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What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul . . . 

“In my line of work I’m around world-class athletes all the time. Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul celebrates the athlete in all of us!”

Robin Roberts 
ESPN/ABC sports anchor 

“This book touches the heart, soul and funny bone. It puts sports in the right perspective. Everyone should read it. Sports fans will love it.”

Ron Barr 
host, Sports Byline USA 

“A great gift idea for all fun-loving armchair quarterbacks like me.”

Dan Dierdorf 
analyst, CBS Sports 

“This book establishes the most important theme among all sport: a passion for self-improvement and the power to surprise yourself.”

Juwan Howard 
forward, Washington Wizards and 
NBA’s national spokesman for Reading Is Fundamental 

“This book, Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul, takes you back to an earlier time, an honest time when sports were played by those with hearts for their game.”

Gordon Forbes 
pro football editor, USA Today 

“Sports can be more than fun. They can teach us how to adapt to change—right in the middle of the game—and win! For every sports fan, parent and coach.”

Spencer Johnson, M.D. 
author, Who Moved My Cheese? 

“After being a part of the professional sports community for over thirty years, it is exciting to read stories that inspire and motivate, as well as provide fun. These stories present a unique look at the games and the people of the sports world. WONDERFUL READING!!”

Ed T. Rush 
director of officiating, National Basketball Association 

“Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul touches upon what is at the heart of competition—perseverance, teamwork, dedication and a lot of fun.”

Roger Staubach 
chairman and CEO, The Staubach Company 

“Sometimes when I’m happy, I cry. This book made me very happy.”

Jack Buck 
Baseball Hall of Fame sportscaster 

“This book allows us to listen to a wonderful sound. It is the beat of the true heart of sport. You can hear it in the words of love and soul and respect that seldom find their ways to the sports pages.”

Will McDonough 
columnist, Boston Globe 

“Here is a sumptuous buffet of stories, revealing some surprising aspects of the sporting scene and offering a better understanding of why players in all competitive activities must keep their cool. This reminds us as parents and fans to do the same, never allowing highly charged emotion to override good judgment. (There are better ways to get your name in the paper.) A most enjoyable reading experience.”

Hank Ketcham 
creator of Dennis the Menace 

“Sports has a unique capacity to make us feel better about ourselves. This book tells us why!”

Barry Mano 
president, National Association of Sports Officials 

“A great gift idea for all fun-loving, referee-ridiculing, umpire-baiting armchair experts!”

Gil Stratton 
CBS Sports 

“These stories show why sports in school is important. It gives a way to connect and help our family life. Academics, arts and athletics—all part of a three-legged stool. It’s all about life. Terrific.”

Gene Upshaw 
executive director, NFL Players Association 

“Wonderful stories about dedication and persistence. I was inspired to go to the next level.”

Les Brown 
motivational speaker 

“Refreshing. Informative. Many stories share an inside look into the world of sports, a view usually seen only by the people who live as professionals in that atmosphere.”

Art McNally 
former NFL supervisor of officials 

“Sometimes it’s easy for fans to forget that those larger-than-life warriors, often just images on a television screen, are real people, full of conflicting emotions, passions and fears. These stories show the whole range of human experience, from thrilling victories to gut-wrenching sorrow, but best of all, hope and inspiration is a common thread in each fascinating story.” 

Joe Starkey 
play-by-play broadcaster, San Francisco 49ers 

“For the all-star in all of us. Get it. You’ll be happy you did.”

Chris Schenkel 
Hall of Fame sportscaster 

“It takes only a minute to see how these sports stories nourish your heart, tickle your funny bone and encourage your soul. What a wonderful way to highlight the positive side of sports.”

Ken Blanchard 
coauthor, The One Minute Manager 
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Introduction

When it comes to bringing out the best in the human spirit, there is nothing quite like sports. There is an intensity and a richness inherent in every sporting experience that amplifies our emotions and our connection with the moment and, indeed, with ourselves. We somehow feel more there, as if we are momentarily transported to a universe where the colors are more brilliant, the sounds more vibrant and pure, the emotions at once more powerful and poignant. On a very basic level that we seldom consider, it is how we wish we could feel all of the time. It is this transcendent quality of sports that inspired us to collaborate on Chicken Soup for the Sports Fan’s Soul.

We compiled this book hoping to celebrate all that is good in the world of sports. From major leaguers to little leaguers, from hockey stars to figure skaters and from horse racing to the Iditarod, the stories in this book highlight the positive and transformative nature of sports. These stories will inspire you, provide you with insights into the game of life and leave you with a newfound appreciation for sports in general. This book is for anyone who has ever enjoyed watching or participating in any sport, from a professional athlete to a weekend warrior, from a soccer mom to the diehard sports fan who reads the sports section before the rest of the paper.

Written by people who were transformed through their experience in sports, these stories celebrate sports as a metaphor for life in a unique and insightful kaleidoscope of experiences. Like how a champion thoroughbred winning the Triple Crown can teach us more about coming from the heart than a roomful of coaches; or how “The Greatest” showing humility at the right time and in the right dosage can profoundly make an old man’s day; or how a cancer-ridden figure skater demonstrates the power of passion and determination in overcoming the most extreme of obstacles; or how one of the winningest coaches of all time reminds us that it is perspective and attention to the little things that makes a true champion; or how the simple constancy of season tickets shared over the years between a grandfather, a son and a grandson creates a family bond that lasts a lifetime.

Winding through these and other stories in the book is the common thread of sports as one of our most important and powerful teachers. When we open ourselves to it, sports teaches us to focus and stay the course, or to develop a new strategy and rededicate ourselves to a goal. It teaches us the importance of teamwork and reminds us that we must strive to give our individual all. It teaches us to be humble in victory and gracious in defeat. At its best, sports will build us up and it will wear us down; it will build character and teaches us to overcome adversity.

Most importantly, sports will be there for us like an old friend when we need to visit that other universe where the colors are brighter, the sounds are more vibrant and every moment is lived to the fullest.





1 

LOVE OF
 THE GAME

Sports is life with the volume turned up.

Barry Mano 





Roger Maris and Me

I grew up in the shadow of Yankee Stadium, and just fell in love with baseball.

When Roger Maris came to the New York Yankees from the Kansas City Athletics in 1960, I was eleven. I had been burned in a fire in August, so I was laid up for a while and followed baseball even more closely. I remember a headline that said Roger Maris “rejuvenates” the Yankees. I had never heard the word before, but it made me think this Roger Maris was someone special.

For me, there was something about the way he swung the bat, the way he played right field and the way he looked. I had an idol. In 1961 the entire country was wrapped up in the home-run race between Maris and Mickey Mantle and Babe Ruth’s ghost. I cut out every single article on Roger and told myself that when I got older and could afford it, I would have my scrapbooks professionally bound. (Eight years ago I had all of them bound into eleven volumes.)

I usually sat in section 31, row 162-A, seat 1 in Yankee Stadium. Right field. I would buy a general admission ticket, but I knew the policeman, so I would switch over to the reserved seats, and that one was frequently empty I’d get to the stadium about two hours before it opened. I would see Roger park his car, and I would say hello and tell him what a big fan I was. After a while, he started to notice me. One day he threw me a baseball during batting practice, and I was so stunned I couldn’t lift my arms. Somebody else got the ball. So Roger spoke to Phil Linz, a utility infielder, and Linz came over, took a ball out of his pocket and said, “Put out your hand. This is from Roger Maris.”

After that, my friends kept pushing me: “Why don’t you ask him for one of his home-run bats?” Finally, when Roger was standing by the fence, I made the request. He said, “Sure. Next time I break one.”

This was in 1965. The Yankees had a West Coast trip, and I was listening to their game against the Los Angeles Angels on the radio late one night, in bed, with the lights out. And Roger cracked a bat. Next morning my high school friend called me. “Did you hear Roger cracked his bat? That’s your bat.”

I said, “We’ll see.”

When the club came back to town, my friend and I went to the stadium and, during batting practice, Rog walked straight over to me and said, “I’ve got that bat for you.”

I said, “Oh, my God, I can’t thank you enough.”

Before the game, I went to the dugout. I stepped up to the great big policeman stationed there and poured my heart out.

“You have to understand, please understand, Roger Maris told me to come here, I was supposed to pick up a bat, it’s the most important thing, I wouldn’t fool you, I’m not trying to pull the wool over your eyes, you gotta let me. . . .”

“No problem. Stand over here.” He knew I was telling the truth.

I waited in the box-seat area to the left of the dugout, pacing and fidgeting. Then, just before game time, I couldn’t stand it anymore. I hung over the rail and looked down the dimly lit ramp to the locker room, waiting for Rog to appear. When I saw him walking up the runway with a bat in his hand, I was so excited I almost fell. I don’t know what he thought, seeing a kid hanging upside down, but when he handed me the bat, it was one of the most incredible moments in my young life.

I brought the bat home, and my friends said, “Now why don’t you ask him for one of his home-run baseballs?”

So I asked Roger, and he said, “You’re gonna have to catch one, ’cause I don’t have any.”

Maris was traded to the St. Louis Cardinals on December 8, 1966—a dark day for me. That year, I went off to college at the University of Akron, in Ohio. My roommate had a picture of Raquel Welch on his wall, and I had a picture of Roger Maris.

Everyone knew I was a big Maris fan. My friends said, “You say you know Roger Maris. Let’s just go see.” So six of us drove two and a half hours to Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to see the Cardinals play the Pirates. It was May 9, 1967. We got to Forbes Field two hours before the game, and there was No. 9. It was the first time I had ever seen Roger Maris outside of Yankee Stadium, and I figured he wouldn’t know me in this setting. I was very nervous. Extremely nervous, because I had five guys with me. I went down to the fence, and my voice quavered: “Ah, Rog . . . Roger. . . .”

He turned and said, “Andy Strasberg, what the hell are you doing in Pittsburgh?”

That was the first time I knew he knew my name. “Well, Rog, these guys from my college wanted to meet you, and I just wanted to say hello.” The five of them paraded by and shook hands, and they couldn’t believe it. I wished Rog good luck and he said, “Wait a minute. I want to give you an autograph on a National League ball.” And he went into the dugout and got a ball and signed it. I put it in my pocket and felt like a million dollars.

In 1968, I flew to St. Louis, Missouri, to see Roger’s last regular-season game. I got very emotional watching the proceedings at the end of the game. I was sitting behind the dugout, and Rog must have seen me because he later popped his head out and winked. It touched my heart. I was interviewed by the Sporting News, which found out I had made that trip from New York City expressly to see Roger retire. The reporter later asked Maris about me, and Roger said, “Andy Strasberg was probably my most faithful fan.” 

We started exchanging Christmas cards, and the relationship grew. I graduated from college and traveled the country looking for a job in baseball. When the San Diego Padres hired me, Roger wrote me a nice note of congratulations.

I got married in 1976, at home plate at Jack Murphy Stadium in San Diego, California. Rog and his wife, Pat, sent us a wedding gift, and we talked on the phone once or twice a year. In 1980, Roger and Pat were in Los Angeles for the All-Star Game, and that night we went out for dinner—my wife Patti and I, my dad, Roger and Pat.

When Roger died of lymphatic cancer in December 1985, I attended the funeral in Fargo, North Dakota. After the ceremony, I went to Pat and told her how sorry I felt. She hugged me, and then turned to her six children. “I want to introduce someone really special. Kids, this is Andy Strasberg.” And Roger Maris Jr. said, “You’re Dad’s number-one fan.”

There is a special relationship between fans—especially kids—and their heroes that can be almost mystical. Like that time my five college buddies and I traveled to Pittsburgh to see Roger. It’s so real to me even today, yet back then it seemed like a dream.

I’m superstitious when it comes to baseball. That day I sat in row 9, seat 9, out in right field. In the sixth inning Roger came up to the plate and, moments later, connected solidly.

We all—my friends and I—reacted instantly to the crack of the bat. You could tell it was a homer from the solid, clean sound, and we saw the ball flying in a rising arc like a shot fired from a cannon. Suddenly everyone realized it was heading in our direction. We all leaped to our feet, screaming and jostling for position. But I saw everything as if in slow motion; the ball came toward me like a bird about to light on a branch. I reached for it and it landed right in my hands.

It’s the most amazing thing that will ever happen in my life. This was Roger’s first National League home run, and I caught the ball. Tears rolled down my face. Roger came running out at the end of the inning and said, “I can’t believe it.”

I said, “You can’t? I can’t!”

The chances of No. 9 hitting a home-run ball to row 9, seat 9 in right field on May 9, the only day I ever visited the ballpark, are almost infinitely remote. I can only explain it by saying it’s magic—something that happens every so often between a fan and his hero. Something wonderful.

Andy Strasberg 

Postscript: On August 3, 1990, I received a phone call from Roger’s son Randy and his wife, Fran. They were calling from a hospital in Orlando, Florida. Fran had just given birth to their first son. Fran and Randy wanted me to know that they named their son Andrew and asked if I would be his godfather. To this day I still can’t believe that the grandson of my childhood hero, Roger Maris, is my namesake and also my godson.





Stadium Nights

To get the best out of a man, go to what is best in him.

Daniel Considine 

In my time as a reporter, I have witnessed some impressive, moving and emotional things. But I had never seen anything like what I experienced during time spent with Michael Jordan in 1990 and 1991. Though his purely athletic feats were well-documented, I often saw things that made all the athletic heroics fade away.

One night after a game, Jordan approached his car, which the security guards had readied. There were so many people and so much noise, and about twenty feet away was a little boy in a wheelchair. Jordan was clearly in a hurry; he had his own son with him. So he opened his car door, and somehow saw the boy. He walked over, got down on the ground beside him and spoke. Jordan comforted the child, talking slowly. This was not something that had been set up by the team; the boy’s father had just brought him there to get a close glimpse of Jordan. Though it was freezing, Jordan remained crouched down by the boy until his father could take a picture. Only then did he return to his car. You can’t set out to learn how to do this. No one can tell you how or advise you on it; it comes from something deep inside. If nothing else good ever happens for that little boy, he will always know that, on that night, Michael Jordan included him in his world.

At another game, I met Carmen Villafane. Her disabilities were so severe, her physical limitations so pronounced, that strangers tended to avert their eyes. I wondered how she was able to have her wheelchair positioned on the floor behind the Bulls bench at every game.

She must come from a family with a lot of pull, I thought.

Well, not exactly, I learned.

In talking to her, I discovered that about a year earlier she had made a valentine for Jordan. She had managed to get tickets to a game and give it to him. He opened it right there in front of her, read it and thanked her.

Months later, she saw him at an auto show, and he asked her why she hadn’t been at any more games. When Jordan learned Carmen had only had that single ticket, he instructed her to call his office. Without much hope, she did, and the office staff knew all about her. They mailed tickets for the remainder of the season. The following season Jordan sent her more tickets and a handwritten note. The letter said: “I hope you enjoy the season ahead. I’m looking forward to seeing you at every game—Michael.”

Carmen was not the only one touched by Jordan. One time I got to the stadium early and found him on the playing surface of the stadium with hours to go before game time. He grabbed a basketball and motioned to two of the teenage ball boys to guard him. They glanced at each other; this was new. They were accustomed to shagging balls for him, but tonight he was inviting them to play. I watched as the two ball boys dribbled and passed. Jordan chased them into a corner of the court, laughing with them, reaching for the ball, slapping it out of their hands. The unspoken, priceless message he was sending them was that they were good enough for this—they were good enough to play around with him.

Another time, I had written a column about a random act of kindness I had seen Jordan do for a child outside the arena. It was when all this was new to me, before I knew that he did this kind of thing all the time.

A reader called in response and told me he and his wife had been to a Bulls game and their car had broken down. “We were four blocks from the stadium, in a bad area, and at the corner under a streetlight was Jordan’s car,” he said. “He was standing outside the car, talking with some neighborhood boys. It was late at night and they were just talking.”

Later I asked Jordan about these boys. He said the year before, he’d seen them waiting outside the stadium in terrible weather, wanting a glimpse of the Bulls. He brought them in with him to the game. “Now they wait for me on that corner every night. . . . They’re just kids who seem like they really need someone to talk to,” he told me. Jordan’s wife later told me he asks the boys to show him their grades to make sure they are keeping up with their schoolwork.

Jordan remembers that once he was a kid learning how to lift a basketball into the air. He was once a boy who was told that he wasn’t good enough. He remembers every detail of being cut from the basketball team when he was a high school sophomore. Jordan told me: “We stood there and looked for our names. Mine wasn’t on the list. I looked and looked. It was almost as if I didn’t stop looking, it would be there.”

When reality set in that morning he was cut, Jordan went through the rest of the day numb. “Then I hurried into my house and I closed the door of my room and I cried so hard. It was all I wanted, to play on that team.”

At the end of that high school season, Jordan worked up the nerve to ask the coach if he could ride along on the bus with the team to a district tournament. “The coach told me no. But I asked again, and he said I could come. When we got there, he told me the only way I could go in was to carry the players’ uniforms. So that’s what I did.”

He told me he was glad the episode happened because it taught him what disappointment felt like, and he never wanted to feel that way again.

In those years that I spent with Jordan, the world I wrote about had become no less grim, no less dismaying than it had been the first time I’d walked into the stadium. Nothing was going to change that; if anything, this world of ours keeps spinning itself into crueler and more sorrowful shape.

But there is more than one way to look upon that world. Of all the things I’d taken away from all those stadium nights, maybe that was the most important: the knowledge that, if you look closely enough, amid the merciless and the bitter, there is always the chance that you may find comfort and the promise of something good.

Bob Greene 





Thanks, Mom!

I have often been told that I am a quarterback with the mindset of a running back. People have always commented on my ability to scramble, yet that wasn’t always my style. All professional athletes retain vivid memories of events that helped mold them into the players they are today. The following story marks the beginning of my scrambling techniques.

I was nine years old and playing in a competitive game of Pop Warner football. I played running back for the North Mianus Indians. We were playing against the Belle Haven Buzzards and our quarterback had tossed me the ball. I took a few tentative steps and while I was trying to figure out where I should run, I was tackled. It was an illegal neck-tackle that threw me on my back and knocked the wind out of me.

As I tried to catch my breath, I saw my parents run onto the field towards me. I thought, Oh, gosh, please Mom, go back to the sideline. You see, it was okay to have my dad run out on the field. His nickname is “Grit” and he was a running back himself while at Brigham Young University. But, it was certainly not cool to have my mother, Sherry, come charging over with him. They finally reached me and, much to my surprise, as my father bent down to see how I was doing, my mother leapt over me, ran several more yards and grabbed the kid who had tackled me. As she picked him off the ground by his jersey, she shook him and shouted, “Don’t neck-tackle!”

Needless to say, I was fine, but I’m not sure my opponent ever recovered from the shock. From that moment forth, I learned how to scramble, and quickly. I lived in fear of being tackled and had visions of my mother storming on the field to reprimand the tackler. We were teased about that incident for years. Even through high school, if someone tackled me too roughly, friends would yell, “Go get ’em, Sherry!” So, through a little unintentional motivation from Mom, I learned there are tremendous advantages to scrambling and avoiding tacklers.

Steve Young 
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“I know it’s what your mother taught you, but you don’t have to thank him every time he hikes you the ball.”

 © 2000. Reprinted courtesy of Bunny Hoest and Parade Magazine.





If It Makes Him Happy

Without humility there can be no humanity.

Don Buchan 

Tom Hauser, who worked with Muhammad Ali on his biography, appeared on my show, Up Close, a few years ago as a stand-in for Ali. Ali had agreed to appear after many entreaties, and I was thrilled. Now suffering from Parkinson’s disease, his speech is slow and difficult to understand. I knew the viewers wouldn’t mind, that they would appreciate a chance to see that Ali, while down, isn’t out, that his indefatigable spirit is still there. He had a last-minute change of heart, though, feeling that he wouldn’t be able to be himself and Hauser came in his stead.

On that show Hauser told me a story that encapsulates the gentle love that Ali inspires wherever he goes.

On hearing that a Jewish old-folks home in New York would be torn down, leaving the old people homeless, Ali quietly bankrolled a new home. When it was finished he went to visit.

In one corner of the room was a very old man, by himself. Ali approached the man and did a mock fight with his fists. The man’s face brightened. Bundini Brown, Ali’s trainer, said to the old man, “Do you know who this is?”

The old man said, “Yeah, it’s the champ!”

“That’s right,” Brown said.

The old man said, “I know him, he’s the greatest, he’s Joe Louis!”

Everyone chuckled, and Brown started to correct the old man, to tell him who this really was.

Ali stopped Brown and whispered to him, “If it makes him happy to meet Joe Louis, if that’s who his hero is, let’s not confuse him.”

Ali earned people’s respect, but from those around him, more than anything, he earned their affection. Their love.

Roy Firestone 





A True Champion

When our second child was born, Jim and I thought she was perfect, but the doctor pointed out that her feet were turned inward. “Left uncorrected, it would be a problem,” he told us.

We vowed to do anything we could to help our baby. When only two weeks old, I brought her back to the doctor, just as he had directed, and the doctor put her tiny feet into casts, her precious baby toes just barely visible. Because she was growing, I had to take her back to the doctor every two weeks to have each foot recast.

Eventually the casting was finished and it was time for corrective shoes and bars. Jim and I watched with hope and concern as she struggled to walk. Those first, awkward steps made us so proud. By the time she entered preschool, her steps appeared quite normal. Encouraged by her progress, we looked for something else to help strengthen her lower body.

As it turned out, she loved the ice!

When she turned six, we enrolled her in skating lessons and soon she was gliding like a swan. We watched in wonderment as she skimmed the ice. She wasn’t the fastest nor the most coordinated skater. She had to work hard at every new movement, but she loved the ice and her dedication paid off. At fifteen, she competed in both pairs-skating and the ladies’ singles at the 1988 World Junior Championships in Australia, winning both events! At the senior World Championships in 1991, she won the ladies’ singles. Then we found ourselves filled with love and admiration in France, at the 1992 Winter Olympics, as our daughter, Kristi Yamaguchi, won the gold medal.

I thought back to the early years of challenge for Kristi—the years of fear for us as her parents, and the same years of frustration for her as a child who simply wanted to walk; the endless doctor visits; the arduous first baby steps with bars and corrective shoes. During those years, we didn’t expect gold medals and a stunning professional career ahead of her. We stood in awe of Kristi herself, respecting her strength and dedication, and how far she had come on two tiny feet that had once been bound in heavy casts. In our eyes, Kristi had always walked with the grace of a true champion.

Carole Yamaguchi 
As told to Anita Gogno 





Mister D’s Boys

A brief item in the local paper announced the death of James Dudley. He was seventy-six. It reminded me of the last time I had seen him alive. He was shuffling along the sidewalk near his home. His dog bounded ahead of him, head high, ears flopping, turning often to check on his master’s painfully slow progress.

I had driven past Mr. Dudley many times over the last few years. But that day I decided to stop. The least I could do was say “thank you” for all those summers. Whether he remembered me or not, I thought he might appreciate it. 

The obituary mentioned that James Dudley had been a high-school teacher. He had earned a master’s degree from Boston University. He was “active” in tennis and squash. He played semi-professional baseball. These were things I hadn’t known about him.

Towards the end of the obituary was a note that Mr. Dudley had been “supervisor of the summer program at the town playground for thirty years.” This I did know.

Mr. Dudley’s summer program was baseball. No arts and crafts, no kickball or dodgeball for him. Seven hours a day, five days a week, twelve weeks a summer, for thirty years, almost every boy in town played baseball with Mr. Dudley. 

It wasn’t Little League. We had no uniforms, no fixed teams, no age limits, no skill requirements, no assigned positions. We showed up whenever we could, parked our bikes behind the backstop and played ball. Mr. Dudley was always there. He was never sick, never late. For thousands of us, he was a fixture of our summers, one constant in the chaos of adolescence.

He called me “Cat.” Perhaps that was the way his ears heard the other kids call me “Tap.” I like to think it was because of my pantherlike quickness at scooping up grounders.

Mr. Dudley was a big, solid man with white hair and a sun-worn face. He could throw strikes all morning, grooving them for the little kids and spreading on what he called “a little mustard” for the older boys. Then, in the afternoons of the hottest, muggiest August days, he’d do it all over again.

But even though we played a lot of ball in those summers, and Mr. Dudley would offer mild suggestions now and then (“Gotta keep that tail down” or “You’re stepping in the old bucket”), I never had the impression that he was particularly interested in making skilled ballplayers out of us. Democracy was his real game. Everybody had to play every position at one time or another, and anyone cussing out a kid who dropped a pop-up got a glare from Mr. Dudley that made him shut up quick.

A frequent visitor to Mr. Dudley’s baseball diamond was a huge boy who frightened the rest of us. We all vaguely understood that Joey was “different.” His vocabulary was limited to nonsense syllables, which he uttered with great ferocity whenever he was frustrated.

Sometimes he grabbed one of us by the arm and shook us.

Mr. Dudley would say softly, “Cut it out, Joey, and get up to bat. Let’s see you hit one.”

In spite of his size and strength, Joey was hopeless at baseball. He didn’t want to play in the field, but he liked to bat. So once a day the game stopped, and Joey stepped to the plate. Mr. Dudley underhanded the ball to him and Joey swung wildly. At some point the law of average dictated that he would connect. Then he would lumber around the bases while we kids in the field cheered and allowed the ball to dribble through our legs. Joey always got a “homer” out of it, and then he would retire for the day, calm and happy.

Occasionally a new kid might say, “Aw, does Joey have to play?” Then Mr. Dudley would answer quietly, “Everybody likes to play baseball.”

I heard some older boys call Mr. Dudley “Jim,” so at the advanced age of perhaps eleven, I tried it out on him. He didn’t answer. The look he gave me contained no reproach, just disappointment. I finally settled on “Mister D,” which satisfied both of us.

We were Mister D’s boys, and we came and went. We grew up, went away to school and moved out of town. New boys came along to take our places. I’m not sure when Mr. Dudley retired from his playground job, but I imagine it coincided with the development of organized sports in the area. I guess the town fathers figured there was no need to replace Mr. Dudley. Or maybe there just wasn’t anyone around who wanted to do what he did.

These were the things that went through my mind that day, shortly before Mr. Dudley died, when I decided to stop and say hello. I got out of my car and walked up beside him. “Mister D,” I said.

He stopped and peered at me. He didn’t seem to recognize me, which was all right. He hadn’t seen me for close to thirty years.

“I used to play ball with you in the summer,” I said. “You could pitch all day.”

He nodded, but did not answer.

“So how’s the old wing? Still got that rubber arm? Still spreading a little mustard on that hummer?”

He gave me a little smile. A sad smile, I thought. He whistled softly to his dog and began walking again. I moved along beside him.

“Anyway,” I said lamely, “I wanted to thank you. You gave me a love for baseball. I played in college. I’m still playing softball. I’ve even coached, and I’ve tried to do it your way. Everybody plays all the positions. No favorites.

Baseball has been very important to me. That was your influence.”

He stopped again and put his hand on my arm.

“I know all that,” he said softly. “I keep track of my boys. I know all that, Cat.”

William G. Tapply 





What Sports Is All About

My boy is only three years old, but I know the day will come when he asks me about the birds and the bees. That task, I will graciously leave to my wife, bless her. But in return, I will share with him a few of life’s other important lessons.

The conversation might go something like this. . . .

“Dad?”

“Yes, son.”

“Why do you like sports so much? I mean, what’s it all about for you?”

“That’s easy, son. It’s about eye-black, stickum and pine tar. It’s fourth and goal, first and long, and John 3:16. It’s about tapping in a sixteen-foot putt for an eagle on the eighteenth after seventeen holes of triple bogeys. It’s about divots, brush-burns, rally caps, the Miracle On Ice, and Lions, and Tigers and Bears (Oh my! ).

“It’s Goose Gossage, Bear Bryant and Catfish Hunter. Sweaty gym socks, the Boston Red Sox and the penalty box; ballpark franks, checkered flags and if you ain’t rubbin’, you ain’t racin’. It’s about sudden death, extra innings and being behind the eight ball; the Green Monster, Wrigley ivy and Yankee pinstripes; goal-line stands, the terrible towel and the Dog Pound. RBIs, FGs, HRs, TDs, FTs and the 7–10 split.

“It’s about tying flies, slimy worms, baiting the hook and having fun whether you catch a fish or not.

“It’s about ‘. . . and down the stretch,’ ‘Let’s get ready to rrrumble,’ ‘How ya hubba’ and ‘Holy cow.’ Cans of corn, blue darters and playing pepper in the backyard until the sun goes down and you can’t see the ball anymore.

“It’s about the Music City Miracle (even though the Bills lost), the Immaculate Reception and the Drive. . . The Thrilla in Manila, No Mas, and floating like a butterfly and stinging like a bee. It’s about Any Given Sunday, The Fish That Stole Pittsburgh, and Rocky I through V (although V wasn’t all that good) . . . mashed-potato mouthpieces, Little League baseball, Pop Warner football, face masks, shin guards, shin pads, the stand-up slide and natural grass . . . sunflower seeds, chewing gum and Gatorade.

“It’s about driving the lane, finding your line and being in the zone; press boxes, dugouts, sidelines and that peanut guy who can hit you between the numbers from twelve rows down and hand you your change before you can open the bag.

“It’s about still being in your seat long after the game is over because we were having too much fun to realize the game was over . . . grand slams, Hail Marys and the suicide squeeze . . . hearing swoosh before the buzzer, slap shots, wrist shots, sand traps, Ping-Pong, aces high and bull’s-eyes.

“It’s about tailgates, the tale of the tape and knocking a leaner off with a ringer; starting blocks, tackling dummies and spring training. The boys of summer, the rope-a-dope, who’s on first, what’s on second, and I don’t know—third base.

“It’s about Go Army, Beat Navy and how kids scream ‘car’ during street hockey games to let the goalies know they need to move their nets. It’s about playing umpteen games of P-I-G and Around the World in the driveway until you finally beat your older brother.

“It’s about cutmen who can make Frankenstein’s monster look like Christie Brinkley, first basemen who can scoop up a dirt ball like it were rocky road and goalies who guard their nets like Fort Knox. It’s about slumps, streaks and standing Os . . . the Ice Bowl, the Super Bowl, Lord Stanley’s Cup, the Heisman and Touchdown Jesus.

“It’s about the smell of your first baseball glove, the feel of your first lucky bat and the sound of your mother cheering at your first football game.

“In short, son, it’s about the thrill of victory, the agony of defeat and everything in between.

“But most importantly, it’s about passing all this on to your son one day as my dad did to me and I am to you.” 

William Wilczewski 





You Were Great, Dad

There is always room for improvement, you know—it’s the biggest room in the house.

Louise Heath Leber 

It started out as an innocent game of basketball in my son’s school. Ivan’s gym teacher had come up with the nifty idea that maybe a few of the kids’ fathers could get together one night to “work out.”

The game became a regular Thursday gathering. Most times the kids would hang out and cheer us on. Actually, they’d cheer on their gym teachers.

“Sugg’s the greatest,” my boy gushed one night. Sugg, the teacher who had organized the game, had racked up twenty or thirty points over my outstretched palms. Listen, I know a boy has to have heroes other than his dad. I can handle that.

“Aw, he plays every day,” I said. “Wait’ll we get in shape.”

“Psych!” my son said. I don’t know exactly what this means, but I think it’s some contemporary equivalent of “gotcha.”

“He can’t go to his right,” I said.

“He doesn’t have to,” my nine-year-old laughed. He laughed!

“He’s fat,” I said.

“He’s strong.”

“He’s bald.”

Ivan thought about this for a second. “Not bald,” he said quietly. “A unique haircut.”

This got me down. My wife said I was silly, that Ivan was just competing with me through Sugg. Well, if the kid wants to play basketball, let’s play basketball. Ivan I can beat.

Eventually my game improved. This was partly because I began getting back into shape. Mostly, though, it was because I was working my tail off to win my son’s approval.

“You outplayed your man,” he said one night when I’d poured myself down onto the bench after a game.

“Really?” I was thrilled.

“Yeah, you had two steals, two rebounds, and you shot five for eight.” I gave him a little hug and unlaced my sneakers with a mannered flourish. This is ridiculous, I was saying to myself. But I loved it.

Sugg announced that he had entered our Thursday-night group in a corporate basketball league. We would play a team sponsored by a large company.

I came home the next day with a green uniform. “Try it on! Try it on!” my daughter, Dani, screamed. I looked at my son. He sat on the couch, holding his hand over his mouth to hide a grin. I looked at my wife. “Try it on,” she said.

I modeled for them.

“Why’d you pick number 12 instead of 33?” asked Ivan. The New York Knicks’ current star center, Patrick Ewing, is number 33.

“I don’t think they make Patrick Ewing jerseys in size thirty-eight portly-short,” I said.

“Can we come to your first game?” Dani wheedled.

“No,” I said. So they came.

The gym at the school was packed, and the corporate team was already on the floor. We came out in our shiny green outfits and formed a layup line.

“Don’t anybody be tight,” Sugg said. Ten tight faces smiled back.

“Go, Big Green!” my son shouted. The referee blew the whistle to start the game. On the bench, I cheered wildly at our first basket. I was determined to show my kids that being on the second team didn’t diminish my enthusiasm.

But I was flushed from the embarrassment.

We ran up a three-point lead by the fifth minute. Sugg signaled to me. “Twelve in for 35,” I said to the scorer, and went in.

“Go, Dad!” Dani shouted.

The inbound pass came to me. I dribbled across mid-court. The corporate guys looked like trees. Green uniforms peeked out from behind them, waving their hands at me. I heard my daughter yell. I felt my son’s eyes on the ball, on my hands, on my neck.

I passed to our best guy. He feinted right and drove left for a layup.

“Yeah, an assist!” my son yelled.

I remembered Little League, a count of no balls and two strikes, my father calling to me, “Okay, son, only takes one to hit it!”

This was Little League turned upside down. Now, with my own son cheering me, I felt the same way I’d felt before: furious that my supporter was being allowed to watch this very private battle I was having with my own inadequacies, yet elated to be playing in the full view of everyone I loved the most. Heck, Ivan, if you want to call that an assist, then that’s what it was.

I dropped back for defense and accepted the cavalry charge of the corporates. They passed to the guard I was defending. I bodied him. Whistles.

“Blocking! On 12 green!” the ref shouted.

I raised my hand and waved it a little, the way the pros do.

Corporates inbounded. I deflected the pass, and there was a scramble. Someone else’s man shot and scored. Someone else’s man. Thank goodness.

We ran back the other way. I was wide open, and the ball came to me at the foul line. I thought of ten thousand reasons not to take the shot, but none of them washed. So I put it up—and buried it.

“Yesssss!” shouted Ivan.

Sugg high-fived me when I came off. I sat down hard, breathing heavily, more from emotion than exertion. I looked over at Ivan and Dani and winked, the sweat running down my nose. You can have the agony of defeat.

We had the corporates by seven points at the half, but in the end we lost by four. My shot from fifteen feet out was my only score. My son read me the stats he’d been keeping in his head. “One for three, two assists, no turnovers. You were great, Dad.”

“Daddy! Daddy!” my daughter chanted for a hug. I hugged her. “Ugh, sweaty,” she said.

Later, over ice-cream sodas the kids chattered excitedly about Sugg and me and the game. “How do you feel?” my wife asked. She meant my knees and ankles, but I was only thinking of the agony and ecstasy. I felt good about not embarrassing myself. I felt great about my family. What had I learned?

That Dad doesn’t have to be the high scorer to be the big hero. That your kids, when pressed, will probably do a better job of forgiving your inadequacies than you will of forgiving theirs. That I ought to shoot more when I’m open.

“You ought to shoot more when you’re open, Dad,” Ivan said.

“Right,” I said. “When you’re hot, you’re hot.”

Barney Cohen 
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