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Introduction

 


It’s a story about living
large, breaking through, defining what success looks like, and
tragedy. Almost seventy years ago, a shy blond Canadian kid named
Harry Fisher jogged to the mound to pitch his first game of major
league baseball for the Pittsburgh Pirates. Twenty thousand noisy
fans crowded the stands. The catcher crouched behind the plate. As
he wound up to pitch, Harry was living his dream, 26 years old and
movie-star handsome, playing for one of only 16 teams in the
Show.

Harry was a member of my
husband’s family, and for years I’d heard stories of the
baseball-crazy Fisher clan. How the whole family played organized
ball, including his sisters. How, as the youngest brother, Harry
got the latitude to follow his dreams all the way from the family
farm to the most hallowed stadiums of major-leagues lore. How he
played in New Orleans, in Hollywood, in Puerto Rico, enjoying a
15-year minor-league career of the type you don’t see any more. How
it ended in a way that puzzled everyone.

Finally I sat down with the
elders—almost all gone now—and talked with some of the great
ballplayers Harry played with. Joe Garagiola. Chuck Stevens. Vernon
Law. Many of them are gone now too, or very old. Here was my question: How do you define a life? Its moments
of brilliance and failure, all the causes and effects that end up
with judgment being passed. Most harshly by ourselves, on
ourselves.

In the end, Harry made one hell
of a judgment.

But maybe we
should start on that summer night, with everything still possible.
Harry is about to pitch the second game of a double header.
His Pittsburgh Pirates are a woebegone team in 1952. They will win
only 42 of their 154 games, but today they’ve won Game One in a
come-from-behind victory over the Cincinnati Reds. Now they’re
itching to take Game Two, and the fans at Cincinnati’s Crosley
Field are raucous.

Harry shows rookie nerves,
giving up a run in each of the first two innings and staking the
Reds to an early 2-0 lead. Then comes his first major-league
at-bat, and Harry proves an easy out. But after allowing the Reds a
lead-off hit at the bottom of the third inning, Harry starts
getting batters out, giving his team a chance.

The Pirates grab it. In the
fifth inning, they launch a trio of hits, including one by catcher
Joe Garagiola. The game is tied 2-2. Then, in the sixth inning,
future Hall-of-Famer Ralph Kiner breaks out of a slump and knocks
in another run. The Pirates are up 3-2, a lead they will never give
up. After two more runs in the eighth inning, they notch up what
Cincinnati Post-Gazette sportswriter Jack Hernon calls it an
astounding feat, winning 5-2.
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