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“ The way a team plays as a whole
determines its success. You may have the
greatest bunch of individual stars in the
world, but if they don’t play together, the
club won’t be worth a dime.”

 

—BABE RUTH 


CHAPTER 1

Second baseman Zack Waddell kept up his nonstop chatter. One more out and the Roadrunners would extend their winning streak to eleven games. The only problem: the San Antonio Aztecs had the tying run on third and the lead run on first.

Zack’s Las Vegas–based travel team was ranked ninth nationally. They wanted to keep that ranking.

While closer Travis Melko stood just off the pitcher’s mound taking a couple deep of breaths, Zack glanced around at his outfield. He motioned for right fielder Sammy Perez to move a couple steps closer to the foul line. Even though the Aztecs’ little left fielder, Paco, batted right-handed, Zack knew he liked to punch the ball to right. The best way to play him was to pitch him hard and inside, but to play him almost like a left-handed pull hitter. If he did try to hit to left he’d most likely get the ball in on his fists and pop it up or hit a weak grounder.

Even though this was Zack’s first season with the Roadrunners, the reason head coach Scott Harris had recruited him from a local Las Vegas high school team to play for this elite seventeen-and-under travel team was because he was like a second coach on the field. Though Zack didn’t actually play the real game of chess, people who watched him knew that the diamond was like his chessboard. He always knew how and when each piece should move.

Unfortunately, Melko didn’t pitch Paco high and tight like he was supposed to.

Instead, he got the pitch on the outside half of the plate, and Paco drove it over first baseman Gus Toomey’s head. The ball dropped just inside the foul line. Sammy’s desperate dive came up inches short, and the ball skipped past him to the wall. Sammy bounced up and chased it down. He made a perfect throw to Zack for the relay home. Zack then took the throw and spun. But the lead run was already crossing the plate. Gus, the cutoff man, shouted “three!” while pointing toward third. Zack rifled the ball toward third, and shortstop Carlos “Trip” Costas cut off his throw, holding Paco at second. Trip called time and walked the ball to Melko.

Travis slammed the ball into his mitt. Zack shook his head. You can’t pitch Paco outside, he said to himself. But he dared not say it out loud. He knew well enough that even the best big-league pitchers couldn’t hit their spot all the time. It wasn’t fair to blame Melko.

What was done was done, but now the Roadrunners were in real trouble. Down one run was bad enough. Being two runs down to the Aztecs’ closer, Smithson, would make it tough. He was as hard a thrower as they had faced all season. He’d come in with two outs on in the eighth and shut down the Runners. It would be hard to score even one against him.

But Zack had a special trick up his sleeve—a play designed just for this situation.

Now was the perfect time to use it.


CHAPTER 2

In a typical pickoff play Zack would signal the catcher. The catcher would then flash the signal. The pitcher and shortstop would count to three. And at three, the ball and the infielder should both be at second base, ideally a split second before the runner got back there.

Zack had added an extra touch, though. The pitchers and Zack and Trip had worked a lot on this particular variation. At the count of one, Trip would break for second. The runner would head back with him. At the count of two, Trip would break back to his shortstop position. The runner might relax for a split second and come back off the bag. At the count of three, Zack and the ball would both be there. Sometimes the movement of the shortstop would fake out the runner. The play didn’t work all the time, of course, but it worked often enough, especially if the Roadrunners hadn’t already used it on their opponent. That’s why they sometimes went several games without running the play. They only used it when the game was on the line.

Zack signaled catcher Nick Cosimo. Nick flashed the sign to Travis and Trip. At the count of three, Zack was at second base, taking the throw from Travis. A surprised Paco frantically threw himself headfirst back toward the bag. Zack slapped his glove on Paco’s hand just before it got to the base. The ump got the call right. The Roadrunners sprinted toward the dugout, whooping it up all the way.

They didn’t let up once they got to the dugout, either. The bad news: the top of the Roadrunners’ batting order had hit in the eighth inning. They’d have the fifth, sixth, and seventh batters coming up. Still, there was really no weak spot in the lineup.

Assistant Coach Bobby Washington, or Wash, as he was better known, quieted the dugout.

“Sit on his fastball,” he said. “He’s not going to let himself get beat by throwing his second-best pitch. If he gets two strikes on you, he might throw his curve as a wasted pitch. Be aware of it. But be looking first for the heater.”

Trip led off. Wash was right. Trip got six straight fastballs. Two were high. Trip swung at the other four. He got just a piece of each, fouling them off. With the count 2–2, Trip watched the curve drop low and outside. The count went full. Trip sat on the next fastball, which was around his shoulders. He knew he couldn’t catch up with it, so he stopped his swing. He knew it was ball four. The ump agreed, and Trip trotted down to first base.

Danny Manuel, the Roadrunners’ center fielder, saw nothing but fastballs. The third was right where he liked it, and he drove it to the gap in left center for a double. Coaching at third, Wash gave Trip the stop sign. A play at the plate would have been close. With nobody out, sending him home would have been too big a gamble.

Zack was up. A base hit would almost certainly score Trip from third and Danny from second, who represented the winning run. But Zack didn’t even entertain the thought that he could be the hero by driving in the two most important runs.

A base hit would be a good bonus. But Zack knew his job was just to bring the tying run home and make sure Danny got to third base. A bunt was a possibility, but it was risky. Zack glanced at Wash from the third base coaching box. He wasn’t surprised when he didn’t see the bunt sign.

The Aztec infield played halfway, so that a hard-hit ball right at someone could keep the tying run from scoring. If they instead played in, any kind of ground ball could get through and two runs would score. And if they played deep, they’d be almost conceding the tying run.

Zack was patient at the plate. On the first pitch he took a strike on the inside corner. The next pitch was high for ball one. The Aztecs were obviously wary of the bunt, as a high, hard fastball is a hard pitch to bunt. The third pitch was high too. But it was on the outside part of the plate, right where Zack liked it. He swung and thought for a second he might have the game-winning hit, but his grounder between first and second was run down by the second baseman.

After he was thrown out at first, Zack jogged back to the dugout to accept high fives. Although his hit hadn’t won his team the game, it had allowed Trip to score the tying run. And Danny was now on third, ninety feet away from giving the Roadrunners the championship.

The game was up to Nick now, the number-eight hitter in the lineup. The thing was, though, that Nick wasn’t a typical number-eight hitter. He was good enough to bat cleanup for a lot of teams. The Aztecs knew this, so they walked him intentionally to set up the double play and face the pitcher, Travis.

But Travis didn’t bat.

Ricky Mixon, a utility infielder who didn’t see a lot of playing time, was sent up to pinch-hit. And the Aztecs probably didn’t know that Ricky was the team’s best bunter, better even than Zack.

The Roadrunners fans knew. Most of them in the bleachers were probably nudging each other and saying, “Second pitch, second pitch.”

And it was. Ricky took a first-pitch strike. On the second pitch, the Roadrunners tried a suicide squeeze. Smithson saw it in time to throw the pitch inside, but Ricky still managed to get the ball down.

Danny was across home plate just as Smithson bent for the ball, saw it was hopeless, and gave it a hard kick across the third baseline. It barely missed Coach Harris, who had already come out from the dugout to congratulate his players.

Zack knew the reason why the Roadrunners kept winning was that they were a team of not just one hero, but many. Not many teams could count on a utility player to drive in the winning run in a big game. The Runners had what baseball people like to call “team chemistry.”
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