
		
			[image: Cover for Homestand]
		

	
		
		
			Also by Will Bardenwerper

			The Prisoner in His Palace: Saddam Hussein, His American Guards, and What History Leaves Unsaid

		

	
		
			
			
				
				
					[image: Book Title, Homestand, Subtitle, Small Town Baseball and the Fight for the Soul of America, Author, Will Bardenwerper, Imprint, Doubleday]
				

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
				Copyright © 2025 by Will Bardenwerper

				Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

				Published by Doubleday, a division of Penguin Random House LLC, 1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019.

				Doubleday and the portrayal of an anchor with a dolphin are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

				Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

				Names: Bardenwerper, Will, author.

				Title: Homestand : small town baseball and the fight for the soul of America / Will Bardenwerper.

				Description: First edition. | New York : Doubleday, [2025]

				Identifiers: LCCN 2024025067 (print) | LCCN 2024025068 (ebook) | ISBN 9780385549653 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780385549660 (ebook)

				Subjects: LCSH: Minor league baseball—United States—Clubs—History. | Community life—United States—History. | Country life—United States—History. | Small cities—Social aspects—United States. | Small cities—Economic aspects—United States. | Social values—United States. | United States—Social life and customs. | Bardenwerper, Will.

				Classification: LCC GV875.A1 B334 2025 (print) | LCC GV875.A1 (ebook) | DDC 796.357/640973—dc23/eng/20241119

				LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024025067

				LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2024025068

				Ebook ISBN 9780385549660

				penguinrandomhouse.com | doubleday.com

				ep_prh_7.1a_151269557_c0_r0

			

		

	
		
			
			
				Contents

				Dedication

				Epigraph

				Dramatis Personae

				December 2021

				Introduction

				1. The Localist

				2. The Boys Are Back in Town

				3. Eli Fish Season Ticket Holder Party

				4. Elmira Pioneers Home Opener vs. Batavia Muckdogs

				5. Batavia Muckdogs Home Opener vs. Elmira Pioneers

				6. Auburn Doubledays at Batavia Muckdogs

				7. Jamestown Tarp Skunks at Batavia Muckdogs

				8. Syracuse Salt Cats at Batavia Muckdogs

				9. Strat-O-Matic

				10. Family Trip: Batavia Muckdogs at Niagara Power and Queen City at Batavia Muckdogs

				 11. Niagara Power at Batavia Muckdogs

				12. Vacation Trip to Kannapolis Cannon Ballers Game

				13. Geneva Red Wings at Batavia Muckdogs

				14. Fourth of July 5K in Batavia and Geneva Red Wings at Batavia Muckdogs

				15. Geneva Red Wings at Batavia Muckdogs (Doubleheader)

				16. Batavia Muckdogs at Jamestown Tarp Skunks

				17. Batavia Muckdogs at Elmira Pioneers

				18. Elmira Pioneers at Batavia Muckdogs

				19. Jamestown Tarp Skunks at Batavia Muckdogs

				20. Auburn Doubledays at Batavia Muckdogs

				21. Elmira Pioneers at Batavia Muckdogs

				22. Playoffs—Elmira Pioneers at Batavia Muckdogs

				23. Playoffs—Utica Blue Sox at Batavia Muckdogs

				24. Best-of-Three Championship Series Game One—Batavia Muckdogs at Amsterdam Mohawks

				25. Championship Series Doubleheader Game One—Amsterdam Mohawks at Batavia Muckdogs

				26. Championship Series Doubleheader Game Two—Amsterdam Mohawks at Batavia Muckdogs

				Illustrations

				Acknowledgments

				Author’s Note

				Illustration Credits

			

		

	_151269557_

	
		
			
			
				To my grandparents Herbert and Helen Bates and my great-aunt Marie O’Shea

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					“…No, he’s a gambler.” Gatsby hesitated, then added cooly: “He’s the man who fixed the World’s Series back in 1919.”

					“Fixed the World’s Series?” I repeated.

					The idea staggered me. I remembered, of course, that the World’s Series had been fixed in 1919, but if I had thought of it at all I would have thought of it as a thing that merely happened, the end of an inevitable chain. It never occurred to me that one man could start to play with the faith of fifty million people—with the single-mindedness of a burglar blowing a safe.

					“How did he happen to do that?” I asked after a minute.

					“He just saw the opportunity.”

					— F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby
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			Batavia

			
				Guy Allegretto—Decorated Vietnam combat veteran and devoted fan of the Batavia Muckdogs

				John Carubba—YouTube “Voice of the Muckdogs”

				Dr. Ross Fanara—Octogenarian season ticket holder who, along with his wife, Shirley, raises two of his great-grandchildren; close friends with Guy Allegretto

				Dave Fisher—Gulf War veteran and volunteer security guard at Dwyer Stadium

				Bill Hume—Owner of Foxprowl Collectables

				Bill Kauffman—Local author, former Muckdogs board member, and longtime season ticket holder

				Joe and Sandra Kauffman—Bill’s parents; Joe is a former Muckdogs batboy who has been going to games since the 1940s

				Ernie Lawrence—Musician, hospice volunteer, rosary maker, and Muckdogs season ticket holder
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			December 2021

			It was dark and cold. A biting wind was gusting in from beyond the left-field fence as Betsey Higgins and Ginny Wagner took their seats. It was a typical December late afternoon in western New York, so the two women, friends of nearly four decades, knew they would need to sit huddled next to each other for warmth on the metal grandstands along the third-base side of Batavia’s Dwyer Stadium. Upon learning of a last-minute pre-Christmas team merchandise sale, they’d made the familiar forty-five-minute drive east from their homes in Buffalo to this small former minor league ballpark tucked into a working-class neighborhood not far off the New York State Thruway. It was an easy decision, one that required little convincing on either’s part. They were both equally homesick for the place they’d spent countless nights over many summers.

			Alas, the merchandise was unimpressive. Betsey bought a knit cap that didn’t even fit, knowing she would have felt bad leaving empty-handed. Before they returned home, though, the women had wanted to make one more stop. They asked the lone employee working there on the grim afternoon if they could check out the bleachers. “He must have thought we’d been drinking,” Betsey said with a chuckle as she told the story. He waved them through, leaving them to dodge icy puddles en route to their seats. As Batavia Muckdogs season ticket holders, they didn’t need directions to their usual spot on the freezing bleachers.

			They grimaced as their bodies made contact with the icy grandstand. They were alone. The ballpark was empty. There were no cheerful shouts from young kids giddy to escape the watchful eyes of their parents beneath the bleachers, no packs of teenagers roaming about just as their parents had decades before. Bill Kauffman’s unmistakable laugh couldn’t be heard drifting down from a few rows above them. Bill’s octogenarian parents, Joe and Sandra, weren’t sitting nearby, bundled up to protect from the “chill” of a summer night. Cathy Preston wasn’t seated behind the dugout dutifully keeping score in a worn notebook; nor was Ernie Lawrence hunched over a few sections beyond them, quietly working to build a rosary. There were no players digging into the batter’s box as a mellifluous introduction by public address announcer Paul Spiotta echoed overhead. Team owners Robbie and Nellie Nichols weren’t in their usual spot taking orders at the concession stand. There was no savory waft of popcorn and Italian sausage floating around them. Most noticeably, there was no gorgeous sunset beyond the outfield fence. Instead, an oppressive wall of dark clouds seemed to stretch from the edge of Dwyer Stadium all the way to Lake Erie, forty-five miles to the west.

			Aside from the Muckdogs, Betsey and Ginny weren’t even sports fans. The afternoon, they agreed, was miserable, and they lasted only about five minutes before retreating to the warmth of their car for the ride back home to Buffalo.

			They also agreed that—despite the eerie quiet, the ominous clouds, and the bitter cold—it was, for a brief, transcendent moment, “like we were back in heaven.”

		

	
		
			
			
				Introduction

				The memory is always the same. My younger brother and I are in my grandparents’ backyard. The grass is freshly cut, because I’d have just finished mowing the lawn under my grandfather’s watchful eye before dumping some flour onto the ground to mark baselines and batters’ boxes. Once the lines were marked, we would have carefully laid out the set of rubber bases our grandfather had bought for us at the nearby sporting goods store, straightening them out just so.

				And then we would play. One-on-one baseball, employing imaginary baserunners and fielders, keeping score in a spiral notebook. It was no longer a modest suburban backyard. It was Fenway Park. The Nerf ball line drives caroming off my grandpa’s house were striking the Green Monster with a satisfying thump.

				Time moved with the languor unique to childhood, fireflies flickering in the summer dusk, my grandfather watching from under a shade tree with a glass of Scotch in his hand. He would occasionally heckle us good-naturedly, his Bronx accent unchanged, despite being many decades removed from “the old neighborhood” where he’d grown up playing stickball over fifty years earlier.

				I am now closer to the age my grandfather was then than I am to my younger self, a kid channeling Roger Clemens, blowing fastballs by his hopelessly overmatched younger brother. These days, even the two years I spent playing baseball in college at Princeton have begun to fade in my mind. Yet this memory of my childhood remains pristine, somehow growing even more vivid with the passage of time.

				When I was young, those evenings seemed as if they would stretch on forever, the sun suspended just above the horizon, never setting on our happiness.

				Only years after the final pitch was thrown toward the upright green wheelbarrow that served as both catcher and strike zone would I realize that the game was over, and that those magical summer evenings with my brother and grandparents were the happiest I would ever be.

				

				*  *  *

				On the morning of September 11, 2001, I was at my desk at a Manhattan financial firm. As the planes struck the World Trade Center, we gathered together to watch our CNBC monitors in disbelief. At the time I was only a few years out of college, busy enjoying life as a twentysomething in New York City. But in the days following the attacks, the Excel spreadsheets I busied myself with suddenly seemed unfulfilling. I quit my job with an unfocused but overwhelming desire to serve my country. I would go on to volunteer to spend the next five years serving as an infantry officer in the Army.

				My decision to serve was not a rational one. I didn’t have a long-term plan; nor was I narcissistic enough to believe that my service alone would have any impact on US foreign policy. Still, as I watched the FDNY and NYPD working tirelessly in the hours and days following the attacks, I couldn’t help but be inspired by their selfless service. I wanted to find a way to make my own contribution, however modest. This sentiment was coupled with an even more abstract desire to defend some sort of imagined Norman Rockwell Americana—the iconic scene of Robert Redford playing catch with his son alongside a cornfield in The Natural often came to mind—a vision that had always appealed to the romantic in me. This America had, of course, never really existed, yet suddenly felt endangered.

				I returned to America after a violent year deployed to Iraq’s Anbar Province, my infantry battalion of roughly 650 soldiers suffering high casualties with 16 killed and nearly 200 wounded. Some were my friends. Although I was fortunate enough not to suffer from any of the typical manifestations of PTSD, still, as years passed, I found myself increasingly adrift from, and demoralized by, a country that seemed to be coming apart at the seams. On the macro level there was much to lament, including corrosive politics, widening income inequality, struggling inner cities, and hollowing small towns. More personally, after those many months living as a member of a small tribe who did everything together, I couldn’t wrap my head around what the “real” world looked like when I returned, face-to-face, real human interactions increasingly giving way to soulless virtual contact.

				But what troubled me the most was the fracturing of community, an erosion of the societal bonds holding us together. This was the loss that seemed to me most likely to threaten the soul of the country. It felt as if we were experiencing a gradual evaporation of the America where people from all walks of life came together over beer and BBQ at the local ballpark. Which was exactly what I’d told myself, however naively, I had been fighting to preserve. With each election cycle, campaign yard signs gradually began to strike me not as healthy signs of a vibrant democracy, but rather as demoralizing reminders of tribal bifurcation. After fighting alongside fellow young Americans taking on a real enemy that was trying to kill us, it was depressing to see how many Americans back home saw the opposing political party as the existential threat that needed to be vanquished by any means necessary.

				The idea of community, or the lack thereof, was at the front of my mind when I first learned of Major League Baseball’s rumored elimination of forty-two minor league teams scattered in smaller cities and towns across America. This news felt like another damning piece of evidence that the country was moving ever more quickly in the wrong direction. I came across the story on a brisk fall morning in 2019 in a coffee shop not far from the home in Denver that I shared at the time with my wife, Marcy, and young son, Bates (our only child until his sister, Shea, arrived in 2022). According to Baseball America, after the completion of the 2020 season, MLB was considering reducing the number of their minor league affiliates from 160 to 120 following the expiration of the Professional Baseball Agreement (PBA) governing their relationship with minor league baseball. They believed they could do this as they negotiated a new PBA simply by not renewing the Player Development Contracts (PDCs) that established the individual affiliations between major league organizations and the ownership of the minor league franchises they wanted to drop.

				A month later the New York Times published a list of forty-two teams slated for elimination (along with two independent-league teams likely to be added to the minor leagues). As I read about some of the towns on MLB’s chopping block—working-class communities like Pulaski, Virginia; Elizabethton, Tennessee; Bluefield, West Virginia; Williamsport, Pennsylvania; and Batavia, New York—the decision by billionaire major league owners to extinguish these community ball clubs, some of the few remaining places where people could still find happiness and connection, for affordable prices, as they had for generations, merely to save the equivalent of one major league minimum salary, struck me as emblematic of so much of what was wrong with today’s America.

				Is this, I found myself asking, as I had too many times over the years, the set of values we, as a country, were fighting for?

				These rumors of minor league “contraction” became a reality prior to the 2021 season. After the 2020 minor league season was canceled due to COVID-19 worries, MLB officially reduced the number of affiliated minor league teams from 160 to 120 before the summer of 2021, entering into new ten-year Professional Development Licenses (PDLs) with those clubs fortunate enough to be spared elimination.

				For over a century, minor league ball clubs had provided these small towns with so much more than just baseball, helping anchor communities that were running adrift, buffeted by powerful socioeconomic forces. Industries and factories may have left, but baseball had not. And now the cities and towns that had been stripped of their teams would never even have an opportunity to say goodbye. Meanwhile, private equity vultures had already begun to circle the teams that had thus far escaped MLB’s scythe.

				The decision to cut so many minor league teams broadly reflected the philosophy espoused by New York Yankees general manager Brian Cashman, who said: “Bottom line is this is big business…This should be run like a Wall Street boardroom where you pursue assets. No different than if you’re in the oil industry and you want to buy some oil rigs out in the gulf.”

				But should that be the case? What is baseball? Is it really our “National Pastime,” an enduring slice of Americana, as the powers-that-be have marketed it for decades? Or is it—as the decisions made by MLB’s owners and Commissioner Rob Manfred’s front office would suggest—just a business, where efficiency and profits drive all decisions? Does an enterprise that purports to be part of the fabric of America have a responsibility to prevent that fabric from fraying?

				This isn’t just a story about baseball. This is a story about America, and where we go from here. We have long lamented the closing of the mills and factories in these small and midsize cities all over the country. Now the ballpark, that friendly gathering place where relationships are nourished over the course of summers in the grandstands, is under siege. Are we going down the road where MLB simply snuffs out (or private equity buys up, or market forces destroy) the local purveyors of baseball across the country? Many of these places had been on the ropes for a long time. These closures would inevitably result in one fewer place for people to go to enjoy a sense of fraternity in an otherwise increasingly partisan, digitally connected world, a world accelerating toward physical and psychic isolation, seductive screens replacing lively bleachers. I wondered whether this would be the final knockout punch for many of these small communities, who were already struggling too much.

				And if that grim future is not what we want for our smaller cities and towns—places like Lowell, Massachusetts; Billings, Montana; and Charleston, West Virginia—indeed, for America itself, where, then, might we find some hope?

				Maybe a cure to some of what ails us can be discovered in the stands of Dwyer Stadium in Batavia, New York. Despite being the place where the New York–Penn League had been established in 1939, Batavia (along with most of the rest of what had been the Class A Short Season League) had been stripped of its minor league affiliate. And yet, for now, baseball survived. There, overlooking a lovingly cared-for diamond in a small town of about fifteen thousand in western New York, Batavia Muckdogs fans, young and old alike, those with money and those without, continue to gather on warm summer nights with smiles on their faces. They are supporting a new homegrown team that had recently been established to fill the void left by MLB’s decision to shutter their longtime minor league franchise. This new team (though bearing the same Muckdogs name) was composed of college players as opposed to drafted professionals. They played in the same stadium, fighting under new ownership to carry on the rich history binding baseball to Batavia.

				Dwyer Stadium is just the kind of place that reminded me of those idyllic evenings playing baseball in my grandparents’ backyard, my brother and I stopping to go inside only when it grew too dark to see the yellow Nerf ball. And now even this new team’s survival was by no means guaranteed. Batavia itself was at an inflection point: Would baseball, a last bastion of civic pride, endure, or would its collapse hasten the town’s slow and seemingly inexorable slide toward senescence, like so many of its Rust Belt neighbors? Would the life of a vibrant community still course through Dwyer’s grandstands, a place where the bleachers bend under modern-day forces, but have yet to break?

				We all need something to believe in. I recently bought my son, Bates, his first baseball glove. As I began to gently toss the ball to him, the first thing I thought of were those sunset games in my grandparents’ backyard. The memory was so vivid, the mental images so immediate, that it felt like my late grandfather might join us at any moment, glass of Glenlivet in hand, poised to toss us the ball with the smooth three-quarters delivery he had once displayed as a semipro second baseman.

				At the same time, though, the daydream felt impossibly far, separated not only by the thirty-five years that have passed but also by the profound changes to the way we live. The game of catch with my son seemed as much a sacrament to the past as a vital part of the present, much less representative of a future we could look forward to sharing.

				What America would my children live in? I had a feeling that some answers could be discovered in Batavia, through the lens of baseball, possibly the most American thing we have.

				And so I shelled out $99 for my own 2022 Batavia Muckdogs season ticket.

				I wanted to find out for myself what we, as a country, risked losing, and whether there was any chance it might be saved.

			

		

	
		
		
			1

			The Localist

			Winter, 2022

			To live in Pittsburgh in winter is to resign yourself to long stretches when the sun is a mere abstraction, a long-distant memory to fantasize about but rarely experience. My first two years here had marked quite an adjustment from Denver’s three-hundred-plus annual days of sunshine, a fact I reminded my wife and friends about so frequently that they began sarcastically referring to me as “the weatherman,” rolling their eyes at each unsolicited reference to Pittsburgh’s endless gray winter pall. Still, as I headed north to Batavia on yet another gloomy day, I knew that I would find even less sympathy there, as I was on my way to the heart of western New York’s “snow belt,” a region notorious for long, dark winters and epic dumps of snow.

			I was making a preseason trip to meet some of the fans who for years, and sometimes decades, had counted visits to Dwyer Stadium as a fixture of summer life. Though Batavia had recently lost its minor league professional baseball team (which had gone by a number of names before becoming the Muckdogs in 1998), to the devastation of generations of fans, a new team had been welcomed with open arms. Longtimers might have been more skeptical of the collegiate newcomers who had set up shop in their beloved stadium, but luckily there was an interesting spin to the familiar narrative of a hardscrabble, blue-collar town being victimized by greedy outsiders—in this case personified by the MLB Commissioner’s Office and powerful ownership groups. Thankfully for local baseball fans, a former minor league hockey player from Canada turned hustling entrepreneur, Robbie Nichols, and his wife, Nellie, had approached the city council in the winter of 2021 with a bid to restore competitive baseball to Batavia. They proposed establishing a collegiate summer league team to replace the old Muckdogs, which had been stocked with drafted professionals as an affiliate (most recently) of the Miami Marlins. The new team would bear the same Muckdogs name and compete in the Perfect Game Collegiate Baseball League (PGCBL).

			The Nichols were successful owners of the Elmira franchise, which already played in that league, and thus their proposal was quickly accepted. For Robbie, the purchase marked another step forward on the road of sports ownership. The journey had begun when he was twelve years old, on a long drive with his father to a hockey game in his hometown of Hamilton, Ontario. His dad casually asked him what he wanted to do when he grew up, to which Robbie, like so many little boys in Canada, responded, “I wanna be a pro hockey player.” His dad, not one for sugar-coating things, responded, “That’s a one-in-a-million chance. What’s your backup plan?” Robbie thought for a moment before blurting out, “I’ll coach hockey.” His dad fired back, “That’s even harder. There’s only one of them for every team.” The young Robbie was not to be denied, though. “That’s fine, then I’ll just buy my own team,” he said.

			He would eventually make good on that statement, serving as general manager of the Elmira Jackals of the East Coast Hockey League before expanding to baseball and buying the Elmira Pioneers of the PGCBL and ultimately getting clearance to save baseball in Batavia. After receiving city council approval, Robbie and Nellie successfully resurrected the Muckdogs just before the 2021 season.

			Robbie had already demonstrated a knack for drawing a crowd, and his teams in Elmira were always among the league leaders in attendance. In the summer of 2021, the inaugural season of the Batavia Muckdogs, his new team would be no different. Local baseball fans would pack city-owned Dwyer Stadium, which opened in 1996, replacing rickety old MacArthur Park, where Batavia’s minor league teams had played since 1939. Though the fans were no longer watching professionals take the field, as the rosters were now largely populated by players from small Division I and Division III schools, attendance numbers from this first season even eclipsed some previous summers when drafted professionals had been playing on the same diamond.

			Why? What was going on in Batavia?

			

			*  *  *

			In an effort to get some answers, I had to dodge icy puddles as I made my way to join Batavia native Bill Kauffman for a few pints of Guinness at O’Lacy’s, a cozy Irish pub tucked away alongside an alley a few blocks off Main Street, about a mile from the ballpark. I would soon discover that Bill is a character in a town full of them, which said a lot. He was also something of a local literary celebrity, having authored several nonfiction books that were prominently displayed in the town’s Holland Land Office Museum.

			Bill grew up a few blocks from Dwyer Stadium’s predecessor, MacArthur Park, and had been a devoted second-generation fan of minor league baseball in Batavia. Bill’s father, Joe, was born in 1936 and had grown up in the 1940s and ’50s with the stadium as his playground. As a child, Joe had served as a batboy, foul ball shagger, and vendor for the team, selling peanuts, popcorn, and Cracker Jacks for 10 cents, of which he would give 7 cents to the owner and keep 3 cents per sale for himself. More recently, Bill had served on the board of the community-owned minor league franchise. I sipped my Guinness and allowed Bill’s contagious enthusiasm, for both Batavia and the importance of the Muckdogs to the local community, to wash over me. The extent of his affection for Batavia and baseball was perhaps offset only by his antipathy toward MLB leadership.

			“My contempt for MLB,” Bill said, “knows no bounds.” He rebelled against what he saw as a small cartel of billionaires paying multi-millionaires to play longer games featuring less action in competitively imbalanced leagues dominated by a few big-market teams. Even as we met, MLB and the Players Association remained locked in an ugly lockout imposed by Commissioner Rob Manfred that threatened the 2022 season. The sight of these two powerful groups bickering over which group might grow relatively more rich than the other, while ordinary Americans struggled to rebound from the economic devastation wrought by COVID, provided ample ammunition for Bill’s argument.

			Bill believed towns like Batavia had been neutered by a political system and economic forces that left them with little real power, and at the mercy of decisions made in distant cities. He would romanticize “that little egalitarian village where the shopkeeper and jazz musician and the carpenter might live in liberty and fraternity,” and saw this idealized place as under siege by predatory outside powers. The decision by MLB to slash 25 percent of the minor league teams in places like Batavia and similar small towns across America was just the latest such indignity.

			It is worth noting that the loss of minor league baseball in Batavia was special in part because of what had been (on paper, at least) its very ordinariness. It hadn’t enjoyed the highest attendance of the clubs that had been eliminated; nor had it been on the cutting edge of wacky baseball promotions like the Savannah Bananas. Dwyer Stadium, though a pleasant and well-cared-for place to take in a game, had by no means been among the most impressive minor league ballparks. But it had possessed that mysterious alchemy found in small town ballparks, the magic that led to relationships being created and strengthened over years and decades, and moments of joy shared across generations. And in this Batavia risked losing what all the towns that had been stripped of minor league baseball risked losing.

			Though initially upset to learn of the contraction of the minor leagues, and the possible permanent loss of baseball in his hometown, Bill, a lifelong Batavia season ticket holder, considered the eventual outcome—this locally owned collegiate summer team with no affiliation to Major League Baseball—to be a possible blessing in disguise. He had felt like a “collaborator” rooting for a team that was connected to what he viewed as Rob Manfred’s toxic leadership. He much preferred supporting a locally owned venture that had a decentralized “Wild West” feel to it. In his eyes, the new product was a welcome step back to the rich tradition of old industrial league mill teams that dotted the rural American landscape in the early 1900s. He encouraged me to spend the summer at Dwyer Stadium if I wanted to discover what made small town baseball so special.

			

			
				
				*  *  *
			

			Batavia is an old railroad town in western New York. It was once full of heavy industry and has always been surrounded by fertile farmland, the local “mucklands” that inspired the team’s name. Once prosperous in the first half of the twentieth century, Batavia began to struggle economically when the New York State Thruway bypassed Main Street, leading to the gradual death of many local businesses as passing travelers no longer knew they were even there. “Urban renewal” projects, in which many of the historic old buildings along Main Street were bulldozed to make room for modern, brutalist-style constructions, ravaged the once stately downtown, with older businesses wiped out in favor of sterile strip malls and chain stores alongside the interstate. This was followed by the exit of much of its remaining industry in the 1980s.

			On summer weekends today, thousands of vacationers pass exit 48 of the New York State Thruway in a hurry to get back to their suburban New York or Boston homes. Some, tired from hours behind the wheel, may pull off the interstate and check into one of the chain hotels located alongside the highway, not far from the usual assortment of Applebee’s, McDonald’s, Subways, and Taco Bells. They may never even notice, or will soon forget, the name of the town where they stayed. Not many will venture an extra few miles into its downtown, where only a few relics of old Batavia remain, such as the Adam Miller toy store and Oliver’s Candies, both of which have been delivering smiles to generations of Batavia children. These beloved establishments have been joined in recent years by a handful of newer restaurants and coffee shops that have sprung up alongside abandoned storefronts, but they too struggle to attract passing travelers.

			Batavia has been hit hard by the successive punches of the interstate’s bypass of the downtown, urban renewal, deindustrialization, and then the opioid epidemic. Still, although the town counts few of the economically privileged “1 percent” among its inhabitants, Batavia is lucky enough not to be beset by extreme poverty. It is a working-class place with little evidence of the extremes of wealth that can be found near larger cities. The nicest Victorian homes on stately Ellicott Avenue may be valued at $300,000, and perfectly comfortable family homes on the welcoming tree-lined streets north of Main Street near Dwyer Stadium can be had for under $200,000. Houses in the grittier area south of Main, where the predominance of any crime Batavia experiences takes place, are closer to $100,000. Just as there are no million-dollar homes, there are also few signs of homelessness. The residential architecture reveals the evolution of Batavia from a walking community to a car-centric commuter one, as most homes constructed before the 1950s featured large front porches while most built in the 1960s and later have flat fronts, an impediment to any sort of informal neighborhood socializing.

			Batavia is a small town on the rural periphery of the Rust Belt, on the surface anonymous and indistinguishable from hundreds of others like it. Yet, over the course of the following year, with the help of friendships nurtured in the bleachers of Dwyer Stadium, I would slowly discover how many strands of stories ran beneath this surface, and the role baseball played in stitching them all together.

			

			*  *  *

			Minor league professional baseball in Batavia dates back to the establishment of the Batavia Giants in 1897, a team that joined four other towns along the New York Central Railroad to comprise the New York State League. The Batavia squad had a dismal season, finishing with eight wins to go with thirty losses, and ultimately relocated to Geneva, New York. It would be forty-two years before professional baseball would return to Batavia, in 1939. In the meantime, less competitive semipro teams—those unaffiliated with a major league organization—continued to play, with the Batavia Bees and Polish Falcons entertaining townspeople. Exhibition games against legendary barnstorming Black teams like the Ethiopian Clowns and New York Colored Giants drew especially well.

			Led by Branch Rickey’s St. Louis Cardinals (and, later, Brooklyn Dodgers), the system of identifying and developing talent for major league clubs would change dramatically in the 1930s. Earlier in the century, minor league teams had been independent entities that made money selling players to big-league clubs at a profit. Babe Ruth may be the most famous example of this, as he began his playing career with the then minor league Baltimore Orioles before being “sold” to the Boston Red Sox for $16,000. Rickey, though, built the Cardinals into a dominant club in the 1930s by purchasing entire minor league teams and stocking them with players. Thus, what became known as the “farm system” was born, with major league franchises either owning or signing affiliation agreements with minor league clubs. In 1949, the peak of the postwar minor league baseball boom, the National Association of Professional Baseball Leagues included 448 teams in 59 leagues.

			It was during this era that baseball looked to western New York for the establishment of a low-level Class D league. On January 9, 1939, seventy-five baseball officials convened at Batavia’s Hotel Richmond and developed plans for a new PONY (Pennsylvania, Ontario, and New York) League, whose original six teams would be located in Batavia, Jamestown, Niagara Falls, Olean, Bradford (Pennsylvania), and Hamilton (Ontario). Its first pitch would be that summer, and, with the exceptions of 1954–56 and 1960, affiliated minor league baseball would be a defining part of Batavia summers.

			In the words of Rich Schauf, a retired Batavia cop and Muckdogs season ticket holder for twenty years, Dwyer Stadium served as a “front porch” of sorts for the entire community, the place where locals came together to catch up. “Where else are you gonna sit outside until ten p.m. with your friends and neighbors?” Schauf asked. Where else would Batavians go to develop relationships that, when it came time to say goodbye at season’s end, Schauf told me, it sometimes felt as if you were “losing a friend”?

			Then, on June 30, 2020, due to concerns over COVID, the minor league baseball season was canceled for the first time since the minor leagues had been founded in 1901, followed months later by confirmation that professional baseball would not return to Batavia, as it was one of the cities that would lose its team to MLB’s contraction of the minor leagues.

			It wouldn’t be until June 2021, nearly twenty-one months after the final pitch of the 2019 season had been thrown, that the gates of Dwyer would reopen to the Muckdogs faithful. Although Robbie and Nellie Nichols’s college players had replaced drafted professionals, the crack of the bat again marking the beginning of summer, as it had for over a century, came as a desperately welcome relief to local fans.
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			The Boys Are Back in Town

			May 30

			The collegiate Muckdogs had, by all accounts, a tremendously successful opening season in 2021, with an average attendance of nearly two thousand. For a town of just over fifteen thousand, that meant that on many summer nights more than 10 percent of the population could be found inside Dwyer Stadium. Would it endure, though, or was it just a brief honeymoon period as locals were desperate for the return of any form of baseball, and an opportunity to socialize, after having a season canceled by COVID?

			I arrived in town on Memorial Day weekend of 2022, having been told that the annual Memorial Day Parade in Batavia was a big deal. The town struck me as an overtly patriotic place, one that took great pride in the numbers of native sons and daughters who’d served in the military, and in honoring those lost to war. Muckdogs owner Robbie Nichols thought having the team march in the parade would engender goodwill in the community. When I arrived in the parking lot of a strip mall on the eastern flank of Batavia’s Main Street, where the parade participants were assembling, I met the team and its manager, Joey “Skip” Martinez, for the first time. Shortly after I arrived, the players and the Muckdogs dance team, composed of local high school girls and coached by the mother of one of the players, assembled in front of the Herb City Vape Shop for a team photo.

			The day was gorgeous, eighty-five degrees with a light breeze, not a cloud in the blue sky. The players wore red and black Muckdogs jerseys and caps along with shorts, making small talk as they got to know each other in the parking lot that was beginning to fill with marchers from other local organizations like the Boy Scouts and various church groups.

			It was easy to spot Robbie Nichols, the Muckdogs owner. Mustachioed and burly, he looked the part of the longtime minor league professional hockey player he had been, his career having flamed out just shy of the National Hockey League (NHL). He pointed out a few returning players, many of whom were looking for their last chance to showcase their talents in the hope of getting drafted, hopes that would now be significantly harder to achieve since the Major League Baseball draft had been reduced from forty rounds to twenty. This was partly due to the increasingly common belief that, in the words of Sig Mejdal, assistant general manager of the Baltimore Orioles, “the days of finding an undiscovered talent in the fortieth round are gone” due to advances in technology and analytics.

			As the participants got ready for the parade to begin, the players gathered behind the tricked-out Jeep driven by Dave Fisher, a bearded and heavily tattooed Desert Storm veteran. Fisher said Robbie asked him to work security at the games, telling him, “I have the perfect job for you. You’re a scary-looking combat vet, people won’t give you shit.” Whereas in days gone by he’d battled T-72 tanks from Saddam Hussein’s old army, Fisher now focused on “the same young teenagers who always cause me trouble, whose parents drop them off and expect me to babysit them while they hang out behind the first-base bleachers standing on tables and making messes with their food.”

			As the parade slowly made its way down Main Street, “The Boys Are Back in Town” blasted from the speakers of Fisher’s Jeep. The manager, Skip Martinez, a natural showman, stood on the Jeep’s running boards, waving to those lining the sidewalks. Martinez’s circuitous route to coaching in the PGCBL was emblematic of the strange paths followed by the men who populate the back roads of baseball. He grew up in the rough neighborhood of East New York in Brooklyn, and baseball was what kept him out of the trouble that found so many other young men he knew. The smooth-fielding shortstop played for Manhattan Community College and had hoped to get drafted, before a broken ankle shattered that dream. He was able to sign a free agent contract with the Detroit Tigers organization, though, where he briefly played rookie ball. After this and his stints playing in Puerto Rico and in the Dominican Republic failed to get him any closer to the big leagues, Martinez ultimately hung up his cleats and quit playing.

			Like so many baseball nomads, Martinez would settle in Florida, where he hung out a shingle to start coaching baseball, which he had now been doing for the better part of twenty years. Robbie had hired him the previous spring to coach Batavia’s first summer in the PGCBL, and the big-city native quickly grew to love the small town on the edge of the Rust Belt, where he and the players were treated like celebrities when they went out to grab a bite to eat at the Miss Batavia Diner or some wings and a beer at Tully’s. After finishing the inaugural campaign at 21-19 and narrowly missing the playoffs by one game, Martinez was awarded a two-year contract extension by Robbie on the field during the last home game. Muckdogs fans, who had grown to love the charismatic New Yorker now known to all as Skip, gave him a rousing ovation. Martinez was overwhelmed by the crowd’s embrace, saying, “This passion, this recognition, is what you’re in it for, since you’re not gonna get rich doing this.”

			The parade route was lined with people of all ages, from little kids shouting “Dewey! Dewey!” trying to get the attention of the Muckdogs mascot, to their parents and grandparents watching over them. The adjoining neighborhood featured modest homes with neatly kept yards, many with American flags, some Marine Corps flags, Buffalo Bills flags, and a smattering of Trump flags (Genesee County, like most of western New York, has voted solidly Republican in recent elections). Everyone was smiling. There was an almost palpable lightness in the air, a collective exhalation after what had seemed like a relentless onslaught of bad news and divisiveness, from COVID and ensuing lockdowns, war in Ukraine, inflation, and, most recently and closest to Batavia, a horrific, racially motivated mass shooting just a few weeks prior that left ten people, all of whom were Black, dead in a supermarket in nearby Buffalo.

			The parade wrapped up at a monument to honor the Batavia men and women who had died in overseas wars, shortly before a Memorial Day ceremony was to begin. Memorial Day had assumed more significance for me following my Iraq deployment. I had lost not one but two good friends, and had spent my thirtieth birthday convoying across the Anbar desert to a neighboring army base to let one of my best friends know that our mutual friend had been killed by a rocket-propelled grenade attack on his Humvee in Ramadi.

			During the ceremony, each name that was etched in the monument was read aloud and accompanied by the ring of a bell. The solemn event then concluded with the playing of “Taps” and “God Bless America.” It heartened me to think that my friends who never made it back from Iraq and Afghanistan might be similarly remembered.
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			Eli Fish Season Ticket Holder Party

			May 31

			On a warm May Tuesday night following Memorial Day weekend, local baseball fans assembled at the Eli Fish Brewing Company for the “season ticket holder party” to welcome that summer’s Batavia Muckdogs. The evening had an air of promise, the setting sunlight streaming through the brewery’s front windows marking the end of a winter’s hibernation.

			Whereas one can’t go a few blocks in trendy urban neighborhoods without stumbling across an old warehouse now occupied by tattooed and bearded hipsters serving IPAs, Eli Fish was still unique in this region, where local watering holes adorned with fading Bills and Sabres posters remain the norm and where you half expect to see long-retired Bills great Jim Kelly handing off to Thurman Thomas on the TV over the bar. Eli Fish, housed in the former home of the J.J. Newberry five-and-dime store, one of the few remaining historic buildings on Main Street to escape demolition during “urban renewal,” embraced the new brewery aesthetic. A large space, yet still featuring a welcoming vibe, it had high ceilings, exposed brick on some walls, hardwood floors, and chalkboards above the bar listing craft beers with clever names.

			The collegiate Muckdogs sat smiling in their uniform tops and casual shorts, arrayed in folding chairs in front of the assembled fans. Though some of them were returning from last summer, others had just met a day earlier at the parade and, later in the afternoon, in the dorms they would be sharing at a nearby community college. When infielder Caleb Rodriguez from Division III Kean University in New Jersey had arrived at the dorms and looked around at teammates from as far away as Texas, Florida, and California, he couldn’t help but feel a little anxious. His initial nervousness had been compounded when the players were instructed to quickly choose roommates for the summer, leading to an uncomfortable Real World sort of encounter where they had to quickly and awkwardly size each other up before determining who would live together. Caleb would make the initial overture to Dallas Young, an outfielder from Detroit, engaging in some small talk before asking, “Will you room with me?” He was relieved to get a “Sure,” at which point they snagged a room. The two would go on to become close friends over the course of the summer, enjoying excursions like heading to the Rochester Zoo together on rare off days.

			As a standing-room-only crowd ranging from grandparents toting walkers to toddlers crashing around the aisles looked on, team owner Robbie Nichols stood before his players, microphone in hand, and thanked the attendees for purchasing the $99 season tickets.

			Robbie was a former hockey brawler who led most of his teams in penalty minutes—though not a player without some skill, as evidenced by his respectable goal totals—and he walked with a noticeable limp. He didn’t strike me as someone given to embellishing injuries. It turns out the limp wasn’t left over from a long-ago hockey injury. Though reluctant to discuss it, over the winter Robbie had been diagnosed with a rare and sometimes debilitating condition called complex regional pain syndrome. The ailment’s origins were often mysterious, but it could result in excruciating pain with no known permanent medical remedy, leading it to sometimes be called “the suicide disease.” Robbie had arrived at the brewery that evening directly from medical appointments in Buffalo, where a specialist had suggested an elaborate surgical procedure that would have cost upwards of $150,000. And so, for now, he vowed to soldier on.

			Robbie invited the guests to pick up “goodie bags” containing their tickets at a folding table to his left, manned by the summer’s crop of interns, eager college students who worked for free in exchange for what they hoped would be marketable experience at this, the lowest rung of sports management. Their enthusiastic smiles and palpable energy were evidence that they hadn’t yet endured the grueling summer schedule that led to Robbie’s admonition that “if you aren’t willing to put in eighteen-hour days, the business of sports isn’t for you.”

			Robbie shared the duties of owning and running two teams (Batavia and Elmira) in the PGCBL with his wife, Nellie, a vivacious Mexican American woman who had grown up in the Los Angeles foster care system, a very long way from the small town in western New York she now found herself in. Nellie had put together brown paper “goodie bags,” each containing boxes of Cracker Jacks along with twenty-four old-school hard tickets wrapped in a rubber band, with the purchaser’s name carefully written in marker on the outside of the bag. I thumbed my thick wad of tickets with satisfaction, imagining the games I was already looking forward to attending.

			Despite Robbie and Nellie’s genuine loyalty toward—and affection for—their local customers (it was not uncommon for them to help shovel out some of their older fans following ferocious western New York snowstorms), the husband-wife team were known for being tough businesspeople. And in a sense, they didn’t have much of a choice. Unlike some of the league’s owners, who treated their teams as more of a summer hobby or side hustle, for Robbie and Nellie, this was their primary business, and one with notoriously thin margins. Teams were purchased for anywhere from $200,000 to $1 million, and the hope was that they would appreciate in value, though the history of sports franchises in smaller communities is littered with the carcasses of failed teams. Robbie and Nellie’s eye toward the bottom line was evident this evening; the Cracker Jack boxes were the only free items on offer, and the attendees were required to pay for their own food and beer.

			Robbie may have never been able to return baseball to Batavia without the devoted efforts of another longtime Muckdogs fan, Russ Salway, who helped generate support for the launch of Robbie’s collegiate team in the local baseball community. Salway, like Bill Kauffman, had served on the board of the Genesee County Baseball Club, which for decades had run the old minor league Muckdogs. Batavia baseball’s relationship with the Salway family went back generations to when they owned and managed Salway’s, “The Big Store on a Little Street.” Salway’s opened nearly one hundred years ago, selling everything from sporting goods to guns, from clothing to feed for livestock. An ad for Salway’s had been on Batavia’s left-field fence during the New York–Penn League’s inaugural season of 1939, when they were known as the Clippers.

			When then owner Fred Salway sold the longtime store to the Urban Renewal Agency in 1965, the popular shop became one of the first of the local mom-and-pops to leave their downtown homes. This move helped accelerate the process that transformed what had been a bustling marketplace lined with turn-of-the-century buildings into a wasteland of sterile concrete constructions, a neighborhood stripped of its vitality. Bill Kauffman, writing in his ode to his hometown Dispatches from the Muckdog Gazette, was scathing in his indictment of this process:

			
				The city fathers rushed headlong into urban renewal, whereby the federal government paid Batavia to knock down its past: the mansions of the founders, the sandstone churches, the brick shops, all of it. Batavia tore out—literally—its five-block heart and filled the cavity with a ghastly mall, a dull gray sprawling oasis in a desert of parking spaces. The mall was a colossal failure, but it succeeded in destroying the last vestiges of our home-run economy. JC Penney and Wendy’s were in; the Dipson Theater and the Dagwood Restaurant were out.

			

			In the wake of Batavia’s losing its minor league franchise, Robbie first reached out to Salway in 2020 as he explored the feasibility of launching a college summer team with the same name in the same city-owned stadium. Salway, who would walk his children the few blocks from his home to Dwyer Stadium in a stroller when they were babies, had lived and breathed Muckdogs baseball for decades. He waxed poetic when describing the allure, explaining that for him going to Muckdogs games was “like going to church—my kind of church…a community gathering place where there are no social distinctions, that feels like a large family you see every day, outside, with a few beers and a beautiful sunset.”

			

			*  *  *

			As the Muckdogs players circulated through the brewery to meet the assembled fans, two smiling young Black kids darted past me to press an older white man for the answer to a burning question: “Where’s Dewey?” they asked, referring to the Muckdogs mascot. I soon learned that the two kids were the great-grandchildren of the man, eighty-year-old Dr. Ross Fanara, who had been raising them along with his wife, Shirley, since they were a few months old. Their grandmother was a nurse who worked long shifts at the Veterans Administration and therefore wasn’t in a position to offer much help, their father had left, and their young mother “wasn’t equipped” to care for them for reasons Fanara never shared with me. At six, Kartier was the older of the two. He bragged that he was a red belt in karate, and went to all the Muckdogs games, which was why he was so eager to see Dewey.

			The Fanaras were lifelong Batavia baseball fans. In years past they also regularly hosted players in their home when that had been the preferred source of player housing, with Shirley earning the nickname of “Muckdogs Mom” for her efforts in helping all players secure housing in the community. Ross had a slight build, partially the result of a childhood bout with polio that he discovered only when he began to fall while playing shortstop for the Moose Dodgers in the Batavia Little League. He was struck two years before the vaccine was developed. A practicing Catholic, he recalled lying “crippled in bed and making a deal” with God, vowing to spend his life helping people if he recovered. He did recover and was even able to play baseball again in the local Babe Ruth League at MacArthur Park. He would go on to fulfill his side of his bargain with God by spending a long career serving veterans as a podiatrist for the Veterans Administration.

			As his great-grandkids scampered around the brewery, Dr. Fanara displayed a wry, self-deprecating sense of humor, recalling how the previous summer for his eightieth birthday he’d thrown out the first pitch, deciding to wind up and really let one go, only to miss the catcher by ten feet, the ball sailing “somewhere onto Bank Street.” Despite the wild pitch, it was clear from the glint in his eyes that it remained a treasured memory. When asked what baseball meant to Batavia, Dr. Fanara, without hesitation, answered, “Everything.”

			Next up, the manager, Skip Martinez, took the microphone to introduce the team. Martinez was at ease with the mike and seemed like a born raconteur. A big man with a few extra pounds around his midsection, he reveled in the attention, telling me later, “You want to feel like a rock star, become the Muckdogs manager.” The players were all over the spectrum physically, from a few filled-out muscular “men,” who wouldn’t appear out of place on a minor league field, to gangly “boys,” who looked more like the high schoolers they recently had been than the drafted professionals some still dreamed of becoming.

			Skip explained how he had spent the off-season recruiting them from as far afield as Texas and the Tampa area he now called home. The recruiting process was somewhat haphazard, depending a lot on Skip’s relationships with various college coaches, word of mouth between former players and their teammates and friends, and scouting college teams closer to his Florida home. This summer the Muckdogs added a healthy dose of “hometown” kids from western New York, which Robbie and Nellie especially valued, as they could be counted on to draw local friends and family.

			The players would pay around $1,500 to be on the team for the summer—common practice in the league—which included shared dorm rooms at a nearby community college, postgame meals, uniforms, bus travel to away games (the longest ride around three and a half hours), and, most importantly, the opportunity to play in front of adoring crowds in Batavia while hopefully improving as ballplayers. By now word had begun to get out that Batavia was a great place to play, featuring pregame pageantry and in-game promotions that would put some minor league clubs to shame. These efforts resulted in crowds that averaged almost two thousand fans, while some other collegiate summer league teams were lucky to pull in a few hundred. Some of the players still hoped to get drafted or land an independent-league contract while others just wanted to work on their game so they could excel at the college level. Skip nodded approvingly as he surveyed his new squad and said they were “locked and loaded” for a championship run.

			The loudest cheers were reserved for a handful of homegrown players, most notably Jerry Reinhart, a former Batavia High School star quarterback and baseball player who had just completed his college career at Division I University of Akron. Reinhart had grown up playing Little League baseball on the fields just beyond the left-field fence at Dwyer, posting up along the third-base fence line to try to snag autographs from minor leaguers much like today’s Batavia kids now hounded him. The square-jawed twenty-two-year-old, with All-American good looks and a neatly trimmed beard, said he couldn’t “lollygag” on the field or his grandparents would give him grief from their regular seats above the third base dugout. This summer might mark the final chapter of his baseball dream—a dream dating back to a childhood visit to the old Yankee Stadium, where his father got him into the dugout to meet Derek Jeter. If his performance this season didn’t land him a professional contract, he would likely join his father’s business renting construction equipment.

			One young man onstage clad in red Muckdogs gear stood out from the rest. It was the clubhouse manager, Erik Moscicki. He couldn’t have weighed more than 140 pounds soaking wet, wore thick glasses, and walked with a noticeable limp, the result of the cerebral palsy he was born with in his right leg. Still, he seemed to enjoy an easy chemistry with, and degree of respect from, the returning players and some of the fans.

			While most of the guests were from nearby, a few had arrived from farther afield, including best friends Betsey Higgins and Ginny Wagner. Friends for nearly four decades after first meeting while working the same shift at Buffalo’s Video Factory movie-rental store in their early twenties, the two had now been making the forty-five-minute trek east from their homes in Buffalo for four summers, ever since a friend “dragged” Betsey to a game, where, she said, it was love at first sight. Neither was a big sports fan. Betsey, one of seven kids—“an Irish Catholic thing,” she joked—had family roots in Buffalo’s “Old First Ward,” a traditionally Irish neighborhood on Buffalo’s south side and was a librarian and self-professed bibliophile. Her childhood had been marked by season tickets to the opera that her mother insisted they attend, while one of her brothers boasted of never having attended a professional sports event. Ginny, meanwhile, was an administrator at the University of Buffalo who “hates the NFL,” blasphemous words in a region where Bills flags are displayed year-round.

			The twosome had been crestfallen when they learned that their minor league Muckdogs had fallen victim to MLB’s contraction two summers ago. When Betsey got the news, she knew she wasn’t the only one who would be crushed. “These are my people, and I just wanted to hold everyone,” she recalled.

			On this night, though, their mood mirrored the cloudless blue skies over Batavia. Ginny said she felt as if she was “getting ready to go on a date” all afternoon, a sense of delightful anticipation building as the hour drew near for her to get behind the wheel of her Kia to go pick up Betsey from her snug, book-lined home in Buffalo’s charming Elmwood Village neighborhood. When Ginny got to her house, Betsey teased her for having “pressed her shorts,” the two all smiles anticipating the arrival of summer following Buffalo’s seemingly interminable gray winter. Sometimes during the cold and dark winter months, the two women would simply call each other to leave voicemails of the song “Sweet Caroline” playing. It was an effort to deliver encouragement by evoking the late-inning feel of summer nights at Dwyer, when the song was always played. Just a few notes of the song could make Betsey “almost feel the breeze and imagine the beautiful sunsets and lights coming on.”

			They would end their messages with the comforting refrain “Just wait till June,” reminding each other that Opening Day was on the horizon, however distant it may have sometimes appeared.

			Now June was only hours away.
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