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BOOM . . .

The sound of the ball off Justin Collins’s bat was different.

Whoosh!

Every line drive crashed against the back of the batting cage net and ricocheted back toward the middle of the cage.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

His composite, two-piece bat had as much pop as any other bat on the youth baseball market.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

But his was armed with something none of the others had.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

Hand speed.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

And strength.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

The further he got into his round, the harder he hit the ball.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

Each ball was hit with such force that the netting was sure to wear out the longer he stayed in the cage.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

With each swing, there was less and less time between the explosion of his bat and the giving of the net.

BOOM . . . Whoosh!

“Coming out,” said the assistant coach to signal that this would be his last pitch.

As the coach wound up, Justin hiked his right knee almost to his chest, placing all his weight on his back foot. As the coach released the ball, Justin’s front leg remained in the air until the ball reached home plate. At the last possible second, he slammed his right foot on the ground and unleashed a powerful left-handed swing that players all over the country wished they could mimic.

BOOM Whoosh!

As teammates and parents oohed and ahhhed over his round, Justin walked out of the batting cage expressionless, as if he had just taken a normal round of batting practice. As he exited, the assistant coach gathered up three more baseballs.

“Next,” he called. 

After no one stepped into the cage, he shouted, “NEXT!”

Daniel felt a tap on his shoulder.

“Dude, you’re next,” said his teammate, whose name he still did not know.

He quickly snapped out of his daydream and rushed into the cage to take his turn.

It was Daniel Brown’s first and only practice with the Commonwealth Stallions Prime, the most prestigious 11U travel baseball team in Kentucky. He had spent the entire summer playing for the Commonwealth Stallions Elite, the second-most prestigious of the 11U teams in the Commonwealth Stallions program. 

To give themselves as much depth as possible heading into the weeklong National Travel Ball Tournament in Atlanta, the organization had decided to pick up three players from the Elite team and let them spend the week with the Prime team.

Daniel’s solid defense, steady bat, and ability to wreak havoc on the base paths earned him an opportunity to suit up with one of the best teams in the country. He was still in disbelief at his selection. He couldn’t believe an undersized middle infielder from a small town like Owingsville could get this type of opportunity.

In between throws and swings, he found himself looking around and soaking in the vastness of the University of Kentucky’s indoor practice facility. Coach Miles, the Prime’s head coach, was a former UK and professional baseball player. His ties to the university allowed the Prime team to practice at one of the nicest facilities in all of college baseball.

Daniel couldn’t help but be overwhelmed by the size of the place, the number of cages and throwing lanes (six of each), and the workout facility attached to it. Seeing it in person did not just live up to the hype he had in his head; it exceeded it.

As Daniel stepped into the cage, he passed Justin Collins. THE Justin Collins. 

He dwarfed Daniel not just in height, but also in confidence. He was one of the best hitters in all of 11U travel baseball, and he knew it. He walked around with his head high and a look on his face that said, “Don’t mess with me.” And no one ever did. 

As they passed each other, Daniel meekly stepped out of the way and shyly said, “Nice round.” Collins gave him a nod and continued on his way to the back of the line. Although he didn’t speak to him, Daniel was just happy that THE Justin Collins even acknowledged his compliment.

“Two bunts down each baseline, then swing away,” stated the coach.

“Yes, sir,” Daniel replied.

The coach wound up to deliver the pitch but stopped before he released the ball.

“Remember, two bunts,” he said. “These are sacrifice bunts, so square around a little earlier.”

“Oh . . . sorry . . . yes, sir,” said Daniel. He was so nervous that he’d forgotten all about bunting.

The coach wound up again, and this time he let go of the ball. Daniel squared around to bunt. The ball collided with the barrel of his bat and dribbled slowly, but perfectly, down what would have been the first-base line.

The coach wound up and delivered his second pitch. Again, Daniel laid down a beautiful bunt, this time down the third-base line. 

Bunting was one of his strengths, and he always took pride in it. While others his age scoff at the thought of bunting, Daniel always understood its importance in close games, so he’d worked on it a lot. Thankfully, in this moment, his muscle memory hid his nerves and showcased his advanced bunting ability.

“Great job,” said the coach. “Now swing away.”

Daniel got into his batting stance. He glanced over at a group of his teammates who were watching as they waited in line. He didn’t know all of their names yet, but they all looked the same to him: tall, athletic, and confident. The longer he looked at them, the more he began to think about his own shortcomings.

What did I do to get here? he asked himself. Hopefully they don’t expect my round to look like Justin Collins’s.

He stepped away from the plate and took a deep breath. He reminded himself that it was just another round of batting practice. No one was trying to strike him out, and no one expected him to be Justin Collins. All he had to do was what he did best: see the ball, hit the ball, nothing fancy.

He stepped back into the box and got ready for the pitch. The coach delivered a perfect batting practice fastball right over the plate. Daniel stepped in, watched the ball whizz toward him, then released his hands, hitting a hard line drive back at the L screen.

The coach delivered the next pitch. Same thing: line drive.

That felt good! Just keep doing that!

The next three pitches produced the same results: line drives right back at the L screen.

“Okay. I see you!” said a teammate waiting in line.

Daniel couldn’t help but smile as he realized he was starting to impress some of his teammates.

He continued to hit line drives up the middle and got several “atta boys” and “nice shots” from coaches and other players throughout the round. 

“Coming out,” said the coach.

Feeling good about his round up to that point, he decided to try to amp it up on his last swing. The coach began his delivery, and Daniel lifted his leg just a little bit higher. As the pitch whistled toward home plate, he dropped his foot and released his quick hands slightly earlier than usual. His barrel met the ball out in front of the plate, making louder contact than his previous nine hits and sending the ball toward the top left side of the batting cage.

He walked out of the cage to the sound of his teammates oohing and ahhing over his last swing. He held his head a little higher, knowing that they were surprised at how much power he could produce from his small frame.

Coach Mason, his coach on the Elite team, would have shaken his head at his last swing.

“Brown, you’re a line drive hitter. Keep the ball out of the air,” he would have told him.

Coach Mason was not Daniel’s favorite coach at the start of the season. He had moved Daniel from shortstop to second base and had frequently called him out for lackluster effort. 

But, as the season went on, Daniel began to realize that Coach Mason saw potential in him, and his hard coaching and honesty are what helped him have such a successful summer.

Although Coach Mason would not have approved of him swinging out of his shoes to hit a long, high fly ball, it sure felt good to impress his new, talented teammates. The swing made him feel as if he belonged.

Several players high-fived and fist-bumped him as he made his way to the back of the line.

“Nice, round, Dan! See, you should have been here all along,” said his best friend, Colton Smiley, who left his spot in line two cages down just to encourage Daniel.

“Thanks, Colt!” he replied. “This place is awesome!”

Colton and Daniel had been best friends their whole lives. They grew up in the small town of Owingsville, Kentucky, and lived just over the hill from each other.

They dominated Owingsville Little League together until they decided to venture out into Lexington to try out for the Commonwealth Stallions. What began as a challenging venture that should have brought them even closer almost ruined their friendship altogether.

When Colton, a big, left-handed-hitting first baseman and power-throwing right-handed pitcher, received the news that he had exceeded expectations and made the Stallions Prime team, Daniel was disappointed to learn that he had made the Stallions Elite, a lower-level team. That disappointment led to self-doubt and jealousy, as Colton talked about his prestigious Prime team every chance he got.

He went on and on about their practice facility, their talent, their coach, their uniforms. You name it, he boasted about it, and Daniel became more jealous with every conversation, leading to a verbal spat in the school cafeteria between the two best friends. They each said things in that moment that they wished they could take back.

After reluctantly talking through their differences, they eventually came to realize that they had each gone through their own set of trials on the baseball field. They decided to move forward, and instead of viewing each other as rivals, they decided to do what best friends do: lean on each other in hard times.

Taking in the scene at the facility and all the talent that surrounded him, Daniel thought back to those frustrating moments and harsh words in the cafeteria. He finally realized why Colton had talked about his team as often as he did. He now understood how proud Colton felt to share this facility with these players, because he now felt it too.

After a few more rounds of batting practice, Coach Miles called all the middle infielders over to the open area at the indoor facility to take some ground balls.

Joining Daniel was the dynamic duo of Juwan Phillips and Brandon Reid, the Prime team’s shortstop and second baseman. Also joining them was William Stein, another player who was picked up from the Elite team. Although he had struggled defensively all summer, no one could deny Stein’s power at the plate, and he could also pitch.

He and Daniel were brought up to the Prime team to provide more depth to the middle infield after Noah Bird suffered a broken wrist just weeks before the national tournament. Noah had served as an important utility player for the Stallions Prime and often filled in at shortstop or second when Phillips or Reid needed a break.

Both Daniel and Stein knew their roles on the team, but that didn’t stop them from trying their best to impress their coaches and teammates. They each fielded every ground ball cleanly and made strong, accurate throws. Daniel took advantage of every opportunity to show off his backhand catch.

“Shewee! That boy got nasty hands and a cannon!” shouted Juwan Phillips after Daniel scooped up a bouncing
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