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This book is dedicated to my wife, Heather. Thank you for always being in my corner —you are beautiful inside and out.

			And to my sons, Ryan and Skyler —I am so proud of the young men you have become. 
I love you all so much.
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Chapter One

			Palm Sunday, 2020

			“During challenging times, we should never feel sorry for ourselves. Jesus never felt sorry for himself.”

			Monsignor Geno Sylva, my dear friend and parish priest of our home church, said these words in his Palm Sunday homily. On a typical Palm Sunday, my wife, Heather, my two boys, Ryan and Skyler, and I would have been sitting in our customary pew in the Cathedral of St. John the Baptist in Paterson, New Jersey. We would be at the beginning of Holy Week—that most important season in the church year when we enter Jerusalem with Jesus on Palm Sunday, go into the upper room with his disciples for the institution of the Lord’s Supper on Holy Thursday, observe his death on the cross on Good Friday, try to imagine life without the resurrection on Holy Saturday, and then glory in the miracle of his empty tomb on Easter Sunday.

			But this was no typical Palm Sunday. The church was empty; Msgr. Geno’s homily beamed to us by satellite and was captured in our separate homes, our separate rooms, through Wi-Fi. Like everyone else, I was listening to his homily at home. But unlike most, I wasn’t able to listen with my family. Rather than sitting snuggled in a pew with the love of my life beside me, I was quarantined, walled off from my family because of my confirmed diagnosis of COVID-19. Those words from our priest were all that my mind, wracked for ten days by a constantly pounding headache, was able to absorb. But thank God it did. I would need those words to sustain me and give me hope in the coming days.

			After virtual church, I lay in bed, tortured for the fourteenth day by aches and pains, suffering for the eleventh straight day with a fever of 103 degrees. As the day wore on, my breathing came with greater and greater difficulty. I had one of those gadgets on my index finger to check for oxygen levels, which I began to monitor more and more closely. My childhood asthma seemed to have returned with a vengeance. I finally decided that I needed a professional opinion as to whether or not it was time for me to seek medical attention. I called Dr. Charles Thorne, a good friend and one of New York City’s top plastic surgeons, who was now, like many other specialists, on the front lines with the nurses and other practitioners fighting this deadly pandemic. He told me to get to the emergency room. Immediately.

			I drove myself.

			When I was finally seen, the emergency room doctor played his infield halfway in with a runner on third base. At least, from my worldview of life as a baseball game, that’s how I saw it. For those unfamiliar, this is what an unsure coach does who can’t decide—do I have my team play in and try to get the runner out at the plate; or do I play them back, give up the run, but get the out? By playing his infield only halfway in, he may end up costing his team the run and still not get the out.

			“Do you want us to check you into the hospital, or do you want to be released and go home?”

			Why was I having to make that decision? Wasn’t that his job?

			In that moment of fevered lunacy and mind-numbing pain, I said I needed some time. He seemed a bit confused by my response.

			“How much time do you need?” he awkwardly asked.

			“Five minutes,” I replied.

			The words of my wise father-in-law, now gone to be with the Lord, came to me. “Trust your gut, it’s usually right.”

			My gut told me that I wanted to be at home, in my bed, with my family near me. Who in their right mind would choose being in a hospital filled with dying COVID-19 patients rather than being back at home? But I wasn’t in my right mind. Then, I heard more words of wisdom from my father-in-law. “If someone can convince you that you’re wrong, you should change your mind. In fact, you must change your mind.”

			I called Dr. Thorne again. This was the lifeline I needed, “Call a Friend,” like I was on the old game show, Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? He answered my call immediately.

			“They gave me a choice to stay the night or go home. Should I stay or should I go?” I asked.

			He gave a direct, reassuring answer, the answer a good coach would give.

			Infield in! We are not giving up the run.

			“You should stay put in the hospital.” Dr. Thorne was decisive. He gave sound, practical medical advice as to why I was better off in the hospital. They could do more for me there than I could do for myself at home.

			“It’s only going to be one night,” I said to myself.

			And then I prayed a simple prayer.

			“Please God, let them give me the hydroxychloroquine. Maybe I will sleep better tonight.”

			Almost immediately a different doctor, young and female, entered the small room at the corner of the ER. “We are going to give you hydroxychloroquine.”

			I smiled for the first time in two weeks.

			Wow! That prayer got answered fast!

			They put me in a wheelchair, took me down a short corridor, then made a left to the elevator banks. We headed up to the second floor. After getting off the elevator, we took another left turn, and I was wheeled down a long corridor until we took a right-hand turn into the COVID-19 wing.

			“Am I able to get a private room?” I asked.

			Like far too many others, I was unemployed at the moment because of the pandemic. Sure, a private room would cost more, but I wasn’t thinking about the money.

			What’s one more bill piled on top of the rest that have been coming in?

			“Sorry, sir, we only have one spot available—it’s in room 2343.”

			 As the tech rolled me down the hall, I heard a loud cough. The closer we got to the room, the louder and more agonizing my future roommate’s cough sounded.

			There was no introduction—we were both too sick to introduce ourselves. And I was absolutely wrong about getting a better night’s sleep. The dry cough coming from my neighbor was deafening. The beeps coming from the monitor, along with the latest news from the TV coming through the speaker on the little remote control lost somewhere on my bed, made my pounding headache worse. Fitful moments of delirious unconsciousness was about the best I could do.

			Then there was the sound of my own wheezy breathing, which was getting shallower by the minute. Beginning at around 2 a.m., I noticed that the clock didn’t seem to be budging. Maybe it was broken? Even if I could have found the remote and pushed the button to call the nurse, I didn’t think I should ask her. Determining the time of day (or night, whichever it was) was not a priority for someone taking care of people with my condition.

			I finally mustered up enough strength to find that darn remote control, which was stuck in the crease of the bed around my L-4 or L-5 vertebrae area, a place that throbbed with pain.

			I heard the muffled sound of the news, talking about people who were infected. I realized that they were, in fact, talking about me. My mind drifted as I laid there in the hospital bed, COVID-19 coursing through my body.

			For a time, I forgot Msgr. Geno’s words from earlier that day. With time standing still, the temptation came to go into a dark place—a place of anxiety, frustration, doubt. Would I give in and even question God?

			I am usually the optimist, picking others up. But I couldn’t pick anyone or anything up at the moment. Even the tape holding my IV in place hurt.

			That was no match, though, for the pain caused by the intravenous cannula. It felt like an oversized pencil, twisting and turning, trying to fit into a vein that was too small. I tried to focus on the lesser pain, the tape that held the dagger down.

			Maybe if I pulled the tape off, it would provide some relief?

			I tried, but the headache came back, distracting me from my obsession with the IV.

			I needed something for the headache.

			I needed to know if the darn clock was broken.

			I needed ice water.

			A little man inside my head kept swinging away with that sledgehammer, over and over again.

			I tried to keep my eyes closed as I watched the news, or at least heard it coming from the little remote control in my bed. I was fixated on that darn clock, right next to the television. Was it still only 2 a.m.? Was I dreaming? Having a nightmare?

			I opened my eyes, and the local news showed overcrowded morgues and bodies in nursing homes. An image of families unable to have viewings and proper funerals for their loved ones hovered over my head. They spoke about how the most vulnerable were the elderly, along with those with under-lying conditions.

			I’m forty-eight; certainly not among the elderly, but I do have a mild case of asthma. Just a few years ago, a pulmonologist re-diagnosed my childhood respiratory condition, which I thought was in my past. Now it only shows up a couple of times a year. Typically I combat the attack with a rescue inhaler. But that inhaler proved no match for the novel coronavirus. COVID-19 laughed at the three-inch L-shaped gadget the few times I tried it days before I took myself to the hospital.

			At 2:05 or 2:0-something, my mind took me to an even darker place.

			Why me? Why is my life going to end this soon? What will my family do without me? How will my dear Heather hold up? How will my two teenaged sons, Ryan and Skyler, turn out after a tragedy like this? After all the hard work we put into parenting, will it all go to waste? Will they question the existence of God? Will they be angry at the world? Will they be envious of their friends who still have their fathers to teach them, to hug them, to love them?

			I won’t be around to see them go to college. I won’t be there for their weddings. I’ll never be a grandfather. I won’t be able to spoil my grandkids with bits of wisdom and lots of ice cream.

			Then I thought of all the things that Heather and I hoped to do once we were empty nesters. We would travel. We would do all the things we wanted to do but could never quite get to because of the day-to-day hustle and bustle of life. In my mind, those plans were gone, washed away by this poison that found its way into my bloodstream, traveling all the way from a bat cave in China.

			My roommate, whom I assumed was a bit older based on the sound of his voice when he called for the nurses all through the night, was not in great shape. He was unable to control his bowels, his breathing was shallow, and his cough was dry and piercing. Whenever he coughed, I followed with one of my own. When he gasped for air, I did too.

			It was the worst night of my life.

			Why did I agree to spend the night in the hospital? After all, they did give me a choice.

			Did that darn clock move? 2:05? 2:10? Where am I?

			The banging inside my head reminded me. I was in Hell.

			Then I came up with a plan. It was flawed on so many levels, but I felt like I was stuck on Groundhog Day, or Groundhog Minute. I had to do something.

			I am getting out of here, jumping ship, I will escape. First, I’ll take the IV out of my arm. Easy enough.

			Then, I’ll remove the oxygen tubes.

			Wait. No, that’s a bad idea.

			Can I breathe without the oxygen? How will I take it with me? I’ll need to confiscate a tank. Is that one in the corner, or is it a garbage can?

			I was Don Quixote, jousting with windmills.

			I’ll make my way to the car and make a run for it, or maybe just run down the hallway. After all, I did lead the country in stolen bases.

			This last bit was not a hallucination, but it was twenty-eight years ago.

			I looked down at my legs. When I felt my quadriceps, there was nothing but mush—all the muscles in the front of my legs were gone. Every muscle, tendon, ligament, and bone in my body ached. I ride my bike regularly all over New York City; in fact, that’s how I get to my clients. But I now had the legs of a very old man.

			Reality set back in. I was stuck there for the night, watching the clock, waiting for 4 a.m. so I could take another round of Tylenol. It was now 2:11. The darn clock was not broken. I was at bat in the bottom of the ninth inning, down by a run, with two outs and two strikes against me.

			Just as I was about to give up hope, I heard again the words of my living guardian angel, the shepherd of our flock who watches over me and so many others. “During challenging times, we should never feel sorry for ourselves. Jesus never felt sorry for himself.”

			These words rang loud and clear in my ears, but I focused my attention even more so that I could listen with the ear of my heart.

			Perhaps it’s part of our fallen humanity—I find it sad but true—but there are times when we need to be in darkness in order to find the light. It didn’t happen for me immediately. But despite the ravages that COVID-19 wreaked on my body, my mind, and my spirit, eventually my faith, my focus, and my fitness (with the help of hydroxychloroquine) saved me.

			



Chapter Two

			Brooklyn Beginnings

			My earliest memory: I’m three years old. I’m in a house with two other children. There are lots of toys, and I’m very occupied playing with them. I go into a bedroom and see my father in the bed with a woman in a black nightgown. I would love for this to be a sweet, domestic memory, one typical of my early family life. The problem—that woman was not my mother.

			I found out later that he took my older siblings with him on other weekends to be with this woman and her kids. Big mistake on my father’s part. John, around ten, and Janet, around nine, were old enough to know the address, and they gave it to our mom. Not a person to take his cheating lying down, Mom paid the woman a visit. She told her that the man she was sleeping with had a family he was neglecting. The woman cut off the relationship after that.

			As a child, I longed to have better memories of my father. But my three older siblings and I, along with our mother, lived in constant fear whenever he was in the house.

			Don’t make eye contact. Maybe you’ll be safe.

			My oldest brother, John, told me that whenever my father left the house, he felt like he could breathe again.

			Another early memory. The four of us—John, still around ten, Janet, nine, James, six, and me, three years old—were running around the apartment, acting like kids. My father had come in, but we continued playing. Out of nowhere, he grabs John, throws him against the wall, and punches a hole in it right next to his head.

			“Don’t you ever go past me again without stopping to say hello!”

			He physically and verbally abused my mom, my siblings, and me. We had food thrown at us at the supper table, or orange juice poured over our heads because we didn’t finish our breakfast.

			Other times, he would come in and take off his belt. He sat on the sofa, running it through his hands, staring at us. Or he would simply set it out on the dresser for us to see. The mental terror, fearing what he might do, was worse than the actual stripes inflicted on our legs, our backs, our butts.

			“I brought you into this world. I can take you out.”

			I’m not sure how many times I heard him say that.

			Until I was almost five, we lived with my grandparents in Park Slope, Brooklyn. He couldn’t keep a job. Or perhaps I should say, he wouldn’t keep one. He would fly off the handle, quit, and walk out on the spot without considering that he had a wife and four children who needed to eat. Or that he should have lined up another job before quitting that one.

			He cheated. He lied. And he stole—even from his family. Once, when Mom was getting ready to go out, he came into their bedroom, took her engagement and wedding rings, and went and hocked them. Debts, drugs, drink—we never learned why he would stoop so low. He openly thumbed his nose at God. Somehow, he managed to marry my mom in the church—but at the wedding rehearsal, when the priest asked him to kneel with my mom for the blessing, he said, “I kneel before no one.”

			I do have one fond memory of my father. I was eight or nine, and he took me with him to play racquetball. He loved the game, and he was good at it. For some reason, he picked me to go with him that weekend afternoon. We went to a deli—I ordered a spiced ham sandwich, just like he did. I picked out a mini-bottle of Canada Dry Ginger Ale from the refrigerator, and he put our lunch and drinks in a little red Igloo cooler. We walked to the park together, and we spent the rest of that afternoon hitting the ball off a concrete wall. That’s it. That’s my fond memory of a time with my father.

			In college I studied psychology, and I learned the name for this experience—it was a shared delight. At least I have one. Sure, my father served as a role model—a role model for what not to do for a family. I got into arguments with professors about this—the accepted norm and wisdom from the textbooks is that abuse begets abuse. Like father, like son. But I made a choice to be different.

			Thank God for my mother, who was our constant. Her mother was born in Ireland, her father in England. They met in the United States after my grandmother got a flat tire. She only spoke Gaelic, but as we all know, love is the universal language. They went on to have six children—three boys and three girls. Mom was fifth in the pecking order. Strong Catholics, her parents instilled in her through example and teaching the importance and strength gained through our faith.

			While we lived in Park Slope, she took the four of us kids to church every Sunday at St. Thomas Aquinas. My three siblings attended school at the parish as well. All four of us have a strong faith in Jesus, despite our rough Brooklyn beginnings. We owe a debt of thanks to our mom and grandparents for bringing us up in the way we should go (Proverbs 22:6).

			When we finally moved to our own apartment in Bay Ridge, we attended Our Lady of Angels, which was just across the street. I learned to play ball in that church schoolyard—stickball, softball, baseball. They may have been games for a boy, but those games eventually helped shape a man.

			I loved it. I was good at it. I always played with the older kids; and if no one else was around, I would go into the school yard and throw the ball against a wall. We used cardboard boxes for bases, broom sticks for bats. If one of us could afford a real baseball and actually had a bat, we played with that ball until it fell apart. Other times we used a pink rubber ball or even a taped-up sock.

			When I was nine, I played for my first organized team. A friend showed me the application to join the 68th Precinct’s Police Athletic League. My father was nowhere around, but Mom scraped the money together and took me to the tryouts at a gym in Borough Park. When he saw me play, the director of the league couldn’t believe that I hadn’t even reached my tenth birthday. He put me in the league with the twelve-year-olds.

			During that regular season, I led my team in every offensive category—batting average, RBIs, home runs, stolen bases. I started out playing center field and pitching, but I was bored in center field—not enough action. My coach, Al Humphreys, moved me to catcher, and I loved it. I was the captain in the field, controlling the game. And if the pitcher got into trouble, my catching gear came off, and I went to the mound in relief.

			The season ended. I received the Sportsmanship Award—I guess I should have been happy, but I wasn’t. I felt like I had taken a sucker punch to the gut. They gave the MVP Award to a twelve-year-old. He was pretty good, but I knew I was better, and I knew that everyone else knew that I was better. Evidently there was some unspoken rule that a twelve-year-old always got MVP, since they would be moving on to the next level. I would have my chance later.

			The day after the award ceremony, I got a call from the butcher downstairs. He said he had a package for me. I walked into the butcher’s, and I could smell the fresh cuts of meat and feel the sawdust crunching on the floor beneath my feet. On the counter above the pork sausages was a huge, oversized trophy! Inscribed on a brass plate it read—1981 MVP Danny Venezia. Coach Humphreys knew that justice had not been served. He went out of his way, spent his own money, to tell me that he knew who the real MVP of the team was. I can’t tell you what that meant, what that still means, to a kid whose father never took him to a baseball game and had never shown up to see him play.

			At least not until the next year. After another MVP regular season, I was invited to join Our Lady of Grace, a team that was going on to the ten and under playoffs. League rules allowed teams to add three players to their rosters after the regular season. We swept through the playoffs and made it to the Willie Mays Division Ten and Under World Series in Rockford, Illinois. I don’t know how he did it, but somehow my father weaseled his way into serving as a chaperone for our trip.

			He and I stayed in a room with another player who was added to the roster, Neil Ioviero, and his dad. That chance room assignment has turned into a lifetime friendship. He’s now the head coach at Kean University in New Jersey. Neil and I talk on a regular basis about our faith, our families, our careers, and I get a morning Scripture text from him every day.

			It was the last time that I had a brief glimpse of what a normal relationship might be with my father. We lost our first game in Rockford, won the second, but then lost the third game, eliminating us from the tournament. Through it all, he didn’t act out or embarrass me in front of my new friend and his dad. And for those few days, ours almost felt like what a father/son relationship should be.

			But after that trip, I don’t remember him being around much at all. Except for one major incident.

			My father was in the house and started a fight with Mom. As things continued to escalate, he picked up an alarm clock and threw it at her, barely missing hitting her in the face with it. My brother, John, was sixteen or seventeen at the time, and had grown to be a man. He confronted our father and told him to leave Mom alone.

			He grabbed John by the throat.

			Not a good move.

			John punched him in the mouth, knocking out a couple of front teeth. That was the end of the fight, but my father got in the last word.

			“If you ever raise your hands to me again, I’ll kill you.”

			It wasn’t the first time that John was called on to be the man in our family. At ten, he worked a paper route and gave half of the money he earned to Mom for groceries. He did that until he was twelve, when he got a job in a delicatessen making more money. As the oldest, a lot of responsibility fell heavily on his pre-teen shoulders.

			The year I graduated from elementary school, James graduated from junior high, and Janet graduated from high school. My father didn’t show up for any of those events. During that summer, our rent didn’t get paid. As fall approached, Mom had to make a very difficult decision. We were kicked out of our apartment, and to keep our family together, she had to split us up.

			We all stayed with different family members. James and I went to my Aunt Jeannie and Uncle George’s on Long Island. It was only for a couple months, but it was life changing for me.

			Every night, and I mean every night, we would sit down at the supper table and have a family meal together—my aunt and uncle, my cousins Ronnie and Jeannie, James, and me. We talked, we laughed, we actually enjoyed one another’s company! No raging, no threats, no food thrown or drinks poured over anyone’s head. As heartwarming as that was, it was what happened just as we sat down to eat that has stayed with me ever since.

			Before anyone lifted a fork, we took turns saying a blessing over our meal. I couldn’t wait until it was my turn every six days. My family today still uses this prayer:

			Thank you, dear Lord, for this food we’re about to receive. Thank you for all the blessings you’ve given us. Help anyone who needs our prayers.

			Those three simple sentences taught me so much about life, so much about faith. First, to be thankful for our food. That was foreign to me in our family life. We were always in survival mode. But to stop, to reflect, to realize that God above had provided this meal for our nourishment—it made a lifetime impression on me.

			Second, to be thankful for other blessings. Up to that point in my life, I had never really thought about being thankful for anything. In fact, in my mind, I was probably cursing God—I didn’t think my prayers were ever answered.

			Why didn’t I get a new baseball glove like so-and-so? Or new sneakers? Why do I get the hand-me-down clothes from my brothers? Why didn’t my father come home at night, or ever take me to a baseball game, or ever come to mine?

			This simple prayer opened my spirit to focus on the things in my life that I could be thankful for—my brothers and my sister, my incredible mom, and my God-given physical abilities as an athlete.

			Third, I learned to pray for others. My faith life, as budding and nascent as it was, was all about me. This third sentence not only made me aware that I should be praying for others, but also that others were likely praying for me!

			Those months with my aunt and uncle were my first experience with normalcy. I longed for a place of trust, encouragement, faith. Today, that family remains strong in their faith, and my cousins’ families are strong Christians as well. In that home, I learned a lot about what I wanted in life and what I hoped for in a family.

			While we were separated, Mom took the bull by the horns. She focused her energies, worked on her typing skills, and landed a good paying job at Chemical Bank. She rented an apartment for the five of us in Bensonhurst—my father was no longer welcome in our home. Our residence may have been filled with roaches, but it was no longer filled with hatred.

			I started junior high that year and quickly became friends with Joe Fuccillo. We have been best friends ever since. Like me, Joe spent time as a professional baseball player and is now a fitness trainer. During my days in the hospital, he was constantly sending me text messages of encouragement.

			You’re one of the toughest guys I know. You will beat this!

			Joe’s mom and dad became like my second parents. Suppertime at Joe’s house was like being back at my aunt and uncle’s—his family sat down at the table for meals every night. After an afternoon of stickball, baseball, or softball, I often joined them for dinner. Even then I believe that my wounded heart was healing from the screaming, the food being thrown, the living in fear of what might erupt at any moment.

			 But trust me, I wasn’t getting soft. Growing up in Brooklyn, you either got tough or you were eaten alive. Bensonhurst wasn’t Brooklyn’s toughest neighborhood, but it was still pretty rough. When I was thirteen and walking home from school one day, I came upon four punks around my age, picking on a little guy. Not just picking on—beating him up, rifling through his school bag, pocketing what they wanted and destroying the rest. Every time the kid would try to get his bag, they would kick, slap, or punch him. Three of them were doing all of the dirty work—the fourth, smaller and Asian, just seemed to be along for the ride. But he certainly wasn’t doing anything to stop it. I decided I should.

			“Why don’t you give him his things and pick on someone who’ll hit you back? I have better stuff in my bag.”

			That got their attention away from him. Now they focused on me.

			“Oh. So the new kid on the block is a tough guy,” one of them said.

			The boy they were picking on got what was left of his belongings and headed in the opposite direction.

			As they surrounded me, I realized that two of them looked identical. Twins. Tall, lanky, black hair slicked back against their heads—definitely Italian toughs. The third punk was the loudest and did most of the hitting and kicking. He was stockier than the twins, and his black hair was buzzed with a crew cut.

			I took stock of my situation, which wasn’t too good. I wasn’t worried about the Asian kid, but the other three would be a challenge. I mainly wanted one good shot at Mr. Big Mouth—I figured if I took the leader down, I might knock the fight out of the other two as well. I probably could have outrun them—I was always the fastest on my baseball teams—but spending the rest of the school year looking over my shoulder to see if they were coming after me didn’t sit right.

			“I’ll take you on, one at a time. Who’s first?”

			It was worth a try. But it failed miserably.

			First, the twins jumped me from behind and held me down. I couldn’t get one good swing in. Mr. Big Mouth punched and kicked me, and the other two got in their licks as they could. My face was down in the cement of the sidewalk—it protected me from too much damage. In my peripheral vision I could see Mr. Big Mouth’s sneakers going back and forth as he kicked me—white Adidas with blue stripes. I started seeing red on them, which wasn’t there before. It was my blood.

			They destroyed the few books that were in my book bag and took three dollars out of my pocket. I had been on the way to the corner store to get bread and milk. I got home, cleaned myself up before anyone saw me, and told no one about what happened. I told Mom I had lost the three dollars. But I had a plan.

			Wearing a pair of shades and a baseball cap, I followed them to their apartment and cased the joint. As it turned out, these three were not only brothers, they were triplets. The “twins” were identical, and Mr. Big Mouth was fraternal. My plan was to catch them alone, one at a time, and wreak my revenge. But as triplets, they were almost always together. They lived just down the street from me, on the other side of 14th Avenue. From my window, I could monitor their coming and going.

			A week later, during a stakeout around 6 p.m., one of the twins left the apartment alone and started walking down the street, toward my apartment. I raced outside and followed him down the sidewalk. I finally caught up, tapped him on the shoulder, and caught him with a right cross to his glass chin. He went down, and I came down on top of him, raining several more blows for good measure. All he did was try to cover his face.

			It was my lucky day. On my way back to my apartment, unlucky twin number two comes out of the candy store. My adrenaline was pumping. I wrestled him to the sidewalk and pulled eight dollars out of his pocket.

			“Tell your brother he’s next.”

			I went home and gave Mom the three dollars I had lost. She asked no questions, and I gave her no answers.

			The very next day I ran into the Asian kid in the bathroom at school. I grabbed him by the hair. Tears ran down his face, and he did go to the bathroom—he just never made it to the urinal.

			“I’m not going to hit you,” I said. “But be sure and tell your friends—that guy you messed with, if you come near him again, you won’t get off so easy.”

			He thanked me in broken English through his tears. No punches necessary, and the score was now Good Guy 3, Bad Guys 0 (I figured the first one didn’t count in the standings because it was an unfair contest—four against one).

			It was a week later before the last of the triplets gave me the opportunity to catch him alone. He rarely left his apartment without a gang of thugs around him, and if he did, he would sprint past my apartment. Fear can be quite a motivator to action.

			Finally, one rainy day, I saw him leave the apartment by himself. He started running, and I sprinted outside to catch him. It took me five blocks, but eventually he ran out of gas. He stopped behind a 1979 Chevy and leaned against the trunk, trying to catch his breath. When I caught up to him, he started circling the car.

			“Please don’t hit me. Please don’t hit me!” he begged. “We want to be friends with you.”

			I didn’t hit him. And eventually we became acquaintances, if not friends. My vigilante days were over.

			Just as we had in Park Slope and Bay Ridge, Mom saw to it that we attended the local parish church in Bensonhurst, The Basilica of Regina Pacis. Eventually I was confirmed there. But, like too many teenagers, my faith waned during those years. Hanging out with Mr. Big Mouth and his brothers and friends didn’t help.

			I do remember one answered prayer from around that time. Puberty came really late for me. At thirteen, I was shorter than everyone else in my class. With my new “friends,” I had picked up the habit of smoking. One day, I made a deal with God.

			“Dear Lord,” I prayed, “make me grow, and I’ll never smoke again.”

			I kept my side of the bargain, and God kept his! I grew six inches that year. Later, when I was in college, I was out drinking with the fellas one night. I lit a cigarette. After a couple of puffs, I felt the sickest I had ever felt (until COVID-19). I really never smoked again after that.

			I never got into any real serious trouble in my Bensonhurst days, but I certainly could have headed down that path, especially considering the crowd I was hanging out with.

			One day, my buddies and I were out on our block. Mr. Romano was a next-door neighbor. He had come to America from Italy, and he loved to sit outside his apartment in an old 1950’s kitchenette chair, playing his accordion. It wasn’t the coolest music for young teenagers in the mid-1980s, and my friends made fun of him. Not only that, but he had polio. His left arm was shriveled into an unnatural position, but one that perfectly suited his accordion playing.

			He stopped playing that day and called me over.

			“Danny boy, show me your friends…”

			I started to point them out across the street. Before I could, he stopped me with his good hand, then continued.

			“…show me your friends, and I’ll show you who you are.”

			In that moment, I had an out-of-body experience. I looked down at myself, and I looked across the street at my “friends.” I was not who I wanted to be. They were not who I wanted to be.

			One of them was writing graffiti on a door. Another was drinking a beer out of a paper bag.

			“Yes, Mr. Romano,” was all I said.

			In that moment, I chose to be a different person.

			Instead of spending time on the corner, I spent time on the diamond.

			Instead of throwing punches, I threw a baseball.

			Instead of stealing cars, I stole bases.

			I can tell you stories about those very kids on that corner that day. All of them wound up doing drugs. One went away to prison for a long time. One was killed in a drive-by shooting. And another killed himself playing Russian roulette. The story I heard was that he had taken the clip out of the automatic pistol but didn’t realize there was already a bullet in the chamber. Whether or not that’s what happened, or if it was a cover-up for something more nefarious, we will probably never know.

			There was trouble in that neighborhood if you wanted it. I chose not to want it.

			God sent his guardian angels around me in my Brooklyn years: Coach Humphreys, Mr. Romano, Coach Gavigan—he was an NYC police officer, and he took me with his family to my first Yankee game.

			Then there’s Sal Cappucci. Mr. Cappucci taught my siblings and me eighth grade science. He also coached baseball in the summer. He would take some of us to dinner, he took us skiing, he even took another kid and me to Disney World. Mr. Cappucci played a significant role in my life throughout my high school years. Before I could drive, he would pick me up in his car and drive me to games when Mom was working and unavailable. He bought me a new baseball glove when I needed it, and he coached my team that went to the National Amateur Baseball Federation World Series in 1986.

			He taught me to drive, and then he sold me my first car—a blue 1981 Mercury Cougar. I had worked for two years delivering papers and saved $2,000 to purchase the car.

			My sophomore year in high school, I made the varsity baseball team at Fort Hamilton High. We were terrible. I think we were 1 and 13 for the season. Our field was in even worse shape than our team. At the time, I was maybe five and a half feet tall and a little over a hundred pounds soaking wet—I was in college before I finally grew to my height of 6’1”—so I always played second base through those years. After numerous grounders found the dips and crevices and rocks in the infield, taking bad hops past me, I decided to do something about it.

			I borrowed a pair of heavy-duty bolt cutters from the school and went to a local park where there was a long chain link fence. It was a public park, right? The public owned it. I’m part of that public, and I needed a section of that fence. No, my team needed a section of that fence.

			I cut out a piece large enough to fold in half and still be the width of the trunk of my Cougar. I put weights on it, tied it with rope, held it in place by closing my trunk on the rope, and used it to rake our awful infield, just like I had seen professional groundskeepers do. I drove my car onto the field and started around the pitcher’s mound, driving in circles until I had smoothed out the entire infield area.

			My high school coach, Jim Apicella, never asked where I got the chain link fence. But he and the rest of my team appreciated my going the extra mile.

			My junior year, we fared better, winning about half of our games. I was named captain that year. It was my senior year, though, that became something special. As I said earlier, I was the smallest kid on the team. Everyone else was bigger, stronger, and many were more talented. But no one worked harder than I did. I was always willing to do whatever it took to be my best, and I never even settled for that. I wanted to be better than my best. My pent-up anger at my dad was unleashed when I hit a baseball—I saw his face on it as it left the pitcher’s hand.

			That senior year, we went 17 and 2 in the regular season. I was named to the All-City team as a second baseman, and one paper named our school the number one team in New York City. I didn’t have the highest batting average, by any means, but I excelled on defense; and on offense, I bunted to get on base, I moved runners into scoring position, and I led my team in stolen bases.

			We were one of thirty-two teams that reached the playoffs for the City Championship. We swept through our first four games to make it to the championship game, which was to be held in Yankee Stadium. Lincoln High, Fort Hamilton’s rival and one of the schools that beat us in the regular season, was to be our opponent.

			The day of the final game, it poured rain. The game was postponed and rescheduled for a few days later at St. John’s University. We were bitterly disappointed. Sure, St. John’s had a nice facility, but it was no Yankee Stadium!

			My co-captain, Jermaine Swinton (who was 6’4”, 220 pounds—at sixteen-years-old a true man-child who was drafted a few days earlier by the Houston Astros), and I were at Coach Apicella’s house the next day, bemoaning the loss of getting to play in Yankee Stadium. On a whim, we decided to call in to WFAN-AM, New York City’s talk radio sports station. We told our sob story, and a great thing happened. Someone from the radio station called George Steinbrenner, the owner of the Yankees, and told him our story. He made some calls and arranged for us to play our game in Yankee Stadium a few days later.

			It was one of the greatest days of my life. To walk out on that field, in the House that Ruth Built, where Lou Gehrig, Joe DiMaggio, Mickey Mantle, and countless other Hall of Famers had played the game that I was about to play, was every kid who loves baseball’s dream. In the bottom of the third, I reached base on an error, was awarded second on the shortstop’s bad throw, and scored our team’s first run when Coach Apicella waved me home on a single to left by my double play partner, Julius Alphonso.
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