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INTRODUCTION

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They could be the backup catcher.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Or maybe not…

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

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

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

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

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

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







Chapter 1

THE END OF THE ROADS

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Minimum thirty-two plate appearances.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Also, he did not own a protective cup.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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







Chapter 2

C2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kratz served his time as every category of catcher, including specialty catcher and even, for a couple short stretches, as a C. Given the baseline talent, an inability to process the word no, and also a willingness to work with it, and a young family to shelter and feed along with no other readily available career options, Kratz had overachieved to become a C2.

That he played nineteen seasons for fourteen organizations, four of them more than once, this requiring thirty-two major-league transactions, not counting his being taken 866th in the 2002 draft, suggested that if he was not going to be the best at it, he was at the very least going to wear it down.

That’s what C2s do. They keep coming. It’s part of the training. That and warming up pitchers between innings. And duct-taping mouthy clubbies to flagpoles.

He played for sixteen different minor league teams, along with one Arizona Fall League team, one Dominican winter league team, two U.S. national teams, a team in Mexico, and one alternate site team, that during the 2020 pandemic. He played for seven minor-league teams more than once, three more than twice, and two more than three times. He spent parts of five different summers in Manchester, New Hampshire, and if that sounds to you like the cost of being a fringe major leaguer and therefore vulnerable to the yoyo-ing whims of a jittery general manager, Manchester is where the Toronto Blue Jays keep their Double-A franchise. Kratz lived some summers there in a barn that was actually quite nice for a barn, and while he played ball Sarah sold costume jewelry at the Macy’s on South Willow Street.

The life is not entirely unique to catchers, to the C2s, split-timers, up-and-down guys, org guys, and career minor leaguers, except more is asked of them. Their days are longer. Their loyalties are stretched, starting with the pitchers who need to get better and get noticed and get promoted and get rich, ending—it often seems—with themselves and the time necessary for them to get better and noticed and promoted and rich. Because of those summers in Manchester, along with every other minor-league town worth its 50-50 raffle, catchers hardly anyone’s heard of are helping to raise the coming generation of big-league pitchers, catchers, coaches, and managers. Sometimes they don’t play more than once or twice a week, and yet their value extends beyond a few plate appearances and then keeping the ball from rolling to the backstop.

What comes of this is a league—a culture, even—of backup catchers reasonably sure they could be No. 1 catchers, but who are rigorously invested in the day in front of them. Most would defend their jobs, their teammates, and the final score with the thick end of a fungo bat. As soon as they go get it. It’s in the blue bag up in the dugout tunnel. Which they know because they put it there after batting practice. When they helped clean up the field. Just to be helpful. It wasn’t gonna pick itself up.

What’s important to remember here is that the last man on a big-league roster just might have a street named after him in a town that’s also known for its sunflowers, garlic festivals, and that one weird guy who popped up on a few most-wanted lists in the ’70s. The backup catcher was probably a fine shortstop and pitcher only as far back as high school, as well as a pretty fair linebacker and a power forward. Maybe he was a high draft pick and then learned that all the batting practice in the world would still leave him a grain of wood away from reliable contact, that there really was something supernatural about .300 hitters, and that maybe he wasn’t going to be one of them.

That’s where the lessons started, and the humility, and the work, all on a path leading away from their original career designs but also, with some luck and dedication and patience, toward the big leagues.

Then again, maybe he wasn’t much to look at for a while. Maybe he was great one afternoon when the wind blew chilly and the clouds promised rain, an afternoon just dry enough to play but dreary enough to drive away all of the scouts but one. And that scout saw something in the way the ball came off his bat, the way his arm worked, how he ran like an athlete who might be turned into a ballplayer and also thought his way through a baseball game. How he rallied his teammates to be ninety feet better than they really were. None of this is perfect. None of it is science. But maybe he seemed like a good kid who needed a shot, who knows, crazier things happen, and scouting seventeen-year-olds—closing your eyes and trying to turn them into grownups—is a little like chasing dandelion puffs anyway.

A high school baseball coach in Florida, not far from Clearwater, once took a long look at a boy named Bobby Wilson and he said, “Hey, Bobby, I know what you’re going to be.”

“What’s that?” Bobby said.

“You’re going to be the guy at the end of the bar, aren’t you?”

“Whatta ya mean?” Bobby said.

“Yeah,” the coach said, “you’re going to be the guy who’s sitting at the end of the bar telling everybody how good you were in high school.”

Bobby thought that over and said, “Nah, Coach. I’m gonna be the guy who walks into the bar that everybody turns to look at.”

The coach smirked.

Bobby Wilson played parts of ten seasons in the major leagues, all as a backup catcher. He’d probably be a pretty big deal at Miller’s Ale House in Seminole.

So it starts there. Or, maybe, on a baseball field in Vero Beach, Florida, a few weeks after A. J. Ellis had finished his senior season at Austin Peay State. He was an eighteenth-round pick.

The song on the speakers while Ellis loosened his arm on his first day was by the band Creedence Clearwater Revival.

“You ever listen to that?” a coach asked him.

“I know it a little,” Ellis said.

“Called ‘Fortunate Son,’” the coach said, then quoted from the song. “ ‘Some folks are born silver spoon in hand.’ See that guy?”

Mike Nixon, a catcher like Ellis, had been drafted in the third round the year before and then hit .311 in the Pioneer League.

“Mike, he got the silver spoon,” the coach said, then looked back at A.J. “That ain’t you, buddy. That ain’t you.”

He said it nice though, almost fatherly, like he could tell he was going to like A.J., that A.J.’d been a dandelion puff worth chasing.

“You,” he said, “got to figure out your way to get through this game,” and left it at that.

That’s the way it’s going to be then, A.J. decided.

A. J. Ellis played in the major leagues for eleven seasons, all but three of them as a backup catcher. Mike Nixon never got there. He went and played college football instead.

This is where the C2s come from, from here and a thousand other places and with a thousand other stories, arriving one day as star prospects or long shots or as favors to friends or as projects, all in the commotion that one day will be Cs and split-timers and C2s and the rest.

Drew Butera was raised by a backup catcher. His dad, Sal, played nine major-league seasons for five teams. Twelve years after Sal retired, Drew reached the major leagues for a career that spanned twelve years and nine teams. As of the summer of 2022, at the age of thirty-eight, he was still going, still not sure he was properly cast as a backup and still entirely committed to being a backup, if that were the job, but fully employed as a bullpen catcher for the Los Angeles Angels.

Someone else decided how Drew Butera would be labeled. Same as Erik Kratz and A. J. Ellis and Bobby Wilson. Bill Haselman, who played thirteen seasons in the major leagues, one of them as Roger Clemens’s personal catcher, wasn’t a catcher until his final season of college. He was a backup catcher. The player does not get to decide. He does, however, get to make something of what’s next.

He becomes the very best backup catcher he can be. He continues to believe in more. He dreams of the precision and confidence that would come with regular playing time, of the production that would follow an accumulation of at-bats, say 450 over a season instead of 180. Then does what he can with 180. Or 50.

Early in the spring of 2001, Matt Treanor was the catcher for the Florida Marlins in an exhibition game against the Houston Astros. Charles Johnson was the Marlins’ No. 1 catcher. He’d been an All Star. Mike Redmond was the C2. He was a .289 hitter across more than two hundred big-league games. Ramon Castro, a first-round draft pick seven years before, was the third catcher. After them, camp was littered with org guys and career minor leaguers. Treanor had been drafted in the same year as Castro. The summer before he’d played his sixth season of A-ball, that following a year of rookie ball. Along the way he’d occasionally thought about going home, giving up on baseball before it gave up on him, returning to school, and becoming a firefighter like his dad and his dad’s dad. He’d given baseball a try, and some days he felt like just another guy, there because minor-league teams needed a couple catchers and not because some career breakthrough, some career payoff, was coming. He was back anyway, for another spring, and on this afternoon he lowered himself behind the plate and watched the next Astros batter approach.

It was Brad Ausmus, a legit C in a league Treanor might never play in.

Treanor watched Ausmus step into the batter’s box, scraping at the dirt with his shoe, then offered a hesitant but cheery, “How are you doing, Mr. Ausmus?”

Ausmus exited the box. He did not look at the eager young man peering up at him from behind a mask. Instead he studied the ground and worked the bat handle in his fingers. Finally, when he spoke, it was to the dirt. His mouth barely moved.

“We’re on the same field, kid,” he said. “You can call me Brad.”

Matt Treanor did not in those few seconds become a better hitter. He did not discover a power stroke previously hidden. He was the same catcher he’d been the day before and would be the next day. He was still twenty-five years old, still lagging behind the life he’d assumed way back on draft day and still unsure if his sticking around for another summer or two or three would change any of it, other than his age.

In a world of labels, however, of seeing yourself through the eyes of lukewarm scouting reports and disappointing minor-league assignments, suddenly Treanor was none of those things. Forget the org guys. Forget the career minor leaguers. Forget the corner of the clubhouse where ten catchers stepped over and around each other’s tape wads and existential gripes. It was baseball, wasn’t it? The same for him as it was for someone like Brad Ausmus? The slider away that Ausmus tried not to swing at, Treanor had to block… or go get. If Treanor stood up, wouldn’t they be shoulder to shoulder? Eye to eye? Each of them with a job to do?

A career, a season, a game, an at-bat, none of those get decided by who’s a C and who’s a C2 and whatever follows. They get decided by the guy with the baseball in his hand, the guy with the bat in his hands, and then what comes of that. In the end, everyone’s on a first-name basis.

“So,” Treanor thought, “you have to get all that out of your head.”

That summer he made it to Double-A for the first time. The next summer, to Triple-A. And in 2004, at twenty-eight years old and almost to the day ten years after he’d been drafted, Treanor lashed a single to left field in his first big-league at-bat.

He played nine seasons in the major leagues, about every single day of them as a C2.







Chapter 3

ODE TO SHOWER SHOE

In order to appreciate the life of a backup catcher, you probably have to understand Erik Kratz. It’d be a start.

And to understand Erik Kratz, you have to know about the shower shoes. A lot of other stuff, too.

Like Sarah. They met in college at a group bowling event that started at midnight—therefore advertised as Cosmic Bowling—and ended in a booth at a truck stop diner.

And his mom and dad, who insisted their children do their share in the house and behave appropriately outside the house. And life in the Philadelphia suburbs. And how baseball works in a small town and at an even smaller college and how the frailties of those fates tend to dictate a life in professional baseball.

But, you could do worse than to start with the shower shoes.

In the summer he turned eighteen years old, Erik drove from Telford to North Wales, a town over, to a sporting goods store called Sports Authority. This was a few weeks before he’d leave for college. He’d decided he’d need a pair of sandals, summertime footwear, something between winter boots, spring cleats, and rest-of-the-time sneakers. College kids wore sandal-type things, he figured.

He motioned to a clerk and told him what he had in mind. “Something summer-y,” he said. “Like slides.” After a few minutes he walked out with a pair of black rubber sandals with large white Nike swooshes across the broad straps, size 12. They were perfect.

What you need to know after that is those slippers outlasted college. They outlasted the store in North Wales, which closed, and even the company itself, which went bankrupt nearly two decades after Erik bought his summer-y slides. Then, they outlasted his baseball career.

At eighteen he tucked them into a suitcase for the five-hour drive from his parents’ house to Eastern Mennonite University in Harrisonburg, Virginia. At forty, home for good, he removed the slippers from his duffel bag. Sarah then asked that he not wear them in the house. Erik asked if she knew of any other shoes that had been washed in soapy water almost every time they’d ever been worn. Sarah was unswayed.

“They may be the least disgusting shoes of all time,” Erik tried while walking them straight to the garage.

The shoes (which, for Erik, predate Sarah by a few months) grew older and a bit harder in places, softer in others. That in time they weren’t fresh from the box or perfect or, heavens, fancy, that they were faded and could only be appreciated by the man atop them, that every attendant in every clubhouse across nearly two decades tried helpfully to replace them, only made them more special. Not even special, really. They served their purpose. They were enough. They showed up. They didn’t get lost and they didn’t give out and they hardly took up any space at all. They were superglued once.

When he picked out those particular sandals on that afternoon in North Wales, Erik did not foresee them as career-long allies. He also did not foresee the career, the one that tested the half-life of a hunk of rubber.

“They were slides,” he said. “I was eighteen years old. You don’t have any forethought for the future.”

At the time, he’d never heard of shower shoes. Neither had he been in a lot of rooms—some tiled, some not, some lit, and some that definitely should not have been—of four walls, one drain, a dozen showerheads, and so much more that was not identifiable.

The walking-around slides of college halls met the floors of professional baseball in the summer of 2002. Erik was drafted by the Toronto Blue Jays in the twenty-ninth round. After three days in Dunedin, FL, he was assigned to a minor-league team in Medicine Hat, AL, which was OK with Erik as he’d never been to Alabama. He was next informed that AL stood for “Alberta.” The one in Canada.

So the slides began their journey across thousands of showers in hundreds of shower rooms, the dry and crisp flip-flop-flip on the way in, returning a soggy and flabby squish-squeak-squish. He’d watched with some curiosity as new teammates padded toward their showers in plastic-y team-issued sandals, wondered what that was about, and soon found himself in warm, ankle-deep water teeming with Band-Aid boats and Q-tip flotsam. Next time he wore the Nikes.

The sandals would become part shower shoes, part hazmat gear, and full-time travel companions through hundreds of minor-league towns and Japan and Canada and Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic and Mexico and a border town from where he could see Mexico. By the end, Erik clung to those shoes because they’d already made it that far together, and then it became a test to finish together what they’d started together. And for so many years they’d remained his shower shoes because they were his shower shoes, and sandals turned shower shoes cost good money, even if the next pair might’ve been free.

They were fine. They put a half inch, less by the end, between him and whatever was on that tile floor.

He did not, however, always turn down the free shower shoes. Sympathetic clubbies shoved them into his hands like they were trying to dump evidence.

A good friend of his wears size 12. He’s the lucky one. Erik’s dad’s feet are close enough to 12, so he’s been through three or four pairs, some New Balance, some Adidas, whatever they were handing out, and if the shoes were somewhat oversized and clunky then he might consider that payback for the hockey-cup incident. Other friends are currently clomping around in honest-to-goodness big-league shower shoes. An uncle has at least two pairs. Some are known to wear those shower shoes over socks and in public. That is out of Erik’s hands. You can’t live other people’s lives for them. Near the end of the 2018 season, when they rose up and played into Game 7 of the National League championship series, the Milwaukee Brewers gifted players and coaches—Erik included—with new shower shoes that had Velcro tabs and photographic images of the team celebrating a win. He could point to the new shower shoes, to the picture, and say, “That’s me right there on my shoe,” which he did not do. He kept the fancy shoes. The picture is nice. Erik refused to wear them into the shower.

Regardless, for an original investment of maybe $11, he had done his part to keep generations of men from countless fungal infections. Like a pebble in a pond. A pond that appears to have part of a toenail floating in it.

For a very long time, those now vintage Nike slides were not part of a long-term plan. Erik did not buy them to wear them forever. He did not believe it important that he maintain them properly so they’d never have to be replaced or duct-taped. He was neither proud of nor embarrassed by them.

They simply always wound up back in his duffel bag. They always got to the next town. When another summer ended, they’d turn up again in the spring. So he’d put them on and shower up, dry them off, and pack them up. In Philadelphia in 2015, a diligent young clubbie thought it would be wise to make Erik’s shower shoes more easily identifiable, and with a black permanent marker put a number on them—28. Erik was dumbfounded. First, because his unblemished shoes that looked nothing like anyone else’s had been so savagely graffitied. Second, he was on his fifth of eleven major-league uniform numbers. The chances weren’t good he’d be wearing No. 28 for his next organization, and he figured there’d be another and another and another, because there was always another. This is the same sort of wisdom that keeps regular folks from getting too attached to their deli line ticket numbers. (In his nineteen professional seasons across all those teams, not once did Erik choose his own number. Backup catchers are assigned numbers and are grateful when they do not start with a 7 or an 8.)

To avoid a repeat of the same mistake, he crossed out the 28 and wrote “KRATZ,” a real mess but what are you gonna do? A couple hundred showers later, the number and name had washed away. So they’d outlasted a sporting goods store, a sporting goods company, a baseball career, and a permanent marker.

After a while, when ten, then fifteen years had passed, when new teammates looked at his feet, raised their eyebrows, and muttered, “Dude…,” when he told the story again of the drive from Telford to North Wales, he began to reconsider these shoes. They became important to him. They’d grown on him. Figuratively. They’d withstood all of his 250 pounds on the days when he’d felt light with optimism and on the days he’d been heavy with disappointment. On ground both firm and unsteady. Mostly unsteady. They didn’t judge.

Uniforms came and went. Teammates with them. He grew up and grew wiser, became the journeyman’s journeyman and learned the finest details of a game that could never be fully understood. Certainly it would not be mastered. What he could do was lean in and hope the game gave a little back. That the two of them would begin to fit together. That the game would get used to having him around.

This is not to compare backup catchers to a reliable old shower shoe.

But…

A reliable old shower shoe must be considered in both the classical and romantic domains. That is, what they are for, exactly, and also what they represent, or mean, inexactly.

They are reliable. They are made of the durable stuff, in this case polyurethane, maybe ethylene-vinyl acetate, probably rubber or something rubbery, and rubber requires at least fifty years to decompose. So after twenty-three baseball seasons Erik and his shoes weren’t even half done, which might be bad news for Sarah and/or whatever landfill they might wind up in.

The shoes. Not Erik.

They are old. They have experience. They are resilient. They’ve seen things. Mostly terrible things. And yet they are unbowed by years of abuse, neglect, the occasional tantrum, and that ribbon of athletic tape that won’t let go. They are possibly somewhat stained, somewhat weary. They would not admit it.

(Erik was baseball’s fifth-oldest player in 2019. He was third-oldest in 2020. At a position that chews up players intellectually in their youth, that finishes them physically in their primes, backup catchers tend to become more valued with age. If, perhaps, not entirely for their skills, then for the insights they hold, the proof they were there, and all they’d contributed. In the spring of 2021, Drew Butera, thirty-seven, was among the Texas Rangers’ final cuts. He wound up with the Los Angeles Angels for thirty-two at-bats and also two different Triple-A teams. Jeff Mathis, at thirty-eight, had been released by the Philadelphia Phillies the day before. In October, he won a World Series ring, his first, as a player/coach/but mostly a coach with the Atlanta Braves. Life, he admitted afterward, “is very funny.” Robinson Chirinos, thirty-six, was released by the Yankees the day after Butera was released by the Rangers. Chirinos got ninety-seven at-bats for the Chicago Cubs and in 2022 was a Baltimore Oriole. Nine of thirty teams opened the 2021 season with backup catchers who were at least thirty years old, while nineteen would start catchers who were thirty or older. Of the twenty-one teams that did not have a thirty-year-old catcher on the bench, fifteen started a thirtysomething. The position begs for the scars of wear and tear, after providing the perfect environment for it.)

Shower shoes are overlooked. First, there are so many words for them, beyond shower shoes. They’re sandals, beach sandals, slides, sliders, slips, scuffs, slipshoes, flips, flip-flops, thongs, pool shoes, and “those things with the green stuff on them.” They answer to about anything. They don’t look like anything special. They certainly don’t look like the industrial safety shoes/hospital booties/work boots they double as. And in the clubhouse chaos that is the aftermath of a getaway day, among the empty Red Bull cans and paper cups and Copenhagen tins and newspapers no one read, there almost always is one lonely and forgotten shower shoe, released without a care, replaced in the next town, missed for as long as it takes to wave a single shower shoe at an idle clubbie.

Shower shoes are footwear’s answer to sweatpants.

They are simple. They have a job. They do the job. The job is to slosh around in the grossest water outside Lake Erie or catch nine innings and put a couple balls in play. The job is to ask for little in return or… actually just to ask for little in return. The requirement is to handle your business without regard for yourself. One provides protection against hidden germs; the other, against rash pitch-outs. They are marvels of engineering, exactingly manufactured and suited to perform a single task, and that is to remain on one’s foot up to the point a teammate steps on the heel, whereupon it explodes into many pieces, sacrificing itself for the well-being and sure gait of the wearer. The man who coined the phrase, “Do simple better,” then–Chicago Cubs manager Joe Maddon, was, in his youth, a backup catcher. There is nothing simpler than a shower shoe.

They are loyal. They do not gripe. They are not snobs. After a long, dormant off-season, they snap into shape and get to the business of hydroplaning mishaps and silly suction noises that make children and baseball players giggle.

They are valuable. Not in the monetary sense. Not in the WAR sense. Not in the sentimental sense. Not often in the sentimental sense, anyway. Measuring value is one of baseball’s great divides, so how does one assess a flap of rubber that at the end of the day contributes little beyond the observation, “Well, another twenty-four hours without foot warts.” You don’t want to know how athlete’s foot becomes jock itch. All you need to know is it didn’t happen today, because you didn’t get athlete’s foot, because you wore the shower shoes.

The old, reliable shower shoes.

Erik retired the shoes and himself with them, figuring they’d both been reliable, old, overlooked, misunderstood, simple, loyal, and valuable in their own ways for long enough. He laughed at the thought of bronzing or burning them now that it was over, though he speculated the smoke from the blaze would carry the aromas of “Japan, the Dominican, Billings, Montana,” and all the places they’d been in between.

He doesn’t have to wear shower shoes anymore.

He does, however, continue to wear a black polo shirt he bought in rookie ball in Medicine Hat. The one in Alberta. In 2002. It’s old and reliable, too. And still fits. And matches the shower shoes. Which is another thing you’d have to know about Erik Kratz.







Chapter 4

TODAY’S CHILD, TOMORROW’S CATCHER

The rough conjecture begins on the first day, with the first pick, of baseball’s amateur draft. From there, the pursuit of the perfect player, even a capable player, only gets hazier. As the names of gifted young men are called, the flaws become more troubling, the shoulders more sloped, the swings less predictable, and the process of identifying, acquiring, developing, and living with tomorrow’s ballplayer more vexing.

In a ridiculously and delightfully imperfect exercise—predicting the futures of young people, many of them teenagers, some who will be charged now with supporting an entire family, some who have never been asked to wash a dish—there are few greater opportunities for disaster than at catcher.

In the history of a draft that began in 1965, 160 high school and college catchers were combed over, picked at, broken down, spied on, comped out, and then chosen in the first round, where they presented themselves as closest to sure things. Sixty-three of the 160 never played in the major leagues, or haven’t yet. Another twenty-five played in fewer than a hundred major-league games. Of the ninety-seven who reached the big leagues, twenty-seven had negative WARs. They did at least as much harm as good.

Among the best of those picks—All Stars, team leaders, Hall of Famers or nearly so—more than a handful left the position behind. Hall of Famer Craig Biggio (22nd overall in 1987) played five times as many games at second base and in the outfield as he did at catcher. By the end of a career in which he was an MVP once and an All Star six times, Joe Mauer (first overall in 2001) played nearly as many games at first base as he had at catcher. Dale Murphy (fifth overall in 1974), twice an MVP, played 85 games at catcher and 1,853 in the outfield. Jayson Werth (22nd in 1997), Paul Konerko (13th in 1994), and Neil Walker (11th in 2004), all drafted as catchers, hit 817 home runs between them and also never caught a game in the big leagues.

The position is different. Those who play it are different. Finding them and raising them, no one can be sure until one of them is standing out there, in the gear, doing the job. Then, after more than a century of having catchers sort themselves between No. 1s and backups and commercial Realtors, that’s still hardly any help. Mike Piazza, a sixty-second rounder who on draft day really had zero chance of becoming as much as a big-league backup catcher, became a Hall of Famer instead. So distinguishing between a seventeen-year-old future No. 1 catcher, a seventeen-year-old future backup catcher and a seventeen-year-old future driver’s ed instructor can be nearly impossible until one of them is hitting .195. Unless all of them are hitting .195. Even in retrospect, with the data of those hundred-and-some years of sorting the good from the fringy from the washouts (and going on sixty years in the draft era), Piazza becomes a superstar while half the first rounders could only dream of being big leaguers.

Sometimes it’s easier just to go rent a thirty-three-year-old with a track record. Men such as Erik Kratz depend on that. The trick for them is sticking around until they’re thirty-three.

When Theo Epstein was fresh out of Yale, attending law school, already a rising baseball operations executive with the San Diego Padres and sketching advanced methods to optimize a twenty-five-man roster, his vision of the last(-ish) man—the backup catcher—fit easily into his analytical models. That man would, of course, be defensively sound but also provide quantifiable value through his offense. Maybe he would hit left-handed, forming a somewhat logical and loose (and limited) partnership with the No. 1 catcher (assuming the No. 1 was a right-handed hitter, which most are). Maybe he would be a big fellow who swung hard and therefore might contribute ten home runs across 140 at-bats. Maybe he would be a tough out, and in his few chances in the batter’s box be smart and patient and almost invisibly productive.

Epstein’s boss in those seasons—the mid-to-late 1990s—was Kevin Towers, a former minor-league pitcher who made his baseball bones as a pitching coach and scout. Towers trusted his eyes and gut first. He trusted his feel for the game and its players and their relationship to each other first. He was, in those ways, the perfect general manager for the small-market Padres, a franchise cornered by ocean, desert, and international border, and therefore unable—or unwilling—to compete in the realms of deep-pocket owners in major cities. To most he was just “KT,” a tobacco-dipping, beer-drinking, buoyant, and cutthroat baseball lifer who recognized the benefits of analytics and at the same time refused to turn his team into the sum of a math equation. He liked gamers, especially if they could hit, too. While young Theo Epstein helped introduce Towers to the new world of advanced statistics, so, too, did Towers counsel Epstein in the ways and culture of the ballplayer. As he came to understand both worlds and where they overlapped, Epstein—later in Boston and Chicago—became one of the finest general managers in the history of the sport.

Epstein won a lot of games—and a World Series championship—with David Ross as his backup catcher. Nearing his forties and the end of his career, Ross batted .197 across two seasons with the Red Sox (when Ben Cherington had replaced Epstein as general manager) and .203 in two with the Cubs. By then, for Epstein, a notion had taken root that a backup catcher had at least as much value in the clubhouse, in the bullpen, on the bench, in the back of the bus, and on a bar stool as he had on the field.

“I don’t know if there was one moment, but it started out with being lucky enough to have KT as a mentor,” Epstein said. “I didn’t play past high school, really. And so KT was really important to me, going out of his way to teach me how big leaguers think, how pro players think, how a clubhouse operates, the different roles and different sensibilities and different mores down there.

“Then, when you become a GM, especially with an analytics background and with the balance and real-life education KT gave me, you understand that the margin between winning and losing at the big-league level is razor-thin. So, your roster spots, your depth, every single spot is incredibly important. You want to wring as much value as you can from the things you can measure, things you tend to emphasize or maybe overemphasize. As metrics are developed that you could take out into multiple decimal points, all measuring the contributions on the field that players are making, you do try to maximize that value. And then it’s easy to get carried away with that, to the exclusion of the intangible factor.”

In some seasons he was limited by the supply of veteran backups or, perhaps, the supply of those he preferred. In others, he’d fall for the potential for bigger offensive numbers again, and sometimes regret it. In those seasons, he’d have to answer for the decision to bring in a backup catcher who thought first of his own numbers, or could not be bothered with the intricacies of the job, or hadn’t yet mastered the arts of game calling and staff management, or was just lazy and unlikable. Maybe it worked anyway, as long as the likes of Jason Varitek, an old-school catcher and natural leader, kept showing up in Boston. But there were still innings to cover and pitchers to tend to when Varitek needed a rest. So sometimes it didn’t work.

“Then you just hear it nonstop from pitchers, the manager, pitching coaches, veterans around the team, ‘Hey, this guy’s not ready,’ or, ‘The game’s too fast for him,’” Epstein lamented. “Turns out, he’s not enough of a security blanket. That’s the guy, that’s the spot, that’s supposed to be worrying about everyone else. We’re not supposed to be worrying about him. And you hear it nonstop. It’s a chorus. Once, I remember dismissing the first couple of people who were complaining. I thought, ‘They don’t understand, you know, it’s hard to find a bat, power, patience in that role. There might be a few headaches, but we’ll come out ahead in the end.’ And when enough people you respect come to you and you start watching the situation with fresh eyes and digging in deep with the pitchers, you realize you’re wrong. Like, you’re not going to come out ahead in the end. You’re going to have a crisis before you get to the end. And, so, after just enough cycles like that I realized, ‘OK, we need to rethink this roster spot.’”

Eventually, he arrived at this: a man who is self-aware, who knows who he is and what his skills are (and are not), who will accept the job fully and then not just accept it, but live it. Run hard with it. Become it. And yet, still be driven to believe he could be, even should be, the No. 1 catcher—if not here and today, then at the next place tomorrow.

That’s an exceptional person in ways beyond the game. That’s usually a grown-up. Catchers become backup catchers and then old backup catchers because of how they do it. First they become a part of it, and then it becomes a part of them.

This is a man who sees the game for what it is, frame by frame, who can think it through between pitches, and who sells out for the hard stuff that few at the ballpark will ever notice, that’s so far removed from the newspaper’s box score it may as well be in the Travel section. He would block spiked fastballs with his mask, of course, and overthrown sliders with his wrist, of course, and home plate with the whole of him, of course.

But none of that comes close to covering it. That’s the minimum.

“They’re the guys charging the freakin’ hill,” said Dayton Moore, the Kansas City Royals general manager.

He didn’t mean the mound, necessarily. But sure, that, too.

“You want them to be someone who wants to catch 140 games a year and be in All Star Games, but people will make a decision that he can’t,” said Ned Colletti, former general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers and assistant general manager for the San Francisco Giants. “Really, the league tells him he can’t. The competition tells him he can’t. An executive has got to bring him the word. But that doesn’t mean that it’s all or nothing.”

Some careers are made, then, and baseball games are won and lost along with them, in forty spirited pitches in a visitors’ bullpen at three o’clock one afternoon. Where the challenges are laid down. Where the mitt thwacks and the banter echoes across empty bleachers. Where there is found another fifty rotations on a fastball. Another inch of dive on a slider. Where the backup catcher isn’t there because he is required to be or even asked, but because that’s his game that day, so he’s in full gear and of clear mind and letting the world know he could hardly wait for these twenty minutes.

There are no small details. There are only details.

While with the Royals in spring training in 1997, Matt Treanor was one of something like nine catchers. His job a couple mornings a week was to catch Mitch Williams, the thirty-two-year-old left-hander whose best stuff had been left in his All-Star, Wild Thing, World Series, thirty-plus-saves years, and now he had to earn his way onto a team. Part of that, it seemed, was to reclaim the fastball velocity that had made him an elite closer.

Dutifully, Treanor was early to the bullpen sessions, in full gear, carrying his favorite old mitt, broken in to perfection and soft as a throw pillow. That mitt felt like a part of him, an extension of his left arm. He loved that mitt. A guy like Mitch Williams, he thought, deserved to be caught with that mitt.

The second morning, Williams stopped between pitches and gestured at Treanor’s beloved mitt.

“Hey man,” he shouted, “get a new mitt.”

Treanor looked at his left hand and held it up for Williams to see.

“But this is my glove,” he said.

Williams scrunched his face. A guy chasing velocity wants to hear the ball when it lands. He needs the whack after the ball leaves his hand. In the absence of a radar gun, that’s his feedback. If it sounds good, it is good. Even if it’s not.

“If I see you bring that glove out here again,” Williams warned, “I’m going to throw it away.”

Treanor was in A-ball. He didn’t have a warehouse full of mitts.

“Those days,” he said, “I had one glove. Then I had another one somewhere else, I didn’t know where.”

He went and found another glove. Along the way, he’d learned another lesson about taking care of the guy on the mound.

“He wanted to hear that pop,” Treanor recalled. “Me, being naive, I should have brought out a brand-new glove. I could’ve [dropped] a hundred of them and he probably would have loved it, like he was throwing too hard for me to even catch the ball.”

Maybe the pitching coach or the manager would have wondered what was wrong with the young catcher—what was his name, Treanor?—who clanked every pitch that morning. But that was the cost of being the catcher, even the ninth catcher… especially the ninth catcher.

“Every other person on the field, on the roster, is there based wholly on talent,” said Andrew Friedman, for sixteen years a general manager in Tampa Bay and Los Angeles. “The backup catcher is also evaluated on a sixth tool, and that is what kind of teammate they are. How well they’re liked. Have they had success in that role? It’s a real trait.”

For one example, he must be an ally to the No. 1 catcher, whose job (and, probably, paycheck) he’d love to have and, as already mentioned, who he might believe he could outperform given another three hundred at-bats. Those relationships can be delicate. Before he was a general manager, Moore was for twelve years a scout, an assistant director of scouting and then player development, a director of international scouting and then player personnel, and an assistant general manager for the Atlanta Braves. In those twelve years, the Braves won the National League East eleven times. A lot went right, at least some of it behind the plate. Javy Lopez, a Puerto Rico–born catcher and three-time All Star, was the No. 1 every year but one, when he’d injured his knee. Eddie Perez, a Venezuelan, was Lopez’s backup in most of those seasons. Among other distinctions, Perez was the personal catcher for Hall of Famer Greg Maddux, catching him for more than 800 innings over 121 starts. In Moore’s estimation, they—Lopez and Perez—were as effective a tandem as there ever was, in some part because of who Eddie Perez was—a true and committed backup catcher.

“You know,” Moore said, “iron sharpens iron.”

He added, “He’s gotta be selfless because if he’s not, a manager decides he doesn’t want him. The pitching coach decides he doesn’t want him. And the other thing is you’re going to have a lot of friction on your team. What if the pitching staff starts choosing sides, right? They say, ‘I want to throw to Eddie Perez. I don’t want to throw to Javy. Javy doesn’t call a good game or whatever.’”

All pitching staffs choose sides. Pitchers have scary jobs. They stand by themselves on a stage of dirt. They let go of the baseball. The rest is out of their control. They must be very confident in themselves and the next pitch. When it goes wrong—and baseball is not a game of perfect, so it will go wrong—then sometimes, in order to conjure the confidence for the next pitch, the catcher is a convenient patsy.

This is when a general manager learns whether his backup catcher has accepted his place on the team. In some cases, whether this backup catcher has accepted the course of his career. It’s probably best to know ahead of time, which is why Epstein, like most general managers, came to depend on those who’d long before accepted their role. The backup catcher attends pitchers’ meetings for pitchers he won’t be catching that day and hitters’ meetings to prepare for at-bats he won’t be getting that day. He memorizes scouting reports in case the No. 1 catcher forgets them that day. And then, if there’s time, he gets a few swings off the tee in case he does play that day.

What’s important is the backup catcher is good with it, either way, or convinces everyone that he is, though it’s nearly impossible to fake. The frauds don’t last. What’s more important is that a scout first, a general manager second, and a field manager third discover the potential for drama before the men in the clubhouse do.

David Ross was thirty-one years old in 2008. He was the No. 1 catcher for the Cincinnati Reds the prior two seasons, when he’d hit thirty-eight home runs. After an early career in which he’d served as a backup for the Los Angeles Dodgers, Pittsburgh Pirates, and San Diego Padres, Ross had swung his way to an offensive breakthrough in Cincinnati and for two years was the Reds’ main catcher. The new manager, Dusty Baker, had other ideas. He viewed Ross as a platoon player. (The season before, Ross, a right-handed hitter, had batted .175 against right-handed pitchers.) The two were not in agreement. In the middle of August, the Reds released Ross. Three days later, suddenly at a career crossroads, he signed with the Red Sox. Ross played in nine games the rest of the season, the Red Sox played to the seventh game of the American League championship series, and on the field Ross had almost nothing to do with it. That was Varitek’s team—another of his teams, anyway—and behind him was Kevin Cash, a backup catcher for nearly all of his professional career. (The Red Sox were eliminated that fall by the Tampa Bay Rays, who a little more than six years later would hire Cash to be their manager. Five years after that the Rays were in the World Series.)

A day or two after the Red Sox were eliminated, Ross, destined for free agency, packed his duffel bag in the home clubhouse in Boston. In two months with the Red Sox, he’d contributed one hit, in part because he’d been granted only eight at-bats. In that time he’d gone from fighting Dusty Baker for playing time to the other side of it, no longer angry, now just another guy hoping yesterday would mean something to someone who ran a baseball team and was building for tomorrow.

Epstein walked through the quiet locker room offering thank-yous and condolences. The Red Sox had finished one win short of the World Series, two runs short in the final game. Still, Epstein thought it had been a fun season. There’d been almost no letup from the year before, when the Red Sox had won their second championship in four seasons. Ross, he believed, had supplied plenty in his two months with them, in spite of the lack of playing time. Epstein approached Ross. He asked for a few minutes. Ross nodded.

“We ended up having an honest talk about what had been said about him coming out of Cincinnati,” Epstein recalled, “and a reputation he was getting and how valuable I thought he could be to a team if he were to reinvent himself and let go of the things he can’t control and just focus on the team.”

If that was difficult to hear in 2008, when he’d only recently risen to the No. 1 catcher status, Ross nevertheless was from then on a backup catcher. He returned to Boston in 2013 under general manager Cherington (and won a World Series) and then signed with Chicago, where Epstein was building the best Cubs teams in a century. In both places, and in Atlanta before that, he came to be viewed as the sort of savvy presence who impacted games, series, seasons, and rosters. Whatever reputation he’d picked up in Cincinnati had disappeared into the stacks of scouting reports he himself might narrow into one neat and simple strategy, or been lost amid the ease in which he navigated a gloomy or an anxious clubhouse, or melted away in the euphoria of winning baseball seasons.

Nearly fourteen years after the meeting, Ross remained grateful to Epstein, who cared enough to deliver a difficult message at a difficult time. Epstein shared it on Ross’s way out, rather than on his way in. Therefore, the advice, if heeded, would provide no immediate value to the Red Sox. Epstein bore backup catcher traits himself.

“I had that moment,” Ross said, “where I could have blamed Cincinnati or refuted Theo or made an excuse. But you realize he’s just being honest with me. That is my reputation. That is what’s out there, good or bad. I made a pact with myself in that moment to change. I knew, or thought I knew, that’s not who I was at my core. I also knew that I didn’t handle things the right way in Cincinnati. I wasn’t there to lift up others.

“I loved playing baseball. And that was really humbling. Perspective is a unique thing. Maybe sometimes we need to go somewhere else where your life changes. I saw winning ways in Boston. How guys work together. Then I think you gotta look yourself in the mirror and say, you know, this is what’s out there. How are you going to change it?”

That was the closest he ever came to “developing” a backup catcher, Epstein said, and he admitted he’d had almost no role in it, other than pointing out what—to him—was obvious. Most often, a ballplayer who harbors visions of individual greatness—statistically, financially, and in reputation—must decide for himself what to do with something less. Epstein was most familiar with Ross, but he could have been addressing the early paths of many of the best backup catchers when he observed of the thirty-one-year-old Ross, “He hadn’t really let go of being an everyday guy yet.”

So, Epstein waited. He couldn’t make a proud and dedicated athlete surrender to a smaller portion of all he’d ever worked for. That player gets there on his own, when the choices become hard and the options thin out. No two players, certainly no two catchers, get there together. By the time Ross returned to Boston, four and a half years after that conversation with Epstein, he’d become everything Epstein believed he saw in him, which was why he held a job for him in Chicago.

“You know, by that point in my career I was completely converted about the value, the team building, and the winning, of that spot beyond performance,” Epstein said.

The lessons there crossed into real life.

“It seems like it’s a combination of something that we all have in common, which is a process of growing self-awareness as we mature, and then also one’s relative circumstances,” Epstein said. “First, for someone who has had enough talent and a real opportunity at a time to be a No. 1, I think that’s harder to let go of than someone who’s always had to scratch and claw to advance through the minors, to have a roster spot, to have a job. To me, the growing self-awareness part is more interesting, because that’s something we can all relate to.

“And, you know, it’s not easy. It’s not letting go of your dream or your wanting to be a starter or your career, but letting go of the ego. Not in a negative sense of ego, but in your view of the world that’s sort of fundamentally about yourself. You have to let go of that and embrace the world around you. In the baseball context, that means really embracing the team and the mission. Serving that. That light can go on at different times for different people. Or never. You know? I’m sure some truly special people in the game and in the world have it from day one to an extent, but that’s a kind of magic that’s rarely seen.”

Basically, it’s easy to love baseball, marry yourself to it, when you are good at it. When it begs you to keep playing. When you are not so good at it, when there are no decisions to make, when they are made for you, at least there’s that. Then it becomes a Sunday afternoon distraction with the boys from the plant or a Friday night’s television program.

But what if the game can’t seem to decide?

When the game can’t make up its mind about you, you’re probably a backup catcher. You could be an outfielder who can run a little. Maybe a pitcher who’s mean and can throw a little. A shortstop who can still pick it but couldn’t put the barrel on it.

Then the career, the life, and the dream come to share a space with everyone else’s careers, lives, and dreams. Standing among a couple dozen other guys, they do win and lose together. They do celebrate and mourn together. They do become brothers for seven or eight months at a time, carpool at home, split cab fares on the road, godfather each other’s children, grow old and stiff at about the same rate. They all have teammates. But, in a crowded game, the catchers are the ones who in nearly all moments are playing a team sport. The backup catchers primarily practice a team sport. Theirs is a constant commitment to a routine that prepares them for a day or two a week. The rest of the time is an ego test.

Do you see yourself as Erik Kratz, overlooked and underappreciated ballplayer whose talents are being wasted?

Or as No. 15, Kratzie, cog in the machine that is the first-place, 96-win, 2018 Milwaukee Brewers, always asking: What can I do to help?

Maybe the answer comes less from an understanding of how the game works and more from a deep familiarity with—and appreciation for—how oneself works. There’s not a lot of money in it by professional sports standards. There’s almost no job security. There’s little glory, if by glory you were to think headlines and endorsement deals and All Star Games and statues. But if a smile and a thank-you from a twenty-year-old left-hander after a quiet inning warms your soul, if the success of the other twenty-five feels at all like glory, if a commitment to everything in particular and everything in general and the occasional scratch hit are enough, then what the other twenty-five are becomes what you are, and works in reverse, too. The job asks for everything from performance to humility. The backup catcher decides if that’s just enough or too much. The best ones use their new mitts in the morning and then sleep great that night.

Theo Epstein is not alone in his hit-and-miss attempts at developing backup catchers. More often, they show up that way. Perhaps they were born that way. Probably they sensed that the best version of themselves was going to have to include values and competency in areas that could not quite be defined. From 20 to 80, a scout’s typical scale, where does empathy lie? Or a decent sense of humor? A knack for saying just the right thing to just the right person at just the right time? How would the draft look if those qualities were rateable? OK, so maybe he won’t ever hit, but when the season is in danger of spiraling out of control he’ll catch a good game and also take batting practice while naked (Mike Redmond, 2003 Florida Marlins), and the whole team will laugh and remember that it’s just a dumb game and then go win eight in a row.

There might be a way to raise and coach a child into that personality. Chances are just as good they arrived that way. In another world, another life, they’d be the guy you’d want at your back while fighting the four-alarmer and clearing the building, floor by floor. They’d be the guy who runs toward the trouble.

“My first thought would be that they’re born the way they are,” said Bryan Price, a former minor-league pitcher who for two decades was among the major leagues’ more respected pitching coaches and managers. “They’re not made. Of course, there’s no absolutes when we’re talking about baseball players, but in this case, talking about guys that have been able to make a living in the sport, it’s been because they’ve built a great deal of respect with their manager, general manager, teammates, and staffs. For their willingness to grind and for their willingness to be selfless and to live for those moments where their name is in the lineup or for that stretch where they’ve got to be the everyday guy for two or three weeks while somebody is nursing an injury. Most of them, I think that’s the case.”

Price continued, “There’s an element of who they are, that they’re going to fight and scratch for everything they get.”

Catchers, he said, more than most, understand the value in what they do, making them almost arrogantly humble.

“They’ve already to a certain degree said, ‘Hey, you know, I’m kind of a sacrificial lamb,’” Price said. “ ‘I’m that guy, it’s the first day of spring training, I’m catching five bullpens, I’m catching live batting practice and getting foul tips off the throat and the back of the hand and foot and the toes.’ And, they’ve already made a commitment that, ‘Hey, I’m going to be the guy that does the heavy lifting here. I’m not going to get nearly enough praise. I’m going to be the first guy there in the morning catching bullpens and doing my early work and the last guy there, ’cause we’re going to hit in the last group at the end of the day.’ To me, it’s a part of the mentality and the DNA of the guys that elect to catch and want to do it really well at a high level.”

When Nick McCoy was in his midtwenties, the former college walk-on from San Diego was a catcher in the lower levels of the New York Yankees’ farm system, measuring the rest of his life from behind a can’t-miss prospect named Gary Sanchez. McCoy had become a catcher when a Little League teammate ran through a sliding glass door, slicing open his foot and sending the coach, somebody’s dad, in search of volunteers. Again and again, McCoy would be just good enough to reach one more level, from Little League to high school to college to pro ball. In 2010, 1,104 players were taken before him in the draft, so just that good enough again.

McCoy lasted four years in the minor leagues, left to work in the private sector, then became a pro scout for the Los Angeles Angels. On the weekends, sometimes flying all night in order to get to in-person classes, he earned his MBA from USC. For several years with the Angels he traveled the country hoping to separate the Sanchezes from the McCoys. That was easy enough. Then, also, the No. 1s from the backups from the bounce guys from the org guys from the wash-outs. He’d spent more than a few summers somewhere on that depth chart himself, the daily toll very often distracting him from thoughts of his own future. On plenty of sweat-soaked afternoons as a scout, a real fence separating himself from his own past and their futures, he watched young men and wondered what they thought of themselves. Did the great ones know what was ahead? Did it frighten them? Did the hangers-on understand how far they’d have to go? Did it inspire them? Or was it all just baseball, just another game, and thank god for that?

Sometimes he’d pick himself out, the earnest kid in the shin guards on the dugout’s top step, who hadn’t played in a week. Rode all the buses, though, blocked all the balls in the bullpen, though, already thinking he could be a damned good backup catcher, though.

Then McCoy would have to write a report on what he saw and what he thought he saw and sometimes those two things didn’t match up at all, because it’s hardly ever as easy as either one of those. When he narrowed his eyes and tilted his head those young men were still eighteen or nineteen, still weren’t filling out their jerseys and still thought they were bulletproof. A few were undeniably gifted. But what of the rest? Where was David Ross in there? Erik Kratz? Matt Treanor? Was there a Mike Piazza? A Nick McCoy?

“It just makes me so aware of the human aspect and so aware of the intangibles of the catching position for leadership, for game calling, for pace of play, for the level of intention that you work with, how you interact with your teammates, how you communicate,” McCoy said. “All of these things, I just can’t unknow.

“I talked to a clubhouse attendant the other day. I said, ‘Hey, how’s this guy?’ He goes, ‘What do you mean?’ I said, ‘Well, how is he? What kind of a dude is he? Is he a jerk? Does he show up on time? Does he leave the pitchers’ meeting? Do you see him going in to prepare with the staff? What do you see? I’m just curious.’”

The clubbie was terrified. Nobody’d ever asked him about these things.

“I don’t want to bury anybody,” he answered.

The rest is an experience in personal tastes and perceived necessities. It depends on the man. It also depends on the group. Thirty-some catchers were major-league free agents following the 2021 season. Only a handful had ever been a No. 1 catcher, even for one season, and many had fewer than three years of service time. About three-quarters of them were at least thirty years old. Seven were thirty-five or older. Players become free agents after six years of major-league service time, unless a general manager chooses not to wait that long. So began the migration of the old hands, some not so much old as road weary. The owners locked out the players that winter, which didn’t change a lot for the backup catchers, who’d be among the last to sign anyway, and then, as always, the first into camps. Somebody would need a twenty-sixth man, or a twenty-seventh or twenty-eighth. Somebody would need depth. Somebody would have Triple-A catchers that needed raising or a Triple-A manager with something to learn, and that’s when the calls would come, offering a job and another shot but not much more than that.

They are skilled. They have value. It’s just, sometimes, those qualities are hard to define. It’s an eye-of-the-beholder thing. It’s an I-remember-that-guy thing. An I-always-liked-him thing. An I-hear-good-things thing. Maybe, as with David Ross, it’s a he-can-change thing.

“They’re great guys,” said one scout. “They have to be. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be around.”

Another scout, who did some time as a pitcher and then a pitching coach and therefore came to love backup catchers, said, “They transcend baseball. It’s about organizational culture. I’ll say one thing, if I’m hiring a CEO, those are the people I’m looking for. Those character traits.”

He would not be hiring a CEO. He would be on the hunt for a player to stand behind his No. 1 catcher. Or a player to stand behind the player standing behind the No. 1 catcher.

“Man,” he said, “the window shuts quick on the offensive catchers. And the backup catchers, they’re always a few minutes from being waived. So they do reach a tipping point. Like, ‘This is what I do.’ They have a love for the people, the game, and the chemistry of it all. Otherwise, the job is just too hard.”

As hard, perhaps, as finding the ones who are good at it.







Chapter 5

BIG HOPES, SMALL MIRACLES

Erik and Sarah took it on.

The game. The complexities. The turbulence. The thin paychecks and rich experiences. The hellos and goodbyes, the telephone calls from who knows where at god knows when, the two-for-threes and oh-for-fours, the hirings and firings and you’re-not-good-enoughs, the laughs and the tears.

The life.

They took it on because they believed in each other. They believed in Erik and his shot at this, at baseball, and eventually in one more shot, then another, and another. They believed in Sarah and one more day, then another, and another, and she kept going, so he kept going, until nearly twenty years had passed.

And wouldn’t you know it was worth it. Time well spent together. You know, most of the time.

Erik and Sarah met at Eastern Mennonite University in Harrisonburg, Virginia, in the Shenandoah Valley, on the same campus Sarah’s parents, Roger and Jeanne, met.

Roger became a dentist and Jeanne a nurse. They stayed in Harrisonburg, where they raised their four children—two boys and two girls. Sarah was their first. Roger had a workshop in the garage that smelled of paint, turpentine, and sawdust. He built wooden wagons, puzzles, and, one summer, a two-level jungle gym. He filled the house with cabinets and shelves for wagons and puzzles. Jeanne was a wonderful cook who, with a big family, specialized in casseroles—“That’s a Mennonite thing, I feel like,” Sarah said, smiling—and over dinner Roger would tell corny jokes that set the younger kids to giggling.

Sarah’s brothers went out for soccer and baseball and she played piano and danced. Her first job was assisting her piano teacher. She babysat at the church on Wednesday nights. In high school she played volleyball and was manager for the soccer and baseball teams. She baked cookies for the players and, with two other girls, washed their uniforms.

The college—EMU—was just up the hill from her high school. Sarah enrolled with the intention of becoming an elementary school teacher. She waited tables at a restaurant called Boston Beanery, where one night a week she served dollar beers alongside twenty-five-cent wings, which was when most of her friends would come in. One night in her sophomore year a few of those friends planned to meet at the bowling alley. It sounded to her like fun. A car pulled up in front of her dorm, she climbed into the back seat, said hi to those she knew, and introduced herself to those she didn’t, including a “big, athletic-looking, handsome guy” named Erik. When the bowling was over, at the roadside diner, she had french fries and he had vanilla ice cream. It started there. The life.

She took to sitting on a grassy hill and watching his baseball games. Some days, her father, Roger, a Baltimore Orioles fan because the Orioles were closest to Harrisonburg, would join her. He’d bring two chairs. In the early spring, when the weather hadn’t quite accepted the coming of baseball season, the two would sit in their chairs and share a blanket and watch baseball. Over four years, Erik caught every pitch of every inning of every game EMU played. The backup catchers learned other positions or waited for Erik to graduate.

Erik and Roger shared a love of baseball, corny jokes, and Sarah. They were easy friends. Erik would offer a wave to the grassy hill and he’d get two back—the same way, two decades later, he’d wave to a stadium that sat four thousand people and get four back. It was good to know someone was there, for two-for-threes or oh-for-fours or, for that matter, one day, oh-for-ohs.

About the time Erik and Roger met, Roger was in remission from cancer. For those five and a half years Roger found peace and comfort where he could. He’d spend hours at a time in his recliner, facing the windows, and sometimes Sarah would ask what he was looking at. He’d nod toward the birds and trees and sky, the sounds and colors of another season coming and going.

“When you can’t get up and be busy all the time and do all the things that we do,” he told her, “and you can just sit back and watch life happen, you see so many more miracles happening than when you’re rushing around everywhere.”

That’s what else was going on up on the grassy hill, sitting with his daughter, watching a ball game. He was counting the miracles.

“He taught me to live for the day,” she said, “and enjoy every moment you have. To trust that God has a plan. And that we’ll be in heaven someday.”

Roger died during her senior year, the day before she turned twenty-one.

That left Jeanne, who had two daughters in college and two sons at home, in the house on Autumn Lane. From her father, Sarah had come to see the world as he had. She laughed as often as she could, as he had at his own dinnertime jokes.

From her mother came strength. Resilience. How one carries on, shows up in the worst of it, gets kids to baseball practice, bakes a cake for every birthday, and hugs everyone a little harder. A little longer.

Though Erik and Sarah were not yet married, Roger knew that was going to be out there, that his oldest daughter had found her man and would lead an interesting life and raise children and that she was prepared for it all. He knew they would take care of each other, that on cool spring evenings there’d always be someone with a blanket to share.

Erik played baseball, springs and falls at the college, summers in the hundred-year-old, Virginia-based Valley League. He was serious about all those seasons, because that was his nature, because he felt the game inside him, and also because he was paying his way through college. As he saw it, if something was going to fill his hours, days, months, and seasons around school, which baseball did, and if all that baseball was going to get in the way of his studies, which it occasionally did, then he should at least commit to becoming better at baseball. Missing classes in order to be bad at baseball seemed a waste of both pursuits.

In the summer after his sophomore year he played for the Waynesboro Generals, the Valley League team that was thirty-five miles south of Harrisonburg, where he lived in Sarah’s parents’ basement. When the Generals had a road game to the north he’d stand on the side of the highway, wave down the team bus, and save himself the drive. Pretty soon the driver recognized either Erik or his duffel bag, so his waves became less demonstrative. He’d disembark at the same place on the way home. The arrangement saved him more than an hour on days that began in the dark, at four thirty in the morning, because tuition would be due at the end of summer, and most jobs ran through the middle of the day, but mowing the grass at the Spotswood Country Club did not.

Erik raked, trimmed, and watered at Spotswood and became especially adept at cutting the secondary rough along the fairways and around the greens. (Apparently the No. 1 mower, not the backup mower, cut the fairways themselves.) The job required him to operate the big John Deere mower in the dark and often on little sleep, a mingling of circumstances that occasionally meant the demise of a sprinkler head and on one morning guided him and that mower straight into a sand trap. He awakened to the sound of the blades whistling against the sand, he and the machine lost in a dust cloud. He thought he couldn’t have been in there too long, seeing as the mower hadn’t yet run out of gas. They never did find the rake.

The following summer Erik was a Harrisonburg Turk, having been traded between two collegiate summer league teams during a seven-week season, which was rare and also—given the transactional nature of his coming career—appropriate. In spite of an early spring workout with the Orioles he thought had gone well, he was not drafted after his junior year at EMU and returned to the Valley League, eventually to a team closer to Sarah’s parents’ basement. Spotswood had him back, asking only that he keep the mower pointed toward the green stuff. Those summers required more of the Division III catcher. Good and great players, some from high-end college programs, filled the rosters. Not as many as in the more reputable Cape Cod and Alaskan leagues, but still plenty of future big leaguers. If he wondered how his batting average, his home runs, his arm, his defense, all of it, would play in Division I, in conferences that dominated the first round of the major league draft, his answer lay in tiny ballparks that dotted the Shenandoah Valley, and on one particular afternoon at Harrisonburg’s JMU Veterans Memorial Park.

His name was Rocky Cherry. The Philadelphia Phillies had drafted him in the tenth round from the University of Oklahoma two months before. He was—or considered himself—so good that he hadn’t signed. Erik’s coach in Waynesboro had once said loud enough for Erik to hear (which may have been the intent) that he didn’t believe Division III players belonged on the same field as Division I players. Erik bore the slight quietly. He also couldn’t imagine being drafted and not showing up the next day. Cherry was six foot five, darkly handsome, right-handed, and probably threw very hard. Erik assumed every Division I pitcher threw hard.

Like Erik, Cherry arrived to the Harrisonburg Turks later in the summer than most. Negotiations with the Phillies had ended without a contract, and Rocky’s brother, Zack, pitched for the Turks. Rocky decided it would be fun to see a different part of the country, stake a place on his brother’s couch, and throw a few innings. On his first day, he was assigned to pitch in relief. He’d start an inning fresh. When he entered from the bullpen, his catcher, Erik, was busily snapping his gear into place. Cherry warmed up with another catcher. When Erik arrived at home plate the departing catcher muttered, “Heh, enjoy this,” in the way a day-worn mom hands off a colicky toddler at the front door.

Cherry threw from a three-quarter arm slot. He threw sinkers. Hard, heavy, Big 12, Division I, first-day-of-the-draft sinkers. Kratz lowered his mask and raised his mitt for the final couple warm-up pitches.

There are uncomfortable moments along the way. The game gets fast. A little violent. The air gets heavy. Everything gets too close by a couple of feet. The baseball hisses in flight and begins to sound threatening. The man in the batter’s box has grown-up forearms, all thick and vascular and hairy, and the bat he waves seems carved from the bow of the Mayflower. It leads not to fear, exactly, but uncertainty.

The situation asks, Are you good enough? It demands, Will you ever be? It insinuates, This is where you get off. This is where it passes you by.

For some, perhaps, that day comes as a relief, justification to move the game into its more proper—and inevitable—place. Others thrash against it on that day and on every day that follows, for as long as they have to.

Erik fell back on his haunches and blinked and breathed and Rocky Cherry threw his warm-up sinker. From a right-handed pitcher, a sinker, or a two-seamer, would arrive with life and then dart away to his catcher’s left side. Some land with more weight than others. Erik had a pretty good idea about that. He’d caught some sinkers. So he relaxed and prepared to catch a real-life big-league prospect for the first time.

“Until that moment,” he said, “I don’t think I’d caught a real sinker.”

He added, “Actually, I didn’t catch it.”

The warm-up pitch from the new guy from Oklahoma ducked under Erik’s mitt and struck him squarely—and on the fly—on his left kneecap. His femur jerked into his hip socket, for him a new sensation.

First, there was the sound. Then heads all over the stands turned, following the skittering ball, wondering what that was about, pleased that nobody in the parking lot had backed into their car. Erik stared straight ahead. Behind the mask no one could see him flush.

“I can still see his face,” he said of Rocky Cherry twenty years later. “It’s the same face from everybody. Every pitcher from R. A. Dickey to Gerrit Cole who has ever thrown a pitch in warmups that squared me up. That look that asked, ‘How did you miss that?’”

In the summer of 2021, Cherry picked up a telephone in Dallas, in his office at Cherry Coatings, a family business that specialized in commercial painting and coating. “My new chapter,” he called it.

He was married and had two children under the age of three. Hearing the name—Erik Kratz—and the team—the Harrisonburg Turks—from the summer of 2001, he laughed at what he suspected was coming. His career had turned out fine if not exactly what he’d expected. He’d reached the major leagues with the Chicago Cubs six years after that summer, throwing one inning on a night in Chicago, then returning to his hotel room deflated.

“It was the greatest day of my life because it was a dream come true, but it was also one of an awakening,” he remembered. “I went back to my hotel. I was sitting at the edge of my bed watching ESPN’s Baseball Tonight. I remember saying out loud to myself, ‘Is this it? Is this what I’ve worked my entire life for?’ I was at the top of the mountain. But when I looked around, I was there by myself. I say that because I threw people away that weren’t helping me get where I wanted to go. I would either use them or I would not put them in my life, which is part of the reason I got to the big leagues, because I had such dedication to it. It was also what caused it to be so unfulfilling.

“I think that’s where my career ended, that first night of pitching in the big leagues. I’d been a hard worker and a 110 percent guy. All of a sudden I couldn’t get motivated. My heart wasn’t in it anymore. I tried to set goals. I tried to, you know, trick myself into wanting it, and I still worked hard. I still tried. At the end of the day I lost my desire and I wasn’t talented enough to carry myself through the big leagues against people that were more talented than me when I didn’t have my heart fully in it.”

He threw another forty-seven and a third innings in the major leagues and retired in 2009 at thirty years old. When Kratz made his major league debut, more than eight years after he was drafted, Rocky Cherry had been out of the game for more than a year.

For Cherry to get there he’d have to keep his arm in decent throwing shape over a summer he had assumed would be spent in someone’s minor-league system, but wasn’t. That meant a team and a spare couch in Harrisonburg and a catcher he’d never heard of and a harmless warm-up pitch that wound up who knew where.

Erik asked the umpire for a new baseball, seeing as the other one was no longer in the area. He stood and fired it to Rocky Cherry, projecting as much conviction as he could, and squatted for one more warm-up pitch, which he was grateful for. He blinked hard and exhaled.

The next one grazed his mitt, fluttered a lace, whispered as it went by, and continued into his left kneecap, rattling his femur, along with his confidence, one more time. He was getting closer. He’d slowed that one down some.

“Holy crap,” he thought. “Can I not handle this guy?”

Cherry held up his glove and waited for the umpire to fish out another baseball. It occurred to Erik that this Rocky Cherry, this Division I stud that everybody’d heard of, so confident and gifted, might have been wondering what he’d gotten himself into. He’d have been correct.

“Oh my gosh, what am I doing here?” Cherry griped to himself. “What the hell am I doing here?”

Next to the pitcher’s rubber was a hole big enough to lose a shoe in. The grass was patchy. His catcher seemed to have a problem with the catching part. Most of the good players were up at the Cape and he was here pointing to where he thought the ball might have gone. For all anyone knew it’d disappeared into that hole.

He did not remember what he might have said to Kratz when the inning, which otherwise was remarkably unremarkable, ended.

“He was such a nice, happy, smiling guy,” Erik recalled. “If he was like some of the other jerks that you run into in collegiate summer ball, who think that they are just the bee’s knees… but he was just like, ‘Huh, yeah, I saw that.’ All I remember is him being completely cool and just super chill and laid-back about it.”

Two decades later, Cherry was relieved to learn he’d been kind. Many would not trust their twenty-one-year-old selves to have been so gracious.

“I was a cocky little kid,” he said. “I could be selfish. So I’m happy I responded that way.”

For reasons he could feel but not quite see, Erik needed to take care of Cherry, too, no matter who he was, no matter the pedigree of the pitcher or the condition of the venue. No matter that it seemed he—Erik—might need some taking care of himself. He wanted to win the game, which in the summer might qualify him as a bit of a nerd. He wanted to stand on the field not as a Division III player in over his head, but as a ballplayer. A teammate. A guy finding his way like everyone else.

So the inning began and he asked for a straight fastball, figuring he’d sneak up on the sinkers, and pretty soon he’d caught his first real sinker. He could breathe again.

He’d not been drafted on the day Rocky Cherry was or on any of the days shortly after that. Erik instead set his mind to playing out the summer and getting the mower started when the mornings turned chilly, then returning to school for a degree he might really need and a baseball season that could be his last. He never forgot those two sinkers, how his brain and stomach went off to decide if what had happened was catastrophic or simply—and briefly—humiliating. He’d waited. He’d rubbed his hip and tested his knee. He’d had a couple hits. The Turks had won the game, and he’s likely the only one who remembers that. He’d gloved a few sinkers. That night he’d slept fine. In the morning he’d found his duffel bag, his gear still in it, so he’d assumed he was still a ballplayer. The mower had turned over on the first try. The thing about baseball, there’s usually a game the next day, which is the good news or not. There’d likely be more sinkers. That’s what shin guards and hip labra are for.

Roger had been gone a year and that still seemed strange and sad, but Sarah would be back on the grassy hill when she could. Erik had another year at EMU before he graduated. He had another season of baseball. They’d sort out their life together after that, whatever came. Maybe he’d be an accountant. Maybe he’d be a catcher. He was again the best player in the Old Dominion Athletic Conference. He was second team All-American, Division III. His seventy-five career doubles were a Division III record. (And two decades later he’d be inducted into the Valley League Hall of Fame, alongside some Division I players.)

One late spring afternoon in 2002 when the games were over, maybe forever, Sarah was teaching civics to seventh graders at a middle school in Timberville, Virginia. She was paged. There was a phone call, she was told. It was Erik. He never called in the middle of the day.

“Erik?” she confirmed.

“I got picked up,” he cried.

“Picked up?”

She considered the possibilities.

“Yeah, picked up. The Blue Jays.”

“The Blue Jays? You were drafted? You were drafted!”

Erik was, on that day, the second day of the June 2002 draft, in a small office inside the athletic department at EMU. An electronic voice called the picks from a computer on a desk. The draft was into the twenty-ninth round, eight hundred and some players in (including, again, Rocky Cherry, fifteen rounds prior). Just names, one after another, no emotion, futures being decided in monotone in rooms like this all over the country. And then, “Toronto Blue Jays. Erik Kratz. Catcher. Eastern Mennonite University.”

“What?” he said to no one. “Did anyone else hear that?”

Eight hundred and sixty-sixth.

He left a note for his coach. He rushed home in his baby blue Dodge pickup truck, the one with the horn that sometimes blared for no reason. A Blue Jays area scout named Chip Lawrence had left two messages on his home phone. He called Chip—Mr. Lawrence—and said thanks and promised he’d be where he needed to be when he needed to be there.

He knew Lawrence only by name and barely saw him once or twice in his peripheral vision on a game day.

“I happened to stumble into him,” Lawrence said.

Lawrence was twenty-seven years old. He’d played his last baseball game three years before. An infielder in the Baltimore Orioles organization, he’d topped out in Triple-A. He’d not been drafted after exhausting his eligibility at Southern University in Baton Rouge, then signed with the Orioles as a free agent and still came that close to the big leagues. Lawrence liked to think he had a sense about overachievers. He’d been one.

He’d become an area scout for the Blue Jays, covering high schools and colleges in Virginia, West Virginia, Maryland, Delaware, and Washington, DC. Two years into the assignment, he happened to be in Florida, watching teams come through from the north seeking warmer weather and preseason competition. Eastern Mennonite University had a game on a high school field near St. Petersburg. Lawrence was visiting his parents, who lived nearby. He was new on the job and bent on finding a player no one else knew about. He’d never heard of Erik Kratz. He’d only barely heard of Eastern Mennonite University. Almost out of habit, he jotted a few notes about EMU’s catcher. Big body, good arm, good power, decent speed for a guy that size. Lawrence wondered how that might look on a field with Division I players or good minor leaguers. He tried not to overthink it. He believed if you can play, you can play.

As a senior, a four-year starter, a leader by the way he spoke to teammates and conducted himself, and carrying close to 250 pounds, Kratz stood out. That night Lawrence transferred the notes into his computer and filed them under K, and the next morning drove to a different high school field, still hustling. After all, somebody was going to have to be the 866th pick. Just like somebody had to be the fourteenth for the Blue Jays (it was shortstop Russ Adams), like somebody had to be the 1,419th (it was catcher Drew Butera, he did not sign), like all those somebodies in between.

If Lawrence was going to be in Harrisonburg, Virginia, he’d probably be over at James Madison University, which was five miles from EMU, mostly along East Market Street, and forever away if your job was to uncover big-league prospects. Except in the spring of 2002 Lawrence scheduled an extra day in Harrisonburg now and then, circling back to EMU, careful not to make a fuss that might expose his growing interest in the big catcher. He’d never spoken to Erik Kratz, C, Eastern Mennonite University, until draft day, when Kratz called him back.

“I didn’t know his back history,” Lawrence said. “Like, I didn’t know that he had led Division III in doubles. Nowadays the guys like him would be pinging on people’s radar with all the analytics departments, you know? There are guys now that sit in the office and pore through stats. The numbers he was putting up would have been recognized.”

On an afternoon that spring, Lawrence’s boss, scouting crosschecker Bill Byckowski, was in Virginia to see a high school shortstop named B. J. Upton. By then it was pretty clear Upton would be long gone by the time the Blue Jays made their first pick at fourteen. (Upton went second, to the Tampa Bay Devil Rays.) Lawrence suggested an alternative.

“Hey,” he said, “instead of that, I got this catcher I want you to see.”

EMU was playing nearby. So they went to the Division III game to see a guy, because you never know, and rather than the seventeen-year-old no one doubted would be a great player, they watched the catcher who was almost twenty-two that almost nobody knew was there. Sometime late in the game Byckowski turned to the young scout and said, “We’re going to get this guy.”

Come draft day, there was no rush.

“If somebody else would’ve taken him, I’d have been shocked,” Lawrence said. “I mean, we could have taken him pretty much anywhere in the draft.”

Erik called his dad, who cried on the phone. Then he called Sarah, who did not cry but was eventually very happy to know he’d not been picked up so much as selected, and that there’d be more afternoons on more grassy hills. The Blue Jays gave him $1,000 to sign, $738 after taxes.

For the next twenty years, Lawrence would find himself occasionally, in slow moments, searching for evidence of Erik Kratz. Wondering where he was. How he was doing. What he was hitting. If the power came like he thought it would. If the arm was still playing. Lawrence left the Blue Jays for the Philadelphia Phillies (and then the Phillies for the San Diego Padres), and still he felt connected to the Division III catcher only he, among the scouts, loved. Or saw. As a four-year college player who’d ascended to Triple-A, he’d spent plenty of nights a phone call away, an injury away, a hot streak at the plate away. One darn plane ticket away.

“It feels like, man, here we go,” he recalled. “Here we go. I’m close.”

One morning you wake up in Lehigh Valley, Pennsylvania, a .233-hitting shortstop in the independent Atlantic League, and a few years later you’re a twenty-seven-year-old area scout trying not to stare too long at a catcher, and your big-league dreams belong to someone else. So, yeah, Chip Lawrence rooted for Erik Kratz to keep going, in small part because there is professional pride in the off-the-path discovery, for seeing what no one else saw, for being right, for chasing the right dandelion puff, but mostly because he understood the journey. He’d ridden the road of the nonprospect. He knew what close felt like. How far away it was.

“Because you’ve been there, you know?” he said.

Erik and Sarah were a long way from the sort of close Lawrence was talking about. By then they were married and living in a town house in Harrisonburg. If Erik was drafted, they decided, they’d give professional baseball five years.

“A year a level,” Erik said, meaning four minor-league tiers followed by the major leagues.

“That’s what I thought,” Sarah said. “Boop, boop, boop, boop and there you go.”

Erik grinned.

“We also thought we were starting in Alabama,” he said, testing the ice of assumptions. “It was all absurdly overwhelming for me.”

He arrived in Dunedin, Florida, with the Blue Jays’ other draft picks and on his first morning reported for his first meeting. This was a mini-camp for draftees and a few others and also a staging area in the days before they’d be thrown to minor-league towns across North America, like the twenty-nine other camps taking place in warm-weather sites in Florida and Arizona. Those hours amounted to a gathering of young men pretending to be coolly secure in themselves and their futures. Erik, the twenty-ninth rounder, found the facility and then the clubhouse and then his locker eventually, noted the schedule of meetings, and obediently took an empty chair among strangers also working very hard not to appear overwhelmed. Aware he was older than most and from something other than a baseball factory, Erik was determined to make a good impression. He’d be early to every meeting and attentive in all of them. And, well, none of that could happen if he wasn’t early to the first one.

A coach entered the room. He opened with a greeting to the pitchers. Then he continued with the basics of what would be expected from Toronto Blue Jays pitchers. Then he went over the schedule for pitchers. Without turning his head, best as he could, Erik surveyed the room. They all did kind of look like pitchers. He tuned in again to the coach, who was still talking about pitchers, routines, body maintenance, stuff he was sure he didn’t need to know about.

He was in the wrong meeting.

He looked at the clock. If he stood up, ran to the door, opened it, closed it behind him, and found the catchers meeting, he’d still be late to the catchers meeting. Or the hitters meeting. He’d also be the guy who’d just done all that and couldn’t read a schedule. He wondered if he was the only person in the room with a college degree and if that would technically be irony or paradox or just stupidity. He then strongly considered waiting it out. If someone asked, he could be the catcher who was trying to understand his pitchers, or future pitchers, or something. But then they’d be wondering, in some other room in some other part of the building—who knows where—where the big catcher from the twenty-ninth round was.

Maybe he’d wake up and the John Deere mower would thankfully be hacking up a sand trap and the groundskeeper would mercifully be berating him for it.

But no.

He held his breath and made his move. He leaned forward, got his butt an inch or two off the chair, stayed crouched, whispered a couple excuse mes, got as skinny as he could, and made it through the door without anyone raising more than an eyebrow.

The next day, minor-league assignments were posted in the clubhouse. Erik found his name under MEDICINE HAT, along with three other catchers. He wondered what sort of baseball team would require four catchers. He’d played for one that, across four years, needed just one. Another player leaned in, studied the list, and seemed to wonder the same thing. While Erik watched, his future teammate spun away and kicked his locker.







Chapter 6

BACKFIELD KNUCKLEBALLS AND ONLINE TROLLS

Because they are often viewed as interchangeable, dismissed as the last man on a roster whose destiny is determined by twenty-five others first, backup catchers exist in the abstract. Like long relievers. Like fifth outfielders. Like middle managers in Sears suits and Florsheim lace-ups. There, but only as stars when you blink your eyes too hard. Then they are gone.

But that’s OK. They keep going, most of them, or try to. That’s what underdogs do. They see it through, which is the only way to know for sure what it could have been.

They don’t all last. There aren’t enough lockers for that. So they take the hint, eventually, and find another life. The rest take Advil.

When he was burning through his twenties in the New York Mets minor-league system, Vance Wilson, a forty-fourth-round draft pick years before, began to have notions of becoming an everyday catcher in the big leagues. Then the Mets traded for Mike Piazza, who was about halfway through a Hall of Fame career, and then they signed Piazza to a seven-year, $91 million contract. When the contract ended, Piazza would be in his late thirties. Wilson would be in Detroit. In the meantime, when Wilson did arrive in New York, it took him a couple summers to work into the regular backup job, and by then he was twenty-nine years old. When all the other catchers but Piazza were gone, traded away, or sent down, leaving Wilson as the C2, the veteran pitcher Al Leiter sought him out. Leiter had always been kind to him, even, as Wilson noted, on the days he’d pitched. Leiter had some advice. He told Wilson, “Hey, now you’re the backup catcher. You keep your mouth shut. No one wants to hear how much you want to play. Just do your job. And then you’ll be in the big leagues for a long time.”

Keep your mouth shut. Do your job. The backup catcher’s Semper Fi. Oorah.

In 2002, not long after he made his first opening day roster, Wilson told his manager, Bobby Valentine, that he wanted to set goals for the coming season. Every year, going back to high school, to junior college, to every minor-league season, he’d decided on goals. Maybe it was batting average or home runs or caught-stealing percentage, maybe it was playing up a level. He’d found it helped him, he confided to Valentine, in all the small daily efforts, to have something out there. He was in Valentine’s office, hoping for direction. He didn’t want to shoot too high or too low.

Valentine told him to save his ammo.

“You can’t have goals,” he answered. “I’m sorry. You cannot have numbers as goals as a backup player because you may not be given any opportunity to reach them. And then you will feel like a failure. But you won’t be a failure.”

You’ll be a backup catcher.

In spring training, the catchers tend to move in herds. Everyone to the bullpen. Now everyone to the batting cage. Now everyone to lunch. The Cs are identifiable with their duffel bags and shin guards, footfalls weighted by the exertion. They do not glide. They’re too practical and heavy-hipped to glide. They’d rather walk. Maybe a light jog if a coach is watching.

They rumble—sometimes they rumble—past fans who lean against waist-high metal gates shouting the No. 1 catcher’s name. Past reporters waiting on someone else, anyone else. Theirs is a narrow world of places to be and times to be there, drop the bag in the corner, lower the mask, punch the mitt, get back to work.

Then, when the sun is highest and cruelest, they’ll pray their soggy hands and elbows and shoulders endure all the batting practice they can stand. Nobody wants to hear how hard it is. Nobody wants to know about the pain or the inconveniences. As baseball folks love to say of your problems, and if they don’t say it, they’re thinking it, “Half the people don’t care and the other half are glad you got ’em.”

So the backup catchers—the best of them, anyway—give neither half the satisfaction. They push through another day, happy for the big-league uniform, thrilled by it in all honesty, and humbled by their place on a depth chart they had no idea could be so deep. And now mulling whether the depth chart is written in order of organizational preference or, actually, is alphabetized, because it might make more sense upside down.

The rest of the team practices best-case scenarios. The hitters get 60 mph fastballs and see how far they can hit them. They never miss. The outfielders lope beneath fly balls neither too deep nor too shallow. The infielders are fungoed two-hoppers, beckoning last season’s rhythms. Pitchers blow fastballs past empty batter’s boxes. It’s a lovely day, like all the other days of spring, and everyone smiles and laughs and reapplies their suntan lotion.

In contrast, the catchers are on a half field suffering worst-case scenarios. So, overthrown sliders. Spiked fastballs. Curveballs with just enough loft to reach the plate’s rear lip, turning a soft and harmless landing into a temple-seeking missile. They practice the fire drills—man on third, two out, overcaffeinated lefty, people shouting, dust swirling, sweat pooling, buckle up, kiddos. They talk themselves into the chaos, assume dreadful consequences, believe that the next one couldn’t possibly hurt as much as the last one, and in so doing come to accept their places amid it all. These, too, are lovely days, spent saving pitchers’ ERAs and arbitration cases, spent winning baseball games today (in their heads) and three months from now (who knows where), spent conditioning themselves for what’s next, and maybe spent making a big-league roster.

In that, the backups begin to view themselves as part of a larger endeavor. They are scattered to Double-A, Triple-A, the major leagues, some to the waiver wire. They leave bits of themselves on those half fields, in those arduous days, and take more with them. There is value in the preparation, in every single repetition, in the work no one else comes close to. So when you ask why they do it, where it comes from and how they learned it, they answer with the names of their parents and former coaches. They try to remember that verse about the guy in the mirror.

Written by Peter Dale Wimbrow Sr., it concludes:


You may fool the whole world down the pathway of years

And get pats on the back as you pass

But your final reward will be heartache and tears

If you’ve cheated the man in the glass.



They take a shot at explaining why every pitch must be won. And they shrug, almost embarrassed but mostly proud to be so committed to such tiny efforts that amount to who they are.

One spring back in Dunedin, twelve years after Erik Kratz had first set foot in the Blue Jays complex and three months after he’d been traded back to the Blue Jays by the Philadelphia Phillies, he was in a competition with fellow backup catcher Josh Thole for what looked like the final roster spot.

Thole was twenty-seven years old, seven years younger than Erik. When the Blue Jays had traded for R. A. Dickey, the eccentric knuckleballer who in his midthirties had become very good very quickly (and then average again just as quickly), they had insisted on Thole being part of the package. In New York, Thole had caught twenty-seven of Dickey’s thirty-three starts in 2012, when Dickey won twenty games and the National League’s Cy Young Award.

Thole, a left-handed hitter, was happy for the work. As he was frequently paired with the knuckleball and Dickey, he referred to himself as a specialty catcher. That is, not quite a backup, most certainly a personal catcher, not really—or not yet—a bounce guy (as long as Dickey was around), and still a whole different category of catcher. He was more like a personal catcher for one kind of pitch and one kind of guy. Nearing the end of Thole’s second spring training with the Blue Jays, he was—with Erik—still pushing for the job spelling No. 1 catcher Dioner Navarro. A big part of the job was catching Dickey and therefore spending more time catching Dickey and less time at the backstop. Dickey had one spring start remaining before opening day. Thole would be at the competitive advantage, having caught Dickey so often. That winter, in a barn in Virginia, Erik had set a pitching machine’s wheels to the same speed and every once in a while it had spit out a knuckleball.

Thole had a wife and kids and the season was starting in a week, and he didn’t know if for him that would be in Toronto or Buffalo, where the Blue Jays’ Triple-A team played. He knocked on manager John Gibbons’s door one afternoon, asked if Gibbons had a moment, and then professed his anxieties over his immediate future. Erik had caught many of Dickey’s spring starts. Thole thought it looked bad for his own prospects.

“Well, J.T.,” said Gibbons, a backup catcher himself as a player and tough as an old mitt, “here’s what we’re gonna do.”

He laid it out. Dickey was going to pitch two days from then on a minor-league field at the complex. He was scheduled for eight innings. Erik was going to catch the first four innings, because he had to get on a flight to go see his sister get married. Thole would get the next four. Gibbons, the organization, would decide after that.

Thole thought that over.

“So,” he asked, “whoever catches the most balls wins?”

“Ah,” Gibbons said, smiling thinly at what he wasn’t sure was a joke, “I don’t really know. I’m not really sure what that looks like right there.”

Thole thought of it as the Great American Catch-Off.

Two days later he watched Erik catch Dickey for four innings. Then he caught his four innings. The next day he tried again to learn his fate. Gibbons smiled and said he’d made the big-league team. Thole was thrilled. He also felt bad for his friend Erik.

“Oh, he made the team, too,” Gibbons said.

The Great American Catch-Off was headed to Canada, until it wasn’t. Thole was demoted anyway, it turned out.

Erik was traded to Kansas City midsummer. Thole played three more seasons for the Blue Jays, all of them as a backup/bounce guy/org guy.

“Bizarro,” Thole recalled.

So, yeah, the small victories, the breezy slights, the competitions inside competitions inside competitions, sometimes settled just in time to get a hotel room for your family. Sometimes settled when a knuckleball finds a glove at the last possible moment. Probably nobody noticed. The good backup catchers won’t care about that. They’ll get dirty and bloody and have a beer and do it again. They’ll have a baseball-size bruise on their inner thigh for a month, the commissioner’s signature right in the middle of it, and next time block the same pitch with the same body part and not wince. Nobody wants to hear about it. Nobody needs to know.

When the payoff is nothing more than a thank-you on the way to the next gig, then that will have to do, because there’ll be another gig if they’re lucky, because there will be someone who did know. They’ll be thankful for that.

In the spring of 2021, the Washington Nationals lost a chunk of their roster—their starting and backup catchers included—to a COVID-19 outbreak. To the veteran Jonathan Lucroy, thirty-four years old, twice an All Star and more recently a guy on a minor-league contract, that meant opportunity. That meant the next gig. He played in five games. He hit .357. He did not commit an error. The Nationals’ regular catchers returned. He was released.

On his way out the door, the manager thanked him and called him a pro. Lucroy nodded and waved.

“I feel kind of like a mercenary,” he said. “Or you know the movie The Replacements with Keanu Reeves at quarterback? Shane Falco? That’s what I kind of feel like out there. It’s kind of funny. But it’s fun. I mean look, I get to play baseball, no matter what happens after this. I’m with a great team, great organization, no matter what happens it’s going to be great regardless.

“I’ve been fortunate to be on a lot of great teams and be around [for] almost ten years. So whatever happens is going to happen and I’m OK with it. I mean, these guys, they gotta do what they gotta do.”

Shane Falco kissed the girl at the end.

Lucroy got his walking papers and signed with the Atlanta Braves.

He’d be a minor-league teammate of the veteran catcher Jeff Mathis, who was thirty-eight. Between them, in Triple-A Gwinnett, in Lawrenceville, Georgia, they accounted for nearly seventeen thousand major-league innings caught and knew they were looking back on a lot more innings than they were looking ahead to. Lucroy was released in July.

By being a pro, Mathis, like Lucroy, made millions.

“Different guys that I’ve played with, I’ve been teammates with, hearing the way they have talked about me or seeing the way they approach me, you can tell a lot about somebody and what they think of you by the way they approach you, talk to you,” Mathis said. “It means a lot. It makes me feel like I’ve done something, done something correct. And that means the world to me.”

Not everyone is so kind.

Anthony Recker was raised in Catasauqua, Pennsylvania, about forty-five minutes north of Telford, Erik Kratz’s hometown. His father was a supervisor at a True Value hardware warehouse. Anthony worked summers there lugging bags of concrete and rolls of fencing. His mother was an insurance administrator. Anthony’s first love was football. He played linebacker and tight end and punted for the local high school. Twenty years later, he wondered if he shouldn’t have stuck with punting, all things considered.

Like Kratz, he played his college baseball in Division III, at Alvernia University in Reading, this after he was cut from the baseball team at the University of Delaware. During tryouts, nine catchers showed up for one roster spot. The winner was the guy whose mom worked for the school. Recker wound up at Alvernia because after he’d cleaned out his dorm room in Newark, Delaware, and driven home, his mom reminded him he’d had a cousin who once played baseball at Alvernia and he’d seemed to like it fine.

“And I was like, ‘OK, I’ll just go there,’” he recalled.

Nearly four years later he scheduled a draft party at his parents’ house, but only for the draft’s second day because by then Anthony Recker was a realist, and if ever there was a day for graduating Division III catchers, it would be day two of a two-day draft. The Oakland A’s took him near the end of day one, however, in the eighteenth round. They still had the party the next day.

Thirteen years, seven organizations, and 206 big-league games after that, Recker retired as a Reno Ace. At thirty-four, he was the Aces’ oldest player and No. 1 catcher. He hit fifteen home runs. He also was married, and had two young children and no prospects for a major-league job.

“I didn’t want to hang on just to hang on,” he said. “That wasn’t who I was.”

The other thing, according to an old baseball truism, is that backup catchers don’t really retire. Johnny Bench retired. Yogi Berra retired. Mike Piazza, Ivan Rodriguez, and Carlton Fisk retired. Even Buster Posey retired. Someday, Yadier Molina will. And so will Sal Perez. The others just leave. They make the choice to drive away. They are missed like an old ballpark is missed, living on in the hearts of those who grew up around them and also trampled by those very same folks rushing to see the new one. Also, there’s the fact so many backup catchers stay around the game after they are done playing, becoming coaches, instructors, managers, front-office advisers, and television analysts. Anthony Recker went to work for SportsNet New York, primarily as a pre- and postgame analyst for the Mets, for whom he played three seasons (and batted .190). In that position, he was tasked with critiquing and praising players and management on live TV in an age of social media saturation and, perhaps, mostly, snark. Young, handsome, muscled like an NFL linebacker and also a former big leaguer, Recker possessed the requisite tools to sit before a camera and assess how and why a baseball team won or lost a baseball game. He was talented and credible and surely would be unbothered by a few stray references, by those who disagreed with his views, to his career batting average, which was not quite .200.

Then, on a late-summer morning in 2021, Recker took to Twitter to address his followers.

“Something I feel I need to say,” he began before opening a vein in public.

“I am nobody special. I’ve never thought highly enough of myself and I’m OK with that,” he wrote. “It drove me to work hard and accomplish things I had no idea I ever could.

“I definitely have a childish quality that I hope I never lose. A naivete in which I hope people are good. Within that, I try to help others understand the game of baseball in a way that’s both helpful and relatable.

“To those who think I’m unqualified or feel the need to insult me or my career to gain some followers, get likes, make me feel bad about myself or even just attention, I’m sorry you feel that way and I hope you find whatever you’re looking for.”

On a day otherwise notable for news updates on the new Taliban regime in Afghanistan, test missiles shot from North Korea, the latest U.S. vaccine requirements, and a rising tropical storm in the Gulf of Mexico, the post generated thousands of likes and retweets. Many, perhaps, were only just realizing that ballplayers had feelings and insecurities and occasion to love and hate their own career batting averages.

The next day, in northern New Jersey, Recker was on dad duty. His youngest was in his arms and gurgled in the background of an entire hour-long conversation. Three years since his final baseball game, he admitted he hadn’t yet covered the necessary ground to be wholly satisfied with his career. Someday, maybe, he said.

“Ultimately the big goals that I set for myself once I finally got there, I never attained,” he said. “And, you know, like most athletes, I’m my harshest critic. I guess I haven’t reached a point where I look back and I’m proud of it yet.”

It’s a complicated equation that factors in all the sweat, all the sacrifices, all the laughs, and all the nights spent exactly where he might’ve dreamed about spending them as a boy, and also all the moments when he was told he was not quite good enough. Maybe those weren’t the words, exactly, but that’s what the waiver wire says, and the trades, and the minor-league at-bats that outnumbered the major league at-bats by about six to one.

“I don’t know that I could have given more,” he said. “Could I have been smarter at times? Maybe. It’s just one of those things where it doesn’t end up exactly how you thought. It’s almost like a numbers thing. You’re not sure you’re proud of that.

“I remember my mother-in-law asked me, ‘How are you wanting to be remembered? Like, is baseball your thing? You think you’ll always be remembered as a baseball player?’ And I said, ‘Actually, I don’t want to be remembered as a baseball player. I just want to be remembered as a good guy, a good teammate, and a good person, you know, in the end.’”

Years ago, when sites like Twitter were finding their footing, Joe Maddon, then the manager in Tampa Bay, proposed an alternative to original Twitter. As he saw it, those who wished to belittle others and cast hatred could stay where they were, on negative—or original—Twitter. Everyone else could go to positive Twitter and try to be more forgiving. More compassionate. Maybe have a good time and a laugh. That, of course, was ridiculed. On Twitter.

The world was therefore left as Maddon had found it, deliriously happy with its newfound microphones and seeking targets. Those fresh to the public eye generally learned to live with that. One of them, Anthony Recker, went to work every day and talked about whatever the Mets were up to. In his recent past was a short career as near the last man on nearly every roster he was ever on and a tendency to care for people, including himself. He also cared about how people responded to him.

So he wrote what he wrote about the bullies and in so doing admitted even the laziest insults had stung. The reaction was overwhelmingly positive. For a couple hours a place called positive Twitter, even in the tiniest corner of real Twitter, existed. A former backup catcher once presented the possibility of this place, and more than a decade later a different former backup catcher advanced it a couple inches and the people showed up to love it, and the next day a gentleman asked Recker, “How do I block you?”

Presumably he preferred his athletic heroes on the stoic side.

Recker walked him through the process.

The ordinary fan watches Mike Trout hit line drives and dreams of being like Mike Trout. What must that be like? We see Jacob deGrom flick away hitters and we dream of being like Jacob deGrom. Imagine throwing a baseball that hard. Imagine standing out there, setting a half grin and a half grimace, so unafraid. The far more reasonable aspiration is Anthony Recker. Not that he is in reach, but there were parts of the job he did that did not require superhuman qualities, either, which is a start.

Recker was a backup catcher. In the context of the finest baseball players in the world, some of the finest athletes in the world, a backup catcher’s physical skills may be rather ordinary. And yet not a single person attending a Mets game, other than those in uniform, could hit or even catch a major-league fastball. What they could do, however, is be the person who tries as hard—or harder—than everyone else. They could be the person who prepares more precisely, who discovers ways to ease the erosion of physical skills and intellectual acuity during the downtimes, who works tirelessly, who is the good guy, the big brother, the teammate who thinks of everyone else before himself. Maybe we could do that.

So why would a fan turn on the one man in uniform whose job is somewhat relatable?

“You put yourself out there enough as far as doing what I’m doing right now and trying to be the best that you can be at that,” Recker said. “And then, hearing some people express that you’re not good enough because you hit .199? It’s just silly to me.

“I’d seen a couple of things like that, that people had said about me and what I was expressing on TV. And I just felt like there might be somebody else out there who needs to hear that or see that it’s OK, that that stuff happens. I also wanted to reach out to those who are doing that. Not to say, ‘You’re not affecting me, screw you,’ but more along the lines of, ‘I don’t know what you’re looking for when you say that, but it’s not helpful.’”

Twitter needed a reliable backup catcher that day, a guy who’d look it in the eye and say, “Be better. Until then, I got you.”

He was on that day where he was supposed to be, looking out for the rest, looking out eventually for himself, which is the point of all this.

Nobody really wants to back up first base on a routine play at the end of three hours of baseball, but somebody has to, and only one person kind of wants to.

In late May 2018, the Dodgers were five-time defending champions of the National League West and, in spite of an uneven first seven weeks, were favored to win it again. The Colorado Rockies were in town for a series at Dodger Stadium. They’d never won the NL West, something they’d been working on for a quarter century.

There wasn’t much reason to believe the season would end any differently in 2018. The Dodgers were better unless they’d been exhausted by a seven-game loss in the World Series the October before. The Rockies had a puncher’s chance on a given night, but were likely to be exposed across six months.

On this Monday night, the Rockies led the Dodgers, 2–1, in the bottom of the ninth inning. Their closer, Wade Davis, had retired the first two batters of the inning. Matt Kemp rolled a grounder to the left side. Rockies shortstop Trevor Story scooped up the ball and threw toward first base. The ball bounced, grazed the mitt of first baseman Ian Desmond, and rolled into foul territory. The Dodgers had a base runner.

At a point early in every catcher’s life, back when the coach was his best friend’s dad or the neighborhood guy who’d watched just enough baseball to be earnest and slightly annoying, he is introduced to the gear and the responsibilities that come with the gear. Tell the pitcher what to throw. Catch the ball from the pitcher. Return the ball to the pitcher. Block the ball when necessary. Throw the ball when a base runner is stealing. When all that goes wrong, console the pitcher. Bang out a good two hundred air squats while weighted with plastic, metal, and foam strapped to body parts both public and private. Try to put together four or five good at-bats. Run the bases if a few of those at-bats work out.

That’s a lot of work.

Oh, they’d say, there’d be one more thing. He’d be asked to back up first base, ninety feet away, just in case. It could happen. Balls get away sometimes.

Tony Wolters was the Rockies’ backup catcher. He’d only become a catcher five years before, after he’d been a middle infielder most of his life. The coach who’d laid out the gear and the duties was actually Cleveland Indians manager Terry Francona, who’d by then won two World Series and more than one thousand games. Wolters went along. He dressed up like a catcher, stood where the catcher stood, and before too long started to feel like a catcher. A few years later the Rockies did what teams often do when they need a backup catcher: They claimed Wolters off the waiver wire. He made it to the big leagues as a catcher in 2016 and two years later watched Wade Davis throw a pitch that Matt Kemp hit, the last of 117 by Rockies pitchers that night. He stood up and ran toward first base, because that’s the job and backup catchers run to the very end of the job because otherwise there’d be no job.

Almost a hundred times out of a hundred there’d be no reason for it. The couple of occasions when a fully professional infielder throws a baseball and the fully professional first baseman does not catch it are so few. Within that percentage of that tiny number, the times when that ball does not careen directly into the dugout, the camera well, the stands, or down the right-field line—and therefore out of reach of the earnestly engaged catcher—covers almost all that’s left of that almost a hundred out of a hundred.

In sports, even in life, there may be no worse ratio of effort to return than a catcher legging ninety feet in case of disaster. So Tony Wolters, converted second baseman, ballplayer, teammate, backup catcher, stood up and ran.

The following afternoon, Chris Iannetta, the Rockies’ No. 1 catcher, observed, “The things that are quote-unquote tough are the things that you fall in love with as a catcher. It becomes a habit.”

Mike Redmond, a former backup catcher, was the Rockies bench coach, serving Bud Black, the manager and a former pitcher. On the art of backing up first base, he recalled a drill he’d been asked to perform when he was a catcher at Gonzaga University. How it worked, he said, was all the catchers would line up in foul territory near home plate. When the coach said, “Go,” all the catchers would run toward first base.

That was the whole drill.

It required no thought. No particular skill. No keen knowledge of the game. No feel for the game. Just an ability to give a crap. And run. On the bright side, it was pretty easy to become proficient at this drill.

“I kinda got out of the box late,” Wolters recalled of that night. “I saw the play and started to take a deeper angle. And I started running harder.”

Kemp dabbed to his left, slightly more than a lean, enough by a whisper to have committed to a turn toward second base. Wolters swept the ball back to Desmond. Kemp’s eyes widened and he lunged to first base. He was out. The game was over. And four months later the Dodgers and Rockies finished the regular season tied atop the NL West.

“That’s why you do it,” Redmond said. “For that one that helps you win a game.”

In a week, a month, a season, the No. 1 catcher might have thousands of chances to make a difference. To win games. To not lose games. The other guy?

“I’m glad I backed it up,” Wolters said. “I definitely wouldn’t have slept as good.”

Wolters left the Rockies when he was not tendered a contract after 2020, was signed and released by the Pittsburgh Pirates, signed and released by the Chicago Cubs, and signed and let go by the Dodgers, all before he turned thirty. Because anybody can back up first base.

The question, though—will they?







Chapter 7

URSA MINOR LEAGUES

On a warm night early in the summer of 2005, in a season in which he would overhaul his swing again, hit .206 anyway, and feel further from competency than he could ever recall, Erik sat in a car in a driveway in Bedford, New Hampshire. He’d opened the sunroof before shutting off the engine. He stared at the stars and wondered where he fit. He wondered if he fit at all.

On the drive home from the ballpark, Sarah had given him a gentle talking-to. With a kindness passed down from her parents, that she had imparted to her elementary school students and would one day impart to her own children, Sarah had reminded him not what was out there, but who he was. Right here. On this day. What he’d become. What he’d worked for.

That .206 was temporary and not at all a reflection of who he was as a ballplayer or a person. For better or worse, the numbers would be just that—the numbers. Uncaring. Unblinking. Soulless. Somebody else’s accounting. The journey would continue. Rent payments would come due, lineups would be posted, pop-ups would fall or they wouldn’t, people would cheer or not, drives home would be happy or sad, and the stars would ask how the outcomes mattered at all.

“You can do this,” she’d finished.

Then she’d gotten out of the car.

What Erik had heard: Snap out of it, buddy.

Had he the inclination, he might have found a star for every moment of self-doubt, of dismay, of creeping resentment, just like this one, and then had plenty of stars left for the swing changes that didn’t quite take.

It’s not so different from life outside the game. Sleep might depend on a thoughtful word from the boss. On two more cars sold than last month. On a wonderful day had by one’s own children. In a warm embrace that says everything will be all right, that you are good and worthy and not lost. So, too, would a lousy line drive or two, a perfect throw or two, make it better, make the uniform seem a little brighter that day, make tomorrow a little less frightening. It’ll come and go. The sense of belonging, of achievement, of hope, gets chased off so easily in the course of a single game that for three hours is played just beyond one’s reach. The scoreboard says you can’t hit. The box score says you can’t hit. No matter how hard you try. Your head starts to concede, your heart begins to follow, the boos follow, and then one ordinary night you look through the roof of an old Honda Accord and ask the stars who to believe. What is real? What is next? Is it over?

It can be dark out there under the stars.

Three years before, days into his professional career, Erik called home in tears. He’d felt alone and overwhelmed. He couldn’t figure out how the calling card was supposed to work. His new teammates had seemed so sure of themselves, unbothered by long days and longer bus rides and Canadian mosquitos that bit straight through a pair of blue jeans. Other players, all of them younger, had arrived with equipment bags with fancy logos on them, those stuffed with new mitts, fresh gear, unscarred bats, and the nicest spikes he’d ever seen. Erik had his mitt from college and that was it, and the school wanted it back. He called around to equipment companies and begged for a single pair of batting gloves. He got those and eventually two bats. He’d been so excited for his new life it’d not occurred to him how much he’d miss his old one, and now his new life came with a .206 batting average.

He was twenty-five years old, a backup catcher on a Double-A baseball team, making $1,200 a month for half a year, and pushing bricks in wheelbarrows through mud for the other half. He was happy enough on many days, discouraged on many days, and those days crossed often, meeting somewhere between a well-struck fastball and a slider he never saw. Sarah came to visit a lot and that helped. She was upbeat when the clouds came and laughed at the irrelevant stuff and was the first to lift her face to the sun when the clouds cleared.

The summer before, he’d nearly gone home for good, leaving those stars for somebody else to ponder.

Some of the best stories are about the things that almost didn’t happen, when we wobble on the edge of destiny or plain chance before righting ourselves or crashing spectacularly.

Baseball does that kind of stuff every other inning, and the lives and aspirations of young men along for the ride generally fill in the rest.

In the summer of 2004, his third minor-league season, Erik rode a rumbling bus into the parking lot at Falcon Park in Auburn, New York. He was pretty sure that’s where he was. Minor-league parking lots start to look a lot alike. But this looked like home. The latest home. What passed for home.

Auburn is thirty miles west of Syracuse, forty miles south of Lake Ontario, and 230 miles—forever away, it seemed—from where Erik wished he was.

He thought he wanted to be home—really home—and getting on with his life, convinced he’d be getting out in front of the inevitable. Instead, he was an Auburn Doubleday. Auburn is low-A ball. Only two teammates were older than he was. Neither had played beyond Class A. They never would, either. Curtis Thigpen, nearly three years younger than Erik, was a second-round draft pick from the University of Texas, a blue-blood baseball school. A catcher, he was in the process of hurrying past Erik. The Toronto Blue Jays seemed to think Erik was perfectly suited to spell the real prospects, wherever they needed spelling, a posting that didn’t come with many at-bats or chances to prove otherwise. He had a wife at home and they’d talked about starting a family and maybe it was time to be a present husband, a responsibility that came with having a steady job and real career and more than a few hundred dollars in a savings account. Maybe his tenth-grade English teacher had been on to something when she’d told him to rewrite the essay in which he’d stated his career goal was “baseball player.” Maybe it was time to revisit his second draft about being an accountant.

In the darkness of the near-empty parking lot, and as he pulled a suitcase and a gear bag from the bus cargo hold, Erik thought of his own father’s example.

Floyd Kratz was the best man he knew. When Erik dragged his bags across the lot, threw them into the back of the Dodge Durango, got into the passenger seat, and said, “Hi, Dad, we gotta talk,” he’d never before wanted to be more like his dad.

“Happy birthday,” Floyd said.

“Thanks,” Erik said. He’d turned twenty-four. “We really gotta talk.”

Floyd almost never went on business trips. On this day, he’d arisen long before dawn, driven five hours to a meeting in Rochester to talk to a man about turkey bacon, settled that up, drove an hour to Auburn, then waited in the parking lot for the Doubledays bus to return. He’d have dinner with his boy and then drive the four hours back to Telford, because Floyd didn’t have much use for hotels, not when he had a perfectly good bed just four hours away.

They drove three more miles, about ten minutes, and found a booth at Applebee’s.

“I’m gonna ask for my release,” Erik said. “I’m done.”

He hit well and they didn’t promote him, he said. He didn’t hit and they didn’t play him. Another birthday had come. It was fun for a while. And now it was time to be realistic. Time to grow up and be, you know, he said, looking at Floyd, you.

It was important his dad knew first, that he’d thought it through, that his dad didn’t think of him as a quitter.

“There’s no light at the end of the tunnel,” he said.

The burgers arrived.

“Let’s just eat,” his dad said, “and talk it out.”

Floyd and Deb Kratz didn’t see much value in telling their children what to do and what not to do, certainly not by then. They were smart kids, all of them, and they’d sort the good decisions from the bad ones themselves. Still, it’d been just a couple summers since Floyd had left a sales meeting to take that call on draft day. He figured the rest of his son’s life—the life after he was done playing ball—would be there when it was time. If it was going to be June 2004, then what was so wrong with September 2004?

“Get to the end of the season,” he told Erik. “What’s the worst that could happen? You have a great year here? Just go in and say, ‘What do I need to work on?’ Figure it out from there.”

Erik couldn’t help but smile. His dad was a get-’er-done guy. The plan would be the same in about any scenario: Ask them what they wanted and do that.

“So,” Erik recalled with a laugh, “you do it for four days, boom, you go back in, ‘Now what do I need to work on?’”

Floyd figured there was always something to work on, especially if the goal was the big leagues. It seemed a long way off. If the team ran out of suggestions for what he should work on, then maybe Erik was right and it wasn’t really about the baseball anymore. So then you go home and be an accountant or a meat cutter.

“Are you tired of it?” Floyd asked flatly. “I mean, if you’re tired of it I guess I’ll take you home.”

He paused, looked his boy square in the eye, then added, “There’s always church league softball. We have an opening.”

They got back into the Durango. Floyd dropped Erik at the team hotel. Erik set his bags on the sidewalk. They hugged. Erik went upstairs to get some sleep. There was a game the next day that he’d probably not play in. Floyd got out on the highway and headed south. He had to be up early for work.

Erik hit .299 across three levels in 2004. He figured he’d stick around another season if they’d have him. The next spring, before he’d even unpacked his gear, the Blue Jays told him he wasn’t a good enough hitter.

“And they talked me right into it,” Erik remembered.

At least he had something to work on.

Mike Basso, the manager for the New Hampshire Fisher Cats in 2005, the year Erik hit .206 and was looking for answers in the stars, was the son of what baseball people would admiringly call a grinder. Jim Basso was born in Omaha, Nebraska, and died nearly eighty years later in Pearland, Texas. In between, he was either a ballplayer, acted like one, or thought like one. From 1941 to 1957, he was a minor leaguer in places such as Union City, Tennessee; Texarkana, Texas; Sioux City, Iowa; and Nuevo Laredo, Mexico. For several years during World War II, he trained troops at Naval Station Great Lakes in Illinois. One summer, in Milwaukee, before Milwaukee was a big-league town, he was teammates with a nineteen-year-old Eddie Mathews, who twenty-seven years later would be inducted into baseball’s Hall of Fame, and Gene Mauch, a middle infielder with a knack for getting on base who then managed nearly three decades in the big leagues. Another summer, as an Atlanta Cracker, Jim played alongside Chuck Tanner, who’d be a big-league manager for nineteen years. He also played in Cuba, where in 1952 he shared stories and a cocktail or two with Ernest Hemingway, leaving Hemingway’s home one night with a signed copy of The Old Man and the Sea, published in the same year.

Jim never played a day in the major leagues.

In 1964, Jim and Connie Basso had a son. They named him Michael. Mike looked like his dad and was a grinder like his dad and grew up playing baseball like his dad. He became a shortstop and third baseman at Alvin (Texas) Community College and the University of Houston. He was drafted by the San Diego Padres in 1986. He signed his first pro contract—for $2,500—on the hood of a scout’s red Ford Festiva in a parking lot in Spokane, Washington. (Two years later Mike and his wife, Kathy, honeymooned on that money in Cancun.) When Mike returned the pen he received back a catcher’s mitt. The Padres turned Jim Basso’s boy into a catcher. Mike threw himself into the new position, for nine years chasing the same dream that had eluded his father, learning the game and toiling in places such as Charleston, South Carolina; Wichita, Kansas; and Rancho Cucamonga, California.

Mike never played a day in the major leagues.

“I gave it everything,” Mike said twenty-seven years later. “I have no regrets. I can look myself in the mirror. Injuries were part of it. But mostly there were players who were better than me.”

He was, by the end, a minor-league backup catcher, some summers spent looking up at Benito Santiago and Sandy Alomar Jr., both All-Star catchers or soon to be. So he knew the life. Knew the sacrifices. Knew that it’d never be about him except in his own heart. He let that part of it go, became the best org guy he could be, and then one day he got a phone call asking if he’d ever considered being a coach. Backup catchers get that a lot. He was twenty-nine. So he became a coach and then a manager and then a scout for the Padres, then was hired away by the Blue Jays. By 2005, at forty, he was into his second season as manager of the Fisher Cats in Manchester, and maybe he knew it and maybe he didn’t, but this was the year he was saving Erik Kratz’s career. Basso thought he was building a catcher. Actually, he thought he was building two. While Blue Jays management waited on the prospect Curtis Thigpen to come be their No. 1 catcher for a decade, Basso was spending at least as much time on Kratz, who definitely was not a prospect. But neither was Jim Basso. And neither was Mike Basso. Mike believed Thigpen would become a good player. He believed the same of Kratz. He ran the club that way and wrote the starting lineups that way and then answered to the Blue Jays for the box scores when Kratz’s name was in them and Thigpen’s wasn’t. The minor leagues exist to develop major-league players. Basso liked to win, too, and he would have his own ideas about that. So he played Kratz.

If Mike Basso was going to believe—man, if anyone was going to believe—then Erik could too. Even if he hit .206. And if he was going to hit .206 again—please don’t—then he would have to be exceptional at the other parts of the game.

And he’d have to spend a lot of time with Mike Basso.

They met in 2004, a season that had Erik play for three teams but spend weeks on the disabled list in spite of the fact, he said, he was perfectly healthy. This is a common practice, particularly in—but not limited to—the minor leagues. They called it the phantom DL before the disabled list was renamed the injured list, and then it became the phantom IL. Organizations work around roster limitations with the phantom IL, temporarily stashing redundancies, inconveniences, and today’s difficult decisions in a transactionally safe place. The practice is technically against baseball’s rules and also largely unpoliced and hugely unfair to players who otherwise might find opportunities to play elsewhere. Mostly, the phantom IL buys time. The team benefits. The player watches a lot of baseball and pretends to rehabilitate an injury that does not exist. Nonprospects, who believe they have no option but to be a team guy first and last, are most susceptible to the roster mischief. So they report to phantom IL duty and endure the winks of the men who impose it on them.

Erik spent a good amount of time there. He wouldn’t make a fuss because baseball careers are tenuous and teams wield the power and the system convinces players they are fortunate to have a job in one of the lower-paying industries—minor-league baseball—in the country. Sprinkle in a .206 batting average, and the phantom IL looks a lot better than the alternative, which is a bus trip home. So he went to the trainer’s room and tried to remember what body part was injured, and pointed at that.

On the quietest of days—on a trainer’s table, on a dugout bench, standing idly in a bullpen—it’d be wholly human to feel alone. Everyone else is playing baseball. The guys hitting .300 throw their shoulders back, talk louder, laugh more, and wait for the phone to ring. Surely, the promotion would be coming soon. The .206 hitters look up at the stars in a night sky and consider a solitary existence in which they very possibly will not be the next Johnny Bench.

They get sad, some of them. Baseball is hard, and the fifteen hours away from the ballpark can be harder. The backup catcher has more time to think about it, given the amount of time he spends trying to shine up teammates’ games along with his own. Mike Basso was a first-generation backup catcher, but a second-generation authority on careers that sometimes feel stagnant. Prospects fly by on their way to wealth and full ballparks and national television. The emotionally and physically depleted commit and recommit and then try to distinguish the north star from an oncoming meteor.

What Basso admired about Erik Kratz was his resilience. He couldn’t know about the specific doubts Kratz harbored, but he could have guessed. He couldn’t know about the teary calls back to Telford or the night Erik pushed food around on his plate and let his dad talk him into staying. But Basso did know the type. Kratz was a grinder.

“When I played, I was fighting against the machine,” Basso said. “I was busting my tail to get on the field and play and just get better, you know? Be a contributing force on a winning team. So, yeah, we were similar. I saw a lot of me in him.”

They could both call a game and throw out a runner and massage a pitcher’s achy soul. They could both wear out a batting tee. They could both wonder when the breakthrough would come. And they could both leave their existential doubts back at the studio apartment with the pile of unopened bills. So Erik Kratz walked into the clubhouse every day not only hoping to learn, but expecting to learn, expecting to get better, expecting to cover more distance between himself and whatever was waiting for him. He got so big and strong a minor-league weight room could hardly hold him. Worst case, he’d be the best church league softball player in Telford, Pennsylvania, where, granted, there wasn’t much of a running game to deal with.

Precisely how much of himself he saw in Erik Kratz probably depended on the day. But Mike Basso did know the path, by heart. He did know that one level does not necessarily lead to the next. He also believed that measuring a player solely by the advanced statistics bubbling up even in the minor leagues—Moneyball, Michael Lewis’s game-changing book about analytically driven roster building, was published two summers before—was instructive and also an excellent way to overlook a good ballplayer.

“He could shut down the running game with his arm,” Basso recalled. “He was intelligent. He received well. He made himself better and became a student of the game. His personality fit. Erik turned himself into a nice hitter, a lowball hitter with power to center field and left field. He was an oversized guy, but could really receive and catch and throw. He could handle pitchers. And that’s kind of how a backup catcher is. You have to be selfless. You have to be aware. You have to be able to contribute at all times and not always physically. You might be the guy that picks up the pieces in the bullpen after a bad outing by a starter when you catch his bullpen a couple days after his start. It’s the things that don’t show up in a box score that a backup catcher does that people never see.

“And you’re freed up because you basically know when you’re gonna play. You know, it used to be Saturday afternoons, maybe a travel day, things like that. It wasn’t always fair, but you knew when you were gonna play, so you were able to maybe go the extra mile at night with a pitcher that’s struggling. You’re out with him and you don’t have to but you can take in more than most and just help out.”

Erik did not become a better player that night under the stars. At least not directly. That night was, however, significant for the foothold that presented itself. “Sarah was right,” he thought. “Again,” he realized, with a smile. It was time to commit to all of the game and all of himself. He would develop a preparation routine—video, weight room, hitting and throwing repetitions, diet, rock music in his headphones before starts—and stick with it, no matter how tired he was, no matter how hot it was, no matter how vague the short-term payoffs. When he didn’t play, he would find a place in the dugout near Basso and pitching coach Rick Adair. He would ask questions. He would listen to the answers. He would incorporate the answers into his innings behind the plate. They liked him. They played him more often than they had to. In return, he could become the player they thought he could be. He owed that to them. To Sarah. To his dad. To himself. And they thought he could be, at the least, a backup catcher in the big leagues. So he’d start thinking that way, too.

“When you have a player like that and there’s hype attached to other players—and I’m not downgrading anybody—there’s so much effort to try to get these guys to a place when people want ’em to be there,” Basso said. “And then you have a low-maintenance kid who works his tail off and nothing’s given to him and he’s earning it. I just wanted to allow Erik to play and give him a chance to prove himself because I thought he was better than most.

“Some people are energy givers and some people are energy takers. Erik Kratz is an energy giver to a team. Erik was one of these players that it wasn’t Groundhog Day with him when you taught him stuff. He was always building mentally and physically. He really didn’t have to relearn a lot of stuff. He learned how to pick guys off at first base from his knees. It wasn’t always a have-to-stand-up type thing. He learned how to be lower in his stance at certain times, because he understood that umpires had tough times looking over him. He just understood those things.”

Basso and Adair got a player eager to soak in their next observation. Their next explanation. Their next lesson. A hitter takes a slider for a ball. Happens dozens of times in a baseball game. But how did he take it? Was he fooled? Was he leaning? Did he see it for what it was and pass on it for the fastball? Once that is settled, what’s the next pitch? Is it a fastball? Does this pitcher have the skills to throw it on the inner half of the plate? The courage?

So he’d have to know their hitters. He’d have to know his own pitchers better.

The whole conversation would last fifteen seconds, if that long. Then the next one would start. And that was how the summer went, thousands of short bursts strung together with epiphanies and ham sandwiches.

“I would warm up pitchers in between innings,” Erik said. “I would catch the bullpens, and they were talking to me during the bullpens, like teaching me. Not like, ‘Come on, you stupid kid. Figure this out.’ It was about the process. It was about the process and then grinding.”

They call that “leaving it all out on the field,” which is how one wins and advances or lives with losing. In Erik’s case, whether he becomes a big leaguer or church league all-star.

At the end of 2005, Basso talked the Blue Jays into sending Erik to the Arizona Fall League, which is where all the high-end prospects go for a thirty-game season that follows the minor-league season. Few players show up in the AFL having just hit .206 in Double-A. As few, perhaps, show up at twenty-five years old. Erik would be the third catcher. He would be assigned primarily to pitcher Charlie Zink, a knuckleballer who would be no fun to catch. Like Erik, Charlie was twenty-five. Charlie had never been drafted, instead signing as a free agent with the Boston Red Sox out of Savannah College of Arts and Design, which, on the occasion of Charlie’s major-league debut in 2008, had produced one major-league baseball player.

“Unless you’re a top prospect,” Erik said, “you need people in your corner. Mike being in my corner may have kept me employed. Then, how do you take advantage of that? What do you do with that opportunity?”

Erik reported to Peoria, Arizona, with the prospects. He introduced himself. He settled into the notion the organization, or parts of the organization, did kind of like him now. He had hit eleven home runs in New Hampshire, which wasn’t nothing. He was getting the hang of his new swing, even if the results didn’t always show it. He was a good catcher, he knew. And his head was full of the lessons Basso and Adair had imparted. Maybe he should have known he’d be a late bloomer, having grown up where year-round baseball was near impossible, then playing at a Division III school, then trying to convince people he wasn’t just a spare catcher who’d have his doubts but in the end would also refuse to go home.

He’d ended the minor-league regular season feeling good about himself. He still loved the game when they’d given him a chance to play. He’d found a coach who believed in him. By its nature, baseball swamps its clubhouses, its dugouts, its bus rides, and its psyches with failure. The manager is mad. The hitting coach is exasperated. The crowd boos. The backup catcher lowers his mask and gets to it. And there he was, in Arizona, in the fancy Fall League, lockering beside the prospects and Charlie Zink, playing in front of scouts who might appreciate the parts of his game the Blue Jays were only recently beginning to appreciate.

He hit .192.







Chapter 8

STANDING ROOM ONLY AT RAIN-DELAY THEATER

It’s not for everyone. Not forever. A few quit. The realists, perhaps. Or the weary. The defeated. Far more are “released from their contracts,” according to the language of the league, as though they were doves shooed from a cage at a funeral.

Either way, there’d be no sense in lingering.

There are long, commendable careers in baseball, those held far from the superstars. The large majority, on the fringes of twenty-six-man rosters, forty-man rosters, and organizational depth charts, get through the day and count that as a triumph. They live on the edge of the lineup, the roster, a career, and the manager’s patience, searching for signs they’ve fallen into or out of favor with the men who make decisions about who’s in and who’s out.

Some commit huge portions of their lives to it, only to learn that not only are they out, they were never really in. Others have only barely gotten warm when the notification comes: Not so fast, buddy, on that apartment rental in Manchester. A few squeeze through an opening so tiny, it’s a wonder they have arm hairs left.

But, man, that dream is big. And it’s not just theirs. It’s their dad’s, too. And their mom’s. Their friends’, every single one of them. Every teammate ever. Every coach. There is a world where the faded name written in black Sharpie on the back of a Detroit Tigers T-shirt actually exists. Baseball cards come to life. Television heroes say hi back. It’s a lot to give up on when the possibility, no matter how small, still exists.

A young man skilled enough to be scouted, drafted, and paid has probably played the game, practiced the game, thought about the game, and dreamed about the game for all but the first few years of his life. Maybe school wasn’t for him, and there was still baseball. Maybe his parents divorced. He still had baseball practice at three. Maybe he traveled from another country, the Dominican Republic or Venezuela or Mexico, say, and people stuffed a few bills in his pocket and cheered as the bus pulled away. Probably it had never occurred to him he wouldn’t be good enough one day, in spite of his nerves and homesickness and skinny calves. He’d get over that and be great and send money home and make his parents proud.

So now what? At twenty-two. At twenty-five. At thirty. A whole life flung into an equipment bag.

About 60 percent of players who log one day in the major leagues do not survive the three years generally required to qualify for salary arbitration, according to Major League Baseball Players Association data. Salary arbitration is a player’s first chance to be compensated based on his production and not on the miserly whims of management. Beyond that, the average player’s career is about four years, based on the union’s records.

By some estimates, there are three million youth baseball players in the United States. Ten million play worldwide. A major league roster has 26 players. Over thirty teams, that’s 780 players. Below that are 120 minor-league teams, so another 3,500 or so players. Ten percent of them ever make the big leagues. This is about the 90 percent.

No sport has a developmental system as vast or an attrition rate as severe. The numbers are one thing, a story about other guys who weren’t good enough or didn’t work hard enough. There isn’t a nineteen-year-old ballplayer who, in that time and that place, wouldn’t think he could cut it. No, they’re an at-bat away. They’re a manager who “gets it,” who gets them, away. A real opportunity away. And they’ll believe that all the way down the road, because they’ve never not been good enough before. It’s probably their first experience with permanence, and not the good kind of permanence, rather the kind that leaves a scar and asks, “Do you have a résumé? A diploma?”

To them, a world without baseball can look cold and dark. It may actually be cold and dark.

John Baker made it. He was drafted out of college and debuted in the major leagues as a twenty-seven-year-old and played parts of seven seasons with the Florida Marlins, San Diego Padres, and Chicago Cubs, six of those seasons as a backup catcher. He played his last major league game at thirty-three and found himself looking down a very long, winding road called the rest of his life.

“It’s like being thrown out of a helicopter into an ocean that is the real world,” Baker once observed. “Before that, you’re in perpetual Peter Pan–hood. You get to be a child. You live in a locker room. You’re around people who aren’t all that advanced from high school.”

This he presented as grounds to never leave.

In his final training camp, with the Seattle Mariners in 2015 and as a long shot to make the roster, he told the Seattle Times, “I still feel every day I show up I get a day younger.”

An even better reason to wait until you see the glint of the waiver wire.

Logan Gelbrich was in his car, driving in Southern California, a day off from hitting .152 for the A-ball Lake Elsinore Storm. His manager called. You’re released, he said a few weeks before the 2009 season was to end anyway.

A catcher until just then, Gelbrich steered toward the ballpark, passed suddenly former teammates boarding a bus for somewhere he wouldn’t be going, packed his gear, carried it back through the parking lot, and drove away. He was twenty-three years old.

He’d known that one day there would be no more baseball. That it was today, that it was now, that he could still smell yesterday’s game wafting from the duffel bag in his back seat, well, he supposed, that’s what hitting a buck fifty-two will get you, no matter the circumstances.

That’s what being a backup catcher will get you, too. Maybe he should have known. On his first day of professional baseball, he’d reported to Eugene, Oregon, and checked into the hotel where the players were housed.

“I’m walking down the hallway,” he recalled. “I pass another baseball-aged man, give him a nod, turn the corner, put my key card in the door.”

He let himself in. His new roommate was in the shower. Logan picked the other bed. In a few minutes, Rey Garramone, an eighteen-year-old pitcher from Denver, shuffled out of the bathroom. He was startled.

“Hey,” he said. “Uh, who are you?”

“I’m Logan.”

“Oh,” Rey said. “When I got in the shower the other guy was here.”

The baseball-aged man in the hallway. He didn’t even have a name anymore.

For the three months after Logan was released he wondered if the phone would ring. Once, and not so long before, he’d been sure he was special. He’d go to the big leagues one day, just the way he’d always seen it. Surely his team—the San Diego Padres—had gotten this wrong, but weren’t there twenty-nine other teams? Surely they saw it the same way he did. Hadn’t he come early every day? Hadn’t he sold out for the organization? Hadn’t he believed enough? Hadn’t he always had a talent for this?

He’d just wait it out. The clouds would pass. They always had. He’d be a catcher again.

“You know the rain-delay mentality?” he asked, twelve years later. “You got a rain delay, right? So, as a player, no matter how hard it rains you have to sit in the clubhouse thinking, ‘We’re going to play, we’re going to play, we’re going to play, we’re going to play,’ until an authority figure comes and tells you to be at the field tomorrow at whatever time. Because there’s no coming back from ‘There’s no way we’re playing, man.’ You can’t turn it back on. So I didn’t really allow myself a lot of latitude to sort it all out. I think it was just this romantic thing, like grind it out. Just grind it out. What are you going to do, you know?”

At Thanksgiving, at the end of those three quiet and mostly lonely months, he told his parents he was going to find something else to do. He was quitting. First he’d been fired, then he quit. Then, for the first time, he allowed himself to cry.

Several years later, on the best day of Nick McCoy’s baseball career, he stood in a Tampa, Florida, locker room, wearing a New York Yankees uniform, staring at a wall, on which was posted the team’s schedule for the day. Dozens of Yankees were running off in dozens of directions, part of the charm of spring training unless you’re the new guy trying to understand it all. While searching for his name among those he recognized but did not know, he felt a presence at his shoulder, someone looking for his own name.

Nick turned slightly, not all the way, coolly letting his peripheral vision do most of the work. He was twenty-four, had not played above Class A or been in a big-league clubhouse or met any of those men whose names he recognized, so the plan was to blend in. Make no loud noises or sudden moves. Act like he belonged. Try not to gape.

“Hey, man,” Derek Jeter said, “let’s have a good one out there today.”

He cuffed Nick on the shoulder.

“Yeah, you too,” Nick squeaked.

The schedule said he was to report to the main field. His assignment was to play catch with Mariano Rivera. If you were unsure about the difference between minor- and major-league baseball, you could start with the fact one is summoned from off-site to warm up the other. An hour before, Nick had walked into the Yankees minor-league facility, which was down the block and across Dale Mabry Boulevard from major-league camp, and while he probably could have run between the camps in a few minutes, the distance between the two facilities was more accurately measured in lifetimes.

“Mac,” a coach there had shouted, meaning Nick, “they need you across the street.”

So he tossed his gear into the back of his truck and got away from the parking lot before they changed their minds. A few minutes later a security guard checked his clipboard and waved him into the players lot. He hoisted the bag over his shoulder, walked the long hallway that curled from the left-field foul pole to the first base–side clubhouse, and held up his identification for the man at the door. On a cool Saturday morning in March, not yet two years after he’d been drafted, Nick found his locker. A pinstriped jersey and pants hung inside. He didn’t reach for the uniform at first. Instead he memorized the view and thought, “I’m in the major leagues. I’m a Yankee.”

Technically, he was a minor-league backup catcher borrowed from minor-league camp for a spring training morning, but that didn’t alter the gravity of the moment or Nick’s sense that his journey would somehow, some way, lead him here eventually. When one day it became permanent, he’d know his way around and he’d remember the young man who’d been so wide-eyed.

“A pretty cool day,” he said. “A day that was, for me, validation. Like, ‘I can do this. I am doing this.’”

The Yankees had selected him in the thirty-sixth round, 1,105th overall, in 2010, the 136th of 179 catchers drafted. The Yankees accounted for four of those catchers, including McCoy, whose bat had perked up in his senior season at the University of San Diego. While there, he’d become friendly with two regulars at USD games, women he knew as Mrs. Oppenheimer and Mrs. Eppler. They sat near the home team’s on-deck circle. They knew their baseball. He’d smile and wave and they’d ask how he was doing and he’d tell them he thought his bat was coming around. They’d tell him, yes, they could tell.

Priscilla Oppenheimer was for many years the director of operations for the San Diego Padres, a pioneer in the male-dominated game. Her son, Damon, was the Yankees scouting director. Judy Eppler’s son, Billy, was the Yankees assistant general manager. A rising talent, he would become a general manager with the Los Angeles Angels and New York Mets. Baseball women, Mrs. Oppenheimer and Mrs. Eppler had raised baseball kids into baseball men.

As the draft approached, “They must have told them, ‘Hey, we need this guy,’” Nick said with a laugh.

He was drafted a year after the Yankees signed Gary Sanchez, a sixteen-year-old catcher from the Dominican Republic the organization believed would one day be a superstar. Sanchez was five years younger than Nick and already had the big body and power stroke scouts staked their careers on. The Yankees gave him $3 million to sign. Nick was a guy who knew the scouting director’s mom.

They’d become regular teammates in the low minors. If Nick needed a reminder of the obstacles ahead, of all that would have to go his way were he to rise from the thirty-sixth round through the minor leagues and into the major leagues, he’d only have to consider Gary Sanchez’s gift for putting the bat barrel on the baseball. Not many had it. Nick did not have it. But he worked at it. He became dedicated to the thousand other details that came with becoming a major-league catcher. He chased perfect where he could, where there was no perfect to be had, then reported to right field to play catch with the greatest closer of all time.

On his way through the dugout he gloved a baseball. He put two in his right back pocket and two more in his left back pocket, spares in case his nerves got the better of him. You can’t have Mariano Rivera chasing down baseballs all over Tampa.

They don’t all make it, which is how the system works and why those who do make it are special. There’s often little daylight between the young men who survive the cuts and those who don’t, between the young men who won’t let go and those who do, between the young men who refuse to consider the reality or turn the car around and drive home. They come from the same places, a lot of them. Then their stories start.

Twice before Logan Gelbrich sat at a computer on draft day hoping in vain to see his name rise from the ether, once after his senior year of high school and again after his junior year of college. Like Nick a catcher at the University of San Diego, Logan was chosen on the second day of the last draft for which he’d be eligible. In truth, by then, the thirty-fifth round, 1,065 players in, Logan had turned away. His dad, Jerry, shouted the news from the other side of a house in Vista, California. “The Padres!” he said, and Logan would be damned if the skies hadn’t cleared and the field hadn’t dried up, just as he had always told himself to be ready. Already he’d developed his rain-delay mentality. It was going to happen until it didn’t. And it was always going to happen.

Every winter he’d attended a baseball camp in San Diego, starting when he was in middle school. For three days he’d listen to the teachings of a man named Strech Suba, catching guru, then later—when no one was watching—write down everything he could remember. By the end of the drive home, Logan would have picked one element of the weekend to master. He’d practice that for 362 days, until it was time to return to the camp and show Strech.

In the winter of Logan’s freshman year of high school, Strech said the words that would dominate Logan’s next twelve months: pop time. This is the eyeblink between a catcher’s mitt and middle infielder’s glove, a throw from home to second base, the last defense against a base stealer. It gets its name from the sound the ball makes on either end of the play. The standard, Strech told them, was 1.9 seconds.

Logan, then fourteen, got himself a stopwatch and a fellow catcher. They practiced for months. One day, thousands of throws later, the stopwatch said 1.88. And that was the day he thought, “That’s it, I’m gonna be a big leaguer, says so right here.” Four years of high school passed, then four years of college, some years playing 150 baseball games, and then two years of pro ball went by. His dad was a salesman. His mom was an airline attendant. They managed their schedules to fit the baseball schedules of Logan and his younger brother, Taylor, also a catcher.

Logan played in forty-nine professional baseball games. One summer he hit .240. The next he hit .152. He threw much of his childhood into a passion that made him stronger, even smarter, that filled his days and imagination, that rounded him off, and in the end he had forty-nine games, all of them as the third or fourth catcher.

“It felt like a blood bath,” he said over tacos one night in Venice, California. “That you can lose your job at any moment. It felt like we’re all trying to get a job. So winning was like not really a thing. It felt hard. Really hard. If you’re in my situation where you’re catching every third night or fourth night, you feel like you’ve got to capitalize. It’s hard to get a rhythm going and not place extra weight on any one given day. It’s hard to settle in. And I felt like I had to prove myself every day.

“I was living that line from Bull Durham, where he’s like, ‘I’m one Texas Leaguer a week, one squeaker through the infield away.’ My first year, I got exactly a hundred at-bats and twenty-four hits. All these years later, I can still tell you about that double that got robbed at the wall. I can tell you about the diving play the next day. The line drive that was just foul. I so wanted to go home with a .300 batting average behind me. It would just look way different than .240.”

He returned for his second season, played less, hit less, and then the nameless baseball-aged man, packing up and going home, was him.

So come that Thanksgiving, he needed to mourn. So, too, did his mother and father, as they’d been around for so much of the ride, usually at the wheel. Few episodes of parenthood rest as uneasily as watching your child eulogize part of himself, a part that once made them feel happy or relevant or passionate.

Logan would not be a catcher anymore. He would not be a major leaguer. The dreams and the stopwatch had lied. The rain wasn’t ever going to let up.

If there was to be any comfort in it, it’d be that there were a lot more of him than the rest. There was only one person he knew of, however, that was sitting in his bedroom wondering how his life was going to go.

“I hadn’t been doing it for anyone else,” he said. “There wasn’t any of that. There wasn’t any of that even at a young age. I had the coolest parents ever. But my dad was going to hold me accountable. He wasn’t going to let me be the kid who says, ‘I want to play major league baseball’ and then not do the other part. But I didn’t need a lot of help. We had this kind of mutual agreement about that. So there wasn’t a weird pressure thing. When I got released, in my mind it was the same thing, the rain-delay thing, and I was moving about the world as if I was going to re-sign somewhere. A couple of those conversations came up. In my heart of hearts, though, I was done. I knew I was done for a while.”

Joseph Strech Suba was born in Pasadena, Texas, on June 25, 1955. On that night, his father, James, was playing in a semiprofessional baseball game in South Dakota. After two daughters, James had his first son. He’d decided to name a boy after his own father, Joseph, and also the delivery doctor in Houston, who went by the nickname “Stretch.” James and Stretch had been friends since college. On the phone from South Dakota, James dictated the details for the birth certificate.

“I don’t know, I guess my dad just didn’t know how to spell ‘Stretch,’ [which] is why he didn’t put the second T in,” Strech said. “I have won many a beer in a bar over that fact. If I hadn’t grown to be six foot three everybody would know me as Joe or Joey.”

James played ball for years in the old Texas League and also threw batting practice for the Houston Colt .45s, then the Astros, from 1964 to 1977. His boy, Strech, grew up catching a lot of those batting practices.

Strech was going to be a big-league catcher too, once. First he played at Arizona State, where he was teammates with future major leaguers Kenny Landreaux, Chris Bando, and Floyd Bannister. Then he played at Oklahoma Christian. He signed with the Houston Astros out of a tryout camp. He played one minor-league season, in 1977, hit .172, and that was that. The Astros offered him a job as a bullpen catcher/batting practice pitcher/whatever needed to be done that day. He accepted and did that for thirty-six years, ending in 2012.

“I feel it was God’s providence,” Strech said. “Because I’m a religious man. I felt like God was saying, ‘You have a role in baseball, it’s just not going to be as a player.’”

For that reason, Strech didn’t fight the end of his playing days as others might. There was a second reason, too.

“Listen,” he said, “it comes down to a point of natural talent. Because if practice made you good enough, you’d see mules in the Kentucky Derby.”

Strech remembered young Logan from the camps in San Diego. He was the kid who was early to the field every morning, his uniform clean, his shin guards on, his eyes clear. Strech loved the eager ones. They also worried him some. He feared they were so wrapped up in how their lives were supposed to turn out there’d be no peace for them in a different outcome, no satisfaction in a smaller portion of the dream. He also couldn’t deny his admiration for the go-getters, the gamers, as only they would learn what could be real and what could not. So Strech taught them the fundamentals, encouraged them to stay at it, offered the perspective to not make it their entire lives, and sent them off to another baseball season. And whenever the Astros came to Los Angeles, and Strech squatted down for another bullpen session in the early evening, he’d smile at the young man leaning over the rail, watching from the stands. It was Logan. Strech waved. In the quiet before the game, he considered the boys and young men like Logan. If they’re to make it, the game would have to be everything to them. But it couldn’t be everything if they didn’t. He had no answer for that.

As Nick McCoy remembered it, he was the kid who barely made every team he ever tried out for. On the first day of freshman baseball tryouts at Mount Carmel High School in San Diego, sixty boys loitered around the backstop and dugouts, including Nick. It seemed to him that almost everyone was bigger than he was. More than two-thirds of them would be cut. The program had produced Billy Beane, a first-round draft pick who would flop in the big leagues but become general manager of the Oakland A’s and the subject of the book Moneyball, and Eric Chavez, a first rounder and multiple Gold Glove Award winner, among others. Mount Carmel was, if not exactly a baseball factory, certainly a program with hardball chops.

The roster was posted one morning next to the door of a temporary classroom, what amounted to a trailer. Sixteen boys were named. “McCoy, Nick” was listed last. He’d be the backup catcher. He walked tall through the hallways that day and then hardly played.

To be born into baseball does not nullify the fragile existence within it. While the game sometimes forgives soft bodies, slow feet, wandering attention spans, wide hips, stooped postures, and peculiar mechanics, and asks for a certain romanticism from the hearts of boys and girls who fall in love with it for any old reason, it also demands uncommon precision.

Eventually the game becomes about velocity and violence and, often, power. It’s about talent, too, of course, and a body that holds up against the rigors of an everyday sport. And luck. And luck might become at-bats, playing time that wouldn’t otherwise come if not for someone else’s injury or someone else’s lousy attitude or someone else’s pessimism or someone else’s rainout.

Nick played four professional seasons. He hit .188. He was a backup catcher. Sixteen summers before, he’d raised his hand and cinched up a chest protector stiff with the last guy’s sweat. He hit some and had the bat knocked out of his hands some, he asked a lot of questions and listened to the answers and aimed himself at whatever was next. He’d barely made rosters and kept coming and got two at-bats over his first two years of college and kept coming and said hi to the nice ladies near the on-deck circle and kept coming and played himself to Double-A with the New York Yankees and had a catch with Mariano Rivera one day and the struggle seemed so… normal.

“I played football in San Diego when I was in second grade,” he recalled. “I was eight years old and it was my first memory of begging my mother to let me play football. And she finally did. And the first day I wanted to quit because I was sixty-five pounds playing with eighty-five-pound kids, just getting my teeth knocked in. And she said, ‘You can quit. That’s fine. But you can’t do it until the end of the year.’

“That just stuck with me as a real pivotal moment in developing my character. Who I am as a person. I was never, and still am not, an overly gifted person or athlete, but I think at some point along the line I developed this trait. And if I do have one trait, it’s the ability to focus and to persevere.”

Six managers later, after time spent on the phantom disabled list, after a real injury to his hand that required him to catch bullpen sessions with a cast on his throwing hand, after too many summers spent chasing too few at-bats, Nick asked the Yankees for his release. He was twenty-six. He had no money. He believed he could still play. All that he needed to do was find someone else who also believed.

The Yankees told him that walking away from the organization in July would harm his future in the game. If he wanted to keep playing, if he wanted to coach or scout or work in baseball in any capacity, he should see out the season, at least. So he spent two more months in baseball. He dressed for games. He caught those bullpens. He watched the South Atlantic League season end from the bench. And he got on with the sadness of seeing it all pass, mostly without him.

As summer snuck up on fall, as familiar two-lane roads disappeared behind him, he found that the backs of those buses were as good a place as any for a hard cry. He wasn’t going to be a baseball player anymore. The end had come too soon.

“I kept thinking,” he said. “ ‘So you guys think I stink and you think my character is great or I’m a good communicator or clubhouse guy or whatever.’ And it’s like, well, what about my dream? What about what I want to do? And I think that was the moment of reality. The veil was lifted. You have this belief until the world shows you otherwise.”







Chapter 9

DON’T SHOOT THE BACKUP CATCHER

There are at least three reasons for an American to play wintertime baseball in the Dominican Republic.

First, the experience can be to-its-roots fantastic. Stadiums are filled with the sounds of drums and merengue, the aroma of beer, and a joy that can rinse away the day’s film. The men and women, boys and girls, of Santiago and La Romana and Santo Domingo and other towns welcome home with fanatical devotion the hardball paragons who played their way off the island and north to las Grandes Ligas. A simple base hit in the late innings of a close game seems to shake a ballpark a foot or two down the road. The American who joins the local club is, for a month or two, himself a local and afforded all due celebrity status. As long as he hits.

Second, the at-bats—or innings—can be plentiful, and against more than reasonable competition. For an American minor leaguer or fringe big leaguer who seeks batter’s box repetitions (or redemption), the Liga de Béisbol Profesional de la República Dominicana is a test of his skill, for one, and his nerves, for another, and his digestive system, if he’s not careful. Winning baseball games in November and December is important. An untidy ten games will have a manager fired. Two hits in fifteen at-bats will find a top American prospect paying his own way back to Las Américas International Airport.

Third, it’s an off-season job that isn’t pouring concrete or teaching PE or driving Uber. Maybe it’s a couple thousand dollars a week or more, with a place to live and a few meals covered and a new culture to meet.

And so in the first week of November 2009, Erik Kratz, twenty-nine years old, career minor leaguer, arrived in Santo Domingo with Sarah at his side, a baby strapped to his chest, a toddler in a stroller, and a convoy of suitcases behind him.

He was on the island for all three reasons. At first, for the money. He would be paid $8,500 a month to be a catcher for Las Águilas Cibaeñas in Santiago, in the hills of northern Dominican Republic. In eight years as a professional ballplayer, he’d not made that kind of money. He’d be given a two-bedroom apartment to live in, including twice-a-week maid service. As in all things Kratzes and baseball, there was hardly any separating the two. Brayden turned three that winter. Ethan took his first steps. Sarah, thanks to a housekeeper named Argentina, learned to cook the Dominican way. To this day, burrito night at the Kratzes is about as close to auténtica as you’ll find in Telford, Pennsylvania.

Which was how Erik found himself standing in the outfield of Santiago’s Estadio Cibao on a sweltering fall afternoon, sweating through his uniform and shagging batting practice fly balls with $4,250 in large and small bills stuffed into his pants.

For an American in the Dominican Republic for the first time, there is a sudden and sober comprehension of where some teammates, many of whom have become friends, come from. What they come from. The island is beautiful and also leaden with poverty. Food, water, and electricity are spotty. Many of the floors are dirt and the roofs are tin. No matter how many Dominican boys have covered a now well-traveled path to American baseball, the journey remains just as long, just as arduous, as it was decades ago. Erik and Sarah were at once charmed by the people, saddened for their despair, and inspired by their fight.

Life there can be hard. Erik knew something about pushing a dollar about as far as it would go, about stocking up on peanut butter to cover the last hours before payday, but this wasn’t that.

Following one of his first road games, Erik had fallen asleep on the late-night bus ride home. Upon arriving in Santiago, the bus made several stops, letting out players on corners or beneath overpasses in their barrios. As the bus neared his stop, Erik was jostled awake by a teammate, one of the Dominican locals, crawling over him and toward the door. His eyes slowly focused in the darkness. Yellow headlights reflected off nearby homes and cars, creating dark shadows inside the bus. His teammate had one hand on the seat back in front of Erik and the other was braced on the cushion behind Erik’s head. In the nearest hand was a pistol. Erik could see it was loaded. He sat very still.

“I’ll never—it’s seared into my mind—forget the look on his face and the position he had his gun at,” Erik said more than a decade later. “He wasn’t faking it. He wasn’t trying to be cool. He truly felt like when the bus pulled away there was going to be somebody there waiting to jack him. He was going to shoot his way home if he had to.”

The next afternoon he encountered the same teammate in the clubhouse, where there was a makeshift safe for players to keep their firearms. By batting practice the safe would be nearly full.

“I asked about it,” he said, “and all the guys are like, ‘Yeah, Papi, you never know. They know when your game is done. All they have to do is wait.’”

He replied, “OK, well, maybe just hold it away from me? On the bus? You know, that could go off. Every time that goes off, like, a bullet comes out of it.”

On an afternoon not long after, Erik arrived at a ten-foot high, six-inch-thick wood door. He knocked. A muffled voice invited him in. A serious-looking woman sat at an oak desk. Erik stood on the other side of the desk. It was payday.

The woman found Erik’s name under the Ks, leaned behind the desk, and reappeared with a stack of $100 bills, U.S. currency. She counted out twenty. She ducked under the desk again and came up with a large black trash bag, which she hoisted onto her lap. She fished through the bag—“Like a mom looking for a pacifier in a diaper bag,” he recalled—and counted out $2,240 in twenties. She went back into the bag for the last $10. She aligned the bills, put the whole thing, the size of a brick, into an envelope, turned the roster toward Erik, and with a pen pointed to a line, where Erik signed.

He heaved open the wood door and left. He scanned the corridor. He jammed the money where he figured no one would look, which, of course, would be the first place someone would look.

Back in the clubhouse, with batting practice beginning and a game scheduled after that, Erik considered his options. He could leave the money in his locker. He could, as many players had, hand over the money to the clubhouse attendant, who would place it in the gun safe, which was a thin plywood box with a lock on it. The lock, he calculated, wasn’t going to put up much of a fight. Or, he could continue his day with the money right where it was.

He opted to keep his friends close and his money closer.

Later, he caught the eye of one of the other American players, motioned him over, and peeled back his waistband. The envelope was so wet it had all but dissolved, as if it had gone through a wash cycle. The bills on each end of the brick were damp and dark.

“Ah,” the player said, as though he’d seen it many times. “Over here.”

One of the U.S. players had purchased a metal safe and secured it to the bottom of his locker with heavy screws, then covered the whole thing in clothes, shoes, and gear. Erik handed over the money and hoped he’d see it again.

At the end of the night, when he was walking the last half mile in the dark to his apartment, he turned to a Dominican teammate headed to the same apartment complex.

“You have your, uh, you know?”

“I got us, Papi,” he said and patted a bulge under his shirt. “I got us.”

It’s not paranoid if everybody else is packing.

In a place where they celebrate baseball every day the way Americans do Game 7s, where even small acts of on-field artfulness are reason enough for a song and another round of Presidentes, Erik did more than just find his way around. After eight seasons of minor-league baseball, where the mission of player development often overrides the by-product that is the final score, he was surrounded by grown men who wanted to win. The game played to the crowds. The players themselves believed in a sixth tool—ballplayers ordinarily come, at best, with five—and that was entertainment value, being showy. So when the curtain came up in the evenings, they smiled and laughed and moved to the music. Erik recalled pitcher Jose Lima, who three years before had concluded a thirteen-year major-league career, signing baseballs and throwing them into the crowd… as he was coming off the mound. The games reminded Erik of why he’d taken to baseball in the first place. He had fun. He was around people—not only players, but coaches, managers, general managers, and owners—whose first priority was to beat the team across from them. If it came with trumpets, bongos, and a güira, all the better.

The last time he’d experienced anything like the Dominican winter league—without the guitars, the noisemakers, the people in the stands, or the cash in his pants—was in college, where the outcome of every game felt significant. He wondered, in fact, why he hadn’t previously come to the Dominican Republic to play baseball, then remembered he hadn’t been invited. Or, actually, he’d been invited the season before, then a few days later disinvited, not because he’d become a worse baseball player or Aguilas had found someone better, but because of a simple minor-league transaction that would be meaningless to everyone but Erik Kratz and the general manager of Águilas Cibaeñas.

Hector Luna was a teammate of Erik’s in Triple-A Syracuse. Luna was from Monte Cristi, in the Dominican Republic’s northwest, near the border with Haiti and a two-hour drive from Santiago. He was a couple years younger than Erik, had some big-league time with the St. Louis Cardinals, Cleveland Indians, and Toronto Blue Jays, and by the end of his career would play eleven winter seasons for Águilas. Erik had twenty-two extra-base hits in forty games for the Syracuse Chiefs that summer.

“You’re going to be my teammate in Águilas,” Luna told Erik, who thought that sounded like a great idea.

Luna called Águilas’s general manager, a man named Winston Llenas. Born and raised in Santiago, Llenas played professional baseball for twenty-three years, parts of six of those years in the major leagues. Also, hardly anyone at home called him Winston. To the locals, he was Chilote. While he grew to be just five foot ten, 165 pounds, he started out big. When Winston was born in 1943, an uncle came to the hospital to visit. He took a look at Winston and uttered the words that became the nickname that stuck: “That’s a lot of baby.”

“Chichilote,” later shortened to “Chilote.”

He called Erik, introduced himself as Chilote, and offered $8,000 a month to play ball in Santiago. He’d send the contract. Erik had himself an off-season job.

Forty-eight hours after he’d hung up the phone, Erik was demoted to Double-A New Hampshire. A few days after that Chilote called back.

“Yeah, we have your contract,” he said. “I just have a question. Did you get sent down to Double-A?”

“Yeah…,” Erik half said, half sighed. “But, look, nothing’s changed. They had a lot of catchers. I’m still the same player.”

“Well,” Chilote said, “you know, it’s something that we just have to watch. And you know, you let me know, you let me know. Maybe we’ll think about it again.”

Like that, he was out twenty-five grand and back to framing houses.

Another offer came late the following summer, however, after he’d spent an entire season in Triple-A, and a week before Thanksgiving he landed in the Dominican Republic. It didn’t take long before he’d fallen in love with the place and the people and was promising himself he’d return for as many winters as they’d have him. Except he hit .065. And no amount of standout defense—and he was by then becoming a splendid catcher—makes up for 2 for 31.

Chilote never called again.

Back in the US, Erik was getting close to becoming a major leaguer. After reaching minor-league free agency and signing with the Pittsburgh Pirates, he’d hit .273 with 11 home runs and 30 doubles in 93 games in the summer of 2009 for the Triple-A Indianapolis Indians. For the first time since college, he was the undisputed No. 1 catcher. Creeping up on thirty, he’d played nearly six hundred minor-league games, stood in for nearly 2,100 plate appearances, gotten married, had two children (a third was on the way), lugged concrete, hammered nails, tutored Little Leaguers, mowed giant lawns, eaten at so many sandwich shops he’d begun to assume every meal came off a conveyor toaster, and saw all the blue highways east of Louisville.

If hard travel followed by a hard game, day after day after day, was a character builder, then Erik was full up on that end. Sarah’s and his initial plan to give professional baseball five years had been replaced by the promise of being a Triple-A All Star and the lure of regular proximity to the big leagues. As tired as he was of random truck stops, thin paychecks, thinner mattresses, and hosting a career dictated by other people, he also couldn’t stop when he was a single urgent phone call away.

Also, of course, the game still ran through him, he knew, by the way it made his heart beat. Also by the way it infuriated him.

So, occasionally, when his dad wasn’t around to nudge him along and Sarah had said about all she could say on the matter, Erik would find himself alone on a sidewalk outside a ballpark in, say, southern New Hampshire, where he’d ponder the rest of his life. With any luck, a man such as Bill Masse would come by.

Bill Masse had been an outfielder. He topped out in Triple-A when, above him, the New York Yankees had Bernie Williams, Paul O’Neill, and Danny Tartabull. He played his last game at twenty-nine years old and by thirty-two was a minor-league manager. In 2007, he was assigned the post in Manchester. Masse brought a breathy laugh that players imitated from the end of the bench, out of his earshot, because he also had a stern side that was real and loud and profane (and players also imitated).

“He was larger than life,” Erik said. “And he was definitely in it for the love of the game.”

When Masse made eye contact with young players, whether on their way up or down or out, they knew they were about to get the truth. Late one night, he’d had about enough of the losing and the griping. He’d heard enough excuses. He held a stats sheet in a postgame clubhouse, studied that, went a fresh shade of red, and let it all out. As Erik recalled, the speech went something like this, much of it in an affected, sing-songy falsetto:

“Oooh, I’m a pitcher. How’s my changeup? How’s your changeup? How’s your changeup? It just got hit into the river for the second time! That’s how your changeup is! And hitters! ‘I, I, I can’t buy a hit!’ I can’t buy a hit? It’s August! And you have seven RBIs! In August! And you ask, ‘When am I going to go up to Triple-A?’ We’re going to have to call Triple-A to come pick you up! Your whole career is broken down!”

He went around the room, making sure everyone took home with them a little piece of Bill Masse that night and had some new material for the end of the bench the following day.

It was the same Bill Masse who, not long after, came upon his crestfallen backup catcher on the sidewalk, leaning against a wall, sorting out his life.

“Should I quit?” Erik asked.

He needed an honest answer. He’d never really asked for anything else but that, not for years.

Erik looked him in the eye, knowing Masse wouldn’t let him chase a life that wasn’t ever going to be there for him. If there was a reason for hope, if somebody like Masse saw something in him, if Masse could even imagine an opening up ahead somewhere, then Erik would push on through small towns new and familiar, along every dusty road, taste-test every combo meal, and play ball. One day soon, baseball’s next commissioner, Rob Manfred, would argue that the minor-league life was less a job and more like an apprenticeship, and for that the players should be grateful. When Erik walked into a ballpark, whether it be Manchester’s Shiver on the River, so named by players who huddled against the cold winds that blew off the Merrimack River, or some slice of Americana on the other side of a map’s crease, he was happy to be there. More than that, he felt like he belonged. Some guys, he knew, kept up the chase for the sake of the chase. Some had nowhere else to go. They had no plan B. He’d watch them go through their days, hear them in the back of the bus, listen to their stories from the night before, and wonder what it must be like to be so carefree. Erik liked to laugh. He liked to work. He loved the game. There had to be more, however, than showing up for the benefit of scouting reports he’d never see, opinions he’d never hear, and prospects he’d never outrun.

Then again, maybe it was just Manchester. Not that it wasn’t a lovely place, if, granted, kind of chilly in April and September, and still, again, lovely. But five times across five seasons he’d packed up the barn that doubled as an apartment, and five times Sarah and he would agree that they liked the place very much, and five times said something like “Well, we’ll never be back here,” somewhere between wistful and excited for what was next. Because Manchester was Double-A baseball. And maybe he’d do Double-A once or twice. Certainly not three times. Four? No way. Then they did it a fifth time.

It was the fourth time through Manchester that led Erik to the sidewalk, that had Bill Masse stumble into Erik’s moment of existential disquiet.

“I’m hitting,” Erik said to Masse. “But no matter how well I hit, they don’t think I can.”

Masse nodded. The year Masse batted .316, hit 19 home runs, and had 91 RBIs for the Triple-A Columbus Clippers, when he was twenty-six years old, he went home, rested up, and returned the next season to Columbus.

“Should I ask for my release,” Erik asked, “and see what happens? And if I don’t get it, is it over for me?”

The man he trusted to give him the truth said, “No. You can’t quit. You’re better than this. You can still play. You need to stay.”

By then, Erik didn’t know what he’d wanted to hear. But he had his answer. He’d keep going for as long as Masse’s words stuck. Two days later, Masse called him into his office. Erik wondered if he’d changed his mind.

“You’re going to Syracuse,” Masse said.

There’d been an injury. Syracuse was Triple-A. He’d be a phone call from the big leagues. Again. He was glad he hadn’t gone home. He was reasonably sure he hadn’t wanted to.

“How close I was to actually quitting, I don’t know,” Erik said fifteen years later, after he’d driven away from his last ballpark. “I was probably making $1,850 a month, so it wasn’t like I would have been walking away from some high-paying job.”

The minor leagues are a place where lanky teenagers and young men become bigger and stronger, in spite of the prison food that passes as pregame meals. At the same time, the same young men can become fragile, questioning their choices, unsure about who they should be listening to, afraid to appear weak even to themselves. Mike Trout was nineteen when he debuted in the major leagues. So was Bryce Harper. And Juan Soto. Clayton Kershaw was twenty, as were Ronald Acuña Jr. and Ozzie Albies. Salvador Perez was twenty-one. There are enough examples of players tearing through the minor leagues and producing immediately in the major leagues to heighten the angst of those on a normal, nonlinear, dust-in-the-eyes progression to wherever they’ll end up.

Now take a former Division III catcher with a family and bills to pay and a dream to chase near his thirtieth birthday. What comes are days of uncertainty filling in around the optimism, questions like Erik’s to Bill Masse where he doesn’t know for sure what he doesn’t want to know. There were, to be sure, glorious days and nights in the minor leagues for Erik, and children born, lifetime friendships made, and of course nobody made him stick around to play baseball. The game pushed him along at least as much as he resolutely dragged it behind him, so he might have been loath to pick up his feet, lest he learn which was the greater force.

He would have company at the end of the bench, where in the quiet times he might sit and stare across a windswept diamond, brilliant in its symmetry, occasionally cruel in its intentions. Hardly anybody makes it much further than where they are at that very moment, which is deep inside their own head and just short—or impossibly short—of where they want to be.

And what if he were to find his way to advance one more level, two more levels? Would he be fulfilled then? Happy? Would it have been worth it?

Then, what of those who’d encouraged him? Could he quit on Sarah? Hadn’t she put at least as much into this as he had? Didn’t he owe it to her? To his dad? To the man—Mike Martin—whose barn in Harrisonburg he’d been hitting in every winter? To Ernie Whitt, the former All Star who’d help shape Erik’s defense? To Dwayne Murphy, the hitting coach who’d patiently reconstructed his swing? To host families who cooked for him and went to his games to let him know he had a friend in the crowd, someone to holler his name and remind him he’d get ’em next time? To Mike Basso?

Every minor leaguer who survives even a few feet of the gauntlet answers to himself first and then to the love and lessons poured into him from the small community of men and women who hollowed a toehold for him. It could be Bill Masse. It could be Strech Suba. It could be a guy with a safe in a clubhouse in the Dominican Republic. They all play a part. They all provide a memory that holds a guy, a backup catcher, say, to the responsibility of one last weight room rep, ten more minutes of preparation, or one last summer. It becomes two last reps. Twenty minutes of prep. Two more summers.

They all had those times. They all had those people.

By the spring of 2009, Vance Wilson was thirty-six years old and beginning to feel every day of it. Since his first afternoon in the backyard of his family’s small house in Mesa, Arizona, he’d been a catcher. And while his knees held up, his arm hadn’t. Among the elite catch-and-throw catchers in whatever league would have him, including eight seasons in the major leagues, Wilson was by 2009 recovering from his second Tommy John surgery. The surgeons were running out of parts to keep his elbow together.

He was proud of his arm. Three times in his career he’d thrown out at least 45 percent of would-be base stealers, and once led the whole league. Some years the league average for catchers was less than 30 percent. Those are numbers that get you a job when general managers are browsing through available backups in January.

This time, though the scar healed, his arm seemed slow, or disconnected, just different. In camp with the Kansas City Royals, he’d spring from his crouch, pivot on his feet, unleash a throw to second base and… nothing. The ball floated across the diamond.

He stretched his arm, iced it, heated it, rested it. Then, the same thing. The same outcome. The same sorry one-hopper.

Sensing a crisis, Wilson picked up his phone. If there was a way back, if this was solvable and not the end of an arm that had given its all and was now shot, there was one man who would know it. He called Zeke.

“Zeke” was Blake Zimmerman. He was a thirty-first-round pick of the Cardinals in 1972. He played one minor-league season as a backup catcher. He became a coach, first for thirteen years at the junior college in Mesa, then for a couple decades in the Angels organization. Sometimes they overlapped.

“I mean, I’m religious,” Wilson said, “but he would be right below those guys up above us.”

Wilson had one offer to play college baseball, from a coach in Utah who promised him a 50 percent scholarship and four days later took a job at another school. He took the scholarship money with him. Wilson then had the option of the junior college in town or a construction site. That was when Zeke introduced himself. He said Vance was welcome to walk on, no promises, but he’d love to have him.

“My whole redshirt year,” Wilson recalled, “he just built me from the ground up as a catcher, every aspect of catching—the leadership, the fundamentals, everything.”

They started with throws of sixty feet, sixty of them a day. Wilson had a habit of curling his wrist toward his forearm—it’s called “wrapping” the ball, a quirk more common among pitchers—which Zeke believed was of no benefit and actually wasted time on throws to bases.

“He taught me what a healthy obsession with being great was,” Wilson said. “So he’s going to get rid of the wrap. The deal was, we’re going to do sixty throws at sixty feet here, and do every single one perfect. As soon as I would wrap, I had to start over. And he never let me off the hook. I could be there for twenty minutes or I could be there for three hours.”

It’s what a guy does. Come the following season, after receiving a year of catching wisdom and watching a lot of baseball, Wilson was the starting catcher. The first few games went fine. The next did not.

“There was a bunt and I didn’t really come out vocal,” Wilson said. “I didn’t come out as a leader and all that. And Zeke stopped the whole game and undressed me on the field, saying that I’d wasted his time for a year. He’s taught me how to be a vocal leader. And that’s how I show him respect. And it was kind of along the lines of that, where I’m like, ‘OK, I got it. Like, wow, you’ll always be able to hear me from now on.’

“It was just that kind of in-your-face, brutal honesty that most people will tell you they want. They’ll tell you they want it until it arrives.”

Nearly twenty years later, Zeke answered his phone. He was in Tempe, at the complex where the Angels trained and he coached.

“Hey, man,” Wilson said, “can I come over there? Will you watch me throw? My arm’s not coming along.”

“Meet me here,” Zeke said.

Wilson changed out of his Royals blue and into generic workout clothes and drove across Phoenix. Maybe they’d start over from sixty feet, he thought. Whatever it was, he was ready to work, ready to sweat, ready to find a way back, however long it took.

He found Zeke on a back field. Zeke was wearing flip-flops and had most of a six-pack of beer beside him. He handed one to Wilson. They caught up, laughed at some of the memories.

“OK,” Zeke finally said, “show me what’s going on.”

Wilson walked off about sixty feet, out of habit. He threw a ball to Zeke. He held up his mitt, waiting to get the ball back.

“You’re locking your front leg out,” Zeke said. “That’s what rehab guys do to protect their arms. Bend your leg and keep it nice and firm. You’ll be fine. And, hey, Vance, it was really good catching up.”

Zeke picked up what was left of the six-pack and walked away.

The next day, when Wilson threw to second base, it was with a bent leg. The throw was hard and accurate. He was an elite catch-and-throw guy again.

“A hundred percent Zeke, man,” Wilson said, laughing. “A hundred percent.”

What guys are for. What tomorrow’s for.







Chapter 10

WHERE JOHNNY BENCH’S GOLD GLOVES CAME FROM

Trouncing the National League as the Big Red Machine in the 1970s, the Cincinnati Reds were accustomed to the occasional rudeness. They were hated—and, as likely, feared—in all the usual places: New York, Chicago, Los Angeles.

The grumbling from the bleachers, from the top decks, from otherwise nice folks who’d seen about enough of the powerful Reds and their garrulous manager, would start early and last the night.

From the top of the order, Pete Rose. Boos. Ken Griffey. Boos. Joe Morgan. Boos. Tony Perez. Boos. The crowds would stay at it, through George Foster, Cesar Geronimo, and Dave Concepción.

That was when the backup catcher knew it was his turn, when the folks at Shea Stadium, at Wrigley Field, at Dodger Stadium, realized they’d missed someone.

Johnny Bench wasn’t playing?

Batting eighth, No. 9, catcher Bill Plummer.

Boos.

Not angry, exactly. Certainly not fearful. More like the people were disappointed. Bill Plummer got plaintive boos.

“I didn’t blame them,” Plummer said decades later. “They came to see John.”

If the home team was going to get whipped, and they often were, then its fans would have preferred Johnny Bench do the whipping.

The Reds in the 1970s were a supremely talented baseball team. For all or parts of eight of those summers, Plummer understudied the greatest catcher in baseball history.

In such circumstances, a young man tends not to look too far ahead. It’s a fine dream, to be the next Johnny Bench, for as long as that lasts. It probably works best, however, when you’re not lockering next to the actual Johnny Bench, rooming on the road with the actual Johnny Bench (while suspecting the actual Johnny Bench wasn’t pleased about that), applauding from the dugout every time the actual Johnny Bench won a Most Valuable Player award, and wishing the actual Johnny Bench luck at the All Star Game every July. Also, Plummer was a year older than the actual Johnny Bench.

Then you play when they tell you to play, be grateful for it, and try very hard not to snore in the hotel room.

The actual Johnny Bench needed his rest.

The Reds manager, Sparky Anderson, told reporters then of Plummer, “He’s a man. He doesn’t like what he does. Nobody would like being a caddie. But he handles it.”

To which Plummer pointed out, “Complaining doesn’t change anything.”

He granted then, “You feel like your talent has rotted. It’s like you haven’t played tennis for two months and you try to play and stumble all around. This game’s the same way, except you’ve got fifty thousand people watching you and a guy gets you out although you feel like you’re better than he is.”

Reading back those words so many decades later, Plummer drew a chuckle from deep in his chest.

“It sounds like a good excuse,” he said.

Even though, he added, it might also have been true.

There are many paths to becoming a major-league backup catcher. None is simple. All require sacrifice. Some of those journeys are daring. A few are a little sad, others unconventional. All are personal. Every once in a while, a season might end in a locker room soaked in champagne, as some of Plummer’s seasons did, and then in the back of a convertible circling Cincinnati’s Fountain Square, and then it would be a part of him forever.

He’d fought for that job. He’d earned it, over and over, starting on a Little League field 138 miles north of Sacramento, in the town of Anderson. His Little League coach arranged the boys in a semicircle after practice one day and noted the absence of a catcher. Bill got the hint, said, “I’ll do it,” just like that, and never really got out of the habit.

(Bill’s father, also Bill, pitched in the Pacific Coast League, where one of his managers—Red Killefer in Seattle—had been a teammate of Ty Cobb. When young Bill was growing up his dad not only went to every game but served as announcer and scorekeeper.)

Plummer did some pitching and played shortstop on the back halves of doubleheaders, but mostly he was a catcher from that afternoon in Anderson to the day he stopped playing, twenty-three years later.

He signed with the St. Louis Cardinals a month after his eighteenth birthday. Enough went well in his first few minor-league seasons that in 1967, five days after Thanksgiving, the Chicago Cubs claimed Plummer in the Rule 5 draft. Tall and lean and just twenty years old, Plummer had shown some power the summer before in Class-A Modesto, where his manager had been Sparky Anderson. By rule, Plummer would have to spend the entire 1968 season in Chicago or be offered back to the Cardinals. A long-term play like carrying an A-ball catcher was burdensome for a twenty-five-man roster. In any case, the decision would be made well above the clubhouse level and likely to the detriment of the men hired and fired for winning and losing baseball games. Therefore, Plummer kept his distance from Leo Durocher, lest the acerbic Cubs manager take out on him the anxieties brought on by a chronically short bench.

“He called me ‘hey you’ a lot,” Plummer recalled. “I was kind of a mystery man.”

It turned out not to be a problem.

Of the 1,453⅓ defensive innings the Cubs played over 163 games that season, Randy Hundley caught 1,385 of them in 160 games, both major league records. (Randy raised a son, Todd, who caught in the major leagues for fourteen seasons, most of those as a No. 1.) Five men split up the 68⅓ innings Hundley left open. Plummer caught two of those innings. He batted twice and otherwise became proficient at catching relief pitchers in the bullpen, throwing batting practice, and staying out of the way.

In January 1969, Plummer was told he’d been traded. It seemed to him a decent break. He liked Chicago and the Cubs well enough and he’d learned plenty about the major leagues, mostly by watching and listening, except there wasn’t much baseball opportunity to be had there. Hundley was just twenty-six and seemed determined to work every day.

With some eagerness then, Plummer asked where he was headed. Cincinnati, he was told. Oh, he said. Johnny Bench was twenty-one, the National League’s Rookie of the Year the season before, and already an All Star.

Bill Plummer became, in that moment, forever a backup catcher.

As a Red, from his age twenty-three to thirty seasons, Plummer averaged about forty games and 110 at-bats. He batted .186. He stayed in shape by running around the ballpark a couple times every afternoon, then catching all the pitchers who wanted to throw on their days off, then trying out some of that new Nautilus equipment folks believed was revolutionizing the fitness industry. Some days he’d play tennis with the writer who covered the team for the Dayton paper.

“Never could beat him,” Plummer said.

The opportunities were rare. He’d never know if in those seasons he could have been a No. 1 catcher on another team, if he was among the top couple dozen catchers in the league, if regular playing time would have made him better or not. Not that he gave it a lot of thought. By the time players won the right to free agency, Plummer was in his late twenties and presumed to be a career backup.

He played more often than he had in Chicago, still warmed up a lot of relievers, and still threw his share of batting practice. He added the duties of manning the bullpen phone and breaking in Bench’s new mitts. At least once a season, Bench would flip Plummer something fresh and stiff out of a box, and Plummer would hand over the mitt he’d been using in the bullpen. Bench won ten Gold Glove Awards. Plummer won none. But to the gold he contributed a few ounces of sweat, spit, and leather softener.

If you’re going to have to stand behind someone, it may as well be the best who ever did it. Bench was inducted into the Hall of Fame in the summer of 1989. That year, Plummer was the third-base coach for the Seattle Mariners.

“John,” Plummer said, “was always really good to me.”

Plummer is in team pictures with four National League pennant winners and two World Series champions, for which he contributed somewhere between a little and plenty. In them, he is surrounded by a few who helped raise him and some he helped to raise. He learned that playing baseball was not always—or only—about playing baseball, not for everybody, not every day. And he learned the measure of a backup catcher is in what he does with that.

With twenty-four others at a time, he was at the center of the baseball universe. He watched Anderson manage in the big leagues only a few seasons after he’d played for him in the minor leagues. He watched the Big Red Machine grind up baseball games. Those were Bench’s teams, and Pete Rose’s, and Joe Morgan’s, and George Foster’s, and Tony Perez’s, and Dave Concepción’s, and Sparky’s.

They also were the teams of Plummer’s prime, spent as the twenty-fifth man on a twenty-five-man roster, except on the rare days when he was one of nine.

Once, in 1974, he’d hit two home runs in the same game off Philadelphia Phillies left-hander Steve Carlton, who was by then about halfway to the Hall of Fame. They were his only two home runs of the season. The Reds lost the game.

“I probably put Carlton in a slump, wondering who that guy is,” Plummer said with a laugh.

He just made him mad, turned out. Four days later Carlton shut out the Houston Astros.

Once, in 1975, on a night when none of Rose, Perez, Foster, Bench, or Concepción could muster a hit, he’d doubled against the San Diego Padres with one out in the eighth inning, spoiling a no-hit bid by Randy Jones.

And once, in 1976, he’d driven in seven runs in a game. He’d drive in twelve in all his other games that season. The Reds did win that game.

“I had some good days,” Plummer recalled. “Not very many.”

He added, “That’s what the job is and it’s learning to deal with it. I mean, if you’re going to be a backup catcher, I picked a great team.”

After eight seasons in Cincinnati, and a week before opening day in 1978, he was released. He’d been a squirt of grease in the Big Red Machine, the finest era for a franchise born nearly a hundred years before.

Most of the time it was not the goal and sometimes not quite the reality, but a man, a catcher, allows the life to carry him along until one day there’s another man, also a catcher, who looks just like he did a decade or so before. Same innocent, determined eyes. Same pliable body. Same idea about the job being temporary, manageable for as long as it takes him to win it outright, same dedication to the process, because there’d still be time to be the next Johnny Bench. His name was Don Werner. He was twenty-five years old. He played in fifty games in 1978, all in service of the days Bench did not catch. He hit .150. Sometimes backup catchers hit .150.

Plummer went to catch for the Seattle Mariners. The guy he backed up was not an All Star and never would be. The Mariners lost 104 games. Plummer played one season after that, in the minor leagues. He was the No. 1 catcher. He hit .255.

Decades later, during a fifty-six-minute conversation in which I meant to learn about the man who backed up Bench for eight of Bench’s fourteen All-Star seasons, Plummer used the word process forty-three times, and made it clear he wasn’t talking about just the baseball.

“Well, I think there’s a lot of lessons you learn, but, I mean, the process, when you’re going through it, that is your job and you have to do it,” Plummer said. “There were some days I didn’t like it. I’m sure all of the backup catchers have told you that, right? And there’s some days you get frustrated and you get to the end and a guy wants to throw a bullpen, and you’ve already been catching bullpens for a couple hours. But you’ve got to get back there and get the best out of them. Those are all processes.”

The end is reached through the process. Today is endured and honored through the process. The process strips away some of the emotion, some of the disappointment, all of the choices, and none of the outcome. What remains is the preparation, the energy, the lineup card, the job, and the final score. What remains is how a person feels about themselves when the job and the day are done, no matter the final score.

After so much had come and gone, Plummer, who has rings to show for the championship memories, said he was actually prouder of the hours only a few ever saw or knew of. He was back to talking about the process, how he stuck to it because it was good for his career and also because it had become his nature. He wasn’t a backup catcher only by profession, but in general disposition.

Somebody else could have posted a .186 batting average in those eight seasons and swung hard enough to hit a dozen home runs. How many would block a rogue slider at two o’clock in the afternoon and rave about the bite on that slider and not rub the wrist that was swelling by the second and then catch thirty-five more wrist-jolting pitches?

There were parts he was really proud of.

“Just that I was a good defensive catcher,” Plummer said. “I thought I got the most out of the starters and relievers, when I did get an opportunity in the big leagues. I knew, because I’d played every day in the minor leagues, then going from being an All Star in Triple-A to not getting an at-bat in the big leagues until July is hard. You know what I mean? It’s completely different. You’re kind of wondering what’s going on. You had to process all that and you had to say, ‘OK, this is where I want to be. This is what I want to do. I’m going to stay. If it works out this way I’m going to do everything I can to be the best I can on the field and help my pitching staff.’

“That’s how I looked at it. I think because of my defensive prowess, guys wanted to throw to me. They knew I was going to block every pitch in the dirt. I didn’t care if they threw ten in a row there. I’m going to block it. They knew that, too. So it’s just the process of me when I had the opportunity, I wanted to be friends with them and I wanted them to throw what they wanted to throw.”

And the championships? The Reds played in forty-two postseason games from 1970 to 1977, when Plummer was often their primary backup catcher. Plummer played in none of those games. Not an at-bat. Not an emergency inning. Not a mop-up moment under the lights. Most nights he watched from the bullpen.

Still, he’d worked and given himself over to the bigger ideals and become one of them, a Cincinnati Red when there wasn’t any better collection of ballplayers in the world. He’d also become one of them, a guy behind a guy. A catcher behind a catcher.

“I still think what I gave to the game the most was to make guys better,” he said. “To help them.”

After long enough, and when it’s set in deep enough, a person does not turn off the habits of most of a lifetime.

He continued in other ways, another forty-some years by the time he was coaching in a summer collegiate league in Northern California, thinking like a catcher, conducting himself like a catcher, absorbing the game like a catcher, and giving as much of himself as he could, like a backup catcher.

He was practicing raising pitchers, one of them his own son, who became a college pitcher, among other delights. Because that’s what backup catchers do. They become third-base coaches and pitching coaches and hitting coaches and bullpen coaches and roving instructors and managers, and Bill did that, too, all of those things, wherever there was a bucket of balls and a ballplayer who needed another way.

He managed teams in the minors, then in the majors, sometimes in independent ball, and others in Mexico. His life went on like that in professional baseball for decades. When those parts were over, he went home and became a coach again, nearing eighty, helping to raise a few more young men. A few more pitchers and catchers, probably, making them better. That survives as the legacy, unless you’d become one of his students, and in that case he was just a guy who helped.

“Well, you knew he cared, for one,” said Phil Nevin, an infielder-outfielder turned catcher turned ballplayer. “He saw a lot in what I could potentially do.”

A big, tough guy who was sure he had most of the answers on a baseball field, if not all of them, Nevin started all over one uncomfortable February. Living with doubt for the first time can be a lonely experience. But Nevin had Plum.

“I thought he was awesome,” he said. “I mean, we really bonded with it.”

Nevin needed to be better, a fact that by the spring of 1996 might have been surprising. He was twenty-five years old. Three years before he’d been college baseball’s best player and then was drafted first overall by the Houston Astros. He reached the big leagues at twenty-four in June 1995, was traded to Detroit in August, hit .179 across forty-seven games, and seemed to have a problem with authority figures, most of whom were telling him he needed to be better.

The Tigers’ general manager, Randy Smith, called Nevin that off-season and gave him a choice. Nevin could continue as he was, playing third base and left field, and maybe he’d have a chance to make the team out of spring training, but probably not. Or he could report to spring training willing to convert to catcher, work at that, and start the minor-league season in Jacksonville, Florida, where the Tigers kept their Double-A affiliate. Smith suggested the latter option was Nevin’s quickest way back to the big leagues.

Nevin went and got a catcher’s mitt. He arrived in Lakeland, Florida, with pitchers and catchers on the first day of spring training. He met forty-eight-year-old Bill Plummer, who would be his catching guru in the spring and his manager in the summer. Plummer laid out the program that would have Nevin ready to catch by the time games started. Then he handed Nevin a donut catcher’s mitt, a small, rigid training glove that required a pitch to be caught precisely in the pocket or otherwise carom in unpredictable directions. Nevin spent much of that spring in the bullpen, catching with two hands and galloping after the misses. Plummer also had him catch the first two innings of spring training games while wearing the donut glove. He was asking for precision and quick glove-to-hand transfers, for humility and surrender on the way into the fraternity.

“Thankfully I didn’t break any fingers,” Nevin said.

People don’t learn to catch at twenty-five. More often, people move out of catcher and to first base at twenty-five. Sometimes they go home at twenty-five. Phil Nevin certainly wasn’t going to do that and, besides, Plummer wasn’t going to let him. Nevin got a real mitt to start the minor-league season, was committed and athletic enough to become a decent catcher, and in ninety-eight games for the Suns had a .294 average and twenty-four home runs.

By midsummer, Nevin was back in Detroit for the Tigers. For the next decade he was a big leaguer. He was an All Star once, he hit at least twenty-four home runs four times, and made nearly $40 million. He was a third baseman, a first baseman, an outfielder, and, some days, a backup catcher. It would be difficult to say what a few months under the Florida sun, scraping around behind the plate and alongside Bill Plummer had to do with a career that had begun with so much promise and then threatened to die early. But, and this speaks to the power that comes with Plummer’s beloved process, maybe that experience wasn’t really about being a great catcher. Maybe it was about devoting himself to trying. Maybe it was about understanding that the game does not revolve around one’s own bat barrel. Maybe it was about seeing the whole game, which is very big and at times overwhelming.

Sometimes you play for the other guy. Sometimes that’s painful.

For example, as a player, Plummer would steal a strike when he could and was pretty good at what today’s game calls framing. He did that for the pitcher. For the team. He also learned there were limits to how much better he could make a guy.

“If you moved your glove too much,” he recalled, “the umpire would slap you in the back of the head and say, ‘I’m calling the balls and strikes back here.’”

Upon retiring after the 2006 season with a .270 career batting average and 208 home runs, Nevin managed in an independent league and in the minor leagues. He coached with the Tigers, San Francisco Giants, New York Yankees, and Los Angeles Angels in the major leagues. In the summer of 2022, he replaced Joe Maddon as manager of the Angels. He raised two sons to be ballplayers, one a major leaguer—Tyler, a first-round pick in 2015—and the other—Kyle—seemingly on his way.

Some twenty-five years after his season with the Suns, Nevin recalled that summer as transformative for him as a player and a person.

“It was a humbling thing,” he said. “Here I was the first pick in the draft. I was supposed to be this star in the big leagues. And now they’re trying to teach me to catch. Was I that bad a defender? Was I that bad offensively? You ask those questions of yourself.”

He grinned and continued, “That was the first time I probably listened to a coach. I thought I had it all figured out. You then learn that you’re never going to have it all figured out. You know, I still don’t.”

More than a century of baseball passes. Generations of ballplayers arrive. They thrill, exasperate, entertain, post their numbers, make their money, and leave. The names change, the game becomes more accepting, more reflective of the country itself, slowly, too slowly, and a man at a time. The product—the game as it is played—leans into one breeze or another, embraces this or that value, and corrects itself given time. The superstars become familiar, almost family, selling their products—coffee machines, cars, beer, shoes—and summertime hope.

To a portion of a society that relates to orderliness and the romance of a small white ball cast into an early-evening sky, it makes sense. It could only make sense.

It’s these nine against those nine. Ten, since the designated hitter. What comes from that are the accounts of the outcomes, but the best stories are about the people. They make the games. From a corner of the country, from a corner of the clubhouse, Bill Plummer puts in his work, gets a few teammates through a few innings, wins some, and then extends a hand for the next generation.

This collection of men in this collection of times comes to a narrower focus in a player such as Bill Plummer, as Erik Kratz, as Jeff Mathis, as A. J. Ellis and Chris Gimenez and David Ross and Phil Nevin.

There is a moment when Austin Barnes, backup catcher for the Los Angeles Dodgers, stuffs a game ball in his back pocket as he sprints to the mound to celebrate the 2020 World Series title, the Dodgers’ first in thirty-two years. When Drew Butera heaves his mask into the air and rushes to embrace Wade Davis after the last out of the 2015 season, the Kansas City Royals’ first championship in three decades.

If Hal Smith doesn’t homer in Game 7 of the 1960 World Series, Bill Mazeroski’s home run doesn’t win that game. A lumbering Sid Bream chugs toward home for the Atlanta Braves in Game 7 of the 1992 National League championship series because Francisco Cabrera, the backup catcher, singled. In May 2021, a backup catcher—Seattle’s Jose Godoy—becomes Major League Baseball’s twenty thousandth player. Appropriately, he enters in the sixth inning of a blowout.

They’re out there. In those seasons, as those men, it would be easiest to feel small.

The backup catcher folded in, kept his eyes open and his mouth closed, and accepted his place behind Johnny Bench, Mike Piazza, Yadier Molina, Ivan Rodriguez, and Yogi Berra, along with anyone deemed even slightly better than he was. So, he became the understudy for a Hall of Famer. He became one of twenty-five on a World Series team, his ring shining as brightly as anyone else’s. He didn’t always win. He didn’t always back up a superstar. So he also became a road-weary and still-sturdy component of some of the worst baseball teams ever. It’s very, very hard to win lots of baseball games in the major leagues. It’s even harder to lose lots of them.

What was important was the process. Through the boos, through the unsightly batting average, through the monotony and the grunt work, there was someone to catch when the only people in the stadium were a pitcher, a catcher, and a guy mowing the grass. There was a runner to move from second to third with a desperate slash of a neglected bat. There was a kid who had it all who needed a catcher’s mitt to put it all back into perspective. There was a man they called Plum who didn’t know it any other way.

“When I look back on my best baseball experiences,” Nevin said, “a lot of them come from that year in Double-A learning how to catch.”

He told the story of a teammate with the Jacksonville Suns, a right-handed pitcher named Brian Moehler. Nevin caught him a lot that summer. They were figuring it out together. They grew close. And when the Tigers asked Nevin about anyone he’d seen in Double-A who might be getting close to big-league ready, he said Brian Moehler. Across fourteen seasons, Moehler won eighty-four games.

“He told me I’d helped him through that year and made him a big leaguer,” Nevin said. “That, to me, was so cool. It made me a better player. And a better teammate.”

By then, he’d earned the mitt.







Chapter 11

ECHOES OF VELCRO

For those whose careers exist somewhere between the minor and major leagues, between baseball and the rest of their lives, the darkest of omens is a general manager on a couch.

“Hey, the manager needs to see you in his office.” Usually this coach, sent to fetch you, employs your nickname, a chummy effort at delaying the severity of what you both know is coming. But, then, maybe this time—this one time—the manager would like to tell you what a nice job you’ve been doing or wish you a happy birthday.

So here comes that coach, walking across the clubhouse, which is crowded with teammates who watch him lean over. They hear the nickname and think, “Oh no, not Kratzy,” but mostly think, “Oh thank God, not me.”

The door is open. The manager is behind a desk. There’s a coach in there, too, usually standing, so you can sit. You don’t feel like sitting.

And there, in Lululemon pants, Allbirds shoes, and a quarter-zip pullover with a Titleist logo, his legs crossed, his expression friendly but serious, is the GM, and he’s on the couch, and that’s when you know. The GM is not there to fill out the chorus of “Happy Birthday to You.” He’s there to demote and/or fire you. What’s left are the details. How bad is this going to get? Is it another trip to the minor leagues or is it permanent? The manager asks you to close the door. He gestures toward the chair. The coach sighs. You won’t be taking batting practice that day.

“Yeah,” the general manager says, followed again by the nickname, “we’re going to have to make a change…”

Then there’s something about roster flexibility or production out of your position and how much we appreciated your effort and professionalism and go down there and keep doing what you’ve been doing, but honestly, by then, you just want to get out of that room and out of the clubhouse as quickly and quietly as possible.

The best it could go: to be sent down. For the men who bounce between the major and minor leagues, it stinks, it’s humiliating, it’s a logistical pain, but at least it’s still a job. The worst it could go: “We’re going to have to release you.”

Either way, you’re leaving and might never be back.

You shake hands with everyone in the room because it’s the mature thing to do. You open the door and mutter helpfully, “Leave this open?” and hate yourself for it. You ignore the eyes that follow you through the clubhouse. If there is any question about what happened in there with the couch-sitting GM behind the closed door, it is answered when you hoist your duffel bag from the top of your locker, wrap your arms around the clothes hanging in the locker, give them one good fold just as they are, hangers and all, drop it all in the bag, then shuffle off to find your bats.

You call your wife. Maybe your dad, if you’re Erik Kratz. You zip up the bag with your T-shirts, shorts, sweats, spare caps, and shower shoes in it. You zip closed the bag with your catcher’s gear in it. You zip the bat bag. You zip the backpack that holds your computer, tablet, breath mints, and other stuff. A brave clubhouse attendant, for the moment hating this as much as you do, arrives and says, “Dues are two hundred dollars, just a reminder. Oh, need a hand with any of that?” Then, if the next guy—your replacement—is due anytime soon, the clubbie will reach up and pluck your name placard from over what is no longer your locker. Nothing says goodbye like the sound of your name being torn from its Velcro moorings. You drag, carry, and wheel your bags outside, past your now-former teammates and coaches, past the stadium workers, security guards, reporters, and, if it’s late enough in the afternoon, fans.

Many, many people bear a quizzical expression, their eyes asking, “Wait, isn’t there a game tonight? Where you goin’?”

You keep your head down.

The team is probably on the road, because that makes everything so much more complicated. You stand in a parking lot or just inside some glass doors or—geez, please no—at the curb, fans brushing past and wondering where the guy with, say, “Phillies” all over his luggage is headed. You’re waiting on a taxi to ferry you to the team hotel. Because that’s where your other suitcase is, the one with your real clothes and shoes and toothbrush in it, the one you mostly live out of. The taxi driver wonders why you’re going in the wrong direction and may or may not mention it before he drops you at the hotel, where you nod hello to the valets and front desk attendants, usually friendly folks who just two hours before said goodbye and good luck tonight. In order to save the effort of lugging four bags all the way back to your room, you ask the valet behind the podium to keep an eye on those for an hour or so, for as long as it takes you to pack up the room, and catch another taxi to the airport, where there’s a flight going to Allentown at 8 p.m., hopefully not through Orlando or Charlotte or somewhere, but probably through Orlando or Charlotte or somewhere, because that’s how the day is going.

It’s all a little uncomfortable if not wholly embarrassing, completely different from three weeks before when you hurried away from Triple-A to meet the big-league team in, say, Houston. That day felt more like a parade. You called your wife and, if you’re Erik Kratz, your dad on that day, too.

So you stand on the curb outside the hotel, now with a fifth bag with “Phillies” on it. The valet behind the other podium makes small talk. It’d be weird to confide, “My career is in shambles and I don’t know what to do the rest of my life,” so you don’t. Instead you stare at the street corner and will a cab to come around.

An employee at Microsoft gets demoted or fired and he drives home. You, on the other hand, get to spend most of a day passing through crowds of people, many of whom say, “Hey, you play for the Phillies?” And you say, “Sort of.” Or, “I did.” Or pretend not to hear. And try to smile.

Now you’re sitting in row 24, seat B, having paid $200 of team money to get all that blue-and-red luggage on board and really hoping those bags get to Allentown, because that’s your favorite mitt in there and three bats that feel perfect in your hands, though not so perfect—apparently—to provide you with any hits lately, which is how you ended up in 24B to begin with.

You look to your left at the guy reading the Grisham novel and to your right to your favored window seat that wasn’t available, at the nice lady who is awake and so not even taking good advantage of the window seat, and wonder if they’re faking it like you are. Pretending to be OK. Scared there won’t be another chance at the only career they ever wanted. Wondering when the next decent paycheck might be coming, because a car payment is due in two weeks. A little sore from carrying five bags.

Then you land and walk to baggage claim and start to consider the show that will be one, then two, then three, then a fourth bag with “Phillies” on them, circling the carousel, drawing a small crowd, staring at the man who is now, technically, an IronPig. Or a Bison. Or a Storm Chaser. Or a RailRider. Or a Bee. The luggage is nice, though.

For those married to those whose careers exist somewhere between the minor and major leagues, the darkest of omens is a phone call at 6 p.m., not your time but his time, and before you answer you go sit on the couch.

You’re at home, which is probably not where he’s headed, and you’ve just gotten dinner together for two kids, one of whom has an earache. The other is currently refusing to eat his chicken pot pie. It’s too close to game time for him to call, he never calls now, because there are meetings and batting practice and stretching and game faces going on, you know because you’ve had those conversations. You’re pretty sure he’s in Chicago. Unless it’s Cincinnati. Could be Cleveland.

“Hey. Everything all right?” you ask.

The answer is possibly drowned out by the rigorous sound of Velcro tearing.

“What?” you say from Philadelphia, then look around the apartment that you probably won’t be needing anymore, that you just bought washcloths and towels for, because they always say it’s furnished and there’s never enough washcloths or towels. Never.

You’re the hero in this story. You’re also the personal assistant, professional mover, middle man, ticket agent, therapist, barber, cook, housekeeper, accountant, rehab buddy, and publicist in this story. You have all the qualities of the best backup catchers—loyalty, humility, work ethic, empathy, intelligence, and sense of humor, along with the responsibilities of supporting a backup catcher of your own and a family of little backup catchers. Not all heroes wear capes. Some wear yesterday’s sweatpants. And will again tomorrow.

You get the call at 6 p.m. his time with the news he’s no longer a big leaguer and, who knows, might never be again. You tell him nice things about how proud of him you are and that he’ll be back in the big leagues in no time and you love him and, hey, did he get today’s per diem on his way out? Maybe he left Philadelphia four days ago, and now you need a lead on a two-bedroom in Lehigh, along with cash for a first- and last-month deposit, and you tell him you’ll make it work. Again.

Between filling the hot water bottle for the earache and promising iPad time in exchange for three bites of pot pie, you get out the cardboard boxes that weren’t ever broken down anyway and begin the process of packing up the big-league life. Last time this happened, when your better half was left to his own choices, he put all the dishes in a box and sent them to the next stop that way, and they arrived in pieces, so it’s just as well it’s all on you. Again.

By the following morning you’ve spoken to the gas company, the electric company, the phone company, the cable company, and the landlord. You were hoping they would understand. Instead you spent four days’ worth of major-league per diems freeing yourself from what you’d hoped would be a six-month stay, that became one month, that turned into a minivan stuffed to the roof with two kids and what would become minor-league life again. You grin and remind yourself that this was the dream, or was the dream for a few weeks, or could still be the dream, but that will be a longer conversation somewhere down the road.

Counting promotions, demotions, major and minor leagues, counting that one suspension for getting into it with a player from another team (the International League called it “instigating”), counting hirings and firings and all the drama of waiver wires, Erik Kratz was a party to more than 120 career transactions. The small celebrations and searing disappointments pretty well evened out over those two decades. He was an optimistic guy and so along the way thought of the promotions as earned and everything else—eventually—as an opportunity for something better. More at-bats. A team that needed and appreciated him. A ballpark closer to home. An organization that won a lot, that stressed the sorts of values and priorities that allowed him to believe this was the right place for him today.

Sometimes he’d have to look at a new assignment long and hard, live with it for a while, at least get through the airports, before the sun came up over what seemed a dismal day.

Sometimes he threw stuff first.

Erik turned twenty-eight early in the summer of 2008, the third consecutive summer he’d play for a time in Triple-A, that close to reaching the big leagues. Sarah’s and his plan to give professional baseball five years was in its seventh year. Their first child, a son, Brayden, was a toddler. Baseball had begun to lag behind life, but Erik kept showing up and Sarah kept finding ways for that to make sense, and in that summer he was catching for the Syracuse Chiefs, just around the western corner of Lake Ontario from Toronto’s Rogers Centre. He was among Syracuse’s leaders in home runs and RBIs. In his seventh professional season, his bat was catching up to his glove. Maybe he wasn’t ever going to be a batting average guy, an on-base percentage guy, but he could hit a ball into the gap, could hit a ball over the fence, and the game was coming around to that sort of statistical model. Finally he felt a breath of wind behind him. The Blue Jays catchers were thirty-two and thirty-seven years old—Rod Barajas and Gregg Zaun. Curtis Thigpen, with Erik in Syracuse, was talented, but he was not hitting for average or power. Erik saw a path. An opening.

One evening Syracuse’s manager, Doug Davis, sent word through a coach, asking to see him. They were in Louisville.

“Hey Kratzie,” the coach had said and jerked his thumb toward a hallway.

“Weird,” Erik thought. “Not my birthday.”

He walked the narrow corridor between two cinder block walls. The door was open. He leaned his head into the room, very casual. There was a couch in there. Nobody was on it.

Davis looked grim. He gestured him in.

“The door,” he said.

A catcher from Double-A was coming up, he said. Erik was going down, to Double-A. The organization’s rationale, best Erik gathered, was that Erik would be a minor-league free agent when the season ended. The Blue Jays would not be signing him back. It was time to give the Triple-A playing time to someone else, someone who might figure into their future.

“Seriously?” Erik said, feeling his neck and face flush.

“Look, you’ve done really good here,” Davis said. “There’s no need to get mad.”

“No need to get mad? They’re calling someone up to take my spot when I’ve clearly earned it to this point.”

“Look,” Davis said again, “don’t change who you are. Just go down there and play well. You’re a free agent. I don’t think they want to bring you back. Go play.”

“Seriously,” Erik repeated, this time in a mumble.

Still standing, he turned and opened the door. Within a couple steps he came upon a metal trash can. The hallway was empty, which he was pleased with.

“Nobody ever knows what to say,” he said. “I never know what to say.”

With no apparent obstacles, it would allow for greater carry on the trash can, which he heaved the length of that cement-floored hallway. The clatter it created was not just loud, but was immediately, Erik said, “Embarrassingly loud.”

Two heads emerged from the coaches’ locker room.

One belonged to hitting coach Al Leboeuf, the other to first-base coach Charles Poe.

“What’s up?” Poe said.

“Just got sent to Double-A,” Erik said.

Poe was thirty-six years old and fairly new to coaching. He’d spent thirteen years as a player in professional baseball, two of those in Mexico and two in an independent league. Despite three different summers in Triple-A, he never reached the big leagues. Years before, as a Chicago White Sox minor leaguer, he’d been assigned out of spring training to a Class A team, in part to make room in Double-A for an outfielder named Michael Jordan. The two became friends. For Syracuse, fourteen years later, he coached first base and helped with the hitters. C-Poe, as he was called by most, empathized with the grinders. He understood the bitterness that accompanied career retreat. Poe stared at Erik. He assessed the condition of the trash can at the end of the hall. Then he punched the door.

After years of playing the game of baseball, and also the game of the game of baseball, Erik had had his moment of protest. It would register with three, maybe four, people. For years, for all of his career, he’d reported to where he’d been told to report, played when told to play, sat when told to sit. Baseball was his job. He’d punched in every day, followed orders, and chased what he believed was his purpose. That it was a long shot from the start made those objectives no less real, no less desperate. That he was paid less than a living wage, that he survived on ham sandwiches, that on that night in Louisville he had to call his wife to tell her home was no longer an apartment in Syracuse, that he’d made dozens of those calls before, was a part of the deal.

Nobody wanted to hear him complain. He didn’t want to complain. He still loved it. Most of it. He still had a goal, and it was still the big leagues. He was too close to stop. He’d played a game for so long he’d become invested in the outcome. He needed to win. Or, rather, he could not allow it to beat him.

Nobody else would understand, exactly, the difference. But he’d sat in too many ten-by-ten offices and been told too many times that this was not his time, and been promised nothing but more of the same, more of the same, more of the same, to stop before he knew how it ended.

He’d sacrifice one trash can in the name of an honest effort that didn’t ever seem to be enough.

He’d heard a story once of a big leaguer who’d gone to the mall one morning. The mall was across the street from the team hotel. The ballplayer was window shopping, just killing time, when the manager walked up and told him he could pack up when he got to the park that day because he was being sent to the minor leagues. Then the manager continued along the concourse. One minute the guy was mulling foot massagers at Brookstone, the next he was told he might want to save his money.

Late in his own career, Erik was beckoned into a manager’s office.

“Hey, uh, Kratzy?” the bench coach had started.

Erik nodded. Today was the day.

The general manager was on the couch. Erik was done for.

They thanked him for helping out, for filling in while a preferred backup catcher healed from an injury, for being a team guy. Erik was about to get up from his chair when the general manager stopped him.

“We’re just kind of wondering,” the general manager said, “if you’d be willing to go on the disabled list.”

“What?” Erik said. “Why?”

The GM explained they weren’t sure how healthy the returning catcher was, but that they didn’t have roster room for three catchers, and since Erik’s contract was guaranteed anyway, maybe he could just take a couple weeks, fake an injury, hang around, see what came of a fluid situation, and that it would really help them out.

He was being asked to break the rules, and it seemed to him they were guilting him into it.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.

“Well,” said the GM, “we kind of have to decide, because you have to go talk to the doctor.”

The dark omen of a GM on a couch had taken a turn. Erik understood the reality—he was not hitting. He also prided himself on doing what was best for the team, and that meant limping into a trainer’s room, and that meant being dishonest.

“What about your lower back?” the GM offered.

Erik considered that. He was getting older. His intention was to keep playing. Old backup catchers with records of lower back injuries were not in high demand.

“I guess I could go with a hamstring,” he said, the words sticky in his mouth.

The GM, manager, and coach smiled. Erik rapped on the door frame outside the trainer’s office.

“What’s bothering you?” the trainer asked.

“My, uh, hamstring.”

He didn’t know if the trainer was in on it. So he didn’t wink or smile or sigh. Just went along with it. He felt dirty for the lie. Then it got worse. The experience, not the hamstring.

“Is it pinching?”

“Not really.”

“Sit down and straighten your leg. Can you touch your toes?”

Erik touched his toes.

“How was that?”

“Same.”

Technically not a lie.

“OK, we’ll put you on a program.”

Erik would’ve run out of the office if it wouldn’t have given him away. Ten days later he was activated off the disabled list. A few days after that, the same coach from two weeks before approached him and said, “Kratzy…”

He had a meeting with a GM on a couch. That time he was released. He called Sarah. He called his dad. He lugged, wheeled, dragged five bags to an airport.

There was a white Honda Accord with a manual transmission. Then a gray Dodge Durango. Then a silver Chevy Traverse. Sarah packed and unpacked them with kitchen gadgets, clothes, children, children’s books, school books, a Bible, children’s toys, food, condiments, pictures, towels, washcloths, a Vitamix blender, and two jelly roll pans. She drove first thing in the morning or through the night, in the dead of summer and through spring storms, a kid or two or three strapped into the back, bathroom breaks synchronized as near as she could, happy songs on the radio. Sometimes Erik’s dad or Sarah’s mom would fly in and make the drive with them, then fly home when the boxes were unpacked and everybody settled again.

Even in the healthiest of baseball careers there is so much failure. The oh-for-fours are part of it. They become bad days and bad weeks and, sometimes, bad seasons. The ball won’t behave. The batting average reflects that. Eventually, so too do the minor-league assignments. Conversations and career outlooks begin to mirror the results. One bracing wave becomes another, and another, and another, until every little thing in life is drenched in exhaustion and dread. The baseball stops being as fun or hopeful as it once was, and at the end of another day there’s someone waiting at home who only wants to open the door to that smiling, optimistic person she once knew.

Not everybody’s worst days play out in front of paying customers, sometimes fifty thousand of them, sometimes millions more on television, radio, and Twitter.

The stories of heartache and trauma and long drives along narrow highways come with the disclaimer, “I mean, I was still playing baseball, a game, and there’d be hardly anyone who wouldn’t trade their lives for my two-week slump.” Yet the real-life context didn’t lighten the psychological and physical loads by much. There was, however, an effort to keep the self-doubt to oneself, fake it ’til you make it, which maybe works everywhere but where you live and in front of the person who knows you best.

Sarah first liked baseball because her dad did. She came to love it because Erik did. An article in an Eastern Mennonite University publication referred to them as Team Kratz, and that was what they had become, and Sarah thought that was perfect. This was their career. Their life. For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer. Mostly, for the longest time, for poorer, and more than a little confusing.

“I would say that was a learning curve for me to understand,” she said. “I just wanted to understand. I asked a lot of questions. I wanted to know what’s going on. And then I don’t remember a specific turning point, but I know there was one, when Erik made the effort. He said he’s just gonna leave it at the field.”

Sarah reminded herself to be grateful. It was her nature anyway, even when Erik was away and the kids were going in too many directions to track and the checking account was getting dangerously low. She believed in Erik and the game and God and Team Kratz and a transmission that was starting to feel clunky. They’d all hold out another day, a few more miles, at least to the top of the next hill. Besides, Erik walked in the door with good news about as often as the other kind of news. He was getting promoted. He had a couple hits. He could see where they wanted to be from here. And there were warm summer nights in small towns where the ballpark smelled like popcorn and the mosquitos stayed away, and they reminded her of how wonderful their lives were. How wonderful their adventure would be. What a cool job she had, as CEO and lead driver of Team Kratz.

So, yeah, the call comes and the first thing is you remind yourself to breathe. You’ve handled this before. You have a system. You have a computer with a spreadsheet in it. You open that. You remind yourself to breathe again. You call your mom and his mom. They scramble, too. One of them, maybe, can be there the next day, or his dad can, so the team expands. Divide and conquer.

Hopefully the next town is within driving distance. Then it’s just a Tetris game, fitting oblong bags into oblong gaps in the trunk, square suitcases into square holes, everything else in the spaces between kids. An airplane is different. You bought a scale for that, because nothing can weigh more than fifty pounds in order to stay under the surcharge, so the books are divided evenly, clothes and the rest moved from one bag to another, and for the rest of your life you’ll hold a suitcase in your hand and know whether it’s exactly forty-eight pounds or exactly fifty-one. There’s a whole suitcase for Legos. At a certain point—maybe it was Indianapolis, could’ve been Lehigh—you ditch the school books, in spite of the homeschooling, and research the local libraries. By the end you’ll have a dozen or more library cards from a dozen or more towns and you won’t bring yourself to throw them away because you never know. Also, you love books, so you love libraries, and the cards still feel good in your wallet. You send stuff ahead. You donate stuff. Your mom has a storage area in her house in Harrisonburg and in that area there are boxes and bins and tubs and bags, which are numbered. Whatever’s in them—cold-weather clothes, warm-weather clothes, home goods, books, whatever—has been recorded on the spreadsheet, so while you’ve got Mom on the phone you can tell her, “We need these jackets from box No. 7 and these books from bin No. 13 and, oh, the hockey gear is in box No. 5, so if you could bring those with you…”

And it works. Mostly. It’s never as easy as the spreadsheet and never as hard as it looks. It’s sad to leave teams where the players’ and coaches’ wives have been so kind. It’s frustrating when the next team is a backward step. But you do what you do to love the man and the game and to ignore the general manager on the couch. It’s the dream, after all, and the journey is part of it, and there’s just enough money for gas and a couple burgers along the way, and it looks like the transmission is going to hold up, so you point it all toward what’s next and assume the best.

He’ll be happy to see you. He’ll know he can always rely on Team Kratz.

And that is you. The hero.







Chapter 12

THE GHOST OF WAYNE LYDON

In a minor-league ballpark in Allentown, Pennsylvania, in the middle of July, Erik Kratz played the first three innings of the 2010 Triple-A All Star Game. A dozen or more family and friends were among the ten thousand fans at Coca-Cola Park that Wednesday night. Most of the Kratz party had driven to the game, which was forty minutes from Telford and four hours from Harrisonburg, Virginia. Sarah spent most of those innings on the playground with their boys—Brayden was three and a half, Ethan one and a half—near the left-field foul pole. In those years, Sarah attended many games she heard and never saw.

It was a big deal, being an All Star, even in the minor leagues. The year before, when the game, which pits the Pacific Coast League against the International League, was in Portland, Oregon, Erik had been an MVP. Accumulating minor-league awards in one’s late twenties and early thirties reflects, among other things, an admirable ability to play only the game that presents itself that day. The bus stopped here, wherever here is, and it could be anywhere, because a lot of towns have Dairy Queens.

Erik was by then a Pittsburgh Pirate. Or, more accurately, in their organization. He was an Indianapolis Indian, for a second summer. It was where the bus let him out.

Two winters before, Erik had been a minor-league free agent. As promised, he was not retained by the Toronto Blue Jays after the 2008 season. He’d been free to sign with any organization starting on November 3 of that year, a circumstance that had brought relief, excitement, and a drizzle of apprehension. More than once in the prior five years he’d been tempted to ask the Blue Jays for his release. They’d seemed satisfied to have him roam the minor leagues, filling roster holes and tending to prospects while he threatened to grow out of his baseball career. If he was going to be a minor leaguer forever, he figured, it’d be wise to get a second opinion. His bat was coming around. His defense—throwing, handling pitchers—had never been better. He had a good sense of what the Blue Jays thought of him. By that first week of November 2008, he was eager to learn where the rest of the world stood on the subject.

Erik had hit sixteen home runs in 247 at-bats the season before. He was twenty-eight—a late bloomer, perhaps, but blooming nonetheless. Sarah was pregnant with Ethan, who was due in January. All the parts of their lives suggested the timing was right for a real opportunity with an organization that valued the sorts of qualities the Blue Jays apparently had not. Erik’s beloved Philadelphia Phillies won the World Series that fall. He sat in the upper deck at Citizens Bank Park for one of the games against the Tampa Bay Rays, shivering against an early winter. Days later the free agency season opened. In a living room in Harrisonburg, in between construction work, hitting sessions in the barn, and two-hour workouts, Erik leaned back and waited for the next phase of his career to arrive.

“So this is it,” he thought. “Come and get me. I am available.”

A week passed. Then two.

“OK,” he thought. “This is normal.”

His agent, Storm Kirschenbaum, advised patience. Teams were focused early on players, catchers, with big-league experience.

“I’m OK with that,” Erik thought.

The Blue Jays called with a vague offer that looked a lot like his old job. Storm called the Boston Red Sox, who told him they’d check with their scouts and get back to him. When they did, they said their scouts didn’t have much on Kratz, who for most of his minor-league career had played against Red Sox farm teams, and that they were going to pass.

November turned to December.

“Crickets,” Erik recalled.

January arrived.

“If I knew then what I know now, I should have been stressed,” Erik said.

The first week of January, a friend’s brother who worked for the Pirates called. The Pirates had an opening. They needed a backup catcher. The job was in Double-A. He’d be going backward again.

“I remember the wind leaving me,” Erik said.

They offered $6,500 a month, three times what he’d ever made with the Blue Jays. The wind began to return. Storm negotiated them up to $7,500. The offer came with an invitation to big-league spring training. Erik could breathe again. It’d be a fight, but he still had it in him to win one of those.

Then the Pirates coordinator said, “Oh, and our scouts like your arm. Before we release you, we’d try you at pitcher.”

Erik thought about how that had been phrased and decided for $7,500 a month he could ignore it. Ethan was born ten days later. Three weeks after that Erik was in Pirates camp in Bradenton, Florida. He spent all of 2009 not in Double-A, but in Triple-A Indianapolis, then played his winter in the Dominican Republic, then returned to Indianapolis, to the minor leagues, in 2010 for his ninth season of pro ball.

With Brayden and Ethan, the Kratzes were running four deep by then. They had an apartment in Indianapolis, where Sarah had developed her affinity for library cards. There’d been some hope the Pirates would take Erik north with them out of spring training, but that didn’t come to pass, and then it was July again—another summer in another minor-league city—and the apartment was crowded. The car was crowded. Life was beginning to push back on the baseball, but at least they were in Triple-A, settled there, with no real danger of falling back a level. That meant there was a chance.

“We knew it wouldn’t be in the starting role,” Sarah said. “But at that point, it’s just about getting a call up, just so he could make it. And then whatever happens from there, happens.”

If it was going to be a day, they’d take a day.

It rained most of the morning in Allentown, then cleared in the afternoon. By early evening the air was heavy but not too hot. Sarah’s uncle—her father’s brother—and aunt had come up from Florida. Erik’s parents had driven in, along with Sarah’s mother. They were those nine seasons into the baseball dream, too, but it hadn’t grown stale. Erik and Sarah’s dream was theirs, and Erik was an All Star, and he’d worked so hard. The family rallied to that achievement. They’d celebrate every inch of a journey of no known length. Tell them when and where, the Kratz family would turn out. One day it’d be done and then, they were sure, they’d miss it almost as much as Erik would. It was fun to have somebody to root for.

Floyd Kratz, Erik’s dad, had made a point of attending every one of his children’s games. He coached baseball and softball. Deb and he were unfamiliar with the intricacies of professional baseball, but they learned on the fly, sometimes over long conversations with their son on the other end of a pay phone.

“When he got drafted in the twenty-ninth round, I thought, ‘Hey, that’s not bad,’” Floyd said. “He tells me later, ‘No, they just picked me up to fill out a team. That’s what they do.’”

Floyd and Deb hated to miss a ball game. They also had watched and heard enough about the trials of the life to be present for the good stuff, the parts where Erik stood on a foul line and waved, where he stood in against the best of his peers and competed, where the big leagues seemed closer than ever. They couldn’t miss that.

Up ahead, the Pirates were dreadfully bad, by then gaining on a full twenty years of mostly fifth- and sixth-place finishes in a six-team division. In 2010 they’d lose 105 games. Only two Pirates teams—and there’d been teams every summer since 1882—had lost more. The manager was a stoic former backup catcher named John Russell. Maybe he knew it by the time of the Triple-A All Star Game and maybe he didn’t, but he was managing the last of his three Pirates teams. In Russell’s three seasons the Pirates would lose 299 games, which, to be fair, accurately reflected the rosters.

This would make no difference to Erik. Ratty as they were, the Pirates were one of thirty, the only thirty that mattered. After so many hundreds of minor-league games, and having turned thirty the month before, he had never been closer to the big leagues. He was an All Star in the second-best league in the world, which was better than not being an All Star.

He thought he’d play more than three innings, is all. He’d come a long way for three innings. He’d brought a lot of people with him.

“You’re done,” the manager, Charlie Montoyo, told him after three.

“What?” Erik said. “I can keep playing.”

“Yeah,” said Montoyo, who in 2019 became manager of the Blue Jays, “Frank thought you really got hit by that foul tip last inning.”

Frank was Frank Kremblas, on the All-Star coaching staff and Erik’s manager in Indianapolis.

True enough, Erik had caught a good one in the mask. He’d blinked it away, counted his teeth with his tongue, allowed himself a couple long exhales. He found Frank and sat down beside him. He hadn’t been hit square in the face for, like, minutes. He was fine.

“Frank,” he said, “I could play.”

Frank shrugged and fought back a grin. “Well, what do you want to do, Kratzy,” he said, “go back in the game or go to the big leagues?”

Erik stood up. He had to tell Sarah. On his way to the end of the dugout a television crew stopped him and asked for a couple minutes on air. So it was there, on live television where he broke down and cried.

A friend from high school who’d made the drive to Allentown was in line for funnel cake. The television over the counter showed the interview. The graphic underneath said something about Erik being promoted. Also, Erik seemed to be crying. He raced to find Sarah, soon after receiving and paying for his funnel cake.

“I think he just got called up!” he shouted.

Sarah already had heard. An uncle in Florida was watching the game on television, saw the interview, and called Jolene, who was unaware of the news. Jolene called Sarah, who was busy spotting boys and girls on the jungle gym and listening for an announcement of Erik’s next at-bat.

“What’s going on there?” Jolene half shouted.

“I don’t know,” Sarah said. “What do you mean?”

Her phone buzzed. Erik was on the other line. She clicked over.

“Babe,” he said, and could barely get out the rest.

There are two types of call-ups.

The most common, by perception, is the prospect riding shotgun on his own destiny. He made most of the stops in the minors, stayed just long enough for everyone to realize this stop was beneath him, and then was gone. Time spent at Triple-A was less for developmental purposes than for seasoning, which is what general managers call it when there is no real flaw in a young man’s game, but he’s also young and could maybe use a few innings around the adults. At the very least he’d hear some good stories and the organization would milk another year of control out of him before free agency. This call-up is viewed as the beginning of something that could be special, as the start of a potentially great career, always.

The rest bear a resemblance to worn men falling across a finish line. For them, the major leagues are less a beginning than the conclusion of a rigorous journey that has left them sweaty and cynical. The last guy to pull in his stomach before the subway doors close after a four-block sprint lugging a briefcase and a latte. The flaws that kept them in the minor leagues for all those years weren’t likely to recede on the cab ride in from the big-city airport.

For the backup catchers, they’d done it right. They’d risen above their batting averages and nonaerodynamic bodies, their foot speed measured by a scout mouthing, “One Mississippi, two Mississippi, three Mississippi…” and being accurate enough.

Near the end of a dugout in Allentown, Pennsylvania, Erik nodded to his interviewer—the former major-league pitcher Mitch Williams, because why not—and ran off to tell the world. His world. Sarah. “I gotta go call my wife!” he shouted.

“Congratulations!” hollered Frank Kremblas, who’d once played eight minor-league seasons without a call-up.

So, with the twentieth transaction of his professional baseball career, counting the draft, his release by the Blue Jays, his signing with the Pirates, and his many minor-league assignments and reassignments, but not counting the number of times the Blue Jays put him on and took him off the disabled list when he was not injured, Erik Kratz was promoted from the Indianapolis Indians of the International League to the Pittsburgh Pirates of the National League Central.

After the game, Floyd and Deb had everyone over to their house in Telford. Erik, Sarah, and the boys returned late that Wednesday night to Allentown. On Thursday morning, Erik flew to Pittsburgh, was caught in traffic on the way in from the airport, and very nearly was late to his first official big-league practice, coming two days after the major-league All Star Game.

He left his luggage at the hotel at the corner of West General Robinson Street and Mazeroski Way. He walked across the street, through a side door at PNC Park after trying two others, and into John Russell’s office.

“Hey,” Erik said, hopefully. “How you doing?”

Russell barely looked up.

“Hey,” he replied, “congratulations. I’m kind of busy right now I’ll get to you on your playing time and stuff like that but uh good to have you.”

Maybe the trumpets and big welcome would come later. A handshake would’ve done.

Sarah, the boys, Sarah’s mom—Jeanne—and aunt and uncle—Cheri and Keith Troyer—drove the five hours together Thursday afternoon. More than a decade had passed since Sarah had climbed into a car filled with mostly strangers, bowled for a couple hours, and then shared a late-night snack at a truckstop diner with the affable baseball player. All the transactions he’d endured, she’d endured. His heartaches were hers. His four-for-fours were hers. His impatience was met by her patience, by her empathy, by her encouragement that night under the stars in Manchester. They’d counted out change together to make rent. They’d dined on $4 casseroles. They’d laughed at how silly this pursuit was and made these two beautiful boys and somehow made it all work, Erik out front some days, Sarah out front on others, mostly hand in hand. One day they’d look back and wonder how they did it, then laugh and know it was because they’d had each other.

During the party in Telford, then while driving three hundred miles across Pennsylvania, Sarah couldn’t get a name out of her head: Wayne Lydon.

Lydon was Erik’s teammate in Syracuse for three seasons. A broad-shouldered switch hitter who could really run, he was a ninth-round draft pick of the New York Mets in 1999 out of Archbald, Pennsylvania, ninety minutes north of Allentown. He once told Erik his story: In 2004, when he was a Double-A player batting .271 with 65 stolen bases, Lydon was called up to the big leagues when outfielder Cliff Floyd appeared to be injured. Lydon reported to Shea Stadium, where there was a uniform in a locker with his name stitched across the jersey’s shoulders. He changed into the uniform in the clubhouse and tried to control his breaths. He took batting practice on the field. He waited to be activated to the roster and checked the lineup.

It was as close as he ever got.

Cliff Floyd turned out to be healthy after all. Lydon was returned to Binghamton. He retired seven years later, forever a minor leaguer. He’d been close enough to feel it on his skin. Sarah remembered Erik telling her that story. She remembered hating it.

“It was so sad,” Sarah said. “So there’s still that thing inside me, saying you gotta wait. You gotta wait.”

Along I-76, hour after hour, Sarah tried to believe Erik was a big leaguer. She checked into the Springhill Suites across the street from the ballpark and tried to believe. She answered phone calls from friends and relatives and told them it was true and tried to believe. Thinking: “Please, not Wayne Lydon.” She refreshed the transactions page at Pirates.com on Friday evening and… believed. Said so right there: “Pittsburgh Pirates selected the contract of Erik Kratz from Indianapolis Indians.”

She smiled. He’d done it. They’d done it. And then she thought, “Oh, he has to get into a game. And he has to get a hit. And he has to feel proud of himself.” And she tried to believe.

The Pirates played their first game back from the major-league All-Star break on Friday night. They lost to the Milwaukee Brewers. Sarah put the boys in the family room, a luxury she’d not had in the minor leagues. She watched the baseball game. She searched the white jerseys for No. 38. Erik did not play. He watched from the bullpen. He looked around, studied the ballpark, felt the crowd, and remembered the feel of a big-league ballpark—Veterans Stadium, mostly—when he was a boy.

“This is awesome,” he said to himself.

He remembered to honor the other guys, his friends, Wayne Lydon and so many others like him. For three hours, their names, faces, and idiosyncrasies drifted through his head.

“All my buddies,” he recalled. “I could go through and probably name fifteen guys from my rookie ball team that never made it. That could’ve. Those are the guys I was thinking about, the guys that I was close with, that played even longer than I did and never made it.

“I don’t know if you can feel worthy but also unworthy.”

He couldn’t decide if it was unbelievable that he was in a big-league uniform at a big-league stadium on the verge—maybe—of playing in a big-league game or still carrying some anxiety it’d taken as long as it had. He settled on being happy to be there. He didn’t think he was overwhelmed. He also believed it wasn’t a bad idea to sit and watch for a day or two so he could feel the ground under his feet again.

The plan, once he’d coaxed it out of John Russell, was for Erik to play against the left-handed pitchers. Ryan Doumit, the No. 1 catcher and a switch-hitter, batted .186 against lefties that season. The Pirates were not scheduled to face a left-handed pitcher until Monday, so Erik circled that day and reported to the ballpark Saturday afternoon, went through his usual pregame-for-everyone-else workout, then went to the field for batting practice. He glanced at the videoboard, where the lineups were posted. He read: 7—Erik Kratz, C.

“That’s how I found out I was starting,” he said.

He finished batting practice, raced to the clubhouse, texted everyone he could think of, then prepared to catch Ross Ohlendorf, a tall right-handed pitcher who’d won eleven games the year before.

Floyd and Deb were about fifty miles outside Pittsburgh when they received word, the last hour of the five-hour haul. They’d assumed Erik would play Sunday, the day game after Saturday night’s game.

“The other catcher catches the night games,” Deb explained.

“And the backup catches the day games,” Floyd finished with a smile. “We knew how the game was played.”

Floyd eased into the gas pedal.

“That hour turned into about forty-five minutes,” he said. “I wanted to get there.”

Mike Martin, whose barn had hosted Erik’s winter workouts for years, was right behind them. Mike’s family was thick with Phillies fans. Mike, though, had a contrarian streak. As a boy he chose the Pirates when Bob Moose, a pitcher on the Pirates’ 1971 World Series team, signed his glove before a game at Veterans Stadium. The prospect of attending a game at PNC Park with Erik in the lineup was almost more than he could comprehend.

Erik and Sarah had gathered as many tickets as they could. Kratz family, Troyer family, and friends sat in the same area, many in a section reserved for players’ families. Mike sat three or four rows behind Sarah, Floyd, and Deb. Erik’s college coach drove up from Harrisonburg.

Erik debuted on July 17, 2010, at thirty years and thirty-two days old, eight years and two months from the first professional game he’d ever played, fifteen years from the day he’d become a forever catcher, and nineteen years since the nomadic cup game.

Batting in the first inning, his legs shook. It took a while to gather enough spare saliva to swallow. The veteran Bud Norris threw a fastball. Erik swung at it. He popped up the first big-league pitch he ever saw.

Of the aggressive approach, he deadpanned, “A precursor to the rest of my career.”

A man unsure of how many more big-league pitches he’ll have a chance at won’t let many pass. His second at-bat was in the third inning. He saw five pitches and swung at three of them, the last producing a ground ball to shortstop. He was oh-for-two.

When he returned to his place behind the plate, the umpire, Laz Diaz, gave his back a reassuring rub.

“You’ll get that first hit,” he said.

A crowd of nearly thirty-seven thousand hoped for the same.

Everybody roots for the grinders. At thirty, Kratz was already a lifer and in some ways just getting started. Sometimes it’s not the years but the miles.

Floyd asked the usher if he could move down a few rows to get some pictures. The usher led him to the fourth row. A man nearby looked Floyd up and down.

“My boy’s catching,” Floyd explained.

“You’re Kratz’s dad?” the man exclaimed.

They became fast friends.

His third at-bat came in the fifth inning. On a two-and-one count, Norris threw a cutter on the outer half of the plate, and Erik rode that pitch into right field. His bat broke, but the ball stayed in the air and with enough authority to be recognized as a line drive. He stood at first base an honest-to-god big leaguer, a guy who’d played and had a batting average to show for it. At first base he looked into the crowd and found the section with familiar faces in it. His father was standing. Erik couldn’t have seen it from the field but could have guessed there were tears in his eyes. And Floyd was saying something, pointing at something, and Erik grinned.

“Get the ball!” Floyd shouted. “Get the ball!”

Erik nodded. Of course he’d get the ball.

“I still cry about it,” Floyd said. “It really felt good that he made it. Even if he wasn’t going to play anymore, he made it.”

That little boy who’d pounded a plastic ball around the backyard, who’d grown into a slightly bigger boy who showcased his home run derby swings when his dad got home from work, who’d tried to practice the right way and play the right way and who’d hoped somebody would notice, he was standing on first base while thirty-seven thousand people cheered.

“I’m at least as bad as Floyd and maybe worse,” Mike Martin said. “I’m blinking back tears because I knew what it meant to him, knew what it meant to Floyd and Deb, knew what it meant to Sarah. It’s hard for me to talk about even now. It was an amazing day. Unreal.”

Erik finished his debut two-for-five. He drove in a run. He scored another.

He thought he would be a Pirate forever. He was a Pirate for three weeks. He played in nine games. A terrible team won five of those games. He batted .118. He was optioned back to Indianapolis, and in the first days of September, after he batted .274 with nine home runs in Triple-A, the Pirates designated him for assignment, meaning he’d soon be a free agent again. The next year he’d be a Phillie, but for only two games, on his way to fourteen organizations in thirteen seasons, nine of those teams at the big-league level. Of the more than twenty thousand players in league history, sixty-six of them played for more than nine big-league teams. However, Erik played for three of those nine more than once (including the Pirates), which ought to count for something.

But there was always that day in Pittsburgh, of clear skies and a nearly full stadium and tears of pride from his dad and two hits and a win. There was that day that validated the thousands that had come before it. There were two boys in the family room. Sarah smiling so brightly. The skies were clear and the stadium was full for her, too.

As Saturday ended, in the lobby of the hotel across the street, the Kratz party celebrated. Uncles and aunts, friends and former coaches, children and sisters and brothers gathered. Sarah and Deb had asked the hotel manager for permission to have a small gathering. When they returned from the game, dressed in their new black-and-yellow Pirates gear, a long table had been set up. There was a tablecloth and napkins. Cake and ice cream were served with laughs and memories.

Erik was tired but happy. The dream came with paper plates and went down with plastic forks. He would fall asleep that night as a .400 hitter.

“Should have quit then,” he said eleven years later. He laughed.

A week later he was hitting .105. Hitting is hard.

He kept going. In three weeks, he was back in the minor leagues. Fourteen months after that, at thirty-one, he returned to the big leagues, with a different team. It continued like that for the next decade, a bad slump away from returning to the minor leagues, a turned ankle away from being called back up again.

All that would come to pass, but there’d never be another day quite like July 17, 2010, for Erik and Sarah.

Sometime after midnight, Erik stared at the ceiling and relived the previous decade. Sarah was always first to fall asleep. Her breathing was heavy. Before he could begin to wonder what might be next, how we would turn one day into two, two into a career, a career into something he could be satisfied with, Sarah stirred and rolled toward Erik. She opened her eyes.

“Congrats,” she said. “I’m really proud of you.”

“Thank you,” he said. “For everything.”

Together, they fell asleep.







Chapter 13

NOBODY CARES ABOUT BATTING AVERAGE, SAYS THE GUY WHO DOESN’T HIT FOR A LIVING

There is no shame in being unable to consistently hit major-league pitching. It happens every day, in every big-league ballpark, across the fast-twitch insecurities of hundreds of young men who are paid rather well to try. Today’s strikeout may be tomorrow’s line drive, unless it’s another strikeout. Or unless there’ve been nothing but line drives lately, which happens for about eight guys at a time.

The rest hold their breaths, look for fastballs, and hope not to flinch.

Hitting a baseball has been accepted as the most difficult skill in sports since Chester Arthur was president, which is when pitchers began throwing overhand, a competitive upgrade (as far as pitchers were concerned) that closely followed an era in which batters demanded pitches be served into certain areas. (Oddly, the term wheelhouse did not gain popularity until almost a century later.) Research shows no one ever asked for a 96 mph splitter. The first curveballs were effective but considered unsporting. Sliders arrived in the 1920s. The first 100 mph fastball was recorded in 1974, which doesn’t mean there weren’t 100 mph fastballs before that, but at least hitters had a number (100.9, specifically) and a name (Nolan Ryan) to put with their nightmares.

From the velocity and trickery followed a few ballplayers who could hit. Like, really hit. They were surrounded by a bunch of guys wearing the same uniforms.

Good hitters trying to remain good hitters and bad hitters hoping to become good hitters had a common prescription: more hitting. As much as possible. So, thrown baseballs. Tossed baseballs. Flipped baseballs. Baseballs sitting on tees. Baseballs connected to rubber bands. Baseballs shot out of machines. Tiny baseballs. Baseballs painted different colors. No baseballs at all.

They called this batting practice, though it could also be known as confidence practice, as hardly anyone earning a living at it has ever missed a batting practice pitch/toss/flip.

The time allowed to see, react to, and hit a baseball thrown by a major-league pitcher has been measured at four hundred milliseconds, the approximate amount of time required for Michael Jordan to go back to basketball.

All of which is to say that, like anything, there will be a relatively small group of people who are very, very good at a particular skill and then there will be everyone else, many of whom will be as good as they can possibly be at it and still be not quite good enough. In baseball they will be known as defensive specialists or, occasionally, catch-and-throw guys.

Kevin Cash spent a significant portion of his life attempting to command those four hundred milliseconds, including eight years in the big leagues. Seeing as he was a catcher, he could not sacrifice his entire day to the batting cage, but he worked at it. Then, some days, he couldn’t decide if he loved his job—backup catcher and career .183 hitter—or learned to live with it.

“I wavered on it,” he said. “Went back and forth. I played with such frustration and disappointment in myself, like, ‘Why can I not figure this out? I hit in Little League. I hit in high school. I hit in college. I hit in the minors. So why am I not hitting?’ This drove me nuts. It would kind of come and go. But, you know, to be in the big leagues, that probably soothed it all over.”

Erik Kratz batted .209 in the major leagues. Across 881 at-bats, that’s 184 hits, including 36 doubles and 31 home runs.

He did not strike out excessively. Nor did he walk much.

If he’d had twenty-seven more hits, he’d have batted .240. That’s a reasonable batting average for a catcher and a great batting average for a backup catcher. Backup catchers generally don’t hit .240 because then they’d be No. 1 catchers, probably, or at least get a shot at it.

From the beginning of the 2019 season to halfway through the 2021 season, seventeen of thirty teams did not get a .240 batting average from their catchers. Offense is not all about batting average. In fact it’s less about batting average than ever. But it’s also something about batting average, especially if that’s your name and picture next to it on the big video board.

(Batting average is to a baseball player what a sailboat is to the very rich, which is a nice vanity possession that few others care about. A good batting average remains better than a bad one.)

Twenty-seven more hits is a lot of hits. But, for Erik, that’s also over 11 seasons, over 32 ballparks, over 397 pitchers, over thousands of pitches. Still, a fair number.

In order to have turned twenty-seven outs into hits over those 881 at-bats, Erik would have needed to be a little better or much luckier. Maybe a little faster. It’s also possible he was fortunate to get to .209. Or that .209 reflected exactly the sort of hitter he was.

These things tend to work themselves out, given time.

In November 2012, Erik was a Philadelphia Phillie. Citizens Bank Park, where the Phillies played and still do, is an hour from the suburb where he grew up and learned the game. The local Little League gave out tickets to go see the Phillies, who then played at Veterans Stadium. The Vet was a massive concrete bowl on the south side of town that hosted the Phillies and the NFL’s Eagles. At no point was the Vet not an eyesore. Not on the day it opened and not on the day it was blown up and nowhere in between. There was, however, room for more than fifty-six thousand people to see a baseball game there. In 1988, when Kratz was eight years old, the Phillies on average drew less than half of that. Most years the Phillies were not good. Nevertheless, the Vet was a big-league park and the Phillies a big-league team and the drive wasn’t so bad and the tickets were free. Being a Phillie twenty-five years later—in a different era and a different stadium, and with a different perspective on the world—tugged at the awestruck eight-year-old inside Erik.

“My first major memory, it’s seared into my brain, is the lime-green turf of Veterans Stadium,” he said. “You would walk in midway up the stadium and I just remember seeing the color of that turf and being so excited.

“We’d go and sit up in the 700 section on a hot Sunday in July. But just seeing that turf. The last stadium that I played in for the first time might’ve been Petco Park. And seeing that green grass, no matter where you come into the stadium, it gives me flashbacks of going into Veterans Stadium.”

On those Sundays he might show up with a couple dozen boys his age from the same Little League, along with many of the dads and moms. The seasons passed. Every summer there were fewer boys, fewer dads, fewer station wagons caravanning south toward the Vet. Those boys had gone on to other sports, other hobbies. They got jobs pushing shopping carts and busing tables. Maybe they’d just lost interest in baseball.

The Kratzes continued on.

“Why did I keep liking baseball then?” he pondered. “Every eight-year-old wants to be a big league baseball player, right? And then a lot of ten-year-olds, a majority of twelve-year-olds, way less fourteen-year-olds, even less sixteen-year-olds. And by eighteen they’re like, ‘Whatever. I don’t want to play baseball.’ And so why me? I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know why.”

Twenty-five years later, at thirty-three, the relationship was a bit more complicated, but on Sundays he was playing ball on a field in a new stadium built in the parking lot of the Vet. After a strong five-year run, the Phillies were slipping again toward last place. And in November 2012 the league announced it had suspended starting catcher Carlos Ruiz—the city’s beloved “Chooch,” a World Series hero—after he’d tested positive for a banned stimulant. He’d miss the first twenty-five games of the 2013 season. Kratz, who’d hit .248 with nine home runs in fifty games for the Phillies the previous summer, would get the first month of 2013 to himself.

At the end of April, after eighteen starts in twenty-six days, and upon the return of Ruiz, Kratz was hitting .191. This is where folks fold their arms, raise their eyebrows, and grant that a career minor leaguer, given a full month, is likely to hit like a career minor leaguer. The closer he comes to regular at-bats, the closer opposing pitchers come to finding the holes in his swing. What comes is inevitable.

Until it’s not. Until the grass is lime green again and—wouldn’t you know—the hits start falling again. Ruiz strained his hamstring shortly after returning to the lineup, and in the twenty-two games after he’d batted under .200 Kratz hit .282 with six home runs. Baseball sometimes can’t decide if it wants you around or not.

A year before he retired, Kratz considered his relationship with hitting. It was near the end of a season spent between San Francisco and Tampa. He would hit .102 that summer in twenty-one major-league games and .299 in forty-six Triple-A games. There’s a difference between big-league and minor-league pitching. It’s usually not 197 points.

“Let’s put it this way—when I have success, I’m never surprised,” he said then. “Because I think I always know I’m a good hitter. I think there are times when I’m not as good as the best hitters. And I don’t know if that’s a negative way of looking at it or it’s a realist’s way of looking at it.”

It is, without a doubt, a survivor’s way of looking at it.

There is the body of work, measured over years and sometimes decades. Within that are tens of thousands of decisions, all made in the time it takes to register that a hard object has indeed been fired to within a couple feet of one’s face. In between, there may be days spent away from the experience, from the battle between pitcher and batter, between leaning in and hesitation. Then there are too many variables. The ball tells too many lies. The eyes search and identify, and how often they are too late or too eager. A shoulder moves too soon. A knee drops. The hips stick. And then, hell, it wasn’t even a fastball anyway.

As a hitter in addition to the rest of the job, the lessons pile up until there’s hardly any telling between the good and the bad. It’s just a number then. Like .209. Like .240. You leave with a hundred stories. The one where you got big-league time in eleven different seasons. The one where you played to within a few runs of the World Series. The one where you played with this guy, a Hall of Famer, and he told you his secret—he was as scared and unsure as the rest of them.

And then they’ll say, yeah, and whadja hit?

“It’s been so many different things,” Erik said. “From good hitting coaches, to bad hitting coaches, to understanding that it’s ultimately up to me. That it’s ultimately my baseball card.”

Gazing across a landscape of perfectly hittable fastballs that were missed, of sliders that go dark in an eyeblink, of sad rows of semiproductive outs and piles of soft contact, there comes a puzzling thought. It is faint. The question it asks is possibly in vain.

And that is, why can backup catchers not hit? Or, maybe, why are those who cannot hit backup catchers?

Who decided? And when?

Does the job, the role, played over time, performed well, necessarily lead to Mendozan fever dreams? (And how was Mario Mendoza not a backup catcher?)

Is the batting average in the bat, then? Or in the job? Then, if it is the job, is one of the skills an ability—a willingness, even—to stomach the sort of batting average number that looks better on a bathroom scale than a big-league scoreboard?

The backup catchers, back when they were regular catchers, often were the best athletes on the field. If they weren’t catching they would have been at shortstop or in center field or pitching, unless their bodies were indisputably shaped for third base or first. Also, they could be football quarterbacks and strong safeties and soccer players and small forwards and run track and still show up in spring as the best hitter and unchallenged leader of whatever was going to happen on the baseball field.

Not all of them played quarterback. But some did. And some played baseball year-round, because that’s what amateur baseball became—a twelve-month slog that wore out the tires on the family Corolla and wiped out Dad’s early retirement dreams.

After his first summer of professional baseball, Jeff Mathis went home to Marianna, Florida (where he’d been the star quarterback), a .300 hitter. He was eighteen. At the end of his third professional summer, by then through Double-A and still just twenty years old, he was still a .300 hitter.

Mathis could hit.

Sixteen major league seasons later, all of them as a backup catcher, Mathis would have needed a monster season to get his career batting average to .200. Or, perhaps, he’d require a hit in nineteen consecutive at-bats, which would raise his batting average from .19416 to .19978, and then he’d have to drop his bat and run.

Plenty of guys hit .300 in A-ball and never hit again. Very few never hit again and also spend sixteen years in the big leagues. After parts of three major league seasons, however, he was a superb defensive catcher, a .195 hitter, and becoming self aware.

“I knew from then,” he said, “it was going to be a grind.”

He put his head down, wore out a hundred tees, looked for fastballs, hoped for fastballs, and for the next decade got on with the grind.

“Your most important job is behind the plate, they told us,” Mathis said. “That doesn’t mean that you work any less on the offensive side, but, you know, if you’re struggling at the plate… you definitely cannot take it behind the dish because you will hurt your team in more ways.”

In 109 games at Vanderbilt, Josh Paul batted .319 with seventeen home runs. He was so consumed by hitting he’d regularly cross the street from his dorm to the Tower Books at the corner of West End Avenue and Twenty-Fourth Avenue South in Nashville. The shop was next to a Tower Records, which had been converted from a Packard dealership. Both are gone. A Homewood Suites went up in their places. So no music or books anymore, but free breakfast and WiFi. At Tower Books, Paul would buy a book about hitting, walk back to his dorm, open the book, underline parts, take notes on parts, integrate the new information into a week of baseball practice, then return to the store for another book. When they ran out of hitting books, he bought books about fielding. Or baseball strategies. There were very few books about catching, but he’d occasionally ask at the front counter. They’d promise to look. When all the baseball books were gone, he discovered a title by Bruce Lee, Tao of Jeet Kune Do, and went with that for a while.

“It’s unbelievably good when talking about mental focus, mental discipline training, kind of like a Zen view of conflict and combat,” Paul said. “That kind of blew my mind… Just the idea that you can get into the batter’s box, having done all that work and having done all that stuff, and be totally calm.”

In the big leagues, he became very serene and mostly batted ninth.

Drafted by the Chicago White Sox, Paul went to A-ball and hit .327. He hit .310 the following year. A couple summers after that, he hit .282 in Chicago. Soon, however, he was on the backup catcher track, where all the calm in the universe was still going to leave him a synapse slow recognizing the slider, and in two of his final three seasons he batted under .200.

Paul was never better in the batter’s box than he was in 2001. Little of it made sense. He tried not to overthink it. He’d turned twenty-six in May of that season. While in Triple-A Charlotte, he was sorting the good pitches from the ones he could hit and beginning to understand baseball had some interesting ideas about his journey. He shared an apartment complex with Joe Crede and Jason Dellaero. Crede was a third baseman who one day would be an All Star and a World Series champion. Dellaero was a switch-hitting first-round pick who—because, again, little of it made sense—would play in eleven major league games and bat .091 in them. After games in Charlotte the three of them would go back to the apartment and have a beer and watch Don Mattingly hit home run after home run.

A few years before, Paul’s first hitting coach in pro ball, Mike Barnett, had shown Paul a video of Mattingly at the plate, a collection of moon shots and foul-pole huggers and short-porch liners and opposite-field stingers. Enthralled, Paul asked if he could make a copy.

Night after night, the three teammates would collapse, exhausted, on Paul’s living room couch. Before long, one of them would stand, insert the cassette into the VCR, return to the couch, and press play. Then rewind. Then play. Rewind. Play. Donnie Baseball, hair flopping, mustache crawling, bat flashing, pumping baseballs into bleachers all over the American League. On one of those nights, Paul had a thought.

He’d try to hit like Don Mattingly. Sort of. It was working for Mattingly, after all. Though he hit from the other side of the plate, Paul would sink into his legs like Mattingly did, get short to the ball like Mattingly did, finish violently like Mattingly did.

“I can tell you right now,” he said, “it’s not that I looked like Mattingly doing it. Let’s clarify that. I’m not Don Mattingly, so the results weren’t the same, either. But there was something going on there where, offensively, it gathered me and kept me focused and it was much better than I’d been in the past.”

He started to hit. He was promoted to Chicago. He batted .375 for the White Sox in August, then .361 in September.

“For whatever reason,” Paul said, “it worked.”

The season ended. He went home. He returned the following spring and for another six springs after that, thought about sinking into his legs, about staying inside the ball, about how the great Don Mattingly did it for fourteen years, about how Josh Paul had done it for those three months in 2001, and yet it was gone.

“I never reproduced it again,” he said.

Take Drew Butera. He batted .305 over three seasons at Central Florida. He also was a fine defensive catcher carrying big-league genes, so the New York Mets drafted him in the fifth round. Butera hardly hit again. Not in A-ball. Double-A was worse. He showed a little life in Triple-A. He kept climbing anyway, reaching the big leagues with the Minnesota Twins in 2010. After two seasons, over which he had nearly a full season’s worth of at-bats, Butera was a .178 hitter. Outside of a season in Kansas City when he popped a .285 batting average, he’d become the prototypical catch-and-throw guy, and had the sporadic at-bats to show for it.

In the winter before the 2019 season, he signed with the Philadelphia Phillies. He remained with the Phillies for most of spring training before being released. The Colorado Rockies signed him to a minor-league deal. He played a few games for the Rockies in April, batted .176, and was sent to Triple-A Albuquerque for the summer.

There, with regular playing time and the at-bats that came with it and some of the thinnest air in baseball, Butera, at thirty-six, batted .300, nearly fifteen years after he left Central Florida. He also hit nine home runs.

“I’ve always known that I can hit,” Butera said after that. “It’s just, I think, the opportunity to get more consistent at-bats, to play every day to kind of have a sense of rhythm and timing and feel. And when you’re playing once a week, it’s extremely hard to maintain that rhythm and that timing, especially facing guys in the big leagues, someone at ninety-five to ninety-seven miles an hour with extremely nasty breaking balls.”

There is, then, another way to think of this: Hitting a well-thrown baseball with any consistency is exceedingly difficult, only a couple hundred men on earth are capable of doing it over a six-month season, and that backup catchers have any success at all is actually the greater mystery. They themselves would mostly agree with that.

While most hitters amass real at-bats in real games against real pitchers and so operate on real feedback and live with real results, backup catchers are lucky to get full rounds of batting practice—55 mph fastballs thrown by a sixty-year-old third-base coach with a three-second hitch at the top. Some resort to tipping well-armed ball boys a little extra to throw them fifty pitches. Some wear their hands raw over a batting tee. The rest survive it the best they can and, when the scoreboard posts their batting averages, they try not to look.

John Flaherty lived that life for a while, averting his eyes when he had to, committing to the defensive elements of the game, listening to the Boston Red Sox coaches who told him all he’d have to do was hit .250.

“But what happens when you tell somebody that all they have to do is hit .250?” he asked, rhetorically.

Well, in brief trials in the majors, he hits .197 one year, .120 the next, and .150 the year after that.

Between the .120 and the .150 Flaherty was traded to the Detroit Tigers, where he met Larry Parrish, a roving hitting instructor and once a two-time All Star who’d homered 256 times in the major leagues. The first thing Parrish told Flaherty was not to worry about his batting average.

“Done!” Flaherty blurted almost before Parrish had finished his sentence.

The second thing he advised Flaherty, after overhauling his swing, was to meet the ball in front of the plate and try to hit it over the fence. The next season, in 1995, Flaherty hit his first big-league home run. Then ten more. A season later, in forty-seven games for the Tigers, Flaherty hit .250. He was traded to the San Diego Padres and batted .303 for them. At the end of fourteen seasons, some of those as a No. 1 catcher, some as a backup, Flaherty had batted .252. He’d hit eighty home runs. So sometimes you stumble into the one soul who says the right words, speaks the same language, holds the perfect amount of patience, and adds just enough kick-in-the-butt to make it right, as opposed to the twelve coaches who, over the course of a career (yours, not theirs), end up talking over each other.

Parrish told a young catcher who’d hardly ever hit before to swing hard in case he hit it, because that was where the extra bases were. That was where the career was.

“Because if you flip a base hit to right field,” Flaherty recalled Parrish telling him, “it’s going to take us three hits to score you. It was a whole new mind-set, a mentality that freed me up. It was ‘Just let it fly.’”

The point being, he said, “all of the wear and tear of catching was not why I wasn’t able to hit. I just did not have a very good swing or a good approach. I made it to the big leagues because I could catch. And then I got lucky finding someone who taught me how to hit a little bit.”

The defensive element could at least provide a place to hide.

“I embraced that portion of the job because it was survival,” said A. J. Hinch, a backup catcher for six of his seven seasons. “Hitting was so hard. I knew that if I could contribute defensively at an elite level, that I could stay in the big leagues.”

Five nights a week Erik Kratz would drive through Harrisonburg, Virginia, on his way to what his friend Mike Martin called “the back forty.” For years, most of those spent as a minor leaguer, Erik’s winter days would begin before sunup. He’d roll out of bed and into a yoga program. He’d have breakfast. He’d be at work, usually some sort of construction—framing houses or masonry—by seven. In the early evening he’d have supper with Sarah. Then he’d head to Mike Martin’s place, forty acres in the woods that held two houses and, at the end of a long drive that started as pavement and ended as stones, a barn.

Mike’s father built the barn for storing equipment, tools, and supplies. When his son, Daniel, showed a passion for baseball, Mike turned half the barn into a batting cage. He strung netting that slid into place along runners mounted to the ceiling, scattered a half-dozen mismatched area rugs on the concrete floor, propped a mattress behind home plate, and spent thousands of hours behind an L-screen, whipping batting practice fastballs to Daniel and his buddies. One of Daniel’s best friends was a boy named Jared. Jared had an older sister named Sarah. Sarah was engaged to the best baseball player to ever come out of Eastern Mennonite University, a professional ballplayer with the Toronto Blue Jays.

Though about twenty years separated them, Mike and Erik spoke the same language. Mike played junior college baseball in Kansas, where the team had two pitchers and two catchers and they were the same two players, one of them being Mike. For weekend doubleheaders, they’d simply change places. Then Mike played two seasons at what was then called Eastern Mennonite College. He played in a local amateur league for fifteen summers, then managed a team in that league. Mike helped establish a baseball program at Eastern Mennonite High School and coached there. He was a youth pastor and skilled craftsman who built his own house from wood he milled himself. Mike liked baseball and he liked a guy who at the end of a fourteen-hour day would show up with a bat bag slung over his shoulder asking for a hundred pitches. Some nights Erik instructed Daniel, who by then was playing high school baseball, in the batting cage. Some nights Erik gave hitting lessons to local kids for $40 an hour, adding that money to the construction money and Sarah’s teaching money and hoping all of that would get them through another minor-league summer.

But most nights Mike would bundle up against the cold in the drafty barn and throw as many fastballs as Erik could hit. In the down moments they’d sit and talk about hitting and life outside the barn, which, if you get right down to it, could be pretty similar. You believe in God and work until your calluses tear and lead with kindness and, if all that fails, you get the bat head out and hope for the best. Erik grew into a big-league player in some ways in that barn and Mike snuck up on retirement age still with plenty of pitches in his arm. Some days ended at close to ten o’clock, when Mike’s wife, Yvonne, would send Erik home with some of her special pumpkin pie, with Erik promising to get the plate back to her tomorrow night and Mike promising to be manning the L-screen when he did.

“Hey, bud,” Mike would say, as he always did, and then the sounds of bat on ball would echo across the back forty.

What came was maybe a few points on a batting average one day out there, but mostly a relationship based on faith, honesty, and the pursuit of the best in themselves. When Erik was called up to the big leagues for the first time, Mike and Yvonne hustled the five hours to Pittsburgh and sat behind Floyd and Deb Kratz at PNC Park. When Erik got his first hit, Mike and Floyd broke into tears. When Erik and Sarah were holed up in spring training for weeks at a time, Mike and Yvonne would drive to Florida to watch baseball and babysit the Kratz children.

So on nights they could see their breath and had stripped away their outermost sweatshirts, Mike and Erik did muse over the secrets of hitting, how a weight shift Erik could barely feel and Mike could not see had changed everything for the better or worse, how the bat felt a little heavier after swinging a hammer all day. That, Mike could see. Mostly, though, they found ways to make it work, to make it good enough, which is what hitting is, and also what friendships are.

One night, Mike gave Erik a key to the barn. “You never know,” he said. “It’s yours if you need it.” Erik thanked Mike and stared at the key in his hand. It was etched with the logo of the Dallas Cowboys. Mike knew Erik loved the Philadelphia Eagles. They laughed. Erik kept the key.

“He was very much like, you can have a great faith, but you’re still human,” Erik said. “You’re going to make mistakes. But don’t let those mistakes be what defines you. Don’t run from them. He was there to celebrate with me, but he was also there to keep me accountable, to keep me grounded if I needed that.”

Mike has a baseball from Erik’s first big-league game. All the details are written in pen, including the line score and Erik’s contribution to that game: “2-5, 2 singles, 1 RBI, 1 run scored.” He keeps it in a cabinet in his bedroom. Like so many others, Mike had a hand in making that baseball come to life. It is signed by Erik, who at the end of that day was a .400 hitter. On that day, he could hit. The two of them would just have to stay at it.

“I think he started out more mature than most going into his professional baseball career,” Mike said, “because he already had four years of college under his belt. He was a little older than most of the guys that are drafted. He was married, almost. But, yeah, as all of us do, he became a product of his experiences and his influences. Life has a way of molding you along the way. And, boy, he grew. He grew into the man that he is now.”

Mike added a light laugh before adding, “He’s still a knucklehead sometimes, but we all are. He grew into his life.”

Asked if rather, given the length of the journey and the scope of the big-league aspirations, life hadn’t grown into Erik, Mike said, “I think he always had those dreams of what he wished would happen someday. And then when it actually happened, I think it kind of surprised him.”







Chapter 14

WHISPERING AT PITCHERS

The second time John Flaherty ever caught Randy Johnson, on a Thursday night at Yankee Stadium, Jason Bay of the Pittsburgh Pirates hit a long fly ball to right field that very nearly was a home run, but wasn’t. The ball was caught. That’s what warning tracks are for.

And Johnson was irate.

From the mound, he hollered. He waved with his long, gangly arms. He pawed at the dirt with his feet. The Yankees were way ahead. The fly ball was harmless. But Johnson had a way of being more than just temperamental. He found reasons to be mad. This perhaps was the disposition that drove him to Cooperstown. On that night, though, he was nearly two hundred miles away from there, in the Bronx, and he was displeased.

Flaherty sensed he would have to protect Johnson in order to keep him in the baseball game. With enough time in the big leagues, you pick up on subtleties like rain delays and tantrum-prone pitchers. No umpire would abide such theatrics for very long, even from a superstar and at a safe distance. The ballpark was packed and loud. The Yankees were in third place. The Bronx was more amped, more tense, on those nights.

By then a veteran of fourteen big-league seasons, Flaherty turned to plate umpire Tony Randazzo. He sought to soften the scene taking place just over his shoulder, which he assumed was over some perceived strike-zone slight. Maybe if he could distract Randazzo. He’s just venting, Flaherty tried. He means nothing by it, let it go, you know Randy.

Finally Randazzo smiled and said, “I don’t think he’s talking to me.”

With a jerk, Flaherty turned back toward the mound. Well, he thought, this was odd. Johnson was staring straight at him, apparently accusing Flaherty of not doing his job properly, shouting what sounded like, “Get in! Get out! Get in! Get out!” and pointing with his left hand. Flaherty was confused. In and out of what? This was supposed to be a teammate. He didn’t like his tone.

So he stomped toward the mound, where his own pitcher awaited, to learn why Johnson was so unhappy.

Catchers like Flaherty, who was by then a backup catcher, are taught to care for the man on the mound, to give themselves away to his day, to the two or three hours that will stand for his week’s work. They are gofer. They are valet. They are handyman. They are best friend. They are pitching coach. They are foil. They laugh at his dumb jokes and lie about the velocity on his fastball and pretend the umpire is an idiot if that is what his pitcher’s ego requires in the moment. There are a lot of those moments. Sometimes they tell him the truth.

For No. 1 catchers, their pitcher is the job of the day. For backup catchers, and especially for a pitcher’s personal catcher, their pitcher is their obsession every day. Their favorite child. Their problem child. Their student. Their drinking buddy. Their ticket to be great themselves. Their five or six at-bats in a week. The reason for their paycheck, and their rent payment.

Kevin Cash was a major-league catcher for parts of eight seasons, from 2002 to 2010. In two of those, he backed up Jason Varitek in Boston. In one, he backed up Victor Martinez in Boston. For all three, one of his duties was to catch Tim Wakefield, an All Star once, a World Series champion twice, and a knuckleball specialist at all times. Cash’s service to Wakefield spanned 235 innings.

“The goal on the day you started was that they don’t feel like, ‘Dang it, man, I wish Varitek was catching today,’” Cash recalled. “I did not want guys to feel that way.”

In reality, it is common to find starting pitchers who would prefer to throw to the No. 1 catcher’s understudy. The backup catcher plans his entire week around that one start. He shows up on game day having slept and eaten well, having scouted and analyzed the opposing lineup, having skipped beers with the boys the night before, having adjusted his workout schedule so his legs are at their freshest. It’s the pitcher’s day. It’s the backup catcher’s day, too. Maybe he won’t have the same impact in the batter’s box, but there is comfort, too, in spending four days with one guy—between-starts workouts, bullpen sessions, long toss, dinners, dugout conversations—and then finding that same guy, that same voice, that same empathy, just sixty feet away and invested in whatever comes next. The backup catcher has only one question at the end of that day: Did we win?

Cash’s 235 innings of Wakefield accounted for nearly 40 percent of his innings as a Red Sox catcher. When, years later, he was asked for his best moment as a backup, Cash laughed and said every Tim Wakefield win, primarily for the relief it brought him.

“He was so stressed out it would stress me out,” he said. “He was a little older, and if that knuckleball wasn’t fluttering like he wanted it to, it was hell for three hours. Anytime he got out of the game and felt good about his outing, that was my best day.”

Then the process would start over, another five-day cycle of rising anxieties and the backup catcher whose job it was to help him survive it again. The details of that job were quite simple.

“Whatever he told me to do,” Cash said. “So, let’s go, we’re going to breakfast. Let’s go, we’re going to the bar. Whatever. You adapt real quick. He was not a guy you wanted to irritate.”

Chris Gimenez was a minor leaguer, bouncing between positions, not yet settled into being a full-time catcher but already committed to being a full-time teammate in the summer of 2007. He was catching a reliever named Frank Herrmann, a big right-hander from New Jersey who’d played college baseball at Harvard. On a day that would fray everyone’s nerves, Herrmann was giving up hits and walking batters and not connecting with his own catcher. He apparently believed Gimenez was asking for too many sliders, when his best pitch was a fastball, and the game was getting away from both of them.

Herrmann took a few steps off the front of the mound, toward his catcher.

“Hey, G,” he shouted, using Gimenez’s nickname. “Why don’t we stick to my strengths!”

This was going to be a problem, as those sorts of conversations are expected to take place quietly, in a dugout or a clubhouse or, in an emergency, on a mound behind a strategically placed glove.

“In my head,” Gimenez said, “I’m like, ‘This mother of goodness.’”

As he stewed over being yelled at by his own pitcher in front of two baseball teams and a good-size crowd, Gimenez watched the next hitter arrive at the plate. The bases were loaded.

Out of the side of his mouth, the catcher said, “Fastball away.”

The batter glanced down, waved his bat, waited for the pitch, and did not swing. It was a strike.

Then, “Sinker in.”

The batter answered, “You serious?”

“Swing the bat, dude.”

He hit a grand slam. The ball landed on a roof across the street.

As base runners were piling up at the plate, Gimenez strode a few steps toward the mound and asked, impolitely, “How’s your strength now?”

Between innings, while Herrmann presumably seethed, Gimenez went to him, tapped a leg with his mitt, and said, “I told him what was coming.”

“No you didn’t,” Herrmann said.

“I did.”

By then, while having made his point, Gimenez was beginning to regret how it had turned out. Four runs would require an apology.

“I was hoping he’d just hit a single or something, but he ended up hitting a nine-hundred-foot moon shot,” Gimenez said. “So I guess we both learned our lesson on that one.”

A couple years later, Gimenez and Herrmann were friends and even roomed together in Akron. Another decade after that, and Herrmann had completely forgotten about that grand slam or the reason for it.

“I may have thought he was kidding,” Herrmann said. “But if G said he did it, I’m sure he did.”

Herrmann went on to appear in 109 major league games, all but fourteen of them for the Indians, during which, he said, “I always felt like I was one call away from being released or demoted or something. That never goes away.” He pitched the next five seasons in Japan. Gimenez caught him five times in the major leagues. They stayed in contact.

“He always had organizational roadblocks put in front of him,” Herrmann said of Gimenez, “but he kept plowing ahead. He was a good guy and didn’t burn bridges. He made a nice career out of it. These archetype backup catchers, they’re so good in that role. They know who they are and people pay attention.”

Gimenez had for years trained his body and mind to play baseball. As he’d come to admire the father whose example was hard, dirty work across long, exhausting days, Gimenez knew he’d been preparing for an assignment that would help make or break careers. While it is true the game forgives a difficult personality when it comes with a 98 mph fastball, it’s also true that there’s no bad time to grow up and become part of something greater than oneself.

Asked for an accounting of what he was proud of at the end of a career that began when he was twenty-one and ended when he was thirty-five, Gimenez spoke not of a dramatic home run, not of his postseason hits, not of a nineteenth rounder finding a path to the big leagues, but of the summers in Cleveland, Seattle, Tampa, Texas, Minnesota, and Chicago he’d spent trying to show young pitchers the way.

“There’s no better thing to hear from former teammates than ‘That guy’s a pro. He gets it,’” Gimenez said. “That’s worth all those moments to me.”

Pros make their teammates better, or try. They don’t always get it exactly right. Sometimes a subtle suggestion becomes a grand slam. But their hearts are in the right place, even if it’s a little rough on the ERA. Catchers refer to this as a servant mentality, even servant leadership, driving the plow that clears the road that allows for someone else to pass through.

“I always joke,” Gimenez said, “that backup catchers are three-quarters psychologist and one-quarter actual baseball player.”

Gimenez spoke to the processes and not the outcomes. The effort is to be a teammate, a friend, a decent influence, a good example. Then, like the pitchers themselves, they have to let go, see what happens, and live with the result.

More often, the relationship looks more like the Wakefield-Cash arrangement, where the pitcher needs stuff, the catcher goes and gets stuff, and everybody gets something out of it.

“Quite honestly, most backup catchers, well, all backup catchers are failed starting catchers, right?” said Josh Paul, the Vanderbilt product who for a few months hit kind of like Don Mattingly. “That’s a total paraphrasing of somebody else’s quote about relievers and starters. But it’s true, too. Backup catchers in the major leagues were starting catchers in the minor leagues. That’s just the way it is. So, to be a backup in the major leagues, usually you’ve been around for a little bit and you’ve gained some of this wisdom over the years. But the reason they stick around is they’re prepared and they know what they’re talking about and they’ve done their homework. That’s why pitchers trust them, because they know that if they’ve spent the time to study an opposing lineup, and they’ve spent the time catching their bullpens and talking to them and knowing them personally, then they trust them with the most valuable thing they have, which is making a living.”

Eddie Perez, who, as 355 game-winner Greg Maddux’s personal catcher would be in the first class of the Backup Catcher Hall of Fame, caught Maddux for the first time on April 17, 1996. Perez was twenty-eight years old, had been a minor leaguer for the better part of nine years, and had played eleven games in the major leagues. Maddux had turned thirty three days before. He’d won four Cy Young Awards. He’d been an All Star three times. He’d won a World Series the year before.

Greg Maddux didn’t need a friend or a cheerleader or a guide through lineups or life. He needed a guy to catch the baseball and throw it back. As Perez learned, Maddux didn’t even need someone to put down a sign. For start after start, for months, with Perez dutifully holding his mitt on the outer half of the strike zone, Maddux would call his own pitches by the way he caught the ball, or the way he held his right hand, or touched his cap.

“Now I can talk about it,” Perez said in the summer of 2014, when Maddux was inducted into the Hall of Fame.

Perez followed along until one afternoon.

“I got it,” he told Maddux. “Let me call tonight’s game.”

Maddux went along with Perez’s request. Over the course of three hours, he shook Perez into a different pitch only two or three times. They won the game. Perez was proud.

“How’d I do?” he asked hopefully.

“Those two or three?” Maddux responded.

“Uh-huh?” Perez said.

“That’s too much,” Maddux finished.

Sometimes it takes time, mounds of pitches, innings, games, seasons. The catcher doesn’t get a win or a loss next to his name in the box score, so the final score is personal to the pitcher. Arms—shoulders, elbows, ligaments, tendons—don’t last. In fact, they break with regularity. It’s possible, even likely, their time out there is short. That means they have to get their wins, eliminate their mistakes, make their money, as economically as possible. In order for that to happen, they usually need a really good teammate. At the very least, a willing one.

Josh Thole, the R. A. Dickey knuckleball specialist, at times seemed to have a better idea where Dickey’s pitches were going than Dickey did. He donned a women’s softball catcher’s mitt, tracked pitches that played like overcaffeinated butterflies, and made a pretty good living catching them, or trying. One hundred and sixty-four times across seven seasons, Thole framed, snared, chased, boxed, smothered, blocked, and plucked from the air whatever Dickey threw on that day, not counting bullpen sessions between starts and seven spring training schedules. For two seasons he was the No. 1 catcher for the New York Mets, a duty that included Dickey’s days. Then came a trade with Dickey to Toronto and the reality that he had become a backup catcher, a personal catcher, a specialty catcher, and that Dickey and he were an inseparable team.

Except, Thole said, “We didn’t have much of a relationship. It was strictly a working relationship. I caught his bullpens, I did what he told me to do, I just kind of succumbed to it. That’s just who he was and you just let it go. He shooed me off the mound many times. Now, he showed me up one time after a passed ball and that was the only time I really spoke up. I told him, ‘Don’t you ever do that again.’ I didn’t like that. I don’t play that game. But we didn’t communicate. R.A. did his own thing.

“All we ask as catchers is to treat us like human beings and don’t show us up.”

The soft skills of the backup catcher begin with humility. A little gratitude would be appreciated, but is not required. If nobody notices, if nobody says anything, if the name is still on the lineup card somewhere and on the back of the jersey across the shoulders, that probably means the job is getting done. Those watching from their living rooms won’t ever understand the difficulty in hitting a big-league pitch, to say nothing of hitting the first one you’ve seen in a week. Those sorts of insights are left to the men in the clubhouse and are so ingrained as to go unmentioned. They know how hard the duty is, how hard it is to live with a batting average that does not represent one’s true talents, and then how hard it is to give it a smile and a shrug. The satisfaction, therefore, has to come in the relationships born in the corners of the game hardly anyone sees. Dwelling on failure tends to swamp the whole day, the whole experience, so Josh Thole hit some and didn’t hit some but came to work and got semifamous as a New York Met who caught and caddied for the enigmatic Dickey.

In his book Wherever I Wind Up, Dickey granted that “catching a knuckleball is one of the hardest and most thankless tasks in baseball,” and added that Thole had made “huge strides in the last two years in handling the job.”

The book was released in 2012, about the same time as a documentary—Knuckleball—that featured Dickey, Wakefield, and other knuckleballers came out. Thole spent time with the book’s author and the movie crew, which he considered enjoyable and also his duty to a teammate.

Sometime later, Thole lost a cousin in a motorcycle accident. His aunt, the cousin’s mother, was in New York for a game. She was proud of her nephew the big-league catcher and asked, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, if she might get a copy of Dickey’s book and maybe have R.A. sign it to her. Thole said he was sure he could and asked R.A. for the favor of a book and a note.

Dickey’s answer, according to Thole: “They’re selling them at Barnes and Noble.”

To which Thole responded, “What?”

The team’s public relations man overheard the conversation and gave Thole a hard time about it for years. A decade later the story still amused the easygoing Thole.

A decade later, Dickey seemed surprised to learn Thole and he weren’t particularly close.

“As for Thole and I,” he wrote in an email, “I have all ups and no downs really. As for a perfect relationship, not sure who could claim such a thing? As for the anecdote [about the book], that is absolutely untrue. If Thole would [have] needed anything from me, he would [have] had it. As baseball players and people do, at most, it is possible I may have said that in jest. However, even that seems unlikely. He was great and I consider him a good friend. We did a lot together!”

Thole went back to work, like they all do, whether the assignment is a twenty-two-year-old straight off a college campus or the old guy whose elbow bends and unbends to the sounds of a coffee grinder. That Dickey believed the two were close, even good friends, speaks to Thole’s skills as a backup catcher, teammate, and pitcher whisperer.

“We can’t quantify what putting down the right numbers means or leading that horse, the pitcher, in the right direction,” said Pat Murphy, the former catcher and Milwaukee Brewers bench coach. “Or knowing how to massage it, knowing how to build trust, and understanding the game enough to know what this guy’s stuff is doing.”

The job is to tease out the very best in someone for as long as it takes to win a baseball game. Sometimes that’s a three-hour breeze. Sometimes it’s a seven-month, twenty-four-hour-a-day slog. Heck, Randy Johnson probably thought he was doing that for John Flaherty. The wins and the losses, after all, would go next to Johnson’s name, which is part of the reason the days get so personal, the same days that at the moment would have Flaherty batting .160-something.

On the first day of his first Little League season, given the choice to stand anywhere on an undersized diamond in West Nyack, New York, young John Flaherty picked the empty spot behind home plate. He was seven years old and resolutely introverted. What appealed to him was the mask. In the mask, no one would be able to see him. He would hide there. The action would come to him.

There are plenty of seven-year-old catchers. There are few introverted catchers. By the time he was twelve, John was known around Germonds Park as the Iceman, because that was what his coach kept calling him.

On his first day of college, when he received what he assumed to be the last baseball uniform he’d ever wear, John was still a catcher. He’d done his time at pitcher and first base along the way, as coaches would have their own ideas where he’d stand. But he was a catcher. A guy behind a mask. The way he liked it. He was there to go to school, to get a degree, to set himself up for the next forty years. Through scholarship money, baseball would help pay for that. He kept his head down and his mouth shut, and became pretty good at the game.

“I can’t tell you how many times I was told you’re never going to be anything behind the plate because you don’t talk, you don’t have leadership skills,” he recalled decades later. “I don’t know, you’re just kind of by yourself back there. So I liked it.”

Shortly after the Boston Red Sox drafted him in the twenty-fifth round out of George Washington University, which had never produced a major-league baseball player, John found himself driving to Elmira, New York, where the Red Sox had a Class A team. He wondered what he’d find there. What would be expected of him. Who they’d ask him to be.

He’d become more assertive by his final year at George Washington. Teammates knew what his voice sounded like. When his coach, John Castleberry, kindly offered there were better ways to express his frustration than by throwing the ball back to the pitcher as hard as he could, that he could actually go to the mound and have a conversation about how things could go better, John occasionally tried that. He still rifled the ball to a sometimes startled pitcher. He still believed a good, hard glare got his point across and saved everyone time and energy.

Seventeen years later, in his final baseball summer, John, by then a thirty-seven-year-old backup catcher for the Yankees, was assigned to Johnson. John would log more than eight thousand big-league innings before he retired. He’d be known as a pro’s pro, a catcher to whom a young pitcher could entrust his arm, his game, his career. Veterans liked his cool intensity. John had done a half-dozen seasons as a No. 1 and now, in his third summer behind Jorge Posada, was chasing a World Series ring as a second-stringer.

The Yankees had traded for Johnson, the five-time Cy Young Award winner, the winter before. His first dozen starts for them were uneven. His ERA was over 4. He’d been hit hard more than once. By that 2005 season, he also was forty-one years old. Johnson’s days of end-to-end dominance were probably over. And yet he still had his moments, still had his ferocious presence, and the Yankees were hoping to bleed another season or two out of whatever was left.

Until mid-June, the task was No. 1 catcher Jorge Posada’s. Knowing they were unlikely to change much with the moody and often inflexible Johnson, manager Joe Torre and bench coach Joe Girardi, both former catchers, considered swapping catchers.

Girardi went to Flaherty.

“If we make the change,” Girardi said, “would you be willing to yell and scream at Randy, you know, get him going a little?”

“If that’s what you need,” John told him, “sure.”

Girardi nodded as though it were then a done deal. John sought out Posada so there’d be no surprises. He was not after anyone’s job. Then he found himself amused that when the Yankees required a more vocal, more assertive catcher, they’d come to him. At least he still had the mask.

The first time he caught Johnson, he announced himself in two ways. One, he told the man who’d won 251 major-league games that his right arm flopping around during his delivery was doing nothing for his control. Two, because he’d been advised Johnson hated it when catchers threw the ball back too hard, he threw the ball back to Johnson as hard as he could. If Torre and Girardi wanted Johnson on edge, if they needed someone to challenge him, then John intended on being their man.

The second time he caught Johnson, John discovered Johnson to be sufficiently edgy, mostly because Johnson did not like where his catcher was setting up behind the plate. By then, John’s only thought was that he would not be bullied.

“No way!” he spat at Johnson. “There is no way! I play once every five days for you and there’s no way I’m gonna let all these people think you’re yelling at me! No way! You’re not getting away with it!”

When they were both satisfied and hoarse, he returned to the plate. Randazzo watched, his eyes asking, “You guys about done?” John nodded. Johnson struck out the next batter. Over the next three and a half months, with Flaherty as his catcher, Johnson was 12-2. The Yankees, with Johnson pitching and Flaherty catching, were 16-5.

Johnson still believed Flaherty threw the ball back too hard. Flaherty still believed Johnson was just going to have to live with it. They still shouted at each other once in a while, sometimes in front of everybody.

And the Yankees won the American League East.







Chapter 15

THE CODE BREAKERS

In a conference room under a small ballpark in Tempe, Arizona, a generation of catchers, the majority of them backups, were promised, among other things, more money than they could carry.

Once or twice a spring, Mike Scioscia, the Los Angeles Angels manager and a former catcher, would gather every catcher in camp, along with every coordinator and coach. For an hour or more they would dig into the pitchers on the staff, from what they threw to what they should throw, from who they were in the clubhouse across the hall to who they were on the mound, from their first pitch of a game to their last.

Scioscia would stand at a whiteboard at the front of the room, a marker in hand. He’d draw a horizontal line, a couple inches long, on the left side of the board and halfway up. Above the line he’d note the types of pitches a particular pitcher—say Jered Weaver—threw. In Weaver’s case, fastball, slider, curveball, changeup. Beneath the line, the notation “0-0.” So would begin a hypothetical at-bat in a method taught to him decades before, when he was still a teenager, and an exercise that killed hours on flights while seated beside the likes of Orel Hershiser and Don Sutton.

Two 45-degree lines would come off the end of that “0-0” line, one pointed up and the other down, and each would flatten again, one representing strike one and the other ball one, the two scenarios if the first pitch were not put in play. So, to “0-1” if the pitch were a strike and “1-0” if it were a ball. Those outcomes would meet again at “1-1” on the second pitch, forming the diagram’s first hexagon, and also diverge to “0-2” and “2-0.”

Over the course of this imaginary at-bat against an imaginary right-handed hitter, the model would continue further to the right, the six-sided figures inching through the possible counts until they met again at “3-2.” Along the way, the catchers, coordinators, coaches, and their manager would debate the pitch Jered Weaver should throw in each scenario and where he should throw it. That, too, would be noted on the horizontal lines of the growing honeycomb, though not until Scioscia had asked for opinions and the reasons behind them. Then they’d do it all again for a left-handed hitter. Then they’d drill deeper, sending specific hitters to the plate, Miguel Cabrera followed by Robinson Cano followed by Adrián Beltré.

Soon, the whiteboard would be crowded with situations and outcomes, pricks of black marker where Scioscia had belabored a particular point, smudges where his palm had rested and pivoted into a fresh idea.

Owing to the structure of the finished products, which Scioscia labeled “option lines,” players came to call the meetings DNA Lab (bench coach Joe Maddon’s contribution, though they looked nothing like the DNA chain, which bothered no one) or Molecule Lab (closer, maybe), everything but what it was—Catcher Lab. And to a majority of those who passed through that room over nineteen springs: Backup Catcher Lab.

“Mike used to always say, ‘I have the formula for you,’” recalled Bobby Wilson, for seven years a DNA Lab regular. “He goes, ‘If you believe in this, if you trust this, they’re going to bring wheelbarrows full of money for you.’

“He used to tell us that, you know, and I was like, ‘I want that wheelbarrow.’ You know what I mean? So we all bought in.”

They were treated to all the pizza they could eat, which the young guys barely touched, because the meetings could be nerve-wracking and when Scioscia called your name—“Bobby, it’s one-and-one, the hitter is left-handed, what should Jerome Williams throw here and why?”—it was best not to have a mouthful of Domino’s. Scioscia would have a slice and wash it down with Diet Coke. A few of the guys sipped beer.

“At times it felt like it was us against Mike, like we were gonna prove him wrong,” Wilson said, “and that was part of his motivating tactics, you know?”

He chuckled lightly.

“At least I think so,” he added.

Meanwhile, they were being educated—some reeducated—on the fine points of being a catcher, a backup catcher, an up-and-down guy, an org guy, or a career minor leaguer. These were the habits. These were the expectations. These were the benefits. These were the rungs of the ladder that might lift a young man into a new role, higher on a depth chart, maybe even into the big leagues, or keep him there.

If backup catchers are born and not made, then there still must be refining. To that end, there are places where the standards are established, met, and measured. There are men and women who take to it, because that is their nature. They may not agree on an 0-and-1 fastball from Jered Weaver against Miguel Cabrera. They do, however, honor the process, the rationale, by which Scioscia, Wilson, whoever, got there. While the discourse was settled by Scioscia’s marker, that this discourse existed at all was reason enough to have the conversation. Scioscia was confident enough to register the outcome, that there was a perfect 0-and-1 pitch to Cabrera (for a time a nearly perfect hitter), and also wise enough to make that designation in erasable ink. Two men on base, a tiring pitcher, and a spat-upon paper towel makes the whole thing go away, and then it’s just that pitcher and his catcher surviving the moment, using the sort of feel—instinct—that wouldn’t ever wind up on a whiteboard. Some guys see it before it happens, all the way to its conclusion. Others go to DNA Lab and write down, “Cabrera, 0-1, fastball.”

If you’re going to hit .212, and a backup catcher’s role practically guarantees it, then calling the perfect pitch at the perfect time—and, as important, having the pitcher believe it is the perfect pitch at the perfect time—is not just a benefit, but a mandate. Not that the perfect pitch can’t get hit into the bleachers sometimes. But it gives you a chance, along with a reasonable explanation for how that happened.

Twenty-four different catchers were Angels during Scioscia’s tenure in Anaheim. Most passed through DNA Lab, as did many of the minor leaguers who never surfaced with the Angels. Mike Napoli was a graduate. Two Molinas, Bengie and Jose, were DNA Lab regulars. Across fifteen seasons, Jose was one of the most admired backup catchers in the league. Wilson and Jeff Mathis had long careers as backups.

“I would say that’s really where I started learning about catching, was being with Mike Scioscia,” said Josh Paul, who was nearly twenty-nine and had spent more than seven years with the Chicago White Sox when he arrived in Anaheim in 2004. “From the first day of spring training, I was like, ‘Who’s this guy?’ I mean, he could break it down. He’s a brilliant baseball mind, but he was a brilliant catching mind as well. I learned more probably in that first spring training than I had my entire life up to that point about catching. It was phenomenal, but I played behind two Molinas.”

They all played behind somebody.

Catchers were subject to surprise homework and what amounted to pop quizzes. Near the end of a long day of camp, Scioscia or one of his coaches might be standing at a catcher’s locker.

“Need you to work up John Lackey,” they’d say. “By tomorrow.”

And when they returned to the dugout after an inning of catching, say, Garrett Richards, a coach, usually Bill Lachemann, would sit down next to a young Jeff Mathis. Mathis would be expected to relive the half inning he just caught, pitch by pitch, with the whats and wheres and whys. Lachemann would have it all on a clipboard, checking each answer.

“What was the sequence?”

“How’d you get him out?”

“OK, that was the first guy. What about the second guy?”

If in the retelling a slider had become a fastball, Lachemann would shake his head.

“Nope, you got an F on that one,” and move his finger to the next.

“What about the third guy?”

Now the third guy got blurry because of the thought of that F getting back to Scioscia.

That, of course, was the point, applying pressure to the decisions that in a game would have to be made in seconds, the sorts of decisions that might keep a .200 hitter in the big leagues for a decade. The big leagues are where they kept all the wheelbarrows.

“I am and forever will be grateful for what Mike and the Angels did for me,” said Wilson, who coaches for the Texas Rangers. “To be honest with you now, stepping into a role as a catching coach and catching coordinator I still, to this day, believe in all the stuff that we learned fifteen years ago. And I still apply it today.”

Scioscia molded a lot of winning baseball teams. He also molded a lot of catchers. They became smarter and tougher, as he was as a player. They thought their way through baseball games, as he had for forty years, first behind the plate and then on the top step. Then he asked them to be a little better than that, and if they hit they hit, and if they didn’t then they found other ways to win baseball games, and that would be good enough for him. They weren’t all going to be No. 1 catchers. They would, undeniably, be Scioscia’s catchers, products of the system and the option line.

“I’m not going to sit here and lie and say that it was easy playing for him,” Mathis said near the end of his career. “As a catcher, there’s so much on your plate and you’re the quarterback and he really, really looked at you that way. I just kind of took to that. I took it as a challenge to try to take on everything, grab ahold of all of it, try to be as perfect as I could, because I knew what it meant to the pitcher and then obviously to the team.

“I mean, you have to check your pride at the door because if you missed something he’d let you know about it.”

The job of catcher—backup or otherwise—for Scioscia’s Angels became a test of their commitment and, often, their willingness to do it his way.

“People ask me about how I am or why I am the way I am,” Mathis, who at age thirty-eight was still tending to the winning of baseball games, said. “I think a lot of it is Scioscia, the way he ran things and what he demanded out of his catchers. And that was attention to detail.”

Scioscia asked nothing of them that he hadn’t already given, when his legs were young and reflexes fast. He required no minute of preparation he hadn’t already invested, now that he was grayer and rounder. And he’d become no less competitive in the years he’d traded a jersey for a windbreaker.

On a morning in February 2004, Josh Paul walked into a spring training clubhouse, his first day as an Angel, and into Scioscia’s world. He wore No. 8. The schedule posted on the wall had him catching pitchers in the bullpen. He gathered his gear and reported to an area on the back fields, where several mounds held several pitchers. Paul squatted and caught a pitch. Then another. And a third.

Paul hadn’t yet worked up a sweat.

“Hold on a second! Just hold on!” from behind the pitchers. Here came his new manager, covering the sixty feet between pitcher and Paul in what seemed a few strides. Paul wondered what happened. Wondered who screwed up. Until Scioscia stopped in front of him.

“I need your mitt to be below the hitter’s knee,” Scioscia said. “The whole time. It doesn’t come up over his knee.”

Paul nodded. A big-league catcher, he’d lasted all of two minutes under Scioscia’s scrutiny. So he held his mitt lower.

“He was talking about the importance of a target, what it means to a pitcher,” Paul recalled. “You know, some pitchers will tell you, ‘Hey, I don’t look at a target,’ but so much is going on subconsciously when you’re throwing an object to something that you may not think you’re aiming at it, but your subconscious is picking up these cues. And if you give a lazy target that pitcher’s subconscious is saying, ‘Oh yeah, I’ll hit the mitt.’ Well, if the mitt’s in a bad spot, you’re not helping him out.”

A hold-up-the-whole-drill-on-the-first-day experience might have felt a bit traumatic for a newcomer. But around Angels camp and the catchers who would toil alongside Paul, that’d be known as, like, Thursday. Due perhaps to his decades as a catcher, Scioscia didn’t miss a thing on a baseball field. The corrections, usually subtle, became areas of examination, which became habits, which became routine, which became reasons the Angels won ball games.

“It’s not like, ‘Oh, OK, we’ll get ’em next time. Don’t worry about that, kid,’” Mathis said. “You were being told and that was the way that he expected it to happen and you weren’t to make that mistake again. And I’m thankful for that. I mean, let me throw that in there.”

So, if a blockable pitch got to the backstop, there’d sure enough be blocking practice before the next day’s game. If the 0-and-1 pitch to Cabrera was something other than a fastball, and if the explanation was short on logic, there’d be a long conversation about that. As they say in the big leagues, “This is the big leagues,” which is code for, “There are plenty of others who would love a pile of money in a wheelbarrow.”

On a chilly and rainy afternoon in December 2021, Scioscia tramped across a parking lot and through the front door of Brent’s Delicatessen and Restaurant in Westlake, California. He wore blue jeans and a blue pullover with a Pebble Beach Golf Links logo on the left breast. In a booth near the back, where damp palm fronds slapped against the exterior window, Scioscia ordered a bowl of chicken soup and a barbecue chicken salad.

He was sixty-three. After nineteen seasons and one World Series championship, he’d last managed the Angels two years before. He’d led the U.S. Olympic baseball team to a silver medal in Tokyo in the summer of ’21. Otherwise, he was a guy tending to his backyard fruit trees, playing golf with his old teammate and hitting coach, Mickey Hatcher, and keeping an open mind for his future. As a player, he’d been a backup catcher for exactly one season, his first, behind Steve Yeager in 1980. The rest, across thirteen major-league seasons, was a master class in handling pitchers, defending the plate, and taking smart at-bats, and that included two All-Star appearances and two World Series titles. He caught all but two of Fernando Valenzuela’s starts in 1981, when the twenty-year-old left-hander won the Cy Young and Rookie of the Year Awards. He caught 177⅔ of Orel Hershiser’s innings in 1988, Hershiser’s Cy Young season that concluded with fifty-nine scoreless innings.

Scioscia, the catcher, was undeniably in charge.

He rose to the big leagues four years after being drafted by the Los Angeles Dodgers out of high school. In those minor-league years and well into his major-league career he found mentors in Johnny Roseboro, a six-time All-Star catcher; Roy Campanella, a three-time MVP; and Del Crandall, an eleven-time All Star.

“I drew from Del a lot of the mental side of the game,” Scioscia recalled. “He’s the one that really got me into pitch recall. And Rosie was the toughest son of a gun I ever met. Johnny Roseboro? Oh my god. Strong-willed as a player and as a coach. He was like, ‘You’re gonna get there. You’re gonna do this. Let’s go.’ And Campy, people don’t realize the insights he had. The little things about, like, balance when you throw. He’d always say, ‘Man, Mike, I wish I could get out of this chair and show you. But here’s what you gotta feel.’”

The final piece, he said, was game planning. That is, seeing the game before it was played, then rethinking the same game as it unfolded, then adapting, and finally reviewing every pitch afterward.

“It’s really the last thing you kind of lasso as a catcher,” he said.

When he reached the major leagues and was suddenly catching a staff of Valenzuela, Jerry Reuss, Burt Hooton, Bob Welch, and Rick Sutcliffe, then Dave Stewart and Steve Howe, then Hershiser and Don Sutton, Scioscia comforted himself in Crandall’s lessons of preparation, of pitch recall, of understanding who could do what, and when. Only once in a full season did Scioscia bat higher than .276 (he hit .259 for his career), and only twice did he hit as many as ten home runs. Yet for twelve of his thirteen seasons there was not a doubt that Scioscia was the No. 1 catcher for a team that routinely contended for championships.

“I’ll tell you, Del never forgot if I called a bad pitch or two,” Scioscia said. “If not that night then the next day, he’d call me in and say, ‘I want to talk about the sixth inning. You called a low-percentage-strike pitch to a guy that you didn’t have to do that to.’ My first year in the big leagues, that cost me playing time.”

He became manager of the Angels in 2000 and quickly earned a reputation for being extremely process oriented. He asked his players to fight for every pitch, every moment, every inch. If they owned enough of those, they’d win. He managed the way he caught by being more prepared than the other guy, and he demanded the same of every player on his roster. The catchers felt they bore a considerable portion of those expectations, which was fine by Scioscia. That was the job. Mistakes lost games. Too many mistakes cost seasons. More mistakes cost people their jobs, including Scioscia and including the catchers who worked for him.

They began eliminating mistakes in March, where they could, in that small conference room with the pizza growing cold and the beer getting warm.

“He’d get up there like a professor at a blackboard and he would walk through the whole thing,” said Joe Maddon, a former minor-league catcher and for six years Scioscia’s bench coach. “And regardless if we agree with it or not, the point is he’s creating thought within the catchers. He’s making them organize their thoughts. You need a basis somewhere to start from. We’re all plagiarists. How we take information and develop it, that makes it yours.”

Scioscia, the Dodgers icon, was hired to manage the Angels before the 2000 season, a year after the Dodgers had hired not him but veteran Davey Johnson to be their manager. Johnson was fired after two seasons, neither of which had ended in the playoffs. Scioscia, who’d been overlooked in spite of two seasons managing the Dodgers Triple-A affiliate and two seasons as bench coach, would last a generation in Anaheim.

In his first spring training, Scioscia took a hard look at the many catchers in Angels camp, some veterans, some puppies, all of them on the No. 1–to–org guy spectrum. Among them, Bengie Molina. By then, Molina, at twenty-four, had spent seven years in the organization, all but thirty-three games in the minor leagues. The previous administration regarded Molina as a depth player, someone to have in Triple-A in case of emergency.

One afternoon Scioscia turned to Maddon and said, “Joe, do you know how much better he is than these other guys?”

As Scioscia remembered it, Maddon told him Molina had trouble staying healthy.

“Well,” Scioscia answered, “we’ll let him get hurt. But he’s going to play until then.”

Molina was the Angels’ No. 1 catcher for the next six seasons. Then he was the No. 1 for the next five in Toronto, San Francisco, and Texas. Physically, Molina did a lot well. He also had a near innate ability to grasp concepts Scioscia would be teaching in that conference room for the next nineteen springs.

“He was the smartest catcher I’ve ever been around,” Scioscia said. “The adjustments, the count command—he just got it—the technique, being in the right place at the right time. He had it all.”

Bengie had a brother, eight years younger, Yadier, who, through 2021, would be one of the more decorated catchers in history. Between them was José, a year younger than Bengie and a backup catcher. José played to the verge of forty and won World Series rings with the 2002 Angels and 2009 New York Yankees. Released by the Chicago Cubs after the 2000 season, José signed with the Angels before the 2001 season, because Scioscia had seen him when he was managing in the minor leagues for the Dodgers.

“Great catch-and-throw guy,” Scioscia said. “Kind of swung wild. Caught the ball good. So when we were in the off-season I told [general manager] Bill Stoneman, you might want to pay attention to Bengie’s brother José. This guy’s got all the physical things.”

A backup catcher for the Angels for seven seasons, five of those behind his brother, José finished six of the seven World Series games in 2002. For Bengie’s attributes, he also was an anchor on the basepaths, and so frequently required a pinch runner. José and the others got whatever innings remained. Those innings, those games, had to be won, too, in a division—the American League West—that often was settled in the season’s final weekend. A moment’s lapse in May could, in the end, be the reason everybody packed to go home on the last day of September. So, well, Scioscia wouldn’t ever apologize for demanding more.

In his career, Josh Paul played in three postseason games, two as a pinch-runner. In the third, on the night of October 12, 2005, Game 2 of the American League championship series, he was to catch the eighth and ninth innings for the Angels against the Chicago White Sox. He’d subbed in for José Molina, who’d been pinch-run for. Paul was smart and steady, quick with a joke and, at thirty, unlikely to be rattled because the game was big, the Chicago crowd loud, and the White Sox on a roll. Josh Paul was a pro.

There are a lot of rules for backup catchers. One of the important ones is to do no harm. That’s not to say one should be on the defensive, hedging against mistakes. But Paul had caught eight major-league innings since the first week of August. For the season, he’d caught right-hander Kelvim Escobar, who was finishing Game 2 for the Angels, for all of two innings.

Bengie Molina was the designated hitter that night. José Molina started at catcher. Paul was the third catcher on the roster. He got Escobar for the eighth and ninth innings, the game tied at one, the Angels leading the series, one game to none. Escobar relied plenty on his split-fingered fastball, a heavy pitch that dove just as hitters saw—and reacted to—a straight fastball, which was what the pitch looked like for about fifty-five of those sixty feet. Escobar struck out three batters in the eighth and another in the ninth, when, with two out, A. J. Pierzynski, the White Sox catcher, struck out on another of Escobar’s splitters. Pierzynski missed it by plenty, and the plate umpire raised his arm to confirm Pierzynski had indeed struck out. Paul gloved the pitch near the dirt. He then rolled the ball toward the mound and loped toward the dugout, the Angels still alive, the game headed to the tenth inning, Paul due to bat third.

The game never got to the tenth inning.

While nine Angels were running off the field, Pierzynski was running to first base, on the off chance the strikeout pitch had grazed the dirt or that Eddings had seen it that way. In that case, the batter—now a base runner—would have to be tagged or the out recorded at first base. Eddings ruled, incorrectly, the ball did hit the dirt. Pierzynski was safe. Scioscia and Paul argued. Eddings and the other umpires held their ground. A pinch runner stole second base, the next batter doubled, and the White Sox won the game, then the series in five games.

The better—or safer—habit from catchers is to throw to first on third strikes near the dirt. In any case, to confirm the out with the plate umpire.

Instead, five pitches after he believed the inning had ended, Josh Paul walked to the dugout for a second time. He’d not play in another postseason game. He’d never have a postseason at-bat.

He’d caught that pitch. He’d recorded that out. He’d live with what came next. By the following spring training, he’d be a Tampa Bay Devil Ray, a team that lost 101 games, and the reason he’d be remembered in Anaheim was for jogging off the field before, it turned out, an inning was over.

Thirteen years later, he was Scioscia’s bench coach.

“This,” Paul said, “is one of the all-time defensive catchers. So it was like, shut up and listen. He had the right to tell you what to do and expect you to do it. You did it. And then if you made mistakes, he was hard on you but you took it. And he was right.

“That play against the White Sox, though, he did not come down on me for that. He didn’t close the door and scream at me. He said, ‘Hey, listen, finish the play next time.’ He left it at that. He was hard on me in other situations, which I understood, but he understood not to blow me up for that. And you know I always appreciated that.”







Chapter 16

THE PROMISED LAND

In the fall of 2018, the Brewers were relevant and dangerous. Christian Yelich, their right fielder, would be the National League’s Most Valuable Player. Jesús Aguilar, the giant Venezuelan first baseman who two years before had been waived by the Cleveland Indians, would also get votes. Ryan Braun was past his prime, though his star power lingered. Lorenzo Cain, the fleet center fielder, changed the outcomes of games without ever lifting a bat, and he could hit, too.

The Brewers were mostly veterans, led by a manager, Craig Counsell, who’d grown up fifteen minutes from Miller Park and played for the last Brewers team to win a National League Central Division title, seven years before. The Brewers won ninety-six games, matching the best in franchise history.

When they won their last seven games of the regular season to catch the Chicago Cubs at the top of the NL Central, then a tie-breaker game against the Cubs to decide the division, then all three games against the Colorado Rockies in the first round of the playoffs, and then the first game of the National League championship series against the Los Angeles Dodgers, the twelve-game winning streak triggered a seventy-year tradition of free hamburgers at a local restaurant chain called George Webb. Also, a brewing company was giving out free beer, based on the fact the Brewers, who played at Miller Park, had beaten the Rockies, who played at Coors Field.

Milwaukee was in a very good mood.

In a detail that promised greater things ahead, their best hitter in the division series was their backup catcher. Erik Kratz batted .625, five hits in eight at-bats, including a double and two RBIs.

In the post-game celebration of that series, players gathered around Yelich and honored his season by chanting, “M-V-P! M-V-P!” The party then turned toward Kratz, its thirty-eight-year-old father figure, big brother, old soul, and division series standout, and treated him to the same revelry.

Erik turned to a teammate.

“Do they even name MVPs for the division series?”

They don’t.

For every championship team, it seemed, one player would come out of nowhere. Perhaps that would be Kratz, who’d actually come from everywhere, the meat cutter’s son in the land of bratwurst, the warhorse reaping the first postseason at-bats of his career. It’d been 113 years since a player older than Erik had made his playoff debut. That man, Lave Cross, was born in Milwaukee. By the time Cross, originally a catcher, manned third base for the Philadelphia A’s in the 1905 World Series, he was thirty-nine.

“Yeah, he was a really good third baseman,” Erik told reporters. “We played together in rookie ball.”

There is a maxim in baseball, intended to predict or illustrate disaster, depending on whether it is uttered before or after some dreadful event: the game will find you.

That is to say, if there is a player somewhere on that enormous field who is injured, distracted, out of position, or bad at what he is being asked to do, the baseball itself will locate and expose that player. If, say, the designated hitter who would need twenty minutes to find his glove at the bottom of his locker were to be stationed in left field in an emergency, just for an inning or two, in that time there will be fourteen balls hit to left field. That underused and barely broken-in glove would be revealed to be a cowhide magnet, until the last two feet, at which point it would repel cowhide. Baseball has a wicked sense of humor.

If you were in Milwaukee in the fall of 2018, and especially if the word “Kratz” was written across your shoulders, then it seemed the phrase had come to mean something different. Something pleasant. Nearing the end of a Sisyphean career of long, hard summers, of passing allegiances, of empty handshakes, Erik Kratz played his usual game and became an October hero, however fleeting.

He’d hung around long enough. At last the game had found him. Or, possibly, he’d found it. And then dragged it down from behind. All that had to happen was for Erik to become a Brewer.

This was after he’d been a Blue Jay. A Pirate. A Phillie. A Blue Jay again. A Royal. A Red Sox. A Mariner. A Phillie again. A Padre. An Astro. An Angel. A Pirate again. A Blue Jay for a third time. An Indian. And a Yankee.

The road is the road.

For some, it’s six lanes, empty, downhill, the radio turned up and the air-conditioning blowing. The rest get narrow, rutted passages that come with a not-fully-formed hunch they just might be lost. So they brake into the curves, read the signs, recheck the gas gauge, and it all seems new and also familiar, which means they’ve seen it all and done it all or they’re simply going in circles.

In the seven summers since he’d debuted with the Pirates, Erik traveled the big roads and the small ones. In Philadelphia, he caught Roy Halladay, Cliff Lee, and Cole Hamels, who in their careers would win 509 games, be named to sixteen All-Star teams, and win three Cy Young Awards. Halladay would be a Hall of Famer.

In mid-summer 2012, the Phillies were a mediocre team, No. 1 catcher Carlos “Chooch” Ruiz was injured, and Erik was taking on assignments that ordinarily were Ruiz’s. That meant catching the famously intense and meticulous Halladay for the first time. Erik was by then a grown ballplayer, mostly unmoved come game time by the names and reputations of men who would otherwise be his heroes.

Mostly.

Halladay was different. He was by then winding down his career and no longer dominating lineups at the rate he had only a season or two before. This subtle turn had only hardened Halladay’s resolve as he sought to wring the last of the brilliance from his mind and body. Maybe he didn’t feel like everything had to be perfect on game days, but to those in his sphere it seemed that way, and into that walked Erik Kratz, who to that point had started thirteen major-league baseball games.

On a warm August evening in Philadelphia, they stood fifty feet apart in the outfield and began the process of preparing Halladay for his start. Already well into a sweaty lather that would coat him for the next three hours, Halladay looked across the patch of grass that separated him from his new catcher.

“And I could see it in his face,” Erik said. “He wants to throw to Chooch. It wasn’t necessarily that he doesn’t want to throw to me. But he wants to throw to Chooch.”

Erik was in center field. Halladay threw a few and then backed up two steps, deeper into right field. Every throw hit Erik’s mitt at precisely the same spot, inches from his chest. The ball landed hard.

“It wasn’t that I didn’t think I could catch him,” Erik said. “It was the fact that I was going to make a mistake or something was going to happen and he was gonna get mad. And then what?”

So they kept throwing and Citizens Bank Park kept filling up and the drama of whether or not Erik would one-hop Roy Halladay in the shin or throw the ball into the right-field corner kept growing.

“You wouldn’t think it was intimidating, me being thirty-two years old,” Erik said. “But all I could see was how big right field was behind him. All that space. I mean, if I were ever to have developed the yips, it would have been in that moment.”

He survived the game of catch. Then Halladay threw seven shutout innings. Erik homered and drove in two runs. The Phillies won.

He spent parts of three summers in Philadelphia (and part of a fourth two seasons later). The manager was a wise and earthy lifer, Charlie Manuel. The pitching staff had the three superstars—Halladay, Lee, and Hamels—along with a handful of other sturdy veterans. Already looking back on a portion of his prime, Erik was putting in his early big-league miles.

“I learned so much in those three years,” he said. “As far as learning to catch these guys, it really brought everything that Mike Basso and Ernie Whitt and anybody who ever put knowledge into my brain about catching into practice, because these were guys who really knew what they were doing. They expected a lot of themselves and expected a lot of their teammates.”

After a trade to Toronto, then a trade to Kansas City, both in about eight months, Erik played thirteen games for the Royals’ 2014 team, which lost to the San Francisco Giants in the World Series, and four games for the Royals’ 2015 team, which beat the New York Mets in the World Series. In 2015 alone, Erik played for the Royals, Boston Red Sox, Seattle Mariners, and, again, the Phillies, though he only appeared in major-league games for the Royals and Phillies. (He spent three days and two games with the Red Sox at Fenway Park, served them both in the bullpen, and was released. He later asked for his jersey and was gifted one in road gray, which he’d never seen, much less worn.)

In those months, which turned into years, Erik’s work history reads as though he were employed by a backup catcher temp agency. By the time he figured out the lock on the washroom he was saying his goodbyes, the guy who kept the plants watered and could steal a strike on a marginal slider.

On the night the Royals finished the Mets in Game 5 of the World Series, twelve innings at Citi Field that took four hours and fifteen minutes to play, Erik sat alone in his living room in Harrisonburg and watched his former teammates play the game of their lives. He wasn’t employed at the time. He was thirty-five years old. General manager Dayton Moore had chosen Drew Butera as the backup catcher over him, and it was Butera who caught the final strike, then raced to the mound to maul closer Wade Davis. Erik wondered what it would be like to have had that chance, to play baseball in October games at the far end of his imagination, to bond with men over months and years and then to win a game when there’d be no more baseball tomorrow.

He’d almost driven up to New York to buy a ticket and watch from the stands and root for his friends, for the uniform he’d worn four months before. But then they’d win or lose and he wouldn’t know where to stand, and he’d feel further from it than if he’d stayed at home. So he put the kids to bed and told Sarah he’d be up in a few minutes and then the game went on and on, inning after inning, and before he turned off the lights he raised a glass of champagne as a toast to all they’d done. He’d caught twelve innings for them. He’d driven in a single run. He’d liked that team and those guys, and he’d hated to go. He wished he were there, in uniform, the backup catcher, carrying that last pitch back to the mound.

“I wouldn’t have been at the front of the parade,” he said. “I’m not going to be invited back for the ten-year anniversary of that team. But I was on it. A small part of my journey was a smaller part of their journey.”

Five months later, as payment for his twelve innings caught and one RBI, Erik received his World Series ring. It was in a box and delivered by Royals manager Ned Yost in a hallway under the stadium in Houston. Erik was by then a Houston Astro. On the occasion of the Astros’ 2016 home opener, he returned to the quiet home clubhouse, held up the ring, and wryly announced his gratitude for the Astros’ part in it. The Royals had beaten the Astros in the division series. Erik and his ring were roundly booed.

He celebrated in front of all of his new teammates, all of his former teammates, and all of forty-three thousand fans by falling on his face during pregame introductions. When Erik went down and skidded to a stop, a nearby cheerleader yelped, “Oh my!” and that was when he knew he’d sold it well. If, in the middle of opening day ceremonies, amid the music playing and flags waving and fireworks popping, a player is going to be found in a heap on the orange carpet, it is likely to be the backup catcher.

In the minutes before players were to be introduced, and just before he’d begin a seven-week Astros career that would have him hit .069 across fourteen games, Erik overheard several teammates discussing the humiliation of stumbling on their way from the dugout to the foul line. They’d seen it before.

“I’ll take a dive,” Erik offered.

“No you won’t,” one of them said. Or dared.

“Yeah,” Erik said. “I’ll take a dive.”

A relief pitcher, Luke Gregerson, said, “A thousand dollars says you won’t.”

Erik thought he’d do it for half that.

Another pitcher, Scott Feldman, wandered into the conversation.

“A thousand dollars for what?” he asked. “I’m in. What is it?”

Gregerson answered, “Kratz says he’ll take a dive for a thousand dollars.”

And Feldman said, “Two thousand, he won’t take a dive.”

The orange carpet was unfurled in that moment and any hesitation on Erik’s part was gone. Whatever happened, there’d be no grass or dirt stains on his shiny new white uniform. Humiliation beckoned, along with four months’ rent money.

“I didn’t have enough time to rethink it,” Erik recalled.

He took the steps two at a time and flung himself to the ground. The crowd gasped. Given the obstacles of a few steps and a carpet, a grown man and professional athlete had failed to deliver himself safely to the field of play. The Royals, already lined up on the other foul line, pointed and laughed. His new teammates did the same. The cheerleader was devastated for him. Erik popped up and continued his journey.

When the ceremony ended there was a text waiting on his phone. It was from Sarah, who’d watched from the family section of Minute Maid Park.

“Little slippery out there?”

Erik responded, “You know what’s not slippery is the $2,000 I just made.”

“Excuse me?”

The next day, Gregerson and Feldman paid in $100 bills.

“You are such a child,” Sarah said with a laugh.

Beginning with his time with the Royals and ending less than three years later, Erik was traded three times, waived once, selected off waivers once, released seven times, purchased twice, and signed as a free agent seven times. From the promise of his debut in Pittsburgh, of his homecoming and three partial summers in Philadelphia, he’d become the journeymen’s journeyman. In those three years, he played in forty-nine major-league games and 170 in the minor leagues, and spent at least as much time waiting on the transactional delays that come with waiver wires and getting from one place to the next.

In the 2015 calendar year alone, Erik was a Kansas City Royal, Boston Red Sox, Seattle Mariner, Philadelphia Phillie, and San Diego Padre, and a Lehigh Valley IronPig, an Omaha Storm Chaser, and a Tacoma Rainier. And a husband. And a dad. A brother and a son. A guy who needed another stroke of luck. Maybe a couple more hits.

“That was really hard,” Sarah admitted. “I mean, as high as it felt to be at the top of the roller coaster when he was called up to Pittsburgh and then with Philadelphia, with this awesome big-league experience, it all changes again.”

Erik hadn’t added them up until the end.

“I was taking things day by day,” he said. “Once I got put in that spin cycle, I knew it was tough, but it wasn’t until after the season when I thought, ‘Ugh, that was a grinder.’”

With a map, tacks, and string, Erik’s year would have looked like an FBI manhunt gone cold.

That was the path until May 25, 2018, a day in which Brewers catcher Stephen Vogt was recovering from shoulder surgery, other Brewers catcher Jett Bandy was hitting .188, and third Brewers catcher Jacob Nottingham was on the minor-league disabled list. Kratz was puttering along in northeast Pennsylvania, hitting .269 for the Scranton/Wilkes-Barre RailRiders, Triple-A for the Yankees, and actually feeling pretty good about his swing.

Seeing as the Brewers were a catcher short and the Yankees had a surplus, Kratz was traded to Milwaukee for a player to be named later.

(The player turned out to be minor-league infielder Wendell Rijo, who, of course, would become Kratz’s teammate in Scranton/Wilkes-Barre the following year, after Kratz had been, sigh, traded to the Giants, then traded to the Rays, then released by the Rays and re-signed by the Yankees.)

As David Stearns, general manager of the Brewers, understood it, Yankees general manager Brian Cashman had, a few weeks before, given Kratz’s agent, Storm, permission to look around for available major-league work. It’s a professional courtesy granted to veterans serving as little more than Triple-A insurance in the event of big-league calamity. Erik was, at best, fourth on the organization’s depth chart.

“I think it was a simultaneous us looking and Storm canvassing,” Stearns recalled, “and we ran into each other. Kratzie at that time was actually having a really nice offensive year in Scranton. We called the Yankees and we were able to get him.”

Though Stearns, at thirty-three, was five years younger than the catcher he’d just traded for, he’d been the general manager in Milwaukee for three years and had served in various team front offices or the league office for nearly a decade before that. Already he’d proven to be a capable roster builder in a market that didn’t have a lot of room for financial missteps, even at the lower levels of the salary scale. Erik had been around. He’d burned no bridges. People liked him. This is where opportunities arise.

“There’s a reputational element where once you play in enough places, like Erik had, word organically gets around,” Stearns said. “It became very evident Erik was someone who was about the team and not necessarily at a point in his career where he was going to quibble over playing time or getting pinch-hit for or other things that can provide problems.”

When he arrived in Milwaukee near the end of May, Erik had accumulated two major league at-bats over nearly two full years. He’d had some semiregular work for the Pirates in the first half of the 2016 season, before being released in July. Then he’d skipped from Toronto to Cleveland to the Yankees, his only big-league service resulting in two September 2017 at-bats for the Yankees. Being they were Yankees at-bats, he of course had hits in both of them. He’d also hit for average and some power in the minor leagues across more than three hundred at-bats in those two years, a welcome trend if not a somewhat belated one, given he was edging into his late thirties. The trade was announced on May 25. Erik was in the Brewers lineup, batting eighth, catching right-hander Chase Anderson, on May 26. In his third at-bat, he homered. In his fourth, he singled. In a crowded Miller Park, he’d introduced himself as someone who might be able to help.

When there’s a good chance every clubhouse you walk into will have to include an introduction—“Hi, I’m Erik, I’m new”—a guy gets comfortable gauging a vibe, reading a room, separating the leaders from the malcontents, finding his way into the current. He showed up, looked around, played ball, worked hard, made friends, waved to the fans, settled into a routine, and never, ever took a play off. The Brewers were a lively, welcoming group. Their stars were grounded. The manager had played until he was forty, the final decade of that as a utility man, a career likely to encourage empathy for superstars and journeymen alike. His bench coach, Pat Murphy—“Murph” to anyone who ever met him—had been Counsell’s college coach at Notre Dame. Murphy had small, stern eyes atop a jaw sturdy as a roadside mailbox, and a voice that carried for miles. He had a nickname for just about everyone. He took one look at Kratz and named him “Ish,” short for Ishmael.

“Remember the guy?” Murphy explained. “What’s the movie with Woody Harrelson, has the combover? He’s a bowler? Loses his hand? Anyway, they had the big Amish guy that went with him. Great character.”

Kingpin?

“Right, Kingpin,” Murphy said. “ ’Cause he’s a Mennonite. I knew what school he was from, from Eastern Mennonite College, which, if you’ve been there in Virginia, in the middle of nowhere, beautiful little school for the Mennonites. Their athletic program is funded about as much as the local ice cream parlor. And he came from a place like that, that didn’t produce a lot of big-time athletes.”

Murphy appreciated a story like Kratz’s. His first coaching job had been at Maryville College in Tennessee. Maryville and what has since become Eastern Mennonite University played in the same baseball conference for eight years.

“So I had this connection with Kratz that probably he didn’t even know about,” Murphy said.

The nickname, then, “Ish,” came from a place of love, the sort of sometimes grating love that comes by the bucketload in a baseball clubhouse.

“And he got it,” Murphy said. “He got it right away. You don’t get stuff past Kratz.”

That was what he most admired about Erik, too, that he saw everything, prepared for the stuff he didn’t see, understood that his reason for being a Brewer at a wonderful time to be a Brewer, that his reason for staying a Brewer, was to sell out for the guys who stood sixty feet away. For Wade Miley and Jhoulys Chacin and Josh Hader and anyone else who walked in.

Backup catchers are about Pat Murphy’s favorite people on earth. As a young man at Florida Atlantic University, Murphy was a pitcher, an infielder and, yes, a catcher. He recalled the lessons he’d learned then and the commitments he’d demanded from his catchers, particularly the backup catchers, after that.

“This isn’t about putting down number one when a guy’s running,” said Murphy, referring to catchers who demand fastballs in order to better defend against a base runner, to the detriment of his pitcher, “or not caring about your pitching staff. These guys, maybe they aren’t always big leaguers, but they care.

“You’re an offensive lineman, bro. You know, you gotta open the holes. That’s your job. You don’t get the credit. You don’t get to spike the football.”

So Erik Kratz was Pat Murphy’s kind of guy, the sort of endorsement that played well in the home clubhouse at Miller Park. Pretty soon Erik was traveling the country with the sort of season-long relevance he hadn’t experienced before. That it came along seventeen seasons after he’d been drafted, after all he’d survived and survived again, after he’d become a father three times over and neared middle age, suggested that if you hang around long enough the game will indeed find you, maybe out of sheer boredom.

So he was a Brewer during the best October in Milwaukee in many falls, and he was hitting, and the people of Milwaukee latched on to him and his vagabonding story, because of the time of year, and began calling the whole thing “Kratztober.” Not all of them. But some of them. A few.

On a national telecast during Game 3 of the division series (on Kratztober 7), veteran broadcaster Bob Costas watched another ball bound off an outfield fence and exclaimed, “It’ll be a double for Kratz, who suddenly is a hitting machine.”

Milwaukee swooned. This was their guy.

When, moments later, Erik scored from third base on a wild pitch—headfirst, no less—Milwaukee leapt to its feet. The Brewers were going to the NLCS to play the Dodgers for a chance at the World Series, which they had never won.

Erik had three hits that day, a game after he’d had two hits, and when he’d celebrated with his teammates he was asked what it was like to perform so well in the biggest games of his life.

“Well,” he offered, “I hit a home run in the Triple-A playoffs before. That was pretty cool.”

Milwaukee smiled with him. Because they knew who Erik Kratz was almost as much as Erik Kratz knew who Erik Kratz was—a guy in search of a chance, who’d earned a hundred of them but would take the one that came along, the only one like it. He possessed a certain Midwestern sensibility, which is difficult to define, but he was a big ol’ fella and played hard and smiled a lot. Also, his name almost rhymed with their favorite fresh link sausages.

At the end of his seventeenth summer of professional baseball, Kratz reminded them all that the journey doesn’t stop if you don’t.

In the search for the game’s soul, perhaps it is wiser to first find the souls of the men who play the game. Many of them, after all, give themselves over to a life that squirts off in unpredictable directions and hardly ever says thanks for the effort. When a strength coach dares them to sprint without specifying the distance, they stretch their hamstrings and ask which direction. When they could have borrowed money from their parents in order to soften the anxiety of a phone bill, they paid the phone bill and ate macaroni and cheese for a couple more nights. Maybe splashed a little ranch dressing over the plate for variety. The commitment embraces the game and the season, but it really grabs them and anyone who consents to going along for the ride.

The Kratzes lived in a three-bedroom apartment on a cul de sac southwest of downtown Milwaukee, in Greenfield. Sarah and the three children spent a lot of time at the public library in New Berlin. When the Brewers were at home, Erik and the boys played Wiffle ball in the street in front of the house. Soon the neighbors pulled up chairs and watched the pickup games from their front lawns. Delivery drivers waved. As summer progressed, the Brewers proved worthy of the city’s closets full of Gorman Thomas jerseys, Robin Yount T-shirts, and 1982 pennants. Fans dressed themselves in team colors—blue and gold—and urged the man in the middle of the cul de sac to beat the Cubs and win the World Series and make them proud. The legend of Kratztober was forming, one Pabst Blue Ribbon at a time.

While the Brewers were proving themselves to be players in the NL Central and Erik was piling up more at-bats than he’d ever had in a major league season, he was uneasy about how long the latter would last. He’d homered in his first game as a Brewer and by June 11, two weeks after the trade, was hitting .435 with three home runs. A month later his average was down to .207 and he hadn’t homered again. That left three weeks to the annual summer trade deadline, the last opportunity to significantly upgrade a competitive team. At about the same time, Manny Pina, the presumed No. 1 catcher, wasn’t hitting much better.

The Miami Marlins were under new ownership and already had traded away Giancarlo Stanton (to the Yankees), Marcell Ozuna (to the St. Louis Cardinals), and Christian Yelich (to the Brewers) since the end of the 2017 season. Several months later, they were fielding interest in their twenty-seven-year-old catcher, J. T. Realmuto, who’d been an All Star for the first time in 2018.

“I knew it was all fleeting,” Erik said. “I knew at the All-Star break they were looking at other catchers and that Realmuto was one of the guys in that boat.”

He kept sprinting.

In the run-up to the deadline, Erik started thirteen games in July and appeared in two others. Pina missed two weeks in the middle of the month because of an injury and Jacob Nottingham, a rookie, had taken his place. Meantime, Jhoulys Chacin and Wade Miley, two starting pitchers the Brewers were counting on for September and October, were assigned primarily to Erik and were getting results. Erik wasn’t doing much at the plate, though that was secondary to his impact on a pitching staff that would post the fourth-best earned-run average in the National League. He also was throwing out attempted base stealers at a rate higher than the league average. According to advanced defensive statistics, categories that included pitch framing (turning borderline pitches into strikes through positioning and subtle glove movements), blocking balls in the dirt, and minimizing passed balls, Erik rated above the likes of Yadier Molina, Buster Posey, and Realmuto. Playing more than he ever had over the course of a season, primarily because he’d never had the chance, Erik was earning his keep. Other players were hitting just enough. And the Brewers were winning.

So he counted the days, some of them spent throwing batting practice in the cul de sac, some spent chasing wins in the big leagues, many of them trying not to get worked up over a career outcome that was out of his control. He loved it in Milwaukee and didn’t want to leave.

Stearns, the general manager, out of concern that both of his catchers were in their thirties and one of them—Manny Pina—already had been injured, did keep an eye out for catchers who might be available by trade.

“Ultimately nothing lined up,” he said. “We did explore it.”

He’d played before to keep a job. That was standard, almost from the day he was drafted. He’d played before to win. Also the standard. The Brewers were five games behind the Cubs on September 2, four games behind on September 7, three and a half games behind on September 18, two and a half games behind on September 23, and tied with the Cubs on September 30, the final day of the regular season. That’s how a city falls back in love with a baseball team, with the men they know and those who will come and go, with the idea that the whole has become more than all the little parts put together.

When the regular season had ended, when the Brewers had won the tie-breaker and then the division series, it had long before occurred to Erik that these 2018 Brewers bore a resemblance to those 2015 Royals, the team he knew well and watched win a championship.

“Yelich was banged up,” he recalled. “Lo Cain was banged up. And those boys posted. Every. Single. Day. It was like, those dudes are doing it and they’re two of the better players. And it was just that feeling that everybody was going to be a part of it.”

That included the old backup catcher who’d committed to being part of every team he was ever on, right up until the point every team he was ever on stopped committing to him. So he’d had those days. Or weeks. Then the game surprised him. As he was wondering how much more he had in him, it began to ask for more. His boys, Brayden and Ethan, were romping through a big-league clubhouse with the sons of his teammates. The city didn’t groan when the No. 1 catcher took a day off.

“Pat Murphy did a great job of integrating me in,” he said. “He flat out told me, ‘You just be you here. We picked you up to be you. So don’t be afraid to step up and help the guys who really need it.’”

Erik almost immediately overstepped.

Earlier in the summer the St. Louis Cardinals hit Yelich with a pitch. They’d often pitched aggressively inside against Yelich, and Erik decided it had become dangerous. In a retaliation attempt, a Brewers pitcher missed his target, twice. Erik became angrier. So he’d picked up the dugout phone that rang the bullpen. A coach picked up.

“Whoever’s coming in,” Erik seethed, “tell them that when I call for a double fastball in, we’re putting it in his ribs. And do not miss.”

The next pitcher missed, too, aiming at Yadier Molina.

“And I’m fuming mad,” Erik said.

The game ended. Counsell, the manager, stepped into the clubhouse and motioned toward Erik.

“Kratz,” he said, not Erik or Kratzie. “C’mere.”

Erik followed him into his office.

“If you ever—ever—call for somebody to get hit without asking me,” Counsell spat, but didn’t quite finish.

“That’s my job,” he said. “I’ll let you know when we’re going to hit somebody.”

Erik apologized, said it wouldn’t happen again, and as he turned to leave the room Counsell spoke up again.

“Oh, and by the way,” he said, “the bullpen phones? The league records those calls.”

Well, Erik thought, live and learn. Good thing they missed. He’d also made it clear he wasn’t going to be pushed around, and neither would the Brewers, though he’d have preferred to make the point with a bruise.

On the day of Game 1 against the Rockies, Erik, Sarah, and Avery, on her sixth birthday, drove to a nearby mall to have Avery’s ears pierced. The doors opened at 10 a.m., and the Kratzes arrived a few minutes later. It was a Thursday and there were more people in the mall than Erik expected. By Erik’s count, the Kratzes were the only three not wearing a Brewers cap, a Brewers jersey, a Brewers jacket, or a Brewers giveaway T-shirt from fifteen years before.

“This town,” Erik told Sarah, “is ready to go.”

The Dodgers, baseball’s sexiest team, arrived for what would become a seven-game series, where three of the first four games would be decided by a single run, and two stadiums would shake and sway with the slightest evidence of momentum. The best of Octobers are those where teams forgotten outside the parking lots of their own ballparks rekindle the local love affair, where young and old fans rush to join their neighbors in a smear of colors and spirit and hope. Bobblehead dolls find their way back to the bar countertops and tiny flags fly from car antennas and encouraging messages are splashed across the windows of downtown shops.

On the cul de sac in Greenfield the FedEx driver leaned out of his window and shouted, “Hey, go get ’em tonight!” One morning there were a couple of Post-it notes on the mailbox, neighbors wanting to be supportive and not overbearing, and soon there were so many fluttering neon squares the mailbox looked like a cross between a parade float and a piñata.

“It was almost like high school,” Erik said. “Like we were going to states for soccer.”

Eventually, the people in the lawn chairs, the gallery for the Wiffle ball games, came to introduce themselves.

“We wanted to give you your privacy,” the nice lady said, “but we wanted to say, you know, keep it up.”

“Thank you,” Erik said. “I’ll try. We’ll try.”

And he loved that. He loved that people were kind and caring and would return the occasional foul balls sprayed into their yards, that he may have been a backup catcher for the Brewers but could also have been the guy who lived a few doors down who was invested in the Brewers, too. He loved that he hadn’t somehow missed this, a summer and fall in a place that took the time to get to know him, that actually had the time to get to know him, because this time he’d been able to put some distance between the moving vans.

Fall arrived and so did the Dodgers, and Sarah sat in the ballpark with the kids and Erik’s parents. They watched the strain of the previous twenty years disappear in a series of taut, well-played, sometimes edgy ball games. She found herself leaning into pitches and watching the hard parts through her fingers and, sometimes, smiling as big as she could remember, maybe since that day in Pittsburgh, maybe not since those afternoons on the grassy hill in college.

“I was just so happy,” Sarah said. “Soaking it all in and being happy for and proud of Erik. Him, getting to experience this, on the field, I was so grateful. And it was all surreal. Postseason baseball and he’s playing, not like before when he was on the bench the whole time. Like, this was actually happening. He’d worked so hard and it still felt like a huge gift. Does that make sense?”

Erik had no sense of career karma or lifetime payoff in those weeks. He’d actually become so accustomed to moving his feet, catching his games, and honoring his ideals that he’d quite gotten over the idea of a payoff. It was just today again, and it so happened that this today came with a full ballpark and a lot more people watching from home. And the antenna flags.

He saw a few jerseys with his name on them. They were on the backs of his friends, which still counted. With Sarah’s permission, they had raided the boxes in the Harrisonburg garage where Sarah stored Erik’s old jerseys. His buddies flew into Milwaukee and paraded into Miller Park before Game 6 of the NLCS. There were thirteen in all, including three different Pirates jerseys, two Phillies, a couple Blue Jays, and the rarest of all—Kratz Indians and Padres jerseys, teams for which Erik did not play in a major-league game. There were 11s and 85s and 23s and four 38s and a bunch of other numbers, all under the name Kratz, all on the backs of guys who played ball with Erik in Telford or Souderton or Harrisonburg, and maybe you know a guy best when he’s surrounded by friends who would wear his old clothes and meet him in Milwaukee.

They’d come together only a handful of days before with this idea to represent as much of Erik’s career as they could, both in body and in double-knit polyester. Erik was short a few friends to cover the whole career, though he had a lot of friends. Teammates from EMU and Christopher Dock and the little field across from the VFW hall gathered up airline tickets and game tickets and hotel rooms and rental cars. Some he’d known longer than Sarah. A few he’d known longer than his shower shoes. And when Erik trotted from the Brewers’ dugout to warm up Wade Miley, there they were, shouting and laughing and waving from the first row. Erik had no idea. He hugged as many as he could reach, then got on with the business of getting a hit, which he did, and catching a winner, which he did, and forcing a Game 7, which the Brewers did.

He started five of the seven games of the NLCS and played in all seven. The series ended when the backup catcher for the Dodgers caught a pitch from Clayton Kershaw that Mike Moustakas swung through. And that was that. A different backup catcher was ferrying a different baseball to a different pitcher, and Erik was watching. The Brewers were not going to the World Series. In the final nine days of Kratztober, Erik had two hits in sixteen at-bats, and he’d also had his pitchers navigate the best lineup in the National League.

“And all of a sudden it’s just over,” Sarah said. “There’s no way to prepare for that. You’re only prepared to keep winning.”

The bags they’d packed for Boston, where the World Series would start in two days, were lugged back to the cul de sac and then to Harrisonburg. Erik had gotten a chance, all he’d ever allowed himself to ask for. He thought he’d earned it, but that’s not the sort of thing the 866th draft pick or a .209 hitter gets to decide for himself. He decides all the other stuff—the commitment, the patience, what the stars over Manchester are really trying to say—and the rest is up to the men who make the rosters, the men who make the lineup cards. What he could do was show up. Every dang day. And ask what he could get better at. And work like somebody was watching. Even when nobody was.

“Do you think we will be back here?” Sarah asked. “Could we stay in the same place?”

Erik began to say yes. He almost let himself say yes. Instead he shrugged. Other people made plans. Team Kratz waited for today to come.







Chapter 17

THE TOP STEP

A person does not become a baseball manager on the day they are hired to fill the position, not if they are going to be any good at it.

Those who will prove capable at the job have been doing that sort of work—governing, rallying, prodding, empathizing—for long before they stood on a dugout’s top step. The title may be new to them. The conscience has been around. It has navigated the hard conversations. The habits are rooted.

There’s a conversation to be had here, too, about nature or nurture, about the granular bits that make up a leader, and the answer there is probably both, too.

Same as the preacher whose heart was devoted before the vows, the teacher whose patience preceded her first class, and the athlete who knew she was a little faster, a little stronger, a little more intuitive, before anyone chose up sides.

Managing a baseball team isn’t for everyone. It’s certainly not for all catchers, including the backup catchers, bounce guys, and org guys. But, it would seem, if a team were looking for someone to put nine reasonably prepared men on a baseball field every night, keep up with a game that moves quickly considering its deliberate pace, and quiet the noise that arises from a daily lineup card, the ex-catchers would not be a bad place to start.

Of the forty-five winningest managers in baseball history, thirteen were catchers or part-time catchers, so 29 percent of the representation from 10 percent (including designated hitters) of the positions. Five of the thirteen—Connie Mack, Joe Torre, Al Lopez, Wilbert Robinson, and Cap Anson—are Hall of Famers. Others in the top forty-five—Bruce Bochy, Jim Leyland, Mike Scioscia, and Joe Maddon—are anywhere from Hall of Fame shoo-ins to worthy candidates.

(When he wasn’t working at a shoe factory, in the general store, or on a farm in south-central Massachusetts in the 1870s, a teenaged Connie Mack played for the town’s baseball team. He grew up, played a lot of baseball, then won nearly a thousand more games than any manager in major-league history. He also lost more games than any of the rest, by more than 1,500.)

In 2022, eleven of the league’s thirty managers were former catchers. Of those, one had been named to an All Star Game (Philadelphia’s Joe Girardi, in 2000, when he was the National League’s only position player not to play), one had a career batting average better than .239 (also Girardi, .267), four never played in the big leagues, and the eleven had a combined career WAR of 16.4, ten of those wins belonging to Chicago’s David Ross. In a few weeks’ span in June 2022, the Phillies fired Girardi and replaced him with Rob Thomson, who once was a minor-league catcher, and the Angels fired Maddon and replaced him with Phil Nevin.

The backup catchers were, in large part, good guys to have around. They were smart. They were humble, mostly. They were on time. They put in full days. A few occasionally hit. Mike Matheny, who managed in St. Louis before Kansas City, won four Gold Gloves. Ross played for two World Series champions. Girardi played for three (and managed another), all in the Bronx.

In nine years as general manager of the Dodgers, Ned Colletti hired three managers. Two—Grady Little and Joe Torre—were former catchers. (The other, Don Mattingly, had served at Torre’s right hand.) Little did not play past Double-A. Torre was an All Star nine times, six when his primary position was at catcher.

“Why is the backup catcher one of the smartest—if not the smartest—people on the team?” Colletti asked, a decade after the second of those hires. “What does he do when the game’s on? He’s watching the game. What does he do when the game is getting near the end? He’s warming up the guys that are going in most of the time. He’s seeing them. He’s seeing those that sweat. He’s seeing those that cannot wait to pitch. And he’s seeing those who drop their shoulders when the phone rings, the guy answers it, and they call his name. He knows everybody. He knows the starters. He’s in meetings because he’s a pitching expert. He is an expert in the psychology of the craft because he’s seen them all do it. Different degrees in different types of circumstances. That’s why they make great managers.

“And probably they’ve done two things on the managerial side. They’ve managed it, but they’ve also watched somebody else manage it, with the trial and error associated with it. If you’re the backup catcher, you’ve watched the manager manage it, the pitching coach manage it, and the bullpen coach manage it. You’ve watched three guys that are in leadership positions, paid leadership positions. They’re not paid to hit, to pitch, to field, to do anything but make decisions, teach, and lead. You watched at least three at any given year at high levels do that with trial and error. You learned it. They had to live with it.”

The catchers, and in particular the backup catchers, lead on the periphery of those actually hired to lead. On a typical afternoon and early evening, while ten players are preparing to play a game, the other sixteen are preparing for some other day or some other situation that may or may not arise in the next several hours. The most a backup catcher might have to show for ten hours of work is a promising batting practice taken and a rigorous bullpen session caught, the equivalent of their game day.

“The whole theory that catchers make the best managers, whether that’s true or not, there’s a certain brain multitasking that goes on as a catcher,” said Vance Wilson, the former Mets and Tigers backup. “So if you’re good at what you do, you’ve got a pitch to call, you’re looking in the dugout for a pickoff sign. Who’s pitching? Who’s on deck? Who’s behind him? You have all these multitasking decisions to make in a fourteen-to-twenty-second period. And you’re going to do that 160 times a game. So that’s how you’re wired. And when you’re sitting on the bench watching a game, that multitasking doesn’t shut off, you know? Then it translates into their second career, because coaching and managing is about multitasking.”

In considering the job of the big-league manager and a particular man’s talent for it, most of the emphasis is placed on the game, or the parts people can actually see on the television. But what about the hours around the game? Winning championships—and, for that matter, losing one hundred games—is not solely about configuring lineups and making pitching changes. The culture that hums along—or goes to pieces—outside the manager’s office can save or destroy a season. Given the choice between great players and great culture, thirty out of thirty managers will choose the players and work around the culture. But that doesn’t mean the culture is insignificant, either.

What a good clubhouse requires is good teammates, and maybe that comes down to a guy who asks another guy how he’s doing and then cares enough to listen to the answer.

“Usually that’s a courtesy, you know?” said Matt Treanor, a backup for five teams over nine seasons. “But do you really want to know how I am? Because if you ask that question you gotta be able to sit and listen.”

In the spring of 2022, Maddon was sixty-eight years old, managing his third major-league team—the Los Angeles Angels—and remembering the afternoon in 1976 it became clear to him that while ballplayers might wear the same uniform, that did not make them all alike.

A couple months into his pro career, he was playing in Quad Cities, doing time as the third catcher and feeling pretty good about his bat, in spite of the fact he hadn’t yet homered (and would not that year). He was summoned to the manager’s office, where Moose Stubing was engaged in a game of cribbage. Maddon walked in. Stubing looked up.

“Yeah, Joey,” Stubing said.

“Hey Moose,” Maddon said.

“You’re rooming with Dickie Thon, right?”

“Yeah, Moose.”

“OK. You take care of that boy, huh? He’s gonna be a big leaguer someday. Watch out for him, right, kid?”

“Sure, Moose, I got it.”

Then Moose returned to his cards and pegs.

“I walked out, I was so pissed,” Maddon recalled. “I was so damned pissed. Like, I was Crash Davis before there was a Crash Davis.”

Thon played fifteen seasons in the big leagues.

By 1978, two summers later, Maddon had gotten started in earnest on the transition from backup catcher to manager. He was preparing to play a baseball game, taking batting practice on a baseball field in Salinas, California. The night before, he’d homered in a game in Visalia, one of the two he’d hit that season, then boarded a bus for a three-hour trip back home, to Salinas, where the California Angels kept their single-A team. Tired but feeling good about his swing and optimistic for his future, Maddon stepped from the batting cage. There, waiting, was a scout named Loyd Christopher, a reedy former outfielder with the bluest eyes Maddon ever saw. Christopher had played a few games in the big leagues three decades before and carried that sort of pedigree. He greeted Maddon with a smile and a handshake and then said, “Say, Joe, when are you going to stop playing and start coaching?”

Maddon was twenty-four. His days as a player were about over. He did not know that then, though Christopher’s question chased him every day thereafter. When the season ended and the Angels did not ask him back, Maddon called the San Francisco Giants to ask for a job as catcher.

“They weren’t biting,” he said.

Demoralized, Maddon asked Christopher for advice. Sensing that Joe, like every other ballplayer ever, would have to confront the end of his playing career on his own terms, Christopher told him to consider trying out for an independent minor-league team. First, however, he’d have to modify his swing so he could hit with greater power. The next day, on a local junior college field, Christopher underhanded dozens of plastic balls to Joe, explaining he’d have to firm up his front leg if the ball was going to carry to the fence. When a large bucket had been emptied a third time, Maddon and the scout, who knew how this would go, were soaked in sweat.

“This is the guy,” Maddon remembered with affection, “who told me to stop playing.”

He signed with the independent Bakersfield Outlaws as a player-coach early the following summer, then was fired when the manager sensed he was doing more coaching than playing. Maddon’s last player’s contract, for the final month of the 1979 season, was with the Santa Clara Padres. He hit .250, made $200, and retired as a backup catcher almost nobody wanted.

Seven years earlier, he’d left Hazleton, Pennsylvania, as a pitcher and shortstop. He’d enrolled at Lafayette College. After two games there, the latter of which saw an opposing team steal at least seven and as many as nine bases, according to Maddon, the coach had asked if anyone wanted to be the new catcher, this with the existing catcher in attendance. Young Joey Maddon had shrugged, raised his hand, threw out one base runner that season—in something close to the last game of the season—and went on to claw through those four years of pro ball. By 1987, at the age of twenty-seven, he was managing a rookie-level team for the Angels in Idaho Falls, beginning a journey that by the spring of ’22 would have him fifth among active managers in wins.

Across more than four decades he was a backup catcher, developed backup catchers, scouted backup catchers, cut backup catchers, leaned on backup catchers, consoled backup catchers, won and lost with backup catchers, and, one fall, became a World Series champion with David Ross as his backup catcher.

He knew there was a place in the game for the player who didn’t run as well as the next guy, whose fly balls didn’t carry quite as far, who fought the fight every day just to keep up, and who found ways around deficiencies subtle and glaring.

As a young manager in the minor leagues, Maddon said, “I’m championing for these guys. I want to be one of their early champions. It’s not time to burst their bubble. You know, you got to somehow figure out a way to get the best out of this guy, because that was me once. I understand him. I get him. I know what he’s going through. I know he feels like he’s getting screwed, that he’s not getting enough time, that he’s good enough, that nobody’s seeing this, but that they will eventually.”

Maddon would know, because he woke up just about every morning of his life wondering what wonderful event was waiting for him that day, no matter the run of losses, the week of bad luck, or the ugliness of the standings, and so he said with authority, “You need to be an eternal optimist to play that position.”

The hope would be for a few at-bats.

“Some people go to the ballpark, they know their routine,” Bruce Bochy said. “Your routine was to go and find out if you’re playing.”

Facing Nolan Ryan was not the sort of experience a mediocre hitter relishes, but Bochy had memories of a lot of games and at-bats against the all-time strikeouts leader. In reality, it was three games and six at-bats, all of them in 1984 and 1985, while Bochy was backing up Terry Kennedy with the San Diego Padres. None of those games was on a Sunday, which Bochy would find odd, given his nickname in those days was “Sunday Bruce,” an ode to backup catchers and day games after night games and, also, often enough, travel days.

The career .239 hitter singled, doubled, and homered in those six at-bats, the home run a game winner in the bottom of the tenth inning in San Diego on July 1, 1985. To his point that backup catchers often get the duty of standing in against the league’s best, primarily as a favor to the No. 1 catcher, sixty-seven of his 802 major-league at-bats—8.4 percent of them—were against eventual Hall of Famers, among them Steve Carlton, Phil Niekro, Ryan, and Tom Seaver.

Years later, Sunday Bruce asked his manager from then, Dick Williams, about finding himself in the lineup against Ryan on a Monday or a Friday.

“Well,” Williams told him, “I didn’t want to get my regular catcher hurt.”

Bochy laughed in the retelling, both for its honesty and its insight into Williams and the role.

“That was Dick at his finest,” he said. “He wasn’t going to say something that made you feel good about yourself. And, right there, you know what your role is—to take care of the starting catcher.”

Bochy grew up to win 2,003 games as a manager. And lose 2,029. With the Padres and San Francisco Giants, he managed six National League West champions. He finished last five times. He won three World Series, all with the Giants.

First, he was a backup catcher for nine major-league seasons, straight through the heart of his prime, with the Houston Astros, New York Mets, and Astros again.

He’d not forget the twenty-one-year-old who’d been demoted from Double-A to Single-A, who drove fifteen hours through the night from Columbus, Georgia, to Dubuque, Iowa, who arrived at sunup, who played that day, who then failed to block a pitch that led to a run and a loss, and who then was ordered to the park early the following day to practice blocking pitches. He wouldn’t even forget the guy who threw the pitch (Mike Mendoza) and certainly not the manager who demanded the extra work out of his heavy legs (Bob Cluck), or that he appreciated them both.

“Bob Cluck made me better,” Bochy said. “Did I like it at the time? No. I was pissed off. I was tired. All of a sudden he’s giving me the business about a ball that was almost unblockable.”

Almost, he said. Bochy chuckled.

“The pitcher, he shows up in spring training with this van with writing on it,” Bochy said. “He called himself the Phoenix Heat. Now he’s a successful real estate guy. But I still bust his balls on that. Phoenix Heat didn’t know where it was going. And I learned that sometimes the manager isn’t your friend.”

When his knee, shoulder, and batting average finally gave out, Bochy became a player-coach in Las Vegas at thirty-three. He was a manager in the minor leagues at thirty-four. He was a big-league manager at forty. He remained at heart a backup catcher.

“When I made the transition into managing, that came with me,” he said. “Without question it was a big part of me.”

By the time he was forty-six years old, A. J. Hinch had been:

The National Gatorade Player of the Year as a high school senior in Oklahoma.

A second-round draft pick and twice a third-round draft pick.

A scholarship player at Stanford University.

An Olympian.

The forty-second-rated prospect in the minor leagues by Baseball America.

At twenty-three, the opening day catcher for the Oakland A’s, catching knuckleballer Tom Candiotti and facing future Hall of Famer Pedro Martinez.

A split-time catcher by the following opening day.

A backup catcher/minor leaguer for the A’s, then the Kansas City Royals, then the Detroit Tigers, then the Philadelphia Phillies, for the rest of his career.

Retired at thirty-one.

A farm director.

A manager in Arizona for 212 games, and fired.

A scouting director.

A manager in Houston, a World Series champion, and fired in a sign-stealing scandal.

A manager in Detroit.

Of the many different lives to be had in baseball, Hinch experienced most of them, the obvious exception being the life of the player he was expected to be. He was supposed to be great. He was not. He did not hit early in his career. That led to a backup catcher’s path, and that meant he would not play very often, or accumulate at-bats, or find his way back from what had happened (or not happened) at the plate early in his career, and that meant he could turn away or take those lessons and make something of them.

They’ll tell you baseball is a game of failure. But failure—and let’s use a better word, like reality—doesn’t really register when the choice in high school is a pro contract or a free ride at Stanford, when the choice in college is to go pro or hang around a college campus for another year, when teams would line up to draft you, when there are nearly forty thousand people at a ballpark in Oakland and you, not two years out of college, are the starting catcher.

Nobody expects that guy to be a backup catcher inside a year.

“If you just looked at a blank résumé, I should have progressed better,” Hinch said. “I don’t say ‘failed.’ ‘Failed’ is the wrong word. Everybody gets to a point, even great players get to a point, where they can’t perform at the level they have before. But it drove me way into the preparation side, which might be common across the backup-catcher mold of why we turn into managers and coaches. It’s all part of our story.”

It is occasionally argued that great players don’t make great managers. Joe Torre took a pretty good run at great. And his managerial record stood at more than one hundred games under .500 through tenures with the New York Mets, Atlanta Braves, and St. Louis Cardinals. He didn’t become a winning manager, record-wise, until his third season with the New York Yankees, an immensely talented team that won 114 games. In twelve years with Torre as manager, the Yankees averaged ninety-eight wins. Dusty Baker was a two-time All Star and was top ten in career wins. Frank Robinson was a Hall of Fame player who in sixteen seasons as a manager in Cleveland, San Francisco, Baltimore, and Washington did not win a division title. Pete Rose had more hits than anyone in the history of the game, then steered the Cincinnati Reds for all or parts of seven seasons, none of which ended in the playoffs. The Reds were in fourth place in the NL West when Rose was banned from baseball for gambling.

Of the very best players to manage, Walter Johnson, Rogers Hornsby, Ted Williams, Mel Ott, Christy Mathewson, Bill Terry, Eddie Mathews, Paul Molitor, and Alan Trammell gave it a go and had their ups and downs. Managerial records are beholden to too many factors—player abilities, ownership commitment, injuries, good and bad luck, quality of competition, and, sure, the leadership capabilities of the manager himself—and so it is generally conceded that the line between effective and ineffective managers is fairly blurred.

Perhaps, then, it is more notable that so many former catchers—backups and otherwise—chase the managerial career, find the work rewarding, and often seem to have a positive influence on their rosters.

“It’s hard to overperform to be a backup catcher,” Hinch said. “Most of the time, you’ve achieved the starting status and then you fail to the point of backup catcher. You don’t usually maximize your potential as the backup, if that makes any sense. You don’t often ascend to becoming a backup.”

In his final season as a player, at thirty-one years old, Hinch played eighty-five baseball games in Triple-A Scranton. He played zero games in the big leagues. He hit some and helped raise a new generation of Phillies for five months. Then, at the end of 2005, he was called up to Philadelphia in September and watched every game, either from the dugout or the bullpen.

“I warmed up Billy Wagner every night,” he said, laughing.

While in Scranton, he stood at the dugout rail and had countless conversations with his manager, Gene Lamont, who was nearing sixty and had managed more than 1,100 major-league games in Chicago and Pittsburgh. Lamont had been a backup catcher. In 1966, he was teammates in Rocky Mount, North Carolina, an A-ball team in the Carolina League, with Jim Leyland. In seven minor-league seasons, Leyland was a team’s No. 1 catcher one time, that for the 1966 Rocky Mount Leafs. His backup was Lamont. Across twenty-two seasons, Leyland, who did not play above Double-A, managed 3,499 major-league games, went to the World Series three times, and won it once.

On warm nights in the International League, while slapping at mosquitos in Buffalo or Ottawa or Rochester, Lamont told Hinch he ought to be proud of his playing career in spite of the disappointments and that his greater impact on the game was ahead of him. He described his own journey. He reflected on Hinch’s and how it had prepared him for whatever was next. Only months later, Hinch went from being one of the oldest players on the Scranton roster to among the youngest employees in the Arizona Diamondbacks front office. Three years after that he was the youngest manager in the major leagues and beginning to understand what the previous phase of his life was about.

“You don’t see many backup catchers that are jerks,” he said. “They don’t last. And I think that’s a good thing for my job today, in that I was kind of forced to sit on the bench to watch a lot of different people, to watch games from a different perspective. I mean, I’ve watched more games from the manager’s position on the side, watching it from the third base or first base dugout in whatever capacity, than I ever played.”

Mike Redmond was not drafted in high school or college. A Florida Marlins scout signed him out of a summer league in Kansas. He became the No. 1 catcher on a Marlins team that lost ninety-eight games. He backed up Charles Johnson, an All Star. He backed up Ivan Rodriguez, a Hall of Famer. In Minnesota, he backed up Joe Mauer, an MVP. He ended his career as a backup catcher on a Cleveland Indians team that lost ninety-three games.

Months later, he was a minor-league manager. After two seasons, he was hired to manage the Marlins. He was fired thirty-eight games into his third season in Miami, then became bench coach for the Colorado Rockies. And what he figured out along the way was that he had one shot at a career that looked remotely like the one he has had.

“The biggest thing,” he said, “is I just know that I did it right. I was myself. I persevered. I didn’t hold grudges. I went out there and I played hard. I just wanted to be a great teammate. To have guys remember me for that.”

On the day he was introduced as manager of the Marlins, in November 2012, he explained, “I sat on the bench a lot. It’s well documented. And I watched. And I learned. I asked questions. I pumped my teammates up. I did the things I knew would help a team win. And now, as a manager, I know what to do.”

He was fired in the middle of his third season, because the job is difficult and owners are an impatient lot and sometimes the players aren’t very good, or aren’t very good yet. For those 362 games, Marlins players, overmatched as they could be at times, would know their manager understood the difficult game and the difficult times that pile up across six months. It is that empathy that many of them have in common.

“I understand,” said Kevin Cash, the former backup catcher who managed the Tampa Bay Rays, “and have an appreciation for how challenging it is to play in the major leagues.”

David Ross, who in 2020 was hired to manage the Chicago Cubs in spite of no coaching experience, recalled dragging his bat back to the dugout one afternoon, having struck out a third time. His manager, the veteran Bobby Cox, mumbled, “Damn, Rossy, that guy’s nasty today.”

The strikeouts remained, but the gloom cleared.

“I’m thinking I’m the worst player in America,” Ross said. “Then, ‘Wow, my manager’s thinking I got a tough draw today.’ And it wasn’t about my failures but the other guy’s successes. Or, you know, he’d walk into the food room and be like, ‘Hey, Rossy, way to go.’ And I’m like, ‘Bobby, I haven’t played in two weeks. What the hell have I done that’s good?’ But the manager had you in a good light. Things like that I took note of and tried to implement when I talked to my teammates or my coaches, trying to lift other people up to the way it made me feel sometimes when people said nice things to me.”

So Joe Maddon takes a little something from Loyd Christopher, Bruce Bochy from Bob Cluck, A. J. Hinch from Gene Lamont, David Ross from Bobby Cox, because there are lessons to be had when your head is up and the day is not entirely about yourself.

“I’ll tell you this,” Ross continued. “If I would’ve had, let’s say, Chipper Jones’s career—one team, twenty years, superstar—it’d be hard to relate to everybody. I’ve got a very wide range of things that I’ve seen bouncing around, going up and down, minor leagues, big leagues, traded, next to Hall of Famers, role players, guys developing later in their careers.”







Chapter 18

MI HIJO

It was early on a Sunday morning. Or felt early. Same thing. The hotel room was dark except for the thin gap between drawn curtains that refused to meet. Through that half inch squeezed an energy source that could only be a supernova. The city was Tampa, unless it was Philadelphia. Maybe Atlanta. Could have been San Francisco. The hotel address was probably on the telephone, which helped, and if not there’d be an area code. Where’s 914 again?

The city was Yonkers.

The clock read 7:00. There would be two games that day—August 30, 2020—at Yankee Stadium, fifteen miles away.

He would catch the second one.

“You’re in there tomorrow,” the manager of the Yankees, Aaron Boone, had said when he’d come through the visitors clubhouse twelve hours before. “Game two.”

Most of the players needed word only when they were not in there.

“OK,” Erik said.

Across nearly two decades of professional baseball, Erik Kratz would start in 239 major-league games.

In the 237th of those, batting seventh for the Yankees, he would face New York Mets right-hander Seth Lugo. Erik spent the night before thinking about Lugo, studying video of Lugo, and, as he himself had not faced Lugo before, hoping John Buck had batted against Lugo.

John Buck had been a big-league catcher for eleven years. He was six foot three and 245 pounds, and batted right-handed. While Buck was a No. 1 catcher for a lot of those seasons and even an All Star once, Erik discovered pitchers tended to pitch the two of them alike. They were about the same size. They’d probably tie in a race to first base. They were, by the end, bald or bald-ish. He figured pitchers couldn’t easily tell them apart and at some point stopped trying. Then Buck retired. He was thirty-four. So was Erik. Six years later, Erik still had a “Vs. John Buck” file, just in case.

Buck had never faced Lugo, either.

Erik’s first priority that morning was his pitcher, a twenty-one-year-old wisp of a Dominican named Deivi Garcia, who would make his major-league debut in the second game of a doubleheader. Erik, by then forty years old, would grant that much of his previous nineteen years were spent preparing for days such as that one—waking in a hotel, calling Sarah on the twenty-five-minute drive to the ballpark, slipping into his shower shoes, drawing energy from an omelet and protein shake in the food room, and placing a firm hand on the skinny shoulder of a young man trying to breathe through the biggest day of his life.

That he was a Yankee again had required a painful turn, followed by the usual transactional roulette and a couple more free duffel bags. He’d come to assume at all times he was where he was meant to be, supposed to be, even when the purpose could be—to him—hazy. Every once in a while he’d get to thinking about that, about why he was here and why now and about the events that led to the outcomes.

The answer today was Deivi Garcia. The journey to today hadn’t seen Deivi Garcia coming.

On an early spring evening in 2019, five Milwaukee Brewers were dining at a Cheesecake Factory in Scottsdale, Arizona. It was a Saturday night. The regular season was less than a week away.

At the table were Erik, one of the heroes of the Brewers’ run to the brink of the World Series five months before, along with four pitchers—Chase Anderson, Brandon Woodruff, Corey Knebel, and Brent Suter. In all matters, it seems, it is good to have a backup catcher around.

They talked about baseball, about its shifting moods and loyalties, how it inserted and extracted players from its clubhouses and cultures with hardly a look back. A baseball season might seem to go on forever, depending on the standings and how well your shoes fit. In that undertaking it creates relationships that last for a lifetime, if teammates for only a few months.

“Look around this table,” Kratz recalled saying. “Look how baseball is. We were all teammates last year, pushing in the same direction.”

Chase, he said, had since been demoted from the starting rotation to the bullpen. Corey was contemplating Tommy John surgery. (He opted for surgery four days later and missed the entire 2019 season.) Brandon, a reliever, had pitched his way into the starting rotation. Brent was five months from returning from his own Tommy John surgery.

A few minutes before, Erik had taken a phone call he’d suspected was coming. He’d excused himself from the table, maneuvered through the dining room, and pushed open the front door before he’d found some quiet. David Stearns, general manager of the Brewers, was on the other end. After the call ended, he’d returned.

“And I,” Erik said, completing his tour around the table before sitting down, “just got traded.”

October, the fumes of Kratztober, had allowed Erik to believe he might actually be a Brewer for a while. Hadn’t he been a good player for them? Hadn’t he hit nearly .300 in that postseason? Hadn’t he become a part of a culture that lifted the franchise into relevance?

Rather, in January, the Brewers had taken advantage of what had become a slow market for free agent catcher Yasmani Grandal. They signed him for $16 million for the 2019 season. From then, Kratz understood he would not be in Milwaukee on opening day or, for that matter, on any other day. Thirty-three career major-league transactions, not even counting the trips from Triple-A to the big leagues and back, helped him develop a nose for these things.

In the seasons Erik played in the major leagues, which was every one of them from 2010 to 2020, he amassed 332 games, 951 plate appearances, and 2,082⅔ innings caught.

He played another 472 games, took another 1,811 plate appearances, and caught another 3,444⅓ innings in the minor leagues. The life was generally the same. Only the airports changed.

The moment when he’d dreamed of a guaranteed contract, a home that might have been temporary but perhaps not quite so day-to-day temporary, and an apartment on a cul de sac with friendly neighbors was gone in the contrails of a shifting market and an available All-Star catcher and a franchise that suddenly had money to spend. None of which had anything to do with him until the entrees had arrived. He’d once joked with his agent, “Well, I want to set the market for the next thirty-eight-year-old that comes through with five years of service time,” basically a list of one.

The game had found him again, and not even him so much as someone like him, a backup catcher who could be counted on for certain things. Anything beyond those—winning playoff baseball games with his bat, for one—would be considered an anomaly and, perhaps, lead to decisions such as paying for another catcher.

His departure played out across spring training, mostly in the subtle ways a player recognizes when an organization believes it has better options. He’d find them in the pitchers he caught, and when he caught them, and how often. Erik saw it coming and, in spite of the emotional calluses he’d raised over seventeen years, was terribly disappointed. Then he went out and played baseball.

“I knew,” he said, “that God had put me in that situation to impact more people than just myself. I was focused and positive on my interaction with my teammates and tried to help them. Also, I knew that I had to get myself ready. Could I have done that eight years before? No. Eight years before, I was thirty. I don’t know that I could’ve because I would’ve been like, ‘You don’t want me here. Why do I need to sit through pitchers’ meetings or help these pitchers?’ I would’ve been a little bit more bitchy. I would’ve been a little bit more like, ‘OK, whatever.’ I had moments like that in spring training. I did.”

So for the better part of six weeks, he pretended his time with the Brewers was going to end in some other way, at some other time. He attended every meeting. He nursed young pitchers across glitches both mechanical and psychological. He smiled and laughed and meant it, because he was playing baseball and wearing a major-league uniform and none of what was to come of his time with the Brewers was the fault of his teammates. They’d earned his commitment to them for as long as he was among them.

When in the final week of camp every position player in the clubhouse stood and filed into a meeting room, then Erik stood and fell in behind them, figuring he’d missed a bulletin. When he entered the room they were all in there, waiting for the last man to close the door. He looked for a chair. The room was one short.

“Kratz, no. You got to get out of here.”

It was Mike Moustakas, the third baseman and a de facto captain. The hitters had gathered to discuss stealing catchers’ signs from second base and relaying those signs to the batter. Every team did it. Every team hid its methods. And who knew where Kratz would be in a week. The gag all spring—“Don’t tell Kratz”—was now set in apologetic but firm stares.

“Nope,” Erik said. “I’m staying.”

Pat Murphy, the bench coach, a man Erik admired, said, “Kratz, you gotta leave.”

“I’m still here. I’m staying.”

“No, seriously, you got to leave.”

“No, seriously, you’ve got to trade me if you don’t want me in this meeting.”

Seventeen years of living on the fringes of everyone else’s plans settled in Erik’s jaw. The room was quiet. They liked Erik Kratz. Loved him, even. The previous summer, this very meeting on this very topic had been his idea.

The meeting would not start until he left. Murphy folded his arms. So Erik continued his defense, which he knew he would lose.

“I’ve done everything up until this point to help this team,” he shouted. “I’ve sat down with pitchers. I’ve evaluated video. I’m not trying to step on anybody’s toes. These are my guys. There’s a chance I might play for this team. You’ve got to trade me if you want me to leave this meeting. You’ve got to trade me now.”

Murphy sighed. He hated this, too.

“You know I’m not going to,” he said. “You just got to leave.”

Erik tried, “What if I’m on the team?”

Murphy answered, “Well then, we’ll tell you once you’re on the team.”

Erik slammed the door on his way out. Then he stripped every hanger in the clubhouse and left the clothes on the chairs. When the meeting ended, his teammates showed him there were no hard feelings by filling a sink with water and stuffing his clothes into that.

A week later, Erik’s clothes were dry and he was a San Francisco Giant. By mid-May he was a Tampa Bay Ray. Three weeks after that he was a New York Yankee. He’d allowed himself to believe there was a place for him, even for a little while, and only for a moment. He’d been reminded he was still not in charge.

For the 2020 season, which he’d decided would be his last, he’d be a Yankee. He’d be an alternate-site catcher. He’d be a taxi-squad catcher. He’d be a backup catcher. Once in a while he’d be the catcher. In a pandemic summer, he could get home to Telford most nights. Sarah and the kids could come see games on some nights. He’d promised his daughter, Avery, a puppy when he retired. Soon, a peanut butter–addicted scamp named Bella would race around the yard under the climbing trees, Avery not far behind.

First, he’d remind himself to look up at a few more sunsets, watch a few more baseball games, and prepare himself for the final days of his career as if someone were watching, even if no one was.

First, he’d catch Deivi Garcia.

Preparing for the opposing starting pitcher had always been a night-before exercise for Kratz. He’d want the next day, the game day, to be mostly about his own starting pitcher and not about his own at-bats. When he’d been satisfied Seth Lugo was indeed right-handed and did not shoot the ball out of his mouth or anything, then he would slide the room service menu off the nightstand, turn it over, and, using the iPad as a hard surface, list the names of the Mets’ presumed lineup. Next to each name he’d jot ideas on how he and Garcia would get them out, based on what he’d seen of the Mets in the first three games of the series and what he knew about Garcia. He hadn’t kept a notebook like some catchers do. They have a page for each hitter where they’d record at-bats and outcomes and tendencies and swing holes and whatever else came to mind. Kratz wrote the same reports over and over. This way, he figured, he’d remember better. When the game got fast and the pitcher got squirrely and the base runners got to leaning and the crowd got loud, he’d have the batter fresh in his mind.

Then he could sleep.

The alarm on his phone said it was 7 a.m. somewhere. The back of the menu said Jeff McNeil, Michael Conforto, Dom Smith, Robinson Cano, and Pete Alonso. Must be Yonkers.

Nothing on his body hurt. Nothing worth thinking about, anyway. What he sought on those days was normalcy. The routine. An early drive to the ballpark was part of the routine. Also, the starting pitcher could not beat him to the ballpark. That’s just a bad look.

The lineup was posted near the door. Boone hadn’t changed his mind about his catcher. Boone also hadn’t changed his mind about his catcher’s bat. Kratz would hit seventh.

The clubhouse was quiet. The line to the omelet station was short. He changed into a sleeveless T-shirt and shorts. The goal was to fill up without overdoing it.

Years before, when he was playing in Syracuse and had changed his diet for the better, he’d designated Sunday as his cheat day. Six days of forethought and moderation often collapsed into culinary chaos. On that Sunday, the Burger King next to the team hotel seemed a decent break from having to think about food. Lunch was two double cheeseburgers, fries, and a milkshake. Then he lurched over to the ballpark, caught nine innings, and hit two home runs and, fittingly, a double.

Except for three hours he was on the verge of throwing up. Lunch sat high in his throat. His body trembled. He oversalivated, oversweat, and exhaled a lot. Afterward, teammates advised him that all activities leading to a game with two homers and a double must be replicated, including lunch, no matter the consequences, until the routine no longer worked.

“I will not,” he told them. “I won’t survive it again. If this is what it takes, then it won’t happen and I’ll be fine with that and it’s more likely that I will never eat again.”

He finished his eggs on Sunday morning and shuffled to the video room, where he scanned the back of his room service menu and confirmed it with the team’s scouting reports and video.

Deivi Garcia came through the door.

Erik caught eight innings, found himself in a game that was tied, was pinch-hit for by slugger Gary Sanchez, watched from the bench as Sanchez hit a grand slam, and then drove back to the hotel in Yonkers.

He’d had a good day. Doubleheaders are notable sweet spots for backup catchers. They circle those days in red. The Yankees had won twice. He’d played and had a hit, a line drive, and it felt good. He knew it would all come to an end soon enough. He tried not to dwell on that. Soon, there’d be no more starts. No more sensations quite like the ball coming off the bat so pure and loud and, assuming nobody caught it, which at times seemed stratospherically optimistic, fulfilling. He drove away from Yankee Stadium a .300 hitter, right on that number, and maybe the only thing better than going to bed a .300 hitter was waking up as one.

He’d turned 40 two and a half months before. Nearly 1,400 professional games had passed. Erik had watched maybe two or three times that many from a bench. As was his habit, he’d think back on all the men he’d played with and for and against. He wished he could remember them all. He’d just played a baseball game at Yankee Stadium. There were parts of him, inside, where that still seemed an impossibility, that he’d actually show up and wave and they’d call him by name and let him in and give him a uniform and, once in a while, a place in a batting order.

Even better, they’d do the same for that young man, Deivi Garcia, on that very night, for the very first time.

“Mi hijo,” Kratz had taken to calling him. “My son.”

They were two of the seventy-five or so Spanish words he kept pocketed to befriend his Latin teammates, or to reassure them.

“Papa!” Garcia shouted, smiling and laughing.

Nineteen years separated the rookie pitcher who’d debuted that day and the veteran American catcher who would soothe one final young soul before he left the game. In Triple-A the summer before and at the pandemic-inspired alternate site that summer, Kratz had caught many of Garcia’s starts. He’d pretty well exhausted his language proficiency, so he took up an online course, and in the meantime Garcia had continued his English lessons. Most often, they’d met in the middle, usually on a bench in a town in the International League, somewhere between English and Spanish, between Telford and Bonao.

“He would just hang around,” Kratz said. “Some young guys that hang around don’t know when to shut up. Some young guys that hang around don’t ever know when to say anything, so they’re kind of mutes. He had the good balance of both. He wasn’t like, ‘OK, OK, Kratz, whatever you say is what I’m going to do.’ We just had a connection that was awesome.”

Garcia was on the frail side, at five foot nine and 165 pounds, almost childlike in the grown-up, bulked-up world of major-league baseball. He was about the size of Kratz’s teenage son, but what came out of his gangly arm was a ferocious fastball and a joystick curveball, and what came out of that first start was the savvy vibe of a man who’d been paying attention. At the end of six innings, the two of them hugged, Garcia disappearing into the arms of his massive catcher.

Five days later, they were paired again, and the game didn’t go quite as well for Garcia, and what mattered was that Garcia had been raised to pitch for another decade or two. What mattered was Garcia, signed at sixteen, living and working in a new and strange country at eighteen, in the major leagues at twenty-one, was not out of breath. The Yankees had made sure of that. Erik had made sure of that, as had many more like him. And so when the world asked the aging backup catcher about this young Deivi Garcia, curious about who he was, what the world got instead was a view of Erik Kratz. A view into those who do what he does for a living, whose jobs don’t end when the masks come off.

“I think sometimes some people forget where they come from,” Kratz said in a postgame press conference held on Zoom. “Some people forget that they want it just as badly, and there’s people at home that want it just as badly for them. They’re not around them; they’re not around their family, they’re not around the people there.”

Tears welled in his eyes.

“Being older,” he said, “hopefully I can be somebody that can step in and help that relationship. Not everyone sees it. My Spanish isn’t that great, but it’s something that I try, and I want it to be good. Now I get to cry on Zooms, because I’ve got kids, too. I hope somebody would treat my kids that way.”

Two decades later, what he’d come to value was the path to today and whatever it might bring. Ballplayers would all be judged on the results of that journey. They’d be rich or sent home to another sort of life altogether, maybe somewhere in between, but those outcomes weren’t likely to come close to reflecting the commitment. So, to a man who spent the better part of two decades scraping around for a single foothold, perhaps there comes a vague understanding of the courage required to leave Bonao, at sixteen, bound one day for the Bronx.

“I talked to one guy,” Kratz said, “he came over when he was sixteen. He said he didn’t even have hair on his armpits yet. He said he was sitting in a locker after practice and he was like, ‘I am so overwhelmed.’ Then guys start walking around naked and having to go shower. He’s like, ‘I couldn’t feel more out of place, alone, scared, whatever it was.’ After I had said what I said in the Zoom call, he was like, ‘You hit it right on the head.’”

Besides, he said, “I’m a crier,” and had been ever since his children were born.

So in the few seconds it would take him to trot from his dugout to his place behind home plate, in a ballpark known as Yankee Stadium, in what would be one of the final baseball games of his life, he cast a glance at Deivi Garcia and then, over his shoulder, shouted, “I’m so excited to play catch with my son!”

And then he laughed. Imagine that.

This was where he handed the game to the generation behind him. On every roster he was more than a face in a team picture, assuming he was there on the day the team picture was taken and not on a bus to somewhere else. The next Rookie of the Year likely had a backup catcher in his ear last season, in the minor leagues. The emerging young pitcher buckled down on that changeup because a backup catcher coaxed him through a messy year trying—hoping—to trust it. The team’s next manager almost certainly had a backup catcher standing beside him when he was learning to lead minor leaguers, unless he himself was a backup catcher, in which case he absolutely had a backup catcher standing beside him.

The game was bigger than he was. He’d formed that opinion earlier than most. The game made sure he never forgot it.







Chapter 19

GOING HOME

On a baseball field off Godshall Road in Souderton, Pennsylvania, the middle school baseball coach stared at home plate and blinked. He cocked his head one way then the other, backed up two steps, and stared some more.

Definitely crooked.

After a few decades spent within arm’s reach of hundreds of home plates from Medicine Hat to the Bronx, Erik Kratz would know if one of them had subtly reoriented itself toward right-center field. He’d fix that when he was done raking and edging. Then he’d redraw the batter’s boxes, which were aligned with the skewed home plate.

Baseball is a game of perfect angles, perfect intentions, and imperfect results. As coach of the Dock Mennonite Academy Pioneers—sixteen seventh and eighth graders, fifteen boys and a girl—Erik would get the angles and intentions right and leave the game to the players. His son Ethan was his shortstop, just as Brayden, his oldest, had been the season before.

Erik, who once had promised he’d be at a lot more of their games when he was no longer playing, was at all their games. He was their coach. Then their ride home. He sprung for the ice cream. Between conversations about hitting line drives through the middle, he bought them their own cups.

Coach Kratz occasionally has to remind himself to honor the small victories of thirteen-year-olds, such as when they hit the cutoff man and remember to bring their caps. His lineup is a strict meritocracy.

“Whoever’s good enough,” he said, “and doesn’t jack around too much.”

There’s a scoreboard, but he doesn’t look at it all that often. For his players, there’d be many seasons ahead for that. For him, for so long, the scoreboard told all of the story and hardly any of it, a contradiction he’d come to live with. What he’d understood as a player, as a backup catcher, sometimes as a backup to the backup catcher, he’d distill as a coach in a dugout where at least two players might be marveling at a passing cloud that sort of looked like Coach Kratz. The Pioneers won some games and lost some, too, and that was important to some and not so much to others, which was about right for a team whose home plate seemed to have a mind of its own.

Retired as a player, raising his three children, and working occasionally as a radio broadcaster for the Phillies, Erik on spring afternoons sees one score in lights and another in his head. He’d become practiced at that, holding up his own efforts, motivations, and attitudes against the plain outcome of a line score. Sometimes they matched.

For the better part of his career, he said, “I couldn’t keep score. I couldn’t keep score based on my number of at-bats or batting average, but I could keep score based on the relationships that I’d built. How many times am I coming to the ballpark with an attitude beyond ‘He’s a guy that’s always in a good mood’? Not just that, but ‘I can’t be in a bad mood around this guy, like, it just doesn’t fit.’

“I could keep score by how I did in my game, but then also the next six days when I don’t play, how am I evaluating myself as a player? So you go oh-for-two. And then six days later, you play again. Are you oh-for-two for all six days? Because that’s oh-for-twelve. You’re just oh-for-two. So, relax. It’s OK.”

Not every thirteen-year-old gets to play every inning of every game. They get to be the backup catcher, outfielder, third baseman, whatever. They get to wear a uniform and stand with fifteen others and answer to them and Coach Kratz, along with themselves. They get to dedicate themselves to being something other than a backup, if that’s what they want, or become the best backup anyone’s ever known, if that fits. They get to prepare as if someone is watching, even when nobody is.

“And that became my scoreboard,” Erik said. “How hard did I work today? Did I work to get ready? When the game started, was I ready to play? I had to be locked into the game. I had to stay out of the way of the real players. I also had to be there to help the real players. By my last season in New York, I kept being the guy they kept around. That, for me, was a little bit of a scoreboard. I kept score for that.”

By the spring of 2022, his boys weren’t asking a lot of questions about his career. They’d lived a decent portion of it with him. They’d shagged fly balls in Columbus and run the clubhouse in Milwaukee. Sometimes they’d put their dad in the lineup in the video game MLB: The Show, for his power potential and also so they could goof on him about his foot speed. The game rates each player—from 1 to 100—across numerous categories. By his final season, Erik Kratz was a 7 runner, according to the makers of the game. So if the three of them were to be driving through Telford, and were they to pass an elderly woman shuffling along the sidewalk, one of the boys invariably would be moved to observe, “Got her at an 8.”

“What?” Erik would shout in mock horror.

“Maybe a 9,” the other boy would say.

“Let’s go, the three of us,” Erik would announce, pretending to pull the car to the curb. “We’re racing right now.”

And they’d all laugh.

Part of keeping score is not taking yourself too seriously.

In his decades as a bullpen catcher and coach for the Houston Astros, Strech Suba ran across dozens of men who would become backup catchers and dozens more who were headed there. He shared the same spaces with them and a few of the same tender spots, and so he came to understand why some made the job work and others did not.

In the first days of August 2021, Strech, then sixty-six years old, had not worked for the Astros or caught a bullpen session for nearly ten years. He’d thought about people a lot, though. A part-time preacher, Strech was preparing a sermon he would present to a congregation in Big Bear Lake, a small town in Southern California’s San Bernardino Mountains. It was a homily about who cuts it and who doesn’t, and may as well have been about backup catchers.

“It’s a word called humility,” Strech said. “Unfortunately, in today’s age, humbleness is not something that is taught or is even agreed upon, because everybody wants to be the top dog. A backup catcher has to have humility. He has to be able to say, ‘They don’t want me out there every day, but I’m going to do everything I can to help the team.’”

There, he paused to give that some thought.

“To help the team,” he repeated. “That’s what made backup catchers that stood out in my mind above the other guys. They were the guys that no matter what they were called upon to do, it was to help the team and not to help themselves as much.”

If everyone were Mike Trout, there’d be no Mike Trouts. If everyone were a sure-thing Hall of Famer, all you’d need is a neighborhood bar, a few varieties of beer, and a glass case to hang the participation ribbons in.

But baseball is hard, which is the best—and most real—part of it. The struggle. It is seven days a week, waking up sore, convincing body parts to play along to the routine, waiting on the coffee, then fending off the real and imagined dragons until it’s time to start over again.

That sounds like life.

The most we can do is show up, play on, believe in something, celebrate the good stuff, laugh at the dumb stuff, have a good cry, block a ball in the dirt for a friend once in a while, and then be the sort of person others can rely on.

Baseball isn’t life. But it’s not a bad place to practice life.

It’s why they invented the backup catcher. The guy shows up with a nod, a couple purply bruises, a list of things to do, and a crummy batting average. Unless he doesn’t show up, because he’s been released or traded or sent to the minors until the next emergency. At which point he’d return with a nod, a few new bruises, and… start over.

The point of the last few hundred pages was not to argue that backup catchers held a monopoly on the human—sometimes very human—qualities we hold or would most like to see in ourselves. Nor was it meant as a comprehensive treatise on hardball grit. There are lazy backup catchers, too, who backstab the No. 1 guy, let the bullpen coaches handle the afternoon work, and gripe so much that nobody wants to have a beer with them afterward.

The system does love its stars, no question. So does the rest of the world. It’s why so many insist on being one, or trying to be one, why the internet and then social media started passing out microphones and selfie sticks to anyone with a take and a mirror. If it’s not on Instagram it did not happen. So much of life is viewed through a hi-def rectangle of Gorilla Glass, and so it is lived through the same rectangle. Filtered, of course, for idealized effect and maximum likes.

“For the backup catcher, it’s less ‘Look at me’ and more ‘Look at us,’” said Mike Basso, the career backup catcher and minor-league manager.

What a backup catcher—the idea of a backup catcher—does is honor the unseen, both in person and in deed. They are, sometimes, the stuff that doesn’t make the Instagram feed. Off camera. Too ordinary. Too real.

Somebody throws a pitch that wins a baseball game, and that’s the guy who gets the parade. Meanwhile, somebody else encouraged that pitch in a bullpen session three days before, corrected it, scouted the man who was going to try to hit it, watched the man’s at-bats in the second, fifth, and seventh innings, noticed he’d edged back six inches in the batter’s box in the ninth inning, called the pitch, got a head shake, called it again with jabbing fingers and a glare, then caught the pitch when it was the perfect pitch at the perfect time. Afterward, he’s asked why the pitcher was so damned brilliant.

And, hey, maybe he was. The man did throw the pitch. He was not, however, the entire story. He might not be the story at all. In that case they may be carrying the wrong man from the field on their shoulders.

For that reason and a few others, the backup catcher is, as a concept and in the story of Anthony Recker’s plea, relatable. The job sounds almost doable. Will the average baseball fan ever hit a ball 450 feet? Ever throw a ball ninety miles per hour?

Could that fan show up early, study hard, master some skills, be a good teammate, sacrifice his mind and body for a win or two, complain less than everybody else, swallow his ego, take pride in areas only a few people know of, and generally make himself useful around the ballpark? Could that fan endure the difficult parts of an otherwise wonderful life? That doesn’t sound completely impossible.

Those who actually did the job would debate the merits of nature or nurture, as to whether backup catchers are born or—from exertion, commitment, rawhide laces, and leftover lawn mower parts—built. Many would say both. They would agree, however, that they carried the better parts of themselves from the experience. As a result of the job, they said, they became savvier coaches, more empathetic parents, and more conscientious human beings. Decent people. It’s not a perfect system, of course, but ten- or twenty-year lessons in self-awareness and humility aren’t retired with the uniform.

“There’s no doubt,” Jeff Mathis said, “that being able to put aside some of your own issues, some of your own shortcomings—whether it’s on the field or in the clubhouse or anywhere else—and be able to get on the same page with people, still establish those relationships, still have people look up to you, respect you, it’s something I’m thankful for. I’m thankful for the game of baseball for that.”

Chris Gimenez was once traded straight up for Bobby Wilson. They were similar in age, in game, in about everything. If the teams hadn’t announced the deal it would have been weeks before anyone noticed.

“I think one of the most important things is to adapt,” Gimenez said, “because I think in today’s times—and I don’t mean this as a negative thing, I just see it a lot now—people expect to be handed things. I guess you could say I learned how to grind.

“And maybe that particular path is not the path I thought I’d be on, but I can still achieve my dream to be a major-league baseball player.”

Wilson became a coach for the Texas Rangers after retiring from playing at thirty-six.

When he was growing up, Drew Butera’s father was a backup catcher in the major leagues. Sal Butera is about the smartest person Drew ever met. After seventeen years in pro ball, most of them as a backup, Drew retired and became a bullpen catcher. The same job, only without even a chance at the games.

“The one word that describes our role is humility,” Drew said. “In this position it’s about putting other people first and being OK with that.”

When A. J. Ellis was thirty years old and just—and finally—getting used to the idea he belonged in the major leagues, the Dodgers sent him back to Triple-A. He wouldn’t be there long. Still, he was sent down. Still, again, he was not quite good enough or in the wrong place at the wrong time. When he was done complaining bitterly to manager Don Mattingly, he complained just as hard to a minor-league coach named Travis Barbary. Barbary heard Ellis out, then asked if he’d considered the good he might do for a young pitcher in the minor leagues or the skills he might teach a young catcher there. Ellis, as most would, had made the demotion about himself, ahead of the organization, ahead of the journey. He’d been entirely human. The next season, Ellis played in 133 major-league games.

“I think that the biggest word is to be a servant,” he said. “You have to be a servant and it goes back to conversations with Travis throughout my career and truly valuing other people’s careers, as much as my own. Becoming a servant. Becoming unselfish. That’s the life lesson.”

The life done well, done right, John Flaherty said, continues pretty much the same.

“This is my sixteenth year as a broadcaster for the New York Yankees,” he said in April 2021. “You gotta be kidding me. How could something like that happen?”

He laughed at the memory of the shy kid in the suburbs of New York City.

“So,” he said, “I have to leave here for the studio in about an hour. I treat the job that I’m doing as an analyst the same way I treated my career as a player, whether it was a backup or an everyday player. I get up in the morning and I try to get better.”

Vance Wilson, a forty-fourth-round draft pick who didn’t see a big-league career coming until it was practically upon him, suggested the real backup catcher in his family—the one with the work ethic—was not him at all.

“You take the fact that it was a harder grind on my wife than it probably ever was on me, 100 percent,” he said. “Because you know, they’re pulling for you. They want you to play. They’ve got to back us. They’ve got to raise the kids. They’re taking all the questions from family and friends, ‘Why isn’t he playing? Does he ever play?’ Or if he plays bad, they make sure they tell the wife how bad he played. And so the grind on them is so much harder. As far as the game, it gave us everything. We owe the game everything.”

Over nine professional seasons, Pedro Grifol toiled as a backup catcher. That was the day, every day. Sometimes he played. Usually he didn’t. He topped out in Triple-A, where he played eighty-seven games. The grind ended that close.

“It translates all the time,” said Grifol, the bench coach for the Kansas City Royals. “Every single second. A backup catcher is the one that cares for others.”

When Bill Haselman, a backup catcher for four major-league teams, ponders his thirteen seasons, what comes to mind is not the batting average (.259) or the night in Detroit he caught twenty strikeouts by Roger Clemens or the five or six million dollars he made doing it.

“Probably the fact that I was able to go to the field every day and accept my role and do it the best I could possibly do it without any complaints,” he said. “I tried to help everybody, especially the different pitchers as I got older. And I’m proud of the fact I never went into a manager’s office and said, ‘Why am I not playing more?’”

They weren’t Mike Trout. Not for a day. Not even in their imaginations. They were backup catchers.

“I think,” said A. J. Hinch, the backup catcher turned manager, “there’s a defining characteristic of backup catchers that is methodical, like the sport. It’s not glamorous, but it’s pretty fun. There’s days you feel underappreciated and then there’s days that you feel lucky as hell to be on a team.”

By the end, they—the backup catchers—would ask themselves how strong and clever they became, if they saw the game in ways others didn’t or couldn’t, if they’d committed wholly to themselves, the group, the win, and today, and if they then gave it all away. Then they’d know who they were.

If they were a second father to some, a big brother to others, a priest to the believers, the best friend some ever had, honest when they had to be, and kind when they couldn’t be, then they’d know.

If they never did become the next Johnny Bench, and what came instead were strikeouts, foul balls off their necks, dollar-menu feasts, recycled underwear, a day game after a night game, and more team-issued duffel bags than they had dress shirts, they’d know. If they were great enough at baseball to reach the major leagues, or nearly so, and they were not great enough to hold down a full-time job, and they therefore became great at all the stuff around the game, and came to know themselves better as a result…

… they were the backup catcher.

And it was wonderful. In places.

On spring nights behind a chain-link fence, three hundred miles from where he got his first big-league hit and 120 miles from his last, Erik might note that there are sixteen ballplayers and sixteen baseball caps, which is admirable progress. He encourages them to have fun, to open their hearts to the game and come to love it like he does, for all the good parts about it and the difficult parts. In spite of the evidence sitting right in front of them, the man who as a boy pedaled his bike on the same narrow roads, past the same fishing holes and sandlot fields, who dreamed the same dreams, he reminds them that the big leagues are too far off to fathom. So, he asks that they meet him here, today, in this moment, on this field with the crooked home plate and the crispest infield edging in the league.

He’d raised his hand once years before, back when his dad was standing in about the place Erik stands today, out in front of a bunch of hopeful ballplayers who were pretty sure the bases should be run counterclockwise. Eventually, baseball allowed Erik to believe he’d chosen that life, when it was as likely it had chosen him. Together, the game and its backup catcher had picked up Sarah along the way, and a pair of shower shoes, then Brayden and Ethan and Avery. He walked away before—by a few months—the debate over whether he could still outrun a retiree on her way to Wednesday night book club. When the lessons of those decades had taken root, had helped form him, he stood before those sixteen middle schoolers and offered something greater than a path to the major leagues.

“Do this and remember what you’ve learned along the way,” he said. “And then remember how you treated people along the way.”
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