take him home! Set him down gently amongst the dandelions in his own backyard, where we could play catch and where he could go on hitting those imaginary home runs and trotting around the basepaths to the cheers of adoring fans … forever.

Instead, here came the pitch, the first real pitch of his life.

Strike one?! Give me a break!

That ball was over his head! God, I hated that umpire.

I glanced at my wife to see how she was taking strike one. She was glaring at the umpire, an intense, menacing look I hadn’t seen since I happened upon a mother bear in the woods with her cubs.

No longer a figure of speech: my wife wanted to actually Kill the Umpire! Had the biological imperative to Kill the Umpire, in order to protect her young.

The ump must have seen the “go-ahead-make-my-day” look she was giving him because the next pitch was in exactly the same place as the first and he called: “Ball one!”; and the one after that was “Ball two.”

Fine, fine, OK.

A walk. I’d forgotten that Willie could simply … walk. What a wonderful way out of this whole traumatic situation. A beautiful solution, really, isn’t it? A walk.

No dishonor. No hurt. A walk’s as good as a hit, they say. I’ve heard people say that, haven’t you? Takes a smart kid not to swing at bad pitches.

“Good eye,” I shouted. “Good eye.” I have since shouted that ten thousand times.

I … just … wanted … my … son … safely on first base.

That baseball term, “safe,” suddenly took on a whole new depth of meaning.

The next pitch came floating slowly toward the plate, looking pretty good as it came closer, like it just might be strike two, when: Willie took a swing.

There was a “plink,” the sound of an aluminum bat hitting … the ball. Hitting it!

And there it went, the ball heading to the right side, a ground ball, a fair ball, headed in the general direction of the second baseman, but maybe just to the right of the second baseman, actually. But, so slowly. Would it get to that space before the second baseman?

It looked like a routine out, really. But wait! Adjust the thinking! This was not the TV Game of the Week. And this was not Ryne Sandberg playing second base. It was just some little kid who might well blow it.

Go, ball, go! The ball was going to make it just into the grass in right field. Yes!

We looked back at Willie, still standing in the batter’s box, looking a bit stunned, and still innocent to the dangers posed by real adversaries in the field.

“Run!” I screamed.

“Run, Willie!” shrieked his mother.

Willie shot a look at us.

“Run!”

And, fear in his eyes, our little boy began to run.


EARLY ON

It begins early. At Little League games, some fathers have admitted—or mothers have happily testified as hostile witnesses against them—that among the first thoughts they had after learning they were fathers-to-be was a vision of playing catch with their sons in the backyard. And, yes, all right, if need be, with their daughters.

“Honey, did that sonogram indicate if the kid is a lefty or a righty? I was in the sporting goods store today …”

The mother of a particularly talented Little League shortstop—a boy I grew to despise as he robotically and errorlessly vacuumed up my son’s ground balls and threw him out at first—told me that her husband used to put a portable radio tuned to Mets games up to her stomach when she was pregnant to imprint an interest in baseball on the yet unborn. It seemed a calculated risk. I mean, the kid could be walking around saying “Less Filling! Tastes Great!” the rest of his life, too.

“He was kidding,” she said, “I think. He did it a lot.”

I told her that was really silly, that I’d waited until the moment of birth, bringing a Rawlings catcher’s mitt to the delivery room for use by the obstetrician. Curiously, however, the baby turned out to be a first baseman. Go figure.

Of one thing most expectant fathers are certain: their kid is going to get a much earlier start on the game than they did, a leg up, a competitive advantage. We fathers were never as good at the game as we wanted to be—let alone as good as we told our children we were.

Expectant fathers worry that their offspring will inherit their mediocre hand-eye coordination, their short legs, their clumsy feet. What if my son hates baseball and joins the Audio-Visual Club? What if: My son is a girl? It can happen. It happened to me once.

The first indication of athletic prowess seized upon by fathers with LLS is the newborn’s APGAR score, a score from one to ten given immediately after the birth to indicate the child’s overall health. If the score is a nine or a ten, fathers immediately start thinking: professional triple-A ball or higher; something in the six or seven range might mean the best kid can do is make the high school team. Any score lower than that, and fathers’ thoughts naturally turn to adoption.

If the father protests the APGAR score, suing the hospital to upgrade it, he has the makings of a Little League coach!

I bought Willie one of those little baseball uniforms for newborns, the pinstriped ones with the little caps. He looked just like a little Yankee or perhaps a Cub, except for the large patch of drool on his chest.

“Did you see that?!” my wife would shriek, indicating I should punish my son for hitting his grandmother with a stick.

“Yes, I did,” I’d answer. “He showed good hand-eye coordination that time, but I truly believe he’d develop more power through the hitting zone if he’d step toward her and extend those arms.”

And when she called the office to tell me the baby had just chucked a piece of Waterford across the dining room, I’d say: “All the way across? Was it on an arc or more of a clothesline throw? How about the accuracy?” She’d hang up.

When he could sit up a little bit, at least when propped, we played a little “catch.” It was sort of like one of those carnival midway games: I’d toss a tiny little ball and see if it would come to rest on a roll of fat or a protrusion of some kind, somewhere on his person. When it did, I’d haul out the camcorder.

I figured when the kid could stand, he was ready for batting practice. I bought the Biiiiig, fat, red plastic bat at K-Mart and the really Biiiiig white plastic ball, to get Willie in the swing of things. The technique I recommend is getting on your knees about three feet away (just far enough to not get hit by the Biiiiig bat), yell “Swing!” then toss the ball where the bat might be. (You determine this by having the child take several practice swings.) If! the child hits the ball or even swings the bat, you cheer wildly. But don’t worry, you will, you will. However, there are other fathers who eschew positive reinforcement, preferring to touch the kid lightly with a cattle prod when he misses. Your call.

Another daydream I had when my wife was pregnant was taking my son to a major league game. Here, fathers also tend to jump the gun a bit. Last year a Bostonian in the stands at the Red Sox spring training camp in Florida held his—snoozing—six-month-old son and said to me: “I just had to bring him down so he could see this.”

In my daydream, my unborn son would be sitting there in a blue baseball cap slightly askew or pulled down too far on his head, his little legs dangling, not long enough to reach the ground. He is wearing his little baseball glove on one hand and eating a hot dog with the other, chewing on the ends of both glove and dog. The weather is perfect, of course, sunny and mild, about seventy-six degrees. Our seats are very good. The home team is winning. My son adores me. My tie is loosened, my sleeves are rolled up, and I am (somehow) handsome.

Unfortunately, we lived on the North Side of Chicago when my son was a toddler, so the first game he saw was a Cubs game at Wrigley Field. I know of no finer place to watch a baseball game, although many of us have come to realize that raising a child to be a Cubs fan is a particularly heinous form of child abuse—with lifelong consequences.

Back in Illinois in 1955, my grandfather told me that, well, sure, it had been ten long years since the Cubs had won a pennant but that—doggone it!—I should show some loyalty and stick with ’em! (We lived equidistant between Chicago and St. Louis and I was entertaining the idea of a switch to the Cardinals.) My grandfather was lucky. He died that year. Thirty-seven years later, I’m still waiting for the Cubs to do something.
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