Tuesday March 9th
5:05 AM Home, Calgary

My biggest fear has been averted.  I always worry that I’ll sleep in and miss my flight.   To avoid that, I set multiple alarms.  My radio for 5:00, the buzzer at 5:10, my watch at 5:12, in case I turn the buzzer off and fall back asleep, and finally the TV alarm on full blast for 5:20.  But my son, who is 8, but wise beyond his years, unbeknownst to me also set his alarm, and woke me up asking why I was still in bed while my radio was on.   So we get ready and my wife drives us to the airport. 

6:15 AM Calgary Airport

 We check in, get our boarding passes, everything is going fine until the customs agent asks me if I have a letter from my wife stating she allows me to take my son on this trip.  Say what? I’m not sure if he’s serious, but in about 2 seconds I realize he’s deadly serious, and my whole vacation may be jeopardized, if he has reason to believe I’m ‘kidnapping’ him.  Now….. I understand that a parent from a broken family may want to take a child across the border with the intention of abducting him, but I fail to see how a ‘letter’ can prevent this.  While the agent was questioning my son, I was already thinking that I’d tell him that I’d call my wife on the cel, and get her to write up the letter and meet me at the airport, and I was simply going to write it myself.  What are they going to do?  Handwriting analysis?  Compare the signature against something else??  Luckily after asking my son some questions, he lets us through but gives me a very stern warning about making sure I bring a letter next time.  Ok, whatever.

The rest of our trip is uneventful… We arrive in sunny Miami at about 5 PM local time,  get our car and drive to our hotel in West Palm Beach in preparation for a week full of baseball games.  It’s been a very long and somewhat stressful day.  I’m glad to be here and be able to start relaxing.

Wednesday March 10th
10 AM Roger Dean Stadium, Jupiter: Red Sox @ Cardinals

Arrived at Roger Dean Stadium, and the fun part of the vacation has officially started.

Get in the stadium and go straight towards the left field line to watch the Sox warm up.  There’s a loose ball on the field not far from us and one of the stadium officials walks over, picks it up and hands it to my son.   Day has started off well…. We’re watching players warming up playing catch and someone throws a ball that scoots under Andy Dominique’s glove and rolls towards the wall.  Andy goes to pick it up, sees my son standing there with his glove… and tosses it to him.  Mr. Dominique – you have made yourself a fan for life.  The rest of the week, everytime we saw him, my son kept asking me “if Tek or ‘Belli get hurt, is there a chance that Andy gets called up?”.  A short while later, someone calls Kelly Shoppach over, and my son gets him to autograph a picture  (I tried to download pictures of any players we didn’t have baseball cards of, so that there’d be something to sign).  My son then saw someone going down the line signing autographs – it was Jeff Bailey.  Not having a card or picture of him, he got one of the balls acquired earlier signed.  Later on my son got David McCarty and Michel Hernandez to sign cards.  Then Youkilis came out and signed for everyone down the 3rd base line for quite a while.  He seemed genuinely happy to be doing it.  Then Daubach and Damon also signed.   So... before this first game started, my son got 2 balls, and autographs on 5 cards, 1 picture and 1 ball.  Once the game started, we spent most of our time trying to find a good place to watch from (we had standing room only seats – and the place was packed.).  We settled in behind the Boston bullpen in left field.  We were standing just a few feet away from Ed Yarnall, Nick Bierbrodt, Anastacio Martinez, Jerome Gamble, and some other pitchers.  Between innings my son asked them if they’d sign some cards and they said they would as soon as the game was over.  In the first inning we had a runner on 3rd with 1 out, and I told my son a sac fly, followed by an Ortiz home run (my son’s favorite Sox batter) will give us a 2-0 lead.  But we didn’t get the sac, and now had 2 outs.  My son says, “don’t worry, it’ll still be 2-0 soon”.   Sure enough, Ortiz hits one out as he’d been doing in BP and we had an early lead.  He has an uncanny ability to do that.  Not Ortiz – my son.  Well, Ortiz too, I guess.  Anyhow, just before the end of the game, my son decided he wanted to try to get some Cardinal autographs and forego the Sox pitching prospects, as we had a full week ahead of us for those, so we headed over to the right field line.  He did get John Mabry to sign another ball.  Now it was after 3 PM and we still had a 3 hour drive ahead of us to get to Fort Myers.  But my son insisted on staying in Jupiter to catch the evening game between the Marlins and Dodgers.  He has always liked the Marlins, and was disappointed that the game on the 14th in Fort Myers was changed from the Marlins to the Orioles, so I purchased some tickets, drove to grab some quick dinner, and came back in time for gates to open.

5 PM Roger Dean Stadium, Jupiter: Dodgers @ Marlins

Went right towards left field again, where we had some luck in the afternoon game.  Luis Castillo came over to chat with some acquaintances of his, and me and my son both took that opportunity to get a card signed.  Once the Marlins went off the field and the Dodgers took over, we went to settle into the right field grass area where our ‘seats’ were.  Lot of BP hits were getting hit down the line and everyone was trying to get a piece of one.  When one ball came to a stop just a couple of feet from the wall, an usher jumped onto the field, grabbed the ball and handed it to my son.  And then it happened!  Someone sliced one down the line, which bounced and I judged it perfectly taking a couple of steps to my left and making a clean catch!  This is the first ball I have ever caught in all my years of going to major and minor league games.  I’ve acquired balls before, but they were always given to me by someone.  Not much more noteworthy happened the rest of the game, except Tommy Lasorda was in attendance and I got to shake his hand.  

9 PM  For the first time in my life, I left a game before the last out was recorded.  I was freezing – the temperature dipped to 33, and I was still wearing my shorts, but more importantly, my son was also freezing and tired.  I still had the 3 hour drive ahead of me, and it’s been a long day already, so I didn’t resist his suggestion to leave.

Thusday March 11th
10:30 AM City of Palm Parks, Fort Myers: Orioles @ Red Sox

Waiting for the gates to open at City of Palm Parks.  As soon as they do, we run towards left field where I see…. JIM RICE… standing there with Luis Tiant.   I try to get him to come over, but no luck.  I hold up my “Jim Rice for the Baseball Hall of Fame” sign, and he acknowledges it, as he nods, smiles and tips his cap.   Luis Tiant picks up a ball and walks over to the stands to hand it to a kid (not mine this time!).  While there everyone hounds him for his autograph, and I send my son with one of my cards to get autographed.  The deal we have is if he does the work in obtaining the autograph, he gets to keep the card.  (In return, sometimes I’ll send him with 2 cards, and I get to keep one of them).  I’m too far to hear what he says, but my son says he autographed it and seemed very nice.  Nomar then comes over to left field, and I swear Jim Rice is giving him pointers on how to swing a bat.  I took some video of this, because I thought it was priceless.   Then we see a couple of Sox autographing down by the 3rd base line.  Adam Hyzdu is one of them, and Kevin Millar is the other one.  I give my son 2 Millar cards and send him on that mission.  While he’s waiting, Hyzdu leaves.  Millar signs both cards and keeps going down the line.  Seeing he’s going to be there for a while, I get in line and have him autograph a team collage picture, as well as one of him high-fiving David Ortiz.  Millar is another guy who seemed really happy to be out there.   Then I see one of the stadium officials get a folding chair and set it up just past the dugout for Johnny Pesky to sit on.  Everyone forms a long line and me and my son each get him to sign a card for us.    Then Mark Malaska goes into the dugout and signs a few balls that fans toss at him.  My son runs there… but Malaska has stopped by then.   As he’s trying to get out from the mob that’s around the dugout, Manny Ramirez comes in.  Everyone starts calling him, and he starts to sign some items.  My son who is still in the front row, shouts at me… and I quickly toss him one of the MLB balls that we have.  Next thing I see is my son lying across the top of the dugout.  I’m thinking he might get hurt, but I’m too far to do anything about it.  A few seconds later he comes out (I swear he runs between people’s legs), and has a huge smile on his face.  Manny has signed his ball!  He tells me that he just reached out, and even though there were several other people there who were there first and were closer to Manny, that Ramirez took his ball to sign first.  Then Youkilis is signing… and like yesterday he seems to be enjoying himself.  He walks most of the way down the left field line, signing and posing for pictures.  My son got a card signed yesterday, but I didn’t so I decide to get mine today.  I walk up, and Kevin signs it with a smile again.  Don’t want to repeat myself, but he seems like a great kid.  I hope he does well in this game.   Then Nomar comes out and everyone yells for him…but he does his sprints and stretches and ends with his ritual pre-game prayer.  THEN.. he comes over to sign.  What a mob!  In no time the first 3 or 4 rows are over packed with screaming fans waving items for him to sign.  My son, says “quick – give me my Nomar card”, and before I have time to tell him to walk around and go down the aisle to get in line…. He jumps over 5 or 6 rows of seats and disappears in the middle of the mob.   A few seconds later he comes out and gives me the thumbs up sign.  Within a few minutes he has gotten signatures from both Manny and Nomar!  And I was worried that he’d be disappointed that he spent hours sorting his cards so he’d have cards of all the players he was going to see and end up with no autographs.

1 PM  Time for the game to start.  Arroyo does not look sharp.  Everyone is hitting long shots off of him.  Gives up 4 runs, including 2 dingers, and the outs were all long fly balls. Meanwhile Rodrigo Lopez goes through our lineup without giving up a hit.  The loudest ovation of the day comes when Brian Daubach is announced as a pinch hitter.   Sox fans still love him.  We end up losing 10-8 but not without some excitement.  Heading into the home half of the 9th, we’re down 10-3, but we manage to get the tying run to the plate with only 1 out.  The big blow of the inning was my son’s new found hero – Andy Dominique – who hits a bases clearing double.  Also, in the top of the 9th as Jamie Brown releases a pitch, his belt snaps off.  He has to call time, and sheepishly walks towards the dugout as someone hands him a new belt.  The whole time he kept looking down – I think he was afraid if he looked up he’d see everyone laughing at him.   That’s what’s great about baseball – no matter how many games you’ve seen, there’s always a chance you’ll see something new on any given day.

Friday March 12th
10:30 AM City of Palm Parks, Fort Myers: Dodgers @ Red Sox 
Arrive in time for the gates to open again, and run towards left field, in hope of catching Jim Rice again.  He’s not there!  Luis Tiant is, but no sign of Rice.  We walk around and watch some BP and keep our eye open for anyone signing.  Ellis Burks comes down the 3rd base line and starts signing.   My son gets another ball autographed.  He continues to sign for a while, so I go down and hand him a picture I have of him as a young Sox.  I tell him I’m glad to see him back in with us, and several other fans around second that sentiment.  Some time later, Kelly Shoppach starts signing.  My son goes over and gets his hat signed.  Shortly before the game starts, Manny comes over for a few minutes, and again my son somehow manages to sneak through the crowd and get a card autographed.  We then go over to right field to watch Hideo Nomo warming up.  Suddenly, I see someone behind home plate talking to Dodger coach Glenn Hoffman.  It’s his old teammate, JIM RICE.   I run behind the Sox dugout, and again hold up my sign, but he has his back to the crowd, and when he’s done talking, he goes into the dugout without ever looking up.  It looks like he’s trying to ignore his fans.   Anyhow, we go back to right field to finish watching Nomo.  We try to get him to sign a picture, but he just runs to the dugout without slowing down.   Once the game starts, Manny hits a 2 out double.  My son sees Ortiz up next, and says ‘it’s gonna be 2-zip’.  I ask him where he’ll hit, and he says ‘over the palm trees in right field’.  Next swing, and Ortiz hits a towering home run into right field.  My son smiles and says he should call shots more often.  Yes, he should, but I’m not sure if there’s a limit to what the Baseball Gods will allow, and I don’t want him to use up all of his calls in spring training.   Maybe save a couple of these for the playoffs.  Nomo didn’t look too sharp.  His splitter wasn’t working, and he seemed to be down 3-0 on every batter.  He left after 3 innings, trailing 4-0.  All 4 runs knocked in by D.O.  Final score was 5-1.  At the end of the game, as we were leaving, we saw Adam Hyzdu talking to someone at the screen behind home plate.  Me and my son got him to quickly sign a card for us, and then we left.  Still had to drive to Clearwater, where we were staying tonight, to be ready for the game at Dunedin against the Jays tomorrow.

  Saturday March 13th
10:15 AM Knology Park, Dunedin: Red Sox @ Jays

Arrive at Dunedin Stadium… fans are already inside the park.  I guess the gates open earlier.  Anyhow, we get in and watch a bit of Jays BP.  Then we go towards left field where we can see the Sox warm up on the practice field.  Ellis Burks is signing again, and there’s not much of a crowd, so we go to get a couple of cards signed.  We now have a ball, a picture and a pair of cards of him.  We then saw Jerry Remy and got him to autograph our cards, while I told him how much I enjoy his website and the fact that he takes the time to chat with the fans on there.  As the Sox run out onto the field, Mark Malaska stops and this time my son gets him to sign his card.  Johnny Pesky comes out and everyone calls him over, and he again takes the time to sign for lots of fans.   What a guy – out in the heat, with no chair to sit on this time.  I hope I’m half as active as he his when I get to his age – heck, I just hope I get to his age.  We then go behind the Sox dugout to watch BP.  Burks breaks his bat, and on his way to the dugout gives it to a young fan standing close to us.  Pokey Reese takes a few minutes to sign after he finishes his swings.  We get a picture and card autographed.  Terry Francona is playing catch with someone (not a player or coach), and when he finishes his partner tosses the ball up to my son.   Just before the game we go to left field to see if anyone will stop to sign on their way to the dugout.   Some do…  We get Nick Bierbrodt and Edwin Almonte.  My son then sees Andy Dominique, and gets too excited, he drops his Sharpie through the fence.  Andy does stop by, and picks up the pen to sign a picture of himself in the program.  I get a chance to thank him for giving my son a ball in Jupiter earlier in the week, and tell him my son is his biggest fan and wish him the best of luck.  He thanks me, and seems genuinely appreciative.   On to the game….  Our bats come out big, Daubers hits a 1st inning slam that there was no doubt about from the moment it left his bat.  Hit a window on the second floor of the building that’s beyond right field.   But I think the story of the game was Lowe.  He was ON!  His sinker was working beautifully – it seemed like every hit was an infield grounder.  He got a nice ovation when he went back to the dugout after the 4th, and again after the 5th  (I was surprised that he pitched that long in a spring game), and AGAIN when he ran out of the dugout down the left field line.   And later in the game… must have been around the 7th or 8th, Mr. Dominique hits another home run.   Man – this kid can hit.  I don’t know if he has a glove, and he’s not built to run very fast, but when he hits the ball, he hits it hard.  All in all, it was a very enjoyable game.  

Sunday March 14th

10:30 AM City of Palm Parks, Fort Myers: Orioles @ Red Sox   

This is the last Sox game of our vacation, and we have a mission.  To get signatures on a couple of the clean balls we have, and additionally to try and get David Ortiz to sign something.  So, we go down to the left field line and watch BP.  Manny, Ortiz, and Burks are all hanging out together shagging fly balls.  Ortiz catches a fly ball,  looks over at my son, and lightly tosses a ball towards him.  Unfortunately, it hits the wall too hard and bounces a few feet away.  Ortiz shrugs his shoulders and smiles.  He tried.  When the bullpen coaches come out one of them picks up the loose ball and gives it to my son.  That settles it – the one thing that would complete this vacation, is if Ortiz signs this ball.    When BP is over, and the O’s come out, we go over to the 1st base side of the field.  We see Javy Lopez sign a couple of items on the way to the dugout and my son tries to get there, but too late.  Then Palmeiro, but he only signs for a minute as well, and there’s a mob trying to get to him.   Miguel Tejada then goes towards the dugout and he gestures that he’ll sign.  My son runs to the front with one of his balls, and tries in vain to reach far enough for him.  When I see that Miguel is going to be there for a while, I go through my backpack to find a picture I have of him.  I put it on a clipboard, hold it up, and someone passes it to Miguel to sign it.  My son gives me a dirty look, as he’s been waiting all this time and no luck.  Eventually, Tejada gets to his ball, and he’s happy.  We then see Mark Bellhorn at the Sox dugout and go over there.   At this point, I realize that Miguel kept my Sharpie when he signed my picture.  Luckily I brought two.  I’ve learned that you never know what’s going to happen and it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.  Anyhow, Bellhorn  signs a card for my son, and a picture for myself.  A short while later, Manny and Ortiz come out of the dugout to do their pregame stretches in the outfield.  We position ourselves between 3rd base and left on the off chance that either one of them stop to sign on their way in.  And Manny does!  My son already has a ball of his, but he wants a poster that we brought signed.  There’s a huge mob, and I’m afraid he’ll get hurt in it, so I volunteer to get in there.  I only got as close as the third row of seats, but someone in the front row took my item and handed it over and it gets signed.  I just get back to my son, when he sees Ortiz has stopped too, and I quickly give him the ball Ortiz threw him, and he’s off.  I lose sight of him… just see 4 or 5 rows of crazed fans pushing to get to the front, and I hope my son gets this one last autograph.  If he gets it, this vacation will have been worth everything we sacrificed for it.   I’m looking, but I can’t see him.   I wait what seems to be forever and I still see no sign of him… I can usually spot his hat in the crowd, and now I begin to worry not that he won’t get the ball signed, but that maybe he’s fallen and he’s being trampled at the front.  And then,  while Ortiz is still signing I see my son walking out of the crowd, and I know he’s gotten his ball!    

1 PM Time for the game.  Pedro is starting, and he doesn’t look very sharp.  An Oriole baserunning blunder helps him get out of the 1st, but in the 2nd he uncharacteristically walks a couple of guys, including one with the bases juiced.  He only pitches the 2 innings, and they were less than impressive – quite a contrast from Lowe yesterday.  Anyhow, our bats come around, we put up a few runs and win this game 5-2.  This is the last of 5 Sox games that we’ll see on this vacation.  But they were great, I’m sure my son will never forget this trip.

Monday March 15, 2004

11 AM Roger Dean Stadium, Jupiter: Braves @ Cardinals

Walk down to left field, to watch the Braves warming up.  Gary Matthews Jr. is playing catch with a partner and a wild throw gets by him and comes towards us at the wall.  I try to snag it but it’s a bit too far.  As Matthews walks over my son asks for the ball, but Gary retrieves it and keeps playing catch.  A few minutes later, he’s done, points at my son and throws the ball to him.  It’s a bit high, but I reach up for it and give it to him.  Thanks Gary!  We then see a commotion by the Braves dugout.  Someone is signing… it’s Andruw Jones!  My son runs over with his card, and eventually I catch up to him.  I grab the ball Matthews handed us, out of the bag and get in the middle of the crowd.  I see Jones signing my son’s card, and I get the sharpie back from my son and hand Jones the ball.  My kid is beaming.  He now has an autographed baseball of his favorite Braves player.   We go back to left field and watch BP from there for a while.  Antonio Alfonseca comes towards the wall and signs a few cards.  My son hands him one and gets his autograph too.  Then a high foul ball is headed our way.  Everyone rushes to the wall, but I see it’s going to bounce a bit short, so I step back hoping to catch it on the bounce.  But it never bounces…. Eddie Perez sprints over and snags it.   But he sees my son there and hands him the ball.  I’m starting to like this Stadium.  Each of the 3 games we’ve been at it, we’ve gotten a pair of MLB balls.  We continue to watch BP, and see Julio Franco hit a shot that goes over the building in left field.   He starts to ham it up a bit,  high-fiving everyone in sight and pointing.  It’s good to see him still enjoying himself in this game  When the Braves leave the field we go down the 1st base line to see if any Cardinals will sign on their way in.  Will Clark is signing for everyone, but we don’t have any items of his, and my son doesn’t want to waste his one remaining MLB ball on him.   He’s set his sights on Pujols.  Meanwhile a nice couple standing by us, tell us that Scott Rolen will probably stop to sign soon.  My son is pretty excited about that.  They further say he’s a friend of theirs, and if we give them our item they’ll ask him to sign it.  So we hand them a picture (we only have cards of him on the Phillies, and thought a picture of him in a Cards jersey was more appropriate), and sure enough he spots them, they wave him over and he signs the picture for my son.   Once the game starts, we were fairly bored  - we know all the Sox prospects, but have no idea who most of the minor league players on the field today are.  We just kept waiting for Pujols to come out of the game, to see if we could get a chance at getting him.  When a new 1st baseman comes into the game, we anxiously await, but he runs right past us and out the gate.   Our vacation is now pretty much done.  Just need to finish up this game, drive to Miami and fly home tomorrow morning.

Tuesday March 16th, 2004

4 PM, Home, Calgary, Alberta Canada:

Vacation is over.   I need to get my stuff ready for work tomorrow.  The whole car ride from the airport to home my son talked nonstop about the great time he had.  After unpacking and looking through all our stuff, my son ended up with 40 autographed items from 32 different players, including 22 Red Sox.   Time to start saving so we can do this again next year !

