4-15-09 Inside the Huddle

Peeling off Bed Sheets
Church league slow pitch softball has flown under the radar for years around these parts. It is my mission to put an end to the detestable neglect of this paper and other media outlets against the game. 
Let me take you through a typical Friday night at the Falun Ball field.

 I am driving to the field as I pass Nelson Elementary School and see Calvary Covenant warming up. The fact that the fence is only 120 feet from home plate does not deter them from taking batting practice. I usually roll my window down and put on my glove just in case the opportunity to make the greatest catch this side of Willie Mays presents itself.
I continue on to Range Line Road in Falun and turn north. By now, I can see the field lights illuminating the dusk of evening.  As I get to the field I see that a game is already in progress and even though I am forty minutes early for my game, I scan the fielders to make sure it is not my team playing. Good, it’s not. 

I pull into the parking lot trying to find the perfect spot, out of the range of any foul ball and I think I’ve spotted it. I pull into a peaceful area next to a big SUV that should block any foul ball with bad intentions. I step out of the car and immediately take a big, deep breath. The unmistakable and glorious scent of Ben-Gay permeates the cooling night air. 
I head over to our bench, flop my ball bag down, and start stretching. The stretching lasts for about forty seconds, after all I’ve just gotten a Ben-Gay contact high, so I should be good to go. I spot my brother and ask him if he wants to play catch. So we head out onto the road to warm up. The first few throws are good so now seems like a pretty good time to start throwing breaking balls. The first one hits about eight feet in front of him, skips, and hits him in the shin. We lucked out on that one because if he would have missed it some poor kid would have had to chase it all the way down to the highway and we would have had to steal another ball from someone’s ball bag and we feel bad when we do that. After my brother gets done whining about the instant welt forming below his knee he throws me  a great knuckle ball, which unfortunately sails over my head and hits a parked car’s tire and bounces around in the wheel well for a while. We find this very amusing.
Finally, the first game is wrapping up and we start heading for our bench. As I get closer I start counting our guys. Only six. Crud. A full softball team is played with ten. I start scanning the parking lot and spy two more of our guys heading our way. That’s good, now we can at least field a team. Then I hear the slam of a plastic door on a spring and instantly turn my gaze to the blue throne room, also known as a porta-pottie, and see another one of our players hiking up and tying his shorts. That’s nine, still one short of a full lineup.

It is almost game time and since this is church league softball both teams head to the pitching rubber to pray. Just as we bow our heads I notice a car screaming up the road and instantly know that our tenth player just arrived. The prayer ends and both teams wish each other good luck (which nobody really means). 

We take the field and I take my position at shortstop. The first batter steps up to the plate and rips one between shortstop and third base. I take a quick step to the right and lunge for the ball, sprawling with my glove outstretched. The next thing I remember is my face planting in the grass my shoulder dug into the ground and my feet high above me. The rest of my body formed what can only be described as a backwards letter “c” with an exposed belly.
 The inning ends and I slump towards the dugout where my wife, a physical therapist, is sure to welcome me with much care and compassion. I explain to her that I’m pretty sure I dislocated my shoulder, pulled a quad, suffered a concussion and herniated three discs in my back. Her response was uncontrollable laughter and I think I discern her telling me to, “suck it up”. I guess she uses up all her compassion at work.
Now it is time for us to bat, I step to the plate and notice something odd, they are all wearing uniforms! Don’t they know this is church league? Most people play with jeans, a ratty t-shirt and work boots. After I regain my focus I step into the batter’s box. Here’s the pitch. I swing with everything I have and I crush it, unfortunately it goes about thirty degrees off the foul line and heads to the parking lot. Crash. I guess my spot was not so good after all. Apparently, the guy with the SUV was playing in the first game. Oh, well.
I’m ready for pitch number two and this time I hit it fair and it falls in for a base hit. Maybe I’m feeling especially spry, maybe I overdosed on the Ben Gay, or maybe it’s because I realize that the next guy up is a lefty and once hit a ball so hard it knocked a guy’s face clear off and I don’t want to be standing on first base with that possibility, so I decide to stretch this one into a double. As I near second base I realize that I am no longer 24 and fast. The throw is coming in on target and quickly and I have a decision to make. 
Option A is to try to outsmart the second baseman by jumping, twirling or screaming. The chances of any of them working is about 12% and none of them allow me to escape the laughing and finger pointing that is sure to come from my teammates. Not to mention I would probably pop a couple more discs in my back if I tried the twirling thing. 
Option B is to slide. Sure, the odds of me being safe are much better; probably something like 30% and it will help me to save some face in front of the guys. The major downside of this choice comes the next morning when the newly formed giant raspberry on my calf oozes onto my bed sheets during the night and the subsequent separation of said sheet from my leg. I have chosen this option many times in the past and as a result, a section of my leg has completely given up trying to grow new hair. 
I make the decision to slide and as predicted the old wound gives way to a new one and the vicious cycle begins anew. Unfortunately, for me the second baseman missed the ball and it hits me square in the forehead. Just before losing consciousness, I hear the faint, sweet voice of my dear wife encouraging me to “rub some dirt on it”. 
As you can clearly tell, church league softball has the potential to be the weekly lead story in this beloved news publication. It is a respectable sport that deserves the highest attention; and I pledge to do my best to inform the public of the happenings of that diamond cut out of the cornfield in northern Falun. 
