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I squat on third base, knuckles slick with sweat, cleats dug into the white chalk line. The
pitcher winds, the world narrows to the scratch of his glove and the soft hiss of my breath. The
bat cracks. The ball wizzes by as I move without thinking: glove up, step, the bright thud as
leather swallows it, foot on the bag. Double play. The crowd erupts, but the sound thunders from
somewhere else, never reaching the hollow place where celebration should be. I stand with the
ball tucked in my palm, the seams pressing into my skin, waiting for the rush toward me that
never comes. Instead, my teammates swarm the pitcher in a tangle of cheers and hugs, and I stay
rooted on third, watching the celebration bloom without me.

When the game ends, I don’t go home to celebration so much as to routine: cleats off on
the porch, bag dropped in the corner, Mom already at the stove calling over the sound of the
radio. We lived in a small house in Houston, Texas, no yard to speak of— just a strip of gravel
out front where my brother and I used to throw a ball against the wall until the neighbors
complained. I shared a room with him, two twin beds pushed against opposite walls beneath a
single dim bulb that always flickered when the microwave ran. My dad worked hard but still
made time to drive me to practices and games, sometimes even helping coach, but our budget
stopped at the basics. Being on the team was already expensive; the weekend tournaments, team
trips, and post-game outings were luxuries we couldn’t justify. I never felt angry about the
limits—we all saw how hard my dad worked, how carefully my parents stretched what they had.
If anything, I felt guilty for even asking. There were times I needed things for school or sports, or
was just hungry after practice, and I chose not to ask—not because they told me we couldn’t
afford it, but because I thought it was my responsibility not to want too much. And because my
parents never let me be out without them, it wasn’t really about curfew— I was simply never

there for the spontaneous hangouts that glued everyone else together. Other kids stayed out late,
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folding themselves into each other’s plans: sleepovers, road trips to tournaments, the kind of
after-practice burgers and laughter that make teammates into friends. I learned the shape of those
nights from the stories that drifted back into the dugout, not from living them. Small practical
things added up into something larger. I skipped the team trip to Austin because the hotel and
travel costs were more than my family was willing to spend for a weekend away, and I watched
the group photos from that trip like postcards from a world I was never quite part of. I was there
on the stat line — the hits, the picks, the clutch plays — but not in the cluster of kids exchanging
jokes on the bus. That gap wasn’t just bad timing; it was built out of the small rules and routines
that kept me at the edge of things — the rides I never caught, the sleepovers I didn’t get invited
to, the late-night hangs that happened after I’d already been driven home.

Reading about belonging later helped me understand that what I felt wasn’t just personal
sensitivity— it followed patterns studied for decades. Research on social connection shows that
feeling included isn’t built through applause or formal recognition, but through small, repeated
gestures: the rides, the invitations, the casual touches that quietly say you matter here.! At the
same time, there was pressure to perform. Coaches praised the plays that won games, and my
teammates depended on my arm and my bat. Performance bought me playing time, not
necessarily membership. The trophies gleamed on our shelf, but the ordinary rituals of belonging
were the things I mostly did not have.

The coach climbs onto a crate by the mound, clears his throat, and starts talking about
heart and hustle. He names the plays, calls out the big hits, and thanks everybody for pulling
through. Helmets lift, voices spike, and the mound becomes a single, sweating knot of arms and

voices. I watch from third— still gripping the ball— my throat raw. Hands slap the pitcher’s
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back, and someone starts chanting; the chant grows into a roar that circles the diamond and then
fades away. The coach’s words hang in the air like confetti I can’t reach: praise delivered to
everyone except the place where I stand. In that moment, I understood what silence felt like.

A week later, the league held its end-of-season awards in the school gym. Folding chairs
lined up in crooked rows, parents fanning themselves with programs. When they called my name
for MVP, the applause rose warm and bright, like sunlight breaking through a cloudy day. I
walked up, took the plaque, smiled for the picture, the flash catching on the gold lettering. For a

second, it felt like everything I’d worked for had landed right in my hands.

Then the moment dissolved.

After the ceremony, the team drifted into their usual clusters— retelling the same
hotel-trip stories I’d pieced together from the dugout, but now with new details, inside jokes that
made the gap feel wider than ever. Someone asked if I was coming to the team dinner, though
their eyes were already on someone else, their bodies already moving toward the door. I stood
there with the plaque resting against my leg, the applause still buzzing in my ears, thinning into a

familiar kind of quiet.

I’d been recognized, even celebrated, but the feeling never settled in. It hovered just out
of reach, like a prize I could touch but not keep. Walking out of the gym, the award tucked under

my arm, | realized I’d won something that somehow didn’t make me feel part of anything.

Around that time, there was one kid on the team I kept noticing— Kristopher. He was
loud in an easy way, the kind of person who slid naturally into conversations and group photos.

We weren’t close, but he talked to me sometimes at practice, asked about my glove, laughed at
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my awkward jokes. I assumed that was all it would ever be: small talk that stayed on the field,

like everything else in my life.

That winter, an invitation finally cut across the careful boundaries of my life. It was
Kristopher’s birthday party— at Build-A-Bear— and for the first time, someone had asked me to
hang out outside of school. I carried the folded invitation in my pocket all week like it might
disappear if I stopped touching it. My parents said yes after long talks at the dinner table, after
checking times and rides and who would be there. When I step into the store, it feels like
stepping into a life I’ve only watched from the edges. The space buzzes with squeaky voices and
the whir of stuffing machines, thick with the sweet smell of new plush and plastic hearts. My
parents hover near the entrance, close enough to see me but far enough that I feel the old

smallness of being watched.

Then Kristopher appears with that easy grin, a gap-toothed flash that makes the overhead
lights shimmer off his front tooth. He waves me over to the stuffing station, bouncing on his
heels. “I’m making this one for you,” he says, like it’s nothing extraordinary. He picks up a
spotted leopard skin and hands me the little satin heart, telling me to make a wish before the
worker stitches it closed. I press it between my palms, warmth blooming through my fingers, and

for a moment the noise of the store softens around the edges.

My mouth wants to say something clever or funny, to prove I’m worth being wanted, but
I only manage, “Yeah.” The single syllable feels both huge and fragile. The worker hands over
the finished leopard, still warm from the stuffing machine, and Kristopher presses it into my
arms like it belongs there. I pull it to my chest, feeling the seams, the tiny weighted bead at its

belly, the satin heart buried somewhere inside. For the first time, the idea of belonging moves
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from rumor to something I can physically hold —solid, warm, and unmistakably real. The noise
of the store rises again — kids shouting, the machine whirring, a bell ringing as someone finishes
their bear — but I keep the leopard tucked against my shirt like a lifeline. Someone has seen me,

not for what I can do, but simply as someone to choose.

When I dust the shelf where the leopard sits, the trophies glint like small suns behind it.
The toy is small and worn, but when I look at it I can see how a hundred tiny absences added up:
one missed ride, one sleepover I wasn’t at, one late-night joke I never heard. Those were not
random losses so much as the quiet architecture of my childhood days — the routines and limits
that kept me at the edge of the team. Staying home meant my world folded inward instead of
outward. I grew close to my brother and sisters in the quiet ways—shared snacks, late-night TV,
throwing a ball in the gravel out front when the heat finally broke. While everyone else bonded
on buses and in hotel rooms, we learned each other’s rhythms at home. I didn’t realize it then,

but that closeness became its own kind of belonging.

Later, I learned to name what I had felt. Psychological research explains that the ache |
carried wasn’t about losing a game or missing a party—it was about being cut off from the
steady current of everyday connection most people move through without thinking. Belonging
grows through low-pressure contact, through simply being there often enough that your presence
becomes assumed.” Sociologists add that time, money, and family structure quietly determine

who gets access to those moments in the first place. Some kids’ lives stretch outward into
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carpools, sleepovers, and weekends away; mine folded inward, tightly orbiting home. Skill could

win games, but it could not build the invisible web of ordinary closeness.?

Understanding this changed what the leopard means and what I try to be. The toy is a
reminder to offer small invitations—to text, to linger after practice, to say “you free this
weekend?”—not as heroic gestures but as ordinary scaffolding. Belonging, I’ve learned, is built
one tiny, repeatable act at a time; once you see the architecture, you can start to build it. Now,
when I feel that old urge to disappear, I wait. I send the text. I try to be for someone else what

Kristopher once was for me.
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