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This book is for my children: Hannah, Christopher,Alex, and Zach. If there really were a WayBack Machine, I wish I could get in it and coach them all in their favorite sports, just one more time.



ONE

He’d always felt big on a baseball field.

It was the thing Matt Baker loved the most about the game. There were no height requirements or size requirements. Matt remembered one time, when he was younger, his mom had taken him to Universal Studios in Florida. There was a Back to the Future ride, named after one of her favorite old movies. But you had to be a certain height to go on the ride. Matt wasn’t. He’d never even heard of the movie. But he never forgot the woman at the door telling him that he was too small.

Baseball wasn’t like that. It didn’t care how tall you were. Or how short.

In the big leagues, you could be as tall as home run hitters like Aaron Judge or Giancarlo Stanton, who one season had combined to hit 110 home runs. But you could also be five-foot-six the way José Altuve, Matt’s favorite player in the world, was. And Matt knew there were a lot of baseball fans who were not convinced that Altuve, the Astros second baseman, was really even five-six.

It didn’t matter. The year Aaron Judge hit fifty-one home runs for the Yankees and won the Home Run Derby at the All-Star Game, he only finished second in the Most Valuable Player voting. José Altuve finished first. Judge was more than a foot taller than Altuve. And Giancarlo Stanton, who won the MVP in the National League that year because he hit fifty-nine home runs, was six-six. It made him a foot taller than José Altuve, exactly.

Baseball didn’t care. It was why the season, first in the spring with his regular Little League team in South Shore and then in the summer with All-Stars, was Matt Baker’s favorite time of the year. It was his birthday, and Christmas.

Baseball didn’t only make him feel like his biggest self. It made him feel like his very best self. For Matt, it wasn’t just about being the second baseman and the all-around player he wanted to be. Baseball made him feel like the confident person he wanted to be. It didn’t matter that he was the shortest guy on all the teams he’d played on so far, and the shortest guy in sixth grade this past year at South Shore Middle School.

But there was something else.

Matt had stuttered for most of his life. He knew that he stuttered less on a ball field than anywhere else. Somehow the words didn’t stop as often. Sometimes Matt thought it was because he was too busy trying to show everybody—and himself—that he wasn’t going to let his lack of size stop him.

This spring he had hit .500 exactly for his Little League team, the Nationals, as they’d won their league championship. He’d led off for the Nationals and played second. His teammates all told him after the season that if the league gave out an MVP award, he would have won it the same way his guy Altuve had won it with the Astros, while they were in the process of winning their first World Series in the history of that franchise.

Matt knew he hadn’t been the player everybody remembered best from that Nationals team, despite all the hits he had gotten and all the times he’d been on base because of walks. He knew they remembered some of the long home runs the team’s first baseman, Big Ben Roberson, had hit. Even though that meant they also forgot how many times Ben had struck out taking his big cuts.

Ben struck out three times in the Nationals’ championship game against the Rockies. But that isn’t what everyone talked about when the game was over and the championship trophy had been presented. No, everyone remembered a fifth-inning home run when the game was still tied. It was a home run that so many adults at the game, so many of whom had grown up in South Shore themselves, said was the longest they’d ever seen someone Ben’s age hit at Healey Park.

So there was a lot of talk about that after the game, and not so much about Matt getting two singles and a double and a walk and scoring every time he’d been on base. But that was fine with Matt. Ben did most of the talking. He liked to talk, often about himself. That was fine with Matt too. They were teammates, but they’d never become close friends.

As different as his style was from Ben’s, Matt did enjoy watching Ben hit. He liked the way everything seemed to stop on the field when Ben stepped to the plate, because people knew something dramatic was likely about to happen, for one team or the other, strikeout or long ball. It was, Matt knew, one of the things he loved about all sports, really: The next moment was the one that could change everything. Ben made you feel that way every time he stepped to the plate. Even if he did strike out, he’d still come back to the bench smiling.

“All it takes is one,” he’d say after he struck out.

Matt didn’t think Ben loved baseball the way he did football and basketball, especially basketball, where he was already a star in his travel league. Sometimes Matt thought Ben just played baseball because it was something fun to do in the spring and summer. But you still wanted him on your team, and not just because of the home runs. If you were an infielder the way Matt was, you loved having him at first base. With his size and reach, he made you think it was practically impossible to make a throw that Ben couldn’t catch. Their coach, John Sargent—everybody just called him Sarge—liked to say that the only things Ben couldn’t catch at first base were low-flying birds.

The truth was that Ben was a lot more consistent catching balls than hitting them.

But there was a different kind of bond between Sarge and Matt. It was Sarge who called Matt “The Little Engine That Could.” Sarge who kept telling Matt that if you added up all of Matt’s hits and walks and even the times when his speed would cause an infielder on the other team to rush a throw and make an error, his on-base percentage was nearly a thousand.

Matt would tell his coach that he didn’t care how he got on base, as long as he got on base.

“I know you’re happy to take a walk,” Sarge had been saying to Matt the night before at practice. “But my favorite thing is when they finally make a pitch to you that’s too good, and you show them how much pop you have in your bat. How much stronger you are than you look.”

In that moment, all Matt wanted to say was, “Thank you.”

But he could not.

The first word just wouldn’t come right away. The feeling, he knew by now, would come on him without notice. He would be stuck again. A lot of times it was a simple word that began with t.

Or th.

Sometimes it was just a simple “thanks.”

Sometimes the best he could do was smile, because the word just couldn’t get out of him.

He did that with Sarge last night. Sarge smiled back at him.

“Not going anywhere,” he said.

Finally, and slowly, Matt said, “Thank you.”

Then they were back to talking baseball, and the words were spilling out of Matt, and he told Sarge, “I feel like my power is my secret weapon.”

Sarge was still smiling. “It won’t be for long once we start playing games. They’ll all find out that big things really do come in small packages.”

Matt had heard that one before. Had been hearing it his whole life. He was used to it by now. The funny thing was that his dad, who’d divorced his mom when Matt was five and was living in London now, was six feet two inches tall. He’d been a home run hitter when he was Matt’s age, and all the way through high school. But he hadn’t been a big part of Matt’s life long enough to see Matt become the ballplayer he had. Even when Matt remembered his mom telling him she loved him exactly the way he was—meaning the size he was—his dad hardly ever said anything. There were so many things, Matt thought now, that he didn’t know about me.

Kevin Baker had remarried after moving to London, and now had a son with his new wife. He’d e-mail Matt once in a while. He’d usually remember to send a gift on his birthday and Christmas, though he’d missed a few birthdays.

He didn’t know how good Matt had become in baseball. If he even knew Matt stuttered, Matt’s mom, Rachel, had never mentioned it. Sometimes you heard people talk about “single” parents. Matt thought of his mom as his only parent.

She loved baseball, too. Even though she was barely five feet tall, she’d been a star softball pitcher at South Shore High School and then at the University of North Carolina, where she’d even gotten a softball scholarship.

People made a big thing about “soccer moms.” Matt’s was a baseball mom, through and through.

From the time that Matt Baker—he hated it when people called him Matty—had first started playing T-ball, she had told him the same thing.

“They say that size matters in sports,” she said. “Well, guess what, it does: the size of your talent and the size of your heart.”

Matt had read up a lot on the history of baseball. He knew that Joe Morgan, one of the greatest second basemen of all time, was only an inch taller than Altuve. And Joe Morgan had played with one of the best teams of all time, a Cincinnati Reds squad known as “The Big Red Machine.” He was a little guy who had ended up in the Hall of Fame.

Size didn’t hold Joe Morgan back. It wasn’t holding José Altuve back. Matt, with his own strong baseball heart, was determined that it wasn’t going to hold him back.

Still:

There was a part of him that thought it must be nice to be as big as Ben Roberson, even though in his heart he knew he was a better baseball player.

Ben had a personality that seemed to match his size, whether he was with kids his own age, or adults. Matt looked at him and saw somebody whose whole life seemed to be a home run, even when he had swung and missed again.

And no matter what, Big Ben Roberson never seemed to be at a loss for words.



TWO

Matt didn’t stutter all the time.

He began to notice it when he was in first grade, and then it was a part of him.

It was always worse if he had to stand up and say something in front of his class, or if he was called on by one of his teachers to answer a question when he wasn’t expecting it. By now he knew all the words to describe what would happen to him. He’d get “blocked.” Or “stuck.” He knew exactly what it felt like when a word would be frozen in his throat, or on his lips, and simply would not come out right away. It didn’t matter how fast his brain was working. It didn’t matter that he knew what he wanted to say, or that he knew the answer.

Then he would be in the same old situation: trying to slow down, even when he wanted the moment to pass quickly. On a ball field, his speed set him apart from other players, no matter what their size. He was able to run the bases faster. He was able to get the ball out of his glove faster to make a throw. He knew everybody talked about his bat speed.

But when the words wouldn’t come he had to do the opposite. His speech-language pathologist, Ms. Francis, was constantly telling him to slow down. Eventually the word, or words, would come out. It was like being in a car with his mom when a light turned green. He would feel like he was in motion again.

Always, Matt would feel a tremendous sense of relief.

Almost as if he could breathe again.

Stuttering was another reason why the Houston Astros had become his favorite team in the world. Because if José Altuve was his favorite player, the Astros center fielder, George Springer, was his second. During the World Series, Springer hit five home runs and became the Series MVP.

George Springer stuttered.

Matt had read up on George Springer a lot. In just about every story about him, he always said pretty much the same thing:

“Don’t call it a speech impediment, because I’ve never looked at it as an impediment.”

“It doesn’t hold me back,” George Springer had said in one of the articles Matt read. “Some people have blue eyes, some people have blond hair, some don’t. Some people stutter and some don’t.”

Matt remembered all of that, word for word. He’d even written it down on an index card that he kept in the top drawer of the desk in his bedroom. George Springer refused to see stuttering as an impediment, just like José Altuve didn’t let his size be an impediment to becoming one of the best players in the major leagues.

One of them became the league MVP.

One of them became the World Series MVP.

It was all Matt Baker needed to know, and to hope, and to dream, even though it was hard sometimes. Matt was a fighter. He knew his teammates always had his back, and not just because he was such a good player. His classmates, especially the ones he had grown up with, never made fun of him because he stuttered, or laughed at him. His mom always taught him to believe in himself. So did Sarge, who had coached him this spring and was about to coach him in All-Stars.

So did Ms. Sue Francis, his speech pathologist.

Matt knew he had good coaches. He knew he had good friends. He knew he had a great mom. He knew how much he had going for him in his life. He did.

But even though he never said this to his coaches, or his friends, or his teammates, or his mom, he knew himself well enough to know that no matter how much he fought his stuttering, it was just another thing that could make him feel small.

There were other things that did it too. His father not being in his life was a big one.

But stuttering was bigger.



THREE

They were practicing again tonight at Healey Park, the second practice for their All-Star team, which would be called the Astros.

When Matt had found out, he couldn’t believe it. You didn’t get to select your team name in their league. It was completely random: one of the members of the league’s board of directors picked the names out of a hat. Because of where South Shore was located, there were a lot of Yankees fans on the team, and Red Sox fans, and Mets fans. He was the only Astros fan. But now his team was going to be called the South Shore Astros. This was a good sign. Maybe even a great one.

Not only would they be the Astros, but he was going to get to wear number 27, José Altuve’s number. Sarge had taken care of that for him.

“Now that doesn’t mean that you have to spend the whole season first-pitch swinging the way your guy Altuve does,” Sarge told him.

“But I can do it sometimes, right?” Matt said.

“Knowing you, you’ll know when,” Sarge said.

Three of Matt’s teammates from the spring would be with him on the Astros. Kyle Sargent, the coach’s son, would be at third base. Their center fielder would be Denzel Lincoln. Big Ben would be at first and batting cleanup.

One of Matt’s favorite players from the spring, José Dominguez, would be their shortstop. José had played for the Yankees, the team the Nationals had beaten in the championship game, and been both their best hitter and fielder. He had even hit a three-run homer in the bottom of the last inning to cut a 5–1 Nationals lead to 5–4 and make Matt and his teammates sweat out two more outs. The Yankees had put two runners on with two outs, but Matt ended the game with a diving stop to his left, throwing out the baserunner from his knees.

But now José was his teammate, and a perfect match for him on the other side of second base. Matt batted leadoff for the Nationals, but now Sarge had decided to bat him third in front of Big Ben, José ahead of him, and lead off with Denzel, who was the fastest player they had, on the bases and in the outfield.

“I’m not going to make a big announcement about this,” Sarge said. “But the way I look at baseball, you bat your best hitter third.”

When Matt told José about the batting order, José high-fived him right away.

“With you and the big guy coming after me, all I’m going to see all season are fat pitches,” he said. “I am one happy dude.”

They were standing near second base, waiting to go through their infield drills.

“How about me?” Matt said. “I don’t just have you getting on base ahead of me, I’ve got you right next to me in the field.”

“I’ve got your back, you’ve got mine,” José said.

They waited for Sarge to start hitting them ground balls, but he was still talking to Stone Russell. It gave Matt a chance to explain to José, whom he hadn’t really talked to very much when they were playing against each other, that he stuttered, and that there would be times when he had trouble getting words out, even during games.

José smiled.

“Same thing happens to me sometimes, for a different reason,” he said.

“What reason?” Matt said.

“My family came here from Puerto Rico,” he said. “My parents still mostly like to speak Spanish at home. So sometimes I can’t find the words either.”

Matt said, “We should get along fine.”

José was still smiling.

“I’m not much of a talker on the field anyway,” José said.

Then Sarge told them to take their positions. The next sound they heard was the crack of his bat as he hit a ground ball to his son at third base. The only chatter came from Sarge. The summer night sounded just perfect to Matt.

•  •  •

As usual, everything changed when it was time for Ben to take batting practice.

The infielders and outfielders took a few steps back when Ben stepped into the batter’s box. The infielders, Matt included, suddenly looked extremely alert, on the chance that Ben might hit a ball right at them instead of elevating one over the fence. Matt knew Ben wasn’t much of a line drive hitter. But when he did hit one, he could hit a baseball hard enough to knock the glove off a guy’s hands. It had nearly happened to Matt at their first practice. Ben, a right-handed hitter who hardly ever went the opposite way, hit one right at Matt. He was ready for it. The ball didn’t knock the glove off his hand. But when Matt took a quick look at his palm after throwing the ball back in to Stone Russell, it was the color of strawberry ice cream.

There was one other thing that always happened when it was Ben’s turn to hit:

It was as if somebody had turned up the volume on the chatter coming from both the outfield and the infield, including from Matt. For some reason, and for all the work he did with Ms. Francis on slowing himself down when the words wouldn’t come, somehow his fast chatter from second base was never a problem. Maybe it was because he didn’t feel as if his was the only voice on the field. He was just part of the group.

“What you got tonight, big man?”

“Tell the guys on the back field to look out.”

“Batter, batter, batter.”

“Don’t swing and miss, big man, the breeze might knock us all over.”

“Give him your heater, Sarge.”

“Wait, does Sarge even still have a heater?”

“Shouldn’t that swing count for two strikes instead of one?”

To Matt, it was like baseball rap. He liked real rap. But he loved it on a ball field like this.

Ben, even though he had swung right through Sarge’s first few pitches, was smiling. After he swung and missed again, and the chatter level increased a little more, he stepped out of the box, still smiling, and made a motion to his teammates in the field that said, “Bring it on.”

He looked down at Kyle at third base and said, “You better hope I don’t pull one, dog.”

Kyle laughed—a little nervously, Matt thought.

“If you’re trying to scare me,” Kyle said, “you just did!”

Matt knew what he was feeling, having been Ben’s teammate with the Nationals. There was nothing scarier than being a runner on third when Ben was just sixty feet away with a bat in his hands. Even though you knew he could pull a line drive and score you, Matt would find himself hoping for either a home run or a fly ball. He told his mom about his feelings one time and she laughed.

“Safety first,” she said.

Matt never said anything to Ben, but he knew that if Ben could ever figure out a way to cut down on his swing, he would be a much more dangerous hitter, and a much tougher out. It was what Aaron Judge had done the year he busted out with his fifty-one homers for the Yankees. He had better bat control, he had a better sense of the strike zone, and he still hit his homers. He just struck out a lot less than he had before that.

Ben’s swing was still as big as he was.

He connected with the fifth pitch he saw from Sarge. And as soon as Matt heard the sound of the ball on the fat part of Ben’s aluminum bat, he didn’t even have to turn. Oh, but he did turn, because Matt wanted to watch the flight of the ball.

There was another practice going on at Healey’s back field. Matt smiled as he watched Ben’s ball land between the center fielder and the right fielder, and go rolling toward their second baseman.

“Did you see where that sucker landed?” Kyle yelled.

“Wait,” José said. “The ball landed?”

Sarge had turned to watch the flight of the ball himself, and when he turned back to Ben he said, “That one feel okay?”

“Can’t lie, coach,” he said. “It didn’t stink.”

Still smiling.

Forget what it’s like being that size and that strong, Matt thought to himself. What is it like being able to hit a baseball that far?

Ben hit one more home run, though not nearly as far as the first one. He didn’t put another one in play. He didn’t even hit a foul ball. He finished with four more swings and misses. He thought he was done, but then Sarge said, “Let me throw you a few extra pitches, and instead of trying to hit one all the way to Glenbrook, let’s pretend we’ve got the winning run on base, and all you need is a single.”

“Shorten my swing, you mean?” Ben said.

“Just a little,” Sarge said.

“I can’t,” Ben said.

“Sure you can, Ben,” Sarge said. “You just haven’t learned how.”

“I’ll try,” Ben said. “But my dad taught me to hit a certain way. You know what they talk about on TV all the time. He wants me to elevate.”

“All I can ask is that you try,” Sarge said, ignoring the part about Ben’s dad. “It’s something we can work on a little bit at a time, big man.”

Ben stepped out. Matt watched him from second base, saw how hard he was concentrating as he took some shorter, more level practice swings, exaggerating hitting down on the ball instead of using his normal uppercut.

Sarge threw him more than a few extra pitches. But the harder Ben tried to just put the ball in play, the worse it seemed to get for him. The best he could do, on the last pitch, was a weak ground ball to Kyle.

Ben ran the ball out, all the way through first base even though Kyle had thrown him out easily. But as Ben crossed the base, Matt could see the frustration on his face. The kid who could smile his way through almost anything looked angry at himself.

About ten minutes later, it was Matt’s turn to hit, Sarge making him the last batter tonight. Of the ten pitches Matt saw from Sarge, he hit a couple of line drives up the middle, two to right, two to left. He fouled two pitches off, hit another ball right over second base. Then on the last pitch he saw he really connected, on the fat part of his own Easton bat, right on the sweet spot. The ball didn’t go over the fence in left-center. It did hit high up off the fence out there.

Not all I got, Matt thought to himself.

But close enough.

Since it was Matt’s last swing, he was running all the way, thinking double as he rounded first. But he was watching Denzel the whole time, and when the ball bounced away from him a little, Matt didn’t even slow down as he cut the bag at second base, knowing this was going to be a stand-up triple, even in practice.

But when he got to third, he slid into the bag just for the sheer fun of it. It was like he was ending BP tonight with his own exclamation point.

After he cleaned the dirt off himself, he jogged toward the bench on the first-base side of the field. When he got there, Ben came over to him and said in a quiet voice, “Maybe it wouldn’t kill me to hit a little bit more like you.”

Ben grinned then.

“Just don’t tell the other guys,” he said.



FOUR

For his birthday his mom had gotten Matt a subscription to MLB Network, which was pure heaven. It meant that on any given night he could watch any game he wanted on his laptop until it was time to go to bed.

And sometimes, even after that.

Matt liked watching games on TV, sometimes with his mom after dinner. But he was just as happy later in his bed, picking out a game from Houston or Chicago or Cincinnati or Boston or Cleveland or Baltimore. He could go to Minute Maid Park in Houston for an Astros game, or Wrigley Field in Chicago, or Progressive Field in Cleveland. Sometimes, with his door shut, Matt would not only watch the games, but pretend he was doing the color commentary on them. His favorite thing was when he’d be a step ahead of the announcers, calling for a hit-and-run or steal or squeeze play.

He loved it when that would happen.

Alone in his room, alone with baseball, he never had any trouble getting the words out. He never got stopped the way he did in class, when he’d feel a familiar panic come over him. He knew it would pass. He knew the words would eventually come.

He just didn’t know when.

But when he was alone in his room with baseball, he was always sure of himself. If it was a day when his team hadn’t practiced and he hadn’t gotten a chance to even play catch with one of his friends, watching these games at night was the happiest part of his day.

Tonight he watched the Astros play Cleveland. It meant that not only were José Altuve and Carlos Correa in the game, but so was Francisco Lindor, the Indians shortstop, another one of the best young players in the big leagues.

Sarge liked to say how lucky it was to be a baseball fan right now, because he honestly felt there was more young talent in the game than at any other time in its history.

“Hey, you’re only twelve,” Sarge had said to Matt the day he told him he was going to bat him third. “Some of these guys will still only be in their thirties if you make it to the big leagues.”

“Right, coach,” Matt said. “You mean when I grow up?”

“That’s exactly what I mean,” Sarge said.

The game Matt was watching was in the top of the fourth, Astros and Indians tied 2–2, when he got the text from Ben Roberson, who Matt couldn’t remember ever texting him before.

U doing anything tomorrow?

Matt hit him right back.

Nah.

As soon as he did, he could see on the screen that Ben was answering.

Meet on the field at Healey, like 11?

Matt decided to call him.

“What’s up?” he said.

“I thought we could maybe do some work together,” Ben said.

“If you’re talking about baseball, I never think of it as work,” Matt said. “My mom says that nobody ever says they’re going to work baseball. They say they’re going to play.”

“Maybe we can do a little bit of both tomorrow,” Ben said. “Maybe Sarge is right, and I could do some work shortening my swing.”

Yes! Matt thought. But he didn’t say that.

“I’m down,” is what he said.

“Great,” Ben said. “See you tomorrow.”

Matt was glad to help him, if he could. If somehow Ben became a better hitter, their Astros would be a better team. He’d heard A.J. Hinch, the Astros manager, say once on television that the most important part of his job was putting his players in the best possible position to win.

Matt wasn’t a manager. He wasn’t a coach. But maybe there was a way to help Ben. Maybe not all dreams had to be big ones.

Maybe you had to start small.



FIVE

The day was so perfect, not too hot, no clouds in the sky. So often you heard the announcers talking about baseball weather.

Well, Matt thought, today really is baseball weather.

He was wearing his favorite T-shirt, one his mom had bought for him, a black Astros shirt with an orange star on the front. Since he knew he wouldn’t be doing any sliding, he was wearing a pair of gym shorts and rubber cleats. He had his bat with him, and batting gloves, and a couple of water bottles in his bat bag, and even a peanut butter sandwich he’d made for himself. If Ben was ready to work into the afternoon, so was he. As usual when it came to baseball, Matt was ready to go all day.

They had agreed to meet on the back field. The Bakers lived only a couple of blocks from Healey Park, so Matt had ridden his bike over. Ben was waiting on the back field when he got there. Ben was wearing shorts too, and a pretty cool T-shirt of his own, one with the Big Ben clock from London on the front.
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