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This book is dedicated to my incredible family.


To my mom, who gave me a firm foundation and the gift


of faith; my dad, who believed in me even more than


I believed in myself; and my brothers, Vince, Danny,


Tony, and Tommy, whose support was unfailing


and unconditional.


To my wife, Alicia, the most beautiful and generous


person I ever met.


And to our daughters, Nicoletta and Paulina, to whom I


say: words cannot describe the love I feel for you. I pray


that you will find peace and love in your lives always.


God bless you.





PROLOGUE


Including Pudge Rodriguez, who was dressed for work in his Detroit Tigers uniform, the greatest living catchers were all gathered around, unmasked, on the grass of Shea Stadium. From the podium, where my stomach tumbled inside the Mets jersey that I had now worn longer than any other, the Cooperstown collection was lined up on my right. Yogi Berra. Gary Carter. Johnny Bench, the greatest of them all. And Carlton Fisk, whose home run record for catchers I had broken the month before, which was the official reason that these illustrious ballplayers—these idols of mine, these legends—were doing Queens on a Friday night in 2004.


I preferred, however, to think of the occasion as a celebration of catching. Frankly, that was the only way I could think of it without being embarrassed; without giving off an unseemly vibe that basically said, hey, thanks so much to all you guys for showing up at my party even though I just left your asses in the dust. I couldn’t stand the thought of coming across that way to those four. Especially Johnny Bench. As far as I was concerned, and still am, Johnny Bench was the perfect catcher, custom-made for the position. I, on the other hand, had become a catcher only because the scouts had seen me play first base.


Sixteen years after I’d gladly, though not so smoothly or easily, made the switch, the cycle was doubling back on itself. Having seen enough of me as a catcher, the Mets were in the process of moving me to first. It was a difficult time for me, because, for one, I could sense that it signaled the start of my slow fade from the game. What’s more, I had come to embrace the catcher’s role in a way that, at least in the minds of my persistent doubters and critics, was never returned with the same level of fervor. As a positionless prospect who scarcely interested even the team that finally drafted me, catching had been my lifeline to professional baseball—to this very evening, which I never could have imagined—and I was reluctant to let it go. To tell the truth, I was afraid of making a fool of myself.


It was a moment in my career on which a swarm of emotions had roosted, and it made me wish that Roy Campanella were alive and with us. Early on, when my path to Los Angeles was potholed with confusion, politics, and petty conflict, Campy, from his wheelchair in Vero Beach, Florida, was the one who got my head right. Back then, I hadn’t realized what he meant to me. By the time I did, I was an all-star and he was gone. I surely could have used his benevolent counsel in the months leading up to my 352nd home run as a catcher, when detractors who included even a former teammate or two charged me with overextending my stay behind the plate in order to break the record (which I ultimately left at 396).


That, I think, was the main reason I wanted to understate the special night. If it appeared in any fashion that I was making a big thing out of passing Fisk, it would, for those who saw it that way, convict me of a selfish preoccupation with a personal accomplishment. Jeff Wilpon, the Mets’ chief operating officer, had gone beyond the call of duty to put the event together, and had assured me that it would stay small. At one point, as the crowd buzzed and the dignitaries settled in and my brow beaded up, I muttered to Jeff, “So much for a small ceremony.” General Motors, the sponsor, gave me a Chevy truck. (Maybe that’s why my dad, a Honda and Acura dealer, was wiping away tears up in our private box.) Todd Zeile and Braden Looper had graciously mobilized my teammates, and, on their behalf, John Franco presented me with a Cartier watch and a six-liter bottle of Chateau d’Yquem, 1989, which will remain unopened until there’s a proper occasion that I can share with a hundred or so wine-loving friends. Maybe when the first of our daughters gets married.


Meanwhile, the irony of the evening—and, to me, its greatest gratification—was that, in this starry tribute to catching (as I persisted in classifying it), the center of attention was the guy who, for the longest time, only my father believed in. The guy whose minor-league managers practically refused to put behind the plate. The guy being moved to first base in his thirteenth big-league season. The guy whose defensive work the cabdriver had been bitching about on Bench’s ride to the ballpark.


But Bench understood. So did Fisk. “This is a special occasion for us catchers,” he explained to the media. “Only we as catchers can fully appreciate what it takes to go behind the plate every day and also put some offensive numbers on the board.”


Fisk had kindly called me on the night I broke his record, then issued a statement saying that he’d hoped I’d be the one to do it. That had made my week; my year. “I’m blessed,” I told reporters. “I’ve lived a dream.”


I also mentioned that I might write a book someday.





CHAPTER ONE


I celebrated my first National League pennant in 1977, in the clutches of Dusty Baker, who played left field for the Dodgers and had just been named MVP of the League Championship Series against the Phillies. Wearing a grin and a Dodgers cap, I was hoisted up in Dusty’s left arm, and my brother Vince was wrapped in his right. My parents have a picture of it at their house in Valley Forge, Pennsylvania.


It was through the graces of my father and his hometown pal, Tommy Lasorda—who was in his first full year as a big-league manager—that we were permitted inside the Dodgers’ clubhouse at Veterans Stadium in Philadelphia. I had just turned nine and was well along in my fascination with baseball. The season before was the first for which we’d had season tickets to Phillies games, box seats situated a few rows off third base—a strategic location that offered a couple of key advantages. One, I had a close-up look at every move and mannerism of my favorite player, Mike Schmidt. And two, Lasorda, that first year, was coaching third for Los Angeles.


He was already something of an icon around Norristown, Pennsylvania, where he had been a star left-handed pitcher, idolized especially by Italian kids like my dad, who was quite a bit younger. But I knew almost nothing about Tommy until we settled into our seats one night, the Dodgers came to bat in the top of the first inning, and my father suddenly bellowed out, “Hey, Mungo!” (When they were kids, Tommy and his buddies took on the names of their favorite big-leaguers. Lasorda’s choice was Van Lingle Mungo, a fireballer for the Brooklyn Dodgers whom he mistakenly thought was left-handed.) Tommy shouted back, and it went on like that, between innings, for most of the night. I’m sure it wasn’t the first time I was impressed by my dad, but it was the first time that I distinctly recall.


Even more pronounced is my memory of that clubhouse celebration in 1977. In addition to Dusty Baker’s uncle-ish pickup, I remember the trash can full of ice and the players pouring it over the head of my dad’s friend. I remember my first whiffs of champagne. I remember all these grown men in their underwear and shower shoes. (This, of course, was an old-school clubhouse, prior to the infiltration of female reporters and camera phones.) I remember being startled by the sight of Steve Yeager, the Dodgers’ catcher, naked. And the last thing I remember from that night is my dad driving us home to Phoenixville—it was before his dealerships had taken off and we moved to Valley Forge—and then heading back out to party some more with the Dodgers’ manager.


In those years, my mom would hardly see him when Lasorda was in town.


•  •  •


When he was sixteen, having dropped out of school by that time, my father took a job grinding welded seams at the Judson Brothers farm equipment factory in Collegeville, where his father was a steelworker. At the end of each week, he’d shuffle into line, just behind his old man, to collect his twenty-five dollars in cash. Then, on the spot, he’d hand over twenty-four of them to my grandfather.


That was the culture he grew up with. As a younger kid, he had a paper route and various other little jobs, and turned over most of that money to his father. Maybe he’d get a nickel back for some ice cream. At twenty, on the way to the train station, headed off to basic training after being drafted for the Korean War, my father, having nothing left of what he’d earned, asked my grandpa, “Hey, Dad, I don’t really know if I’m gonna come back . . . but if I do, what will I have to come home to?”


His father told him, “You were put on this earth to take care of me.”


My grandfather’s first name was Rosario, but he became known as Russell when he immigrated to the United States from the southern coast of Sicily at the age of eleven. I should probably start with him.


I associated my grandfather with Sundays. Every week, my mom would take the five of us—all boys—to St. Ann Church in Phoenixville, and afterward my dad would say, “Let’s go visit Grandma and Grandpa.” Vince, in particular, looked forward to those afternoons, and made them better for the rest of us. He had a way of bringing people, and the family, together. We nicknamed him “United Nations.”


Their house was in Norristown and one of the main attractions was the basement, where my grandfather kept a big wooden barrel to make wine out of grapes he crushed. Technically, it was fortified wine, a form of brandy, but we called it Dago Red. Grandpa was a handy, homey kind of guy—he kept a neat little garden out back—and on Sunday afternoons, we saw only his domestic side. There was a certain sweetness to it. But he was Sicilian to the bone, and with that came a stern, macho, controlling dimension, under which my father was brought up. You could call it a mean streak, although my dad wouldn’t. In the tradition, he considered it tough love.


My father beat me pretty good. Maybe I was bad at the time. He had one of those cat-o’-nine-tails, with a razor strap that he used to cut in strips, and he’d have that hanging up on the wall. That’s the way he was. But I think that gave me the toughness. He put some balls on me. He used to hit my mother, and when I got to be about seventeen I said, “Hey, Pop, don’t you ever do that again. You’ve got to deal with me now.” He stopped.


My father had his own little welding shop and used to make wrought iron railing. He even invented a thing to twist the bars. He was grinding one day with the grinder and the blade broke and hit him in the eye. He got in his car, holding whatever was left of his eye, and drove himself all the way to Philadelphia; went to the eye hospital there. Nobody knew about it until he came home. He lost the eye. My father was a tough son of a gun.


—Vince Piazza, father


The way the story goes in our family, the Piazzas had a pretty big farm in the Sciacca region of Sicily until a couple of workers on the farm were killed when a cart turned over. Their families sued, and my great-grandparents lost everything. That’s when they came to America, pretty much broke. My grandmother’s family was from central Italy, but she was born over here. She met my grandpa at Holy Saviour Church in Norristown. They eloped when she was seventeen.


A few years ago I visited Sicily with my mom and dad, my brother Danny, and a friend of my dad’s named Gene Messina, who speaks fluent Italian. We were searching for ancestors, and a few miles east of the town of Sciacca we came upon a church tucked into a mountainside. As we approached, a priest suddenly appeared on the steps, dressed all in white. Gene walked up to talk to him and, after a minute or two, waved us over, at which point the priest informed my father, in Italian, that he, too, was a Piazza; they were cousins. Then he led us into the church, which was gorgeous, and down some steps to a cave where, in the sixth century, a hermit named Calogero had taken refuge to pray and meditate after a long journey from Constantinople. Calogero looked after native animals in that cave, and for his good deeds ultimately became known as the patron saint of Sciacca. My dad asked how Calogero heated the place, and the priest told him to put his hand over a little hole in the wall of the cave. The air there was warm from water—holy water, the priest said—that sprang from a volcano in the top of Mount Calogero (also known as Mount Kronio). The next time my parents were at Holy Saviour, they noticed, for the first time, a statue of a priest holding a deer. It all connected.


My grandfather actually foresaw his own death, about a year ahead of the fact. Late in the summer of 1994, during my second full season in the big leagues, he was buttoning up his garden one day while Vince was visiting. Vince asked him if he was getting it ready for next year, and Grandpa said, “Nah, I’m not going to be here next year. I’m done.”


On the day of his funeral, I was scheduled to film a commercial for Topps at Dodger Stadium. The company was renting out the ballpark for something like forty thousand dollars, so I told my dad that I had to stay in Los Angeles—that if I didn’t, they’d get somebody else to do the spot. My father respected the dollar more than anybody I knew, and I thought for sure he’d understand. He didn’t. He became very upset with me. It was a major point of contention.


Looking back, obviously I made the wrong decision. I was unforgivably selfish. But at the time, the business end of baseball was still new to me and I was uncomfortable with the idea of walking out on a good deal. I said to my dad, “Why are you so upset? You told me he used to beat the shit out of you.”


I think he might have been on the verge of tears when he answered. In a voice so emotional it startled me, he said, “He made me the man that I am!”


•  •  •


I was born in Norristown, and yes, I lived there, on the sixth floor of an apartment building called Hamilton Hall, for two years, until Danny was born. But I grew up and went to high school in the Philadelphia suburb and my mother’s hometown of Phoenixville, about ten miles away on the other side of the Schuylkill (pronounced SKOO-kul) River. I consider myself a product of Phoenixville. Nonetheless, a lot of people and articles have said over the years that I’m from Norristown, which has seemed to tick off just about everybody in Phoenixville but my dad. Actually, my dad and Tommy Lasorda were the ones who more or less perpetuated that misconception. I guess the way my father saw it, he was from Norristown and I was from him, so what’s the difference?


The other myth is that my dad and Tommy were inseparable growing up. That couldn’t have been, because they weren’t in the same age group or neighborhood. They were, however, in the general company of each other quite a bit, only because my dad hung around the ball fields at Woodland Park, where Tommy ruled.


My father played some ball himself, and as I understand it was about as good as a left-handed shortstop could be. He hit right-handed. Not the best combination. Didn’t have a lot of size, either. In fact, I’m the biggest person in my immediate family, by a long shot. That was the main reason why my dad singled me out, early on, as the son to make a ballplayer out of.


The last organized baseball he played was at Stewart Junior High, not long before he grabbed a teacher and threatened to throw the guy out the window for telling him he’d never amount to anything. That hastened the end of my father’s formal education. But the fact was, he needed to get to work, anyway.


His family was so poor that, at school, he would volunteer to collect all the milk bottles after lunch, hoping that some would have a splash or two remaining in the bottom for him to drink. For coal to heat the house, he’d scavenge the city dump, two blocks away, then comb the railroad tracks for pieces that had fallen from the hopper cars. He’d fight anybody who had their eyes on the same pieces.


To my dad, fighting was a fundamental, necessary part of growing up. Day after day, on his walk home from school, he’d be met along the way by an older kid who had brought along somebody to finally take him down. “I’ve got a kid who’ll knock the shit out of you,” the older boy would tell him.


“Yeah, okay,” my dad would say, before tearing into the latest foil and leaving him in tears. He claims he never lost a fight. He did, however—repeatedly—get his ass kicked by his father when he got home, for being scuffed up.


Still, in spite of the rough stuff, the family was in it together, which meant that everybody brought home whatever they could, starting as soon as possible. Long before his job at Judson Brothers, my dad caddied at the golf course where his father did maintenance. He pumped gas at night. He got up at six in the morning for his paper route, delivering the Philadelphia Inquirer. The route took him past a neighborhood grocery where his mother was always behind on her charge account. Most mornings, the milk had just been dropped off outside the store and my father would help himself to a quart or two. Now and then, he’d see the light inside come on for just a few seconds and then go out again, so he was pretty sure that the owners, the Schmidts, knew what he was up to; but they never said anything. Later, it ate at him that he’d taken advantage of their benevolence. When he got out of the army, he planned to face them and make restitution, but they’d passed away.


During his last couple of weeks of basic training for Korea, my dad picked up a bad infection in his foot. While he was in the infirmary, his company was shipped out. The upshot was that he had to go through training a second time, after which his orders sent him to Germany, where he served in artillery and drove a heavy piece of equipment that pulled a twenty-ton howitzer. He says his ears still ring from when they would fire that monster off. His superiors wanted him to go to Officer Candidate School, but then they found out he’d only completed the ninth grade.


He was discharged in 1954 with $325 of mustering-out pay. After a year as a merchant seaman in the coast guard, he applied for a job at Superior Tube in Collegeville. The guy who interviewed him said, “Piazza? You Italian? . . . We don’t hire Italians.” Then he heard they were looking for people at B. F. Goodrich, and it was true. He worked the night shift, pulling tires off the mold in about 120-degree heat, and stayed until they laid him off after seven years. He hadn’t figured on sticking around for the long haul, anyway. Dad had plans, and he’d already gotten started on them.


His first used-car lot operated out of a one-car garage at his sister’s house on Egypt Road in Audubon, between Norristown and Phoenixville. It was a rented house, but the owner didn’t mind him being there; and neither did his sister, since he helped out a little bit with the rent. The lot was effectively a junkyard. When he left Goodrich in the morning, he’d catch a few hours of sleep, then snoop around town trying to find a junker to buy from a dealer. Some of them he could fix, paint, and sell. Others he’d park behind the garage, out of sight, and strip off the parts he could put into another vehicle or somebody’s hands. He bought an old truck for hauling the scrap to the salvage yard, to be crushed for twenty-five or thirty bucks a load. Around five o’clock, he’d head home for the rest of his sleep, and by midnight he was back on the tire line, popping salt pills to keep from passing out. At eight, he’d punch out of the plant and do it all over again. To this day, there’s a junkyard at my dad’s first lot on Egypt Road.


He remained there for about a year after he was laid off from Goodrich, then moved to a better location in Jeffersonville and took on a partner named Bill Garber, who happened to have been a pretty good ballplayer and was a close friend of Lasorda. Tommy had reluctantly retired as a minor leaguer in 1960 and was scouting for the Dodgers, which left him plenty of time to hang out at Garber-Piazza Auto Sales. After my dad bought out Garber a couple of years later and moved across the street under the name of Gateway Motors, Tommy kept coming around when he could—by then, he had been named a manager in the Dodgers’ minor-league system—for lunch and laughs.


Tommy was not, however, the most important person in my father’s social life. Not after Dad went to a mixer and met Veronica (Roni) Horenci, a pretty young nurse and former high school prom queen who thought he was dapper, danced well, and looked like Tony Curtis. She might also have been impressed that he drove big, fancy cars, and she may or may not have known that they were actually inventory on consignment. Dad liked her well enough that, to spend an evening with her, he was willing to subject himself to ethnic slurs and physical challenges—which he welcomed, of course—at the Slovak Club, where her father bartended and her mother waited tables. Roni intended to become a stewardess, like several of her friends, but my dad, who was a little older, objected, at which point she said something like, “Well, then we should think about getting married.” That was 1966, when, around Phoenixville and Norristown, it was still pretty scandalous for a Slovak to marry an Italian. No matter.


They were eager to start a family—Vince and I were born over the next two years—and to get ready for it, my father put everything he had into the business, including, now and then, the rent money. My mom would call him, all upset, to tell him that a sheriff’s-sale sign had been posted on their apartment door. You weren’t allowed to take it down. The deal was, if you didn’t pay the rent, they’d carry away your furniture. Dad would end up borrowing from a friend to cover it, then pay him back the next time he sold a car. He also maintained a line of credit at the bank. The first time he failed to make a payment, a bank official told him they were going to take possession of his inventory.


With my dad sitting across the desk, the banker called a dealer in Coatesville to see if he’d put in an offer. The dealer, Jim Nelms, knew my dad and asked to talk to him, then told the bank official not to touch the cars because he’d take care of it. So my father and Nelms became partners. About a year and a half later, Dad bought out Nelms and applied for a new Datsun franchise, which was going cheap in those days, before Datsun became Nissan. Business picked up when Datsun came out with the 240Z. Then he bought a Honda dealership, which a lot of people thought was a screwy idea. It didn’t seem so screwy when the energy crisis hit in the mid-seventies.


Before long he had thirty dealerships around Philadelphia. A lot of the domestics were forced to close because of the gas prices, and Dad bought up their properties. The dealership holdings led him into the real estate business, and then into dealerships in other states. He expanded into Acura—specializing mostly in the high-end line—and Acura and Honda have been his mainstays ever since. He also did well as an investor in the computer repair business. Under Piazza Management, meanwhile, he bought or built who knows how many commercial properties, including the Westover Country Club in Jeffersonville, the Bellewood Golf Club in Pottstown, and an entire historic mining town called St. Peter’s Village.


All that success put my father in better cars (a Ferrari and a Lincoln Mark VI), better clothes (white shoes and leisure suits, although not the crazy guy-from-WKRP kind), and better seats for Phillies games, which he could now attend without hitchhiking to the ballpark and sneaking in (which he did as a kid, when the Phillies played at Connie Mack Stadium). As it turned out, he went big-league around the same time Tommy did.


That’s when they became inseparable, as long as the Dodgers were in town. After a game at the Vet, my dad and Tommy would meet back up—along with a couple of cars full of Tommy’s players and coaches—at the Marchwood Tavern, the Italian restaurant and bar that the Lasorda brothers opened up in Exton. For whatever reason, my father just couldn’t get enough baseball—never could—and Tommy was his connection to it, the only guy he could truly and completely share his passion with.


Until I came along.





CHAPTER TWO


Little League was available when a kid turned eight, and to get me good and ready for it, my dad set up a mattress against the basement wall so I could fire baseballs at it from my knees. He also requisitioned a few highway cones for me to use as batting tees. I’d take a mighty rip and smack the ball into the mattress.


But that was just the opening act. The batting cage went up piece by piece, in the corner of the backyard, beginning when I was eleven.


First, it was merely a home plate underneath some netting draped around poles that my dad set in concrete. He was the pitcher. But he worked long hours and wasn’t the least bit comfortable with the thought of me not hitting all that time, so he bought a JUGS machine with an automatic feeder. (Ironically, I would later do endorsements for JUGS.) Of course, the machine needed protection from the weather, so he installed a little shed over it. Then a roof over the whole shebang, like a carport. Then metal sheeting on the sides. After a while, the batting cage had morphed into a monstrosity so big and unsightly that a zoning inspector came by and asked my father what the hell that thing was. Dad said, “It’s my son’s ticket to the big leagues.”


He even hooked up lights, and I’d be out there still hitting late at night. It’s amazing that the neighbors never complained. They probably noticed that I took a lot of pride in the groundskeeping. I had a little rotor mower and tried to stripe the grass between the pitching machine and the plate, like the big leagues. I’d rake in sand around the plate. In the winter, I shoveled the snow out of there. The batting area would still be all messy and slimy, so we covered it with plywood. Other than that, the cold was not a problem. We wrapped my bat—an aluminum Bombat, made in King of Prussia, Pennsylvania—with insulation tape so it wouldn’t sting my hands. (I always wore gloves, anyway, after reading that Ted Williams used to hit until his hands bled.) In the morning, I’d set the baseballs next to the stove in our rec room, and later on my mom would light the fire in time to have them all warmed up when I got home from school. Eventually we put a little portable heater out by the cage. It was crazy.


After school, I’d have some apple Fig Newtons—then they came out with strawberry—and a glass of milk, watch Inspector Gadget or Gilligan’s Island reruns, then go hit for a few hours. Vince would be on his Stingray, delivering the Evening Phoenix, and I’d just whale away in my own little world. I rigged the feeder so that the pitches came out every six seconds. Mainly, I hit fastballs, but now and then one would act like a little bit of a knuckleball. One time I got hit in the nose. Never knew what happened. It fucking hurt.


Home plate was only a few feet from the dirt road that separated a cornfield from our lot on South Spring Lane. Invariably, an older guy named Blaine Huey would walk past on his way to Pickering Creek Reservoir (“the Res”), where everybody else hung out—there were docks, rafts, rope swings, bonfires, the whole bit—while I was whacking eighty-mile-an-hour fastballs into a net. Blaine would glance over at me, shake his head, and mutter something like “Look at this guy. Thinks he’s gonna be a big baseball star.”


Thunk. Dink. Thunk. Dink. Thunk. Dink. You could hear it all the way down the street. He was out there a lot. Too much. I pretty much thought he was nuts. What I always said about Mike was, “Do you think he’s gonna make it, really?” But I wasn’t the only one who said that, because, who makes it, really?


—Blaine Huey, Phoenixville, Pennsylvania


The results of all that hitting were pretty obvious. Every spring, I’d notice that I was driving the ball a little harder, which only drove me a little harder. It became an addiction—not just hitting, but power hitting. From the very beginning, the major leaguers I took after were always the big, strong guys. Andre Dawson. Dave Parker. Bob Horner.


And of course, Michael Jack Schmidt, the greatest player in the history of the Philadelphia Phillies.


It happened that Schmidt hit two home runs in the first game I ever attended, sitting in the upper deck of Veterans Stadium in 1975. The next year is when my dad got season tickets on the third-base line, next to the Herr’s potato chips people (who, to my delight, treated us frequently to the latest flavors, like sour cream), and I had my picture taken with number twenty himself—this was when he had his big, poofy seventies perm—on Fan Appreciation Day.


We were good Phillies fans. My dad would stomp his feet and I’d keep my eyes trained on Schmidt, checking out his mannerisms, his facial expressions—which seldom changed—and his solemn, efficient approach to the game. Years later, when I was with the Mets, one of our coaches, John Stearns, said to me, “You know, Schmidt always had the worst body language. He always looked like he just ate a lemon.” There was a distinct impression that he wasn’t having much fun out there. It’s hard to say why that appealed to me, but it did.


For some mysterious reason, though, Schmidt had a deeply contentious relationship with the fans of Philadelphia. This was in spite of the fact that he was the best all-around third baseman the game has ever seen. To the malcontents at the Vet, it apparently didn’t matter much that he won a Gold Glove just about every year, ten in all, the most of any third baseman in National League history; or that he led the league in home runs a record eight times (and from 1974 to 1986, virtually the entire period I regularly attended Phillies games, topped all of baseball by nearly a hundred); or that he picked up three Most Valuable Player awards; or that he carried the Phillies to the first world championship (MVP in both the regular season and World Series) in all their ninety-eight years. I couldn’t begin to tell you what the people wanted from the guy. They absolutely booed the hell out of him; practically crucified him if he happened to strike out. I thought the fans were dead wrong, and their behavior provided a basis for my point of view on the player-fan relationship. For a long time—most of my career, I’d have to say—I carried a chip on Schmidt’s behalf.


I tried, again and again, to get my dad to explain to me, if he could, why Philadelphians were so hard on Schmitty—much harder than they were on Larry Bowa, Greg Luzinski, or anybody else—but there was no acceptable explanation. Maybe the body language had something to do with it. Maybe the fans resented the fact that he somehow made the game look easy, as so many great players do. They called him Captain Cool, and it wasn’t really meant as a compliment. Schmidt was simply the city’s whipping boy, and it made me admire him all the more. I respected the fact that he wasn’t another rah-rah, goody-goody kind of guy; that he’d take all the shit, convert it to energy, and shut everybody up with a three-run homer. In fact, I loved that. And I loved Michael Jack. I idolized him. I liked his game, his swagger, and especially his controlled aggression. I even liked his gold chains and open-necked shirts. They reminded me of my dad.


If you watched him as closely as I did, you could sense that there was a lot of pent-up tension inside Schmitty, a lot of pressure that he was dealing with, all of which seemed to come gushing out when he broke down at the start of his retirement speech. Later, in an interview on Tim McCarver’s television show, he said, poignantly I thought, that, “[l]ooking back, I probably would have given up some of my accomplishments to have been more appreciated by the fans in Philadelphia . . . . I would have given anything to be the hero to the fans in Philadelphia, and they had no idea how hard I was working to be that guy.”


Somehow, though, I think I had an idea. I felt like I understood Mike Schmidt.


•  •  •


In the car, on the way to a Phillies game, we’d snack on Tastykakes, and when the box was empty, my father would roll it up like a carpet, hand it to me, and say, “Here, squeeze this for a while.” It was to strengthen my hands and wrists. For hitting.


When I was ready to take it up a notch, he bought me a cheap set of hand grippers at a local store. I couldn’t put them down. Every night, when the light in my room went off, my mom would hear the incessant squeak, squeak, squeak coming from the bed. I’d squeeze those grippers literally a thousand times before I went to sleep. I squeezed them watching TV. I squeezed them in the car. I squeezed them when I was supposed to be doing homework. I was an OCD guy—obsessive-compulsive disorder—and I suppose that was a prime example.


After I wore out the store-bought grippers, I saw some advertised in a muscle magazine—probably MuscleMag or Joe Weider’s Muscle & Fitness magazine, which I looked at on a regular basis—and sent off for the real McCoys from IronMind Enterprises. The “Captains of Crush,” they were called. There were four levels, and only a handful of guys in the world had ever squeezed the number-one level. It was like a tire spring. I was one of the few around who could close even the number-three. On the number-twos, I’d put a coin in between the handles and hold it there as long as I could. After a while, I could move the number-one an inch or two. I was religious about those things. They don’t do you much good unless you are.


Meanwhile, my dad had read in Life magazine about Ted Williams devising an exercise for his hands and forearms by attaching the head of a sledgehammer—or any weight, for that matter—to the end of a short rope, which was fastened to a stick, and raising and lowering it by rolling the stick in his hands. So I did that. Then, in one of my muscle magazines, I noticed an article about a guy with a handlebar mustache who did various other drills with a sledgehammer. I started out with a ten-pound sledgehammer and then moved up to a twelve-pounder. Eventually I could hold the sledgehammer straight out in front of me, then cock my wrists to raise the head and bring it down to my face in an arc. For a gag, I’d kiss it, then take it back the other way to the horizontal position. I’d do the same thing with two sledgehammers, one in each hand, dropping them slowly to the tip of my nose. And of course, a couple hundred times a day, I’d swing one like a bat.


There weren’t many progressive ideas that my father was reluctant to try out. That was just his style. Dad, for instance, was into nutrition and eating healthy stuff long before it all became the fashion. He would have been the first guy in line at Whole Foods. Even now, he still eats wheatgrass—mixes it and freezes it in a plastic bag. His thing was always “If you want to be strong like a horse, you gotta eat like a horse.” Oats, whole wheat, wheat kernels, grains; he’s really a maniac about that sort of thing. Mom wasn’t allowed to buy us Cap’n Crunch. The most sugary cereal we could have was raisin bran. And forget about candy. If we were caught with candy, it was grounds for a beating.


My brothers seemed to miss the sweets and junk food more than I did, though. They tried their best to resist the regimen that Dad imposed. None of them would eat oatmeal; but I did. Pepperidge Farm was the only whole-wheat bread back then, and I hated it because it was like chewing an oven mitt; but I ate it. I was with the program all the way.


•  •  •


My first team in the Phoenixville Little League was the A’s, and my first official coach a local legend named Abdul Ford-Bey. He was a good baseball guy, but definitely from a different era.


I’m not sure that Abdul’s drill-sergeant techniques would be politically acceptable today. There was a night game, for instance, in which we didn’t play very well, and afterward he made us run six or eight laps around the whole minor-league field at Vic Marosek Park (named for one of Vince’s coaches). Another time, he made us circle the bases for so long that I passed out. I can still picture the stars in my eyes before I took my leave. When they pulled me over into the shade to get me some water, Abdul was so scared he was shaking.


Abdul was sort of a guru-philosopher type, and he conferred upon us some peculiar nicknames. I was Koya, for reasons I never understood. There was another kid named Dave Jones—a pretty good player—whom he called Robot. One day, in practice, Robot’s pitching, I’m playing third, and I’m daydreaming like little kids tend to do. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see Robot step off the mound and fire a rocket right at me. I turn at the last instant and am able to catch the ball, but if I hadn’t seen it, it surely would have conked me in the head. I don’t know whether Abdul told Robot to do that, but he got a good chuckle out of it. That scene is seared in my memory.


Not for a second, though, did I ever want to be anywhere else. I remember going up to the plate for the first time, and how excited I was to hear the PA announcer call my name, in his big, booming voice: “Now batting for the A’s, number so-and-so . . . MIKE PIZ!” That’s what he called me. After he realized he’d left out a few letters, it became, “Mike Pie-AY-za!”


I loved everything about Little League. I loved Opening Day, when everybody’d be in their new uniforms, looking great, and then the Tigers and Mets would play the first game—the Mets in yellow and the Tigers in maroon. I loved the free pretzels (mine with ketchup) after the games. I loved the trains that tooted their whistles as they rolled by, dramatically slow, on the tracks behind the park; all the kids would put pennies on the rails, and after the caboose had passed and we ran down to pick them up, they’d be perfectly flat. And I loved all the special days, like the time we hosted some kind of all-star game and one of the kids on the other team was Brad Kalas, a son of Harry Kalas, the great announcer for the Phillies, and Harry actually climbed up into our little PA booth and called an inning or so.


Baseball was taken very seriously in Phoenixville. In our town, at that time, nobody at the youth level was ashamed of trying to win or being the best team you could be. Because it was so competitive, people turned out to watch us play—and not just parents. Little League was embedded into the culture of the community. Starting with age twelve, most of the games were reported in the Evening Phoenix, complete with full box scores, including, believe it or not, pitch counts.


That year, the Cardinals were an expansion team and took me with the first pick in the draft. Playing now at the “major-league” field and installed at third base, just like Mike Schmidt, I started actually feeling like Schmidt—especially when I whacked a couple of home runs over the fence. That was kind of a big deal. From then on, every time I came to bat somebody would yell “Mike’s up!” and about ten kids would run out beyond the fence waiting for the ball.


After our local season was over, I joined a Phoenixville all-star team that competed in the state tournament, which was hosted in a small town called Palmyra. (Because I was bigger than the other guys, I was always the only one to have my birth certificate checked.) Our players stayed in the homes of Palmyra players, and my guy lived on a dairy farm. When they grilled up the best steaks I’d ever torn into, I figured I now knew what the big leagues were going to taste like. It was a nice family, and I corresponded with them for a long time afterward.


We won the first game—I hit two homers and a triple—and kept winning all the way to the championship round against Palmyra, which came up out of the losers’ bracket after being sent there by us. The title game was a circus. The Palmyra parents—who had been so hospitable to our whole team—now stood behind the backstop and heckled us from the first pitch, which was not the kind of thing that my dad was about to put up with. He tried to get a couple of our parents to walk over there with him, but he was on his own. So he joined the Palmyra people at the backstop and yelled at their kids, only louder. One of the officials asked him to quit, and he said he’d quit when they did. At least he refrained from slugging anybody. I homered to center, but we lost, 7–4.


At thirteen, we advanced to the Babe Ruth league and the games were moved to deSanno Field, where the fences were deeper and go-kart races were usually roaring on the track next to the park. I became only the second thirteen-year-old to clear the fence at deSanno, and in the district tournament hit a home run against Coatesville that the paper described as 330 feet. When I was fourteen and fifteen, the Evening Phoenix often described my long home runs to center field, which was where most of them went. We once had an exhibition game against a really good traveling team from Puerto Rico, and I got hold of one that, honestly, might have been four-hundred-something feet. Over the road and into a field. As far as I knew, they never found the ball. After that, they started giving kids a hot dog or something if they returned a ball hit over the fence.


It was like a scene out of The Natural. The place was absolutely packed, and the clouds had started to get dark in the background. Mom was walking around with the younger kids down the right-field line, as usual—she didn’t like to watch the games with me, because I could get a little loud—and I was standing behind the backstop with Butch Nattle (one of the other parents). The bases were loaded, it was a tie game or something, or maybe we were behind, and Butch says to me, “I guarantee you, Mike’s gonna hit one out.”


Jesus Christ, he hit that ball. Against that dark background, you could see that white ball going up and over everything—the fence, the trees, everything. Straightaway center field. Then the rain and lightning started up.


—Vince Piazza


I pitched a couple of no-hitters in Babe Ruth ball, including one—a 1–0 win—in which I walked twelve batters and threw 154 pitches. Another game, when I was sixteen, I threw 162 pitches and hit two home runs. But that summer there was a better pitcher on our team, Joe Weber, and we went all the way to the state championship game again, this time losing in extra innings to Levittown. Honestly, I wouldn’t remember all that—at least, not in detail—if the newspaper clippings weren’t pasted into my mother’s scrapbooks.


Even though he’s two years younger, my brother Danny played on our team one year. There was an occasion in batting practice when I hit a big fly ball out to him in right field and it plunked down right on his head, just like Jose Canseco. We all had a good, long laugh about that—even Danny. It might explain why he became a lawyer. Vince started out on my team, too, then quit, came back a few years later, and quit again. His heart wasn’t in baseball. But his greatest moment is preserved in one of Mom’s scrapbooks. He once went three for three. I remembered that, but didn’t remember why. When I was home visiting not long ago, we came across the clipping and he explained it to me.


He said, “The pressure was off that day, because I had already made up my mind that I was quitting after the game. I could never do the pressure thing. Remember the time I had to face you when you were pitching? That was pressure. You threw me lobs, tried to let me get a hit, and I still struck out. But that last game, when I knew I was quitting, I finally didn’t give a crap; and all of a sudden I’m playing good baseball. I had the game of my life.”


•  •  •


In 1980, my man, Mike Schmidt, hit forty-eight home runs on his way to the first of two straight Most Valuable Player awards, and my team, the Phillies, beat the Kansas City Royals in six games to win the World Series. Also, Tommy Lasorda sent shimmering, cheesy, satiny blue Dodger jackets to me and Vince.


Tommy was great to us, and he always kind of straddled that line between thrilling and embarrassing me. The jacket managed to do both. Of course, we had to wear them to school—Phoenixville Junior High—and of course, we got abused: “The Phillies are the world champions! Why are you wearing a fucking Dodgers jacket? What’s wrong with you guys?” I told my dad he might as well slap a kick-me sign on my back. We were in seventh grade, and I couldn’t tell you how many times I had to put up with ninth graders yelling, “Dodgers suck! Dodgers suck!” The ninth graders used to crush me. One time, when I’d had enough, this freshman rushed by me and as he did I pushed him. He punched me right in the face. The next year, the Dodgers won the World Series, and I’m thinking, all right, finally we get our vindication; now we can wear our Dodger jackets with pride. And as soon as we get off the bus, everybody starts in again: “Dodgers suck! Dodgers suck!” Classic Philadelphia fans. We were lucky we didn’t get our asses kicked.


It was the following season that I became the batboy for the Dodgers whenever they played in Philadelphia. My first game, I showed up in a pair of really crappy Pro-Keds and desperately wanted some spikes. I put in a request to Nobe Kawano, the Dodgers’ equipment manager, and he told me, no, kid, your shoes are fine. I felt like a goof but forgot about it pretty quickly. At that time, the batboy would kneel next to the on-deck circle. When I took my place, I was struck by an electrifying pulse of energy from the lights and the crowd and the game and the fastballs hitting the catcher’s mitt . . . it was euphoric to me. Even better: by the second time the Dodgers came around, my dad had bought me some Mizuno spikes.


Before one of the games, I took some swings in the cage underneath the tunnel, with Manny Mota, the Dodgers’ batting coach, pitching to me. Mota was throwing right over the top, like a machine, and I was just crushing the ball. My dad called Tommy to come down and take a look, and some of the coaches gathered around, and they were astounded. They were like, What the fuck?


(Mota was even throwing me curveballs, and I actually had a clue. For all my work with batting-cage fastballs, it wasn’t as though I was completely foreign to the curve. For me, the really tough pitch, when I first saw it, was the slider. That was when I thought, what the hell was that? But Mota helped me hit the curveball. The first thing he told me was, “Once you recognize the curveball, wait.” Most guys get out in front of an off-speed breaking pitch because their head goes down. The key is to be patient, keep your head in there, and pick up the spin. It’s eyesight—locking in quickly on the ball and determining if it’s going to be in the strike zone. Most good curves are out of the strike zone. When they’re in the zone, they’re probably hanging. People say that certain guys can’t hit the curveball, but what’s really happening, generally, is that they can’t hit the off-speed pitch.)


The only problem with being a batboy was that it meant I had to occasionally miss one of my Babe Ruth games back in Phoenixville. I was down at the Vet one time when my best friend, Joe Pizzica, threw a no-hitter against my team, the Orioles. “They broke my stones about that,” Joe said. “Everybody told me that was the only reason I pitched a no-hitter.”


When I was fourteen, I was invited to go on the road with the Dodgers to Shea Stadium. My mom was upset with my dad for letting me do it, but Mark Cresse, the Dodgers’ bullpen coach, took me under his wing and put me up in his hotel room. Tommy and most of the coaches had actually taken a limo to Atlantic City and then another limo to New York, so I rode up with Bill Russell, the Dodgers’ shortstop, and his wife. Billy saw to it that I got checked into the Grand Hyatt in New York. The next day, Cresse and I went out on the number-seven train to Shea. I hit a little there, checked out Darryl Strawberry in the cage, and then ventured into the clubhouse . . . where most of the team was watching a porno film. There was one little TV in the training room, and they were all crowded around it. I have to admit that, coming from the straightlaced, deeply Catholic background that I did, it was a little unsettling. I didn’t tell my mother.


Back at the Vet, I was determined to hit a ball into the seats during batting practice, and finally, that year, I popped one over the fence. It almost made me feel like I belonged there. For that matter, the players did, too, for the most part—guys like Mike Marshall, Greg Brock, Ed Amelung, and Bob Welch.


Steve Sax, however, was another story. The Dodgers used to play little games in batting practice, and occasionally I got to be on one of the teams. Mark Cresse would decide whether the ball you hit was an out or a double or what. One day, Saxie was on my team and I played like shit, made a bunch of outs. After I chalked up another one, Sax said, “That fucking kid never gets a hit!” Or something like that. He didn’t mean it in a malicious way—he really didn’t—but I was devastated. I mean, I was ready to cry. Jose Morales was a pinch hitter for the Dodgers, and he had this warm-up bat with the handle sawed off and a can on the end, filled with lead to make it weighted. Vince came down before the game and I was so mad that I was swinging that thing around with a vengeance, nonstop. Finally, a player named Lemmie Miller, a cup-of-coffee outfielder, walked up and consoled me. He said, “Don’t let Sax get you upset.” It wasn’t profound advice, but it was enough.


I was sixteen, in 1985, when a Dodgers pitcher named Alejandro Pena—who had won the ERA title the year before—was rehabbing from shoulder surgery and Tommy told me to grab a bat because Pena was throwing a simulated game. Pena wasn’t a hundred percent at that point, but he wasn’t taking it easy on me, either. There were some breaking pitches involved. I hit a few balls hard, then banged one off the wall. Some of the coaches were exchanging glances. There was a little note about it in the local paper.


That was when Tommy started talking me up, telling everybody about this kid hitting a double off the ERA champ.


•  •  •


Among the baseball friends my dad accumulated over the years—most of them through Tommy—was Eddie Liberatore, a longtime scout for the Dodgers who lived in Norristown and was a consort of Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams.


To me, Ted Williams was pretty much the head honcho of hitting. By the time I was sixteen, I’d read his famous book, The Science of Hitting, enough times to have it nearly memorized. I can still recite his three keys: one, proper thinking; two, get a good pitch to hit; and three, have a quick bat. As you might expect, I had tried to copy Mike Schmidt’s batting style, but I gave it up when I realized how different it was from Ted Williams’s—almost the antithesis. Schmitty stood deep in the box with a closed stance and his elbow up; then he’d step forward, dive into the ball, and practically hook it to left field. Williams was more about staying back, keeping your hands close to your body, your power packed in tight, and waiting. That was what worked for me. His keys to hitting were my keys to hitting—which, at that point, were more or less my keys to life.


So when he came to town for a card show at the George Washington Motor Inn in King of Prussia and Liberatore told my dad to stop by and meet Ted Williams, I felt like the luckiest kid on the continent. Then, before I know it, we’re standing there, in awe, while he signs cards and bats and such—I was kind of lingering back a little bit—and Liberatore says to him, “My friend Vince here, he’s got a kid who’s a pretty good-looking player, and he’s got his own batting cage at his house.”


And Ted Williams says, “Let’s go see him hit!”


It was arranged that he’d come by the next morning. Even so, I had a hard time believing that Ted Williams would actually show up at my house to watch me do what I did, all by myself, for hours and hours, day after day. But the next morning, I’ll never forget, there’s the car, smack dab in the driveway, and there’s the Splendid Splinter himself, sure enough, headed straight this way, wearing a corduroy jacket and cussing up a storm.


Too nervous to talk, I flipped on the machine and started hitting. Fortunately, we taped it. So I can tell you exactly what Ted Williams had to say when he watched me bat in our backyard on South Spring Lane in 1985, standing a few feet to my right.


“This kid looks good. I’m gonna tell you the truth—I don’t think I hit the ball as good as he does when I was sixteen, I’m not shittin’ ya . . . . Try to lower the bat now. Get a little lower hand position. That’s it! That’s it! That’s it! . . . He looks good. He really looks good. You really look great, buddy! You do!”


To my dad: “I bet you got scouts on him already, for Christ sake.”


To me: “I’ll be your agent, buddy!”


To Liberatore: “You know who he hits like, don’t you? I’m gonna give you one guess. He’s in the big leagues. You know him.”


Liberatore mentions a name that can’t be made out on the tape.


“No! Hell, no!”


Liberatore: “In the National League?”


“Yeah, a buddy of yours. Mike Marshall, for Christ sake! He looks like Marshall! He looks more like Marshall than anybody I’ve seen.”


My dad: “Hit a couple left-handed, Mike.”


“He looks good that way. Good swing. He looks good enough, he should hit that way, too. Yes, sir.”


Dad (exaggerating): “Tommy’s never seen this kid. Nobody’s ever seen him.”


“Cock and stride. Cock and stride. Stay back, like you did then. Stay back. Don’t go out and get it. Stay back there. Do it again! Do it again! That’s better! Better! Jesus Christ, I never saw anybody who could pick things up like he does. I never did.”


Dad (fibbing): “He’s got average, good speed, and a good glove. He can play any position.”


“Well, you know, hitting’s going to be his big suit.”


With that, I was finished, but as I walked—or floated—out of the cage, the great man gave me his best advice of the day. “But that’s only half the battle,” he said. And he tapped the side of his head. “The rest is up here.”


We then sat at the kitchen table for a little while, and I asked Ted if he’d sign my beat-up copy of The Science of Hitting. Needless to say, I still have that book. And on the first page, in Sharpie-style blue, it says:


To Mike,


Follow this book and as good as you look now I’ll be looking for tickets in 1988.


Ted Williams





CHAPTER THREE


The batting cage was not the first unusual thing to be housed in our backyard. There was that stupid pony.


My dad always tried to do something cool for us on Christmas. One year, first thing Christmas morning, he and Mom led us through the kitchen for the big surprise, opened the door to the backyard . . . and the son of a bitch was gone! Our big surprise had escaped before we even got a glimpse of him. They jumped into their respective cars and combed the neighborhood, covering all the back roads, knocking on everybody’s door. You’d think he’d have been roaming around in the big cornfield behind the house. Uh-uh. Finally, about two miles away, a lady told my mom that a pony had been strolling up her driveway and she’d put him in the barn with her horse. My dad walked it home, with Mom driving behind with her flashers on.


I mean, I give credit to my father. It was a great idea. We were plenty excited to see that pony clopping down the road. But I think we rode him one time. Whenever we’d try to get on, he’d buck us off. Tanker the pony. Shit. We supplied Tanker with a little shed and an electric fence, and there he stood.


There were plenty of things to ride, anyway, and a dopey pony could hardly compete with the likes of a snowmobile. I can still feel the exhilaration of firing up the Arctic Cat and racing across the open fields in ten inches of snow. Beyond our street, it was all farmland back then. And the reservoir. We built forts back there. Had some big-time snowball fights. Played hockey when the ponds froze. I’d speed-skate and pretend I was Eric Heiden. I really wanted to be Eric Heiden.


In the fall, we could always get up football games, neighborhood against neighborhood. Spring Lane would play Ferry Lane or Forge Manor. We’d steal tomatoes from the neighbor’s garden. There’s a dam nearby, and guys would dare each other to walk across the top of it. Danny did it. The area sounds rural, and to a large degree it was, back then, but the main drag, Route 23, ran by right at the top of our street. There’s an old restaurant and truck stop on the other side of 23—the G Lodge, where I picked up candy bars and grape Bubble Yum. They used the G Lodge for a scene in the movie The Happening and called it the Filbert Restaurant. Dad still eats breakfast there.


The neighborhood had everything we needed. We could walk to the golf course. Before extreme sports had caught on, I had a BMX bike that I’d pump as fast as I could down the driveway and across the street to a ramp set up on the far curb, which would send me flying into a vacant field. Vince and his friends had their skateboards, hacky sacks, and jacked-up cars. We got cream soda from the gas station next to the G Lodge. Phoenixville, I’d say, was practically a perfect place to grow up.


It was where my mom grew up, too, except that we were raised in the suburban end of it and she came from right in the town. There was a big difference. Downtown Phoenixville, if you could call it that, had an old-school, industrial, European feel to it—mostly Italian and Slovakian—and still does. The townies tended to be the tough guys.


We experienced the town side of Phoenixville when we visited our grandmother’s house. My grandfather Horenci—Mom’s dad—died when I was seven, and Grandma lived alone in the left side of a narrow two-story, two-family house just across the street from the big shirt factory and around the corner from the Slovak Club. Phoenixville is primarily a steel town, and Grandpa Horenci was a welder raised in Coatesville, Pennsylvania. He was a big guy, and my grandmother was tall, too; my mother has two tall sisters. I obviously got my size from that side of the family—the Slovak side. They came from the portion of Czechoslovakia that is now Slovakia. Grandma Horenci spoke fluent Slovak. The fact is, I’m just as Slovakian as I am Italian.


Grandpa Horenci drove a ’72 Monte Carlo, turquoise with a black top and black seat covers. From him I inherited my neat-freak streak when it comes to cars. He had towels on the seats, and floor mats protecting his floor mats. He’d tell us, “Don’t touch the windows. Don’t touch the doors.” My kind of guy. I believe that, of all the relatives in our family—not counting my dad, of course—he’s the one who would have gotten the biggest kick out of watching me play big-league baseball. I recall my mother being very upset when she woke us up to tell us that Grandpa had died. His funeral was my first brush with death. I remember how cold his hand felt when I touched it.


My mother has done a commendable job of respecting our family’s Italian heritage—you can’t beat the meatballs she makes, the size of baseballs—and, thankfully, she has also kept us in touch with our Slovakian side. Christmas Eve was always spent at Grandma’s house, with our cousins and a Slovakian dinner of pierogi (kind of like dumplings, with fillings), kielbasas, and sauerkraut mushroom soup. When the family got too big for Grandma’s little house, Christmas Eve was moved to ours. Vince would cut open an apple and each family member would eat a piece of the apple, a piece of a tangerine, and then a little piece of the same walnut. The philosophy is that the family that shares from the same piece of fruit will stay together. Then, on Christmas Day, it was church and turkey. Our ethnic blend was Italian, Slovakian, and all-American.


We were also down by Grandma’s every Friday night, when Mom would take us into town for Nardi’s Pizza. The big controversy was Nardi’s versus Sal’s Pizza Box on Route 23. We were Nardi’s people—and I don’t doubt that the location had something to do with it. Mom was partial to that neighborhood, which meant that, just before school started every year, she bought our gym shoes at Fazzini’s on Main Street: Chuck Taylor high-tops—not to be confused with the wacky orange and red sneakers she picked up at Kmart, which we referred to as our bobo shoes. Downtown Phoenixville was, in effect, our shopping center. To some people, though, it might be best known as the little town that gets terrorized in the science-fiction movie The Blob, which was not Steve McQueen’s finest hour. In one classic scene, the blob oozes into the Colonial Theatre and eats the projectionist before the moviegoers run screaming out into the street to warn everybody. That last part is now reenacted every year during Phoenixville’s annual Blobfest. To my knowledge, it’s the world’s only annual Blobfest.


In town, everything was walking distance. My grandmother used to pin the mortgage to the inside of Mom’s sweater—nineteen dollars in cash—so she could walk it safely to the bank. Grandma always worked in a factory she could walk to. However, when my mother was in high school, Grandma, who was, of course, deeply Catholic, sent her on two buses every morning to get to Bishop Kenrick (now Kennedy-Kenrick) in Norristown, where she’s alleged to be the only girl ever crowned both Prom Queen and May Queen in the same year.


I have to say, my mom was very glamorous, with a Jackie O., Audrey Hepburn kind of look. Even so, while Dad could strike fear into any of the kids—me, in particular—it was Mom who was mostly responsible for the discipline in our family. She meted it out with a wooden spoon. Seemed like Danny was the one who was always catching it on the ass.


I can recall only one time when my dad got angry enough at me to work me over pretty good. I was a huge professional wrestling fan; watched the WWF twice every Saturday. Their theme song, “Gemini Dream” by the Moody Blues, got me fired up every time. I was into all of those guys: Jimmy “Superfly” Snuka, the first one to jump off the top ropes; Bob Backlund, the people’s champ; Jesse “the Body” Ventura, later the governor of Minnesota; Tony Atlas, the black guy, a big weightlifter who would raise people over his head and slam them to the mat; Ivan Putski, the Polish Hammer; Blackjack Mulligan, with the iron claw; and of course his archenemy, André the Giant. Then there were the cream-puff guys, the tin cans who would wrestle the stars. Tony and Tommy were still real young, so Danny was my tin can, the lucky recipient of all my holds and moves. I had some of those, let me tell you. When I did the iron claw, as strong as my hands were, I could really do it.


When I was about thirteen—which would have made Danny eleven—I put him in head scissors one day and got kind of carried away. I didn’t really choke him, I don’t think, but I went a little too far and he started freaking out. Then I heard my dad coming. I ran outside and tried to take cover by the woodpile, but Dad walked up and just slugged me in the face. I rolled clear over the woodpile. He yanked me up and said, “Boy, don’t you ever fight with your brothers. You’ve got to fight with them, not against them. If there’s ever a problem, you better step up and help them because you’re the guy who can get it done.”


Not long afterward, there was an incident on the school bus when some kid hit Vince in the stomach as we were walking down the aisle. Instinctively, I reached back and clobbered the guy. That time, Dad wasn’t even upset with me. I had done as he’d said. A day or two later, the kid’s father approached my dad and started to make an issue of it. My dad said, “You don’t want to go there, do you?”


•  •  •


Dad would occasionally take me to Flyers and 76ers games. Doctor J, to me, was bigger than life. You know the famous rock-a-bye dunk he made against the Lakers? It was right in front of me.


We were sitting on the floor, on the same sideline where Doctor J raced Michael Cooper for the loose ball at midcourt, jabbed it in the right direction, then picked it up, took one humongous dribble, cradled it as he soared through the air, and swung it down right on top of Cooper. You can actually see me on the video of that play, right around the spot where Doctor J snatched the ball and took off. I’m wearing a red Alligator shirt, blue jeans, and Pony shoes. When I was with the Dodgers, Eric Davis was watching that video on the plane one night and I said, “Hey, that’s me, right there!” It was a fun time to be a sports fan in Philly.


But I have to say, I sucked at basketball. I mean, it’s almost incomprehensible how bad I was at basketball—and still am. Mom signed us up for little-kid basketball at the YMCA, along with diving lessons, and I had maybe two baskets my whole career. One time I stole the ball and I was coming up the court with it and the coach was yelling at me, “Give the ball to the point guard!” I didn’t understand the concept. Naturally, I had it stolen back from me. I once fell down and cried about it, and the coach gave me a towel and said, “You get back in there and you get that fucking ball!” He actually cussed at me. My mom had a cow, as we used to say. The f-bomb wasn’t heard much around our house. With my dad, it was always “Jesus Christmas!”


Golf was more up my alley. Dad would take me on Sundays to Woods Golf Center in Norristown and teach me the fundamentals. He thought I had some potential in golf, which I did. Mom and Dad became members of the Phoenixville Country Club so that I could practice there. The club had a one-armed pro, Joe Banyacskay, who was always smoking a cigar and cursing his head off. It was a hell of a walk from our house, carrying golf clubs, but for a few years I’d make that walk just about every day of the summer with my friend Marc Deye.


There was a time when I thought I might want to pursue golf, but I didn’t have the mentality for it. One weekend I was playing with my dad, and playing like shit, and I had a bad attitude going on, which wasn’t particularly unusual. The thing was, he was allowing me to play golf while my brothers were working. So he lit me up. “You’re out here jerking off! You’re done! Get out of here! Jesus Christmas!”


I made the Phoenixville High School golf team in the ninth grade, which was cool because I was able to catch rides from the older guys and no longer had to call my mom all the time to pick me up in the minivan. My golf game was long on power, but short on poise. That became obvious my junior year, when, after sixteen holes, I was leading the Ches-Mont League tournament at two over par. On the seventeenth hole, the guy I was playing with said, “Man, you’re gonna win this thing.” I woke up, saw where I was, and choked it away. Went from left trap to right trap to left trap to right trap. Put up an eight. I was devastated. A teammate, Mike Bland, ended up winning the tournament and went to North Carolina on a golf scholarship.


By then, golf was starting to rub me the wrong way. Literally. Needless to say, I had to do a lot of walking with the golf bag over my shoulder. The trouble was, I’d started to develop serious acne. It showed up on my face, of course—Dad accused me of eating too much sugar and called me “pimple puss”—but one day I got home after stomping around for nine holes with that strap irritating me, and when I checked to see what the problem was I found nasty pimples all over my upper back. Before long, the pimples developed into that disgusting cystic acne and became keloids, almost like boils. I still have the scars around my shoulders.


Years later, when I was playing professional baseball, I had the same sort of reaction when the strap of the chest protector rubbed against my shoulder and back. At that point, the team trainer offered to get me Accutane, but I declined because I’d read that it caused pain in the joints. I knew the ultimate solution was simply to outgrow the problem and cope with it in the meantime, which wasn’t encouraging: there are people in my family who’ve dealt with acne into their fifties. In high school, I took tetracycline, but that didn’t make it any less irritating when I carried my golf bag.


Golf was a fall sport at my high school, and with the troubles it was giving me, I’d much rather have been playing football. Truthfully, I always wanted to play football. Never could. The coaches even wanted me to play, because I was big and had a good arm, but my dad simply wouldn’t let me. I had started pestering him about it long before high school. He told me, “The time you’d give to practicing football, you get in that goddamn cage and you hit!”


As far as he was concerned, nothing was going to interfere with me playing baseball. He wouldn’t let me get my driver’s license until I was seventeen, because, of course, he didn’t want me straying too far from my pitching machine. Way back in grade school, he wouldn’t even let me play the trombone.


Schuylkill Elementary had a nice little band, and I’ve always been interested in music. The director was a cool guy named Alan Philo, who played the guitar and rode a motorcycle, and as soon as our class became eligible for the band I talked my mom into attending Mr. Philo’s parents meeting at the start of the school year. When she found out that a trombone cost two hundred dollars, she took that information straight to my dad, whose response was, “No, no, no!” I’m sure the two hundred dollars had something to do with it, but maybe, in his divine sort of wisdom, Dad knew I might stick with it and didn’t care to watch me grow into another musician out of work. I won’t say that I hold it against him; but I truly wanted to read music and learn music and play music, and he crushed all of that.


(Having brought up the ban on the band, however, I’d be remiss not to add that my dad, as rigid as he was on occasion, was extremely sensitive and affectionate. I don’t feel like I was really deprived of anything growing up . . . other than the trombone, that is.)


Eventually my fascination with music took a different form. I distinctly remember listening to my first AC/DC record in the seventh grade—it was T.N.T.—and something happened; a hole inside me filled up. Right away, I drew “AC/DC” on all my schoolbooks, which at least gave them a purpose. A ninth grader noticed what I’d doodled and said, “Dude! Cool!” He was an art guy, so he grabbed my book and sketched in a few other little designs. I thought, man, look at me, I’m being accepted by a ninth grader! Baseball had never done that for me.


Shortly thereafter, I heard an AC/DC interview on the radio and taped it, along with some songs (“T.N.T.,” “Highway to Hell,” and a few others), on a little cassette tape recorder. There was no turning back. I must have had a hundred heavy-metal cassettes by the time I was in high school. I’d found the music that suited my personality—brought out my aggressive side. On the way to a game, I’d blast AC/DC, Iron Maiden, Metallica, Slayer, and Twisted Sister, among others, and it would send me into a frenzy.


A guy I played baseball with was one of the people who stoked my interest in heavy metal. Tony Roberts could really pick it—the baseball and guitar, both. (His sister, Kari, was on our varsity golf team and always played with a plug of Red Man in her mouth.) Tony later performed in a band with Peter Criss—the drummer for Kiss—which was ironic, because I was such a fan that I once had a friend paint my face like Peter Criss’s. We used my mom’s makeup.


Besides Tony, there were a few kids at school who, during lunchtime, would join me at the black-T-shirt table and discuss Black Sabbath. A hippie girl on my block had an electric guitar, and I’d go over there and fool with it. (Maybe it’s just an excuse, but I think my hands were too big for the guitar.) Then there was Uncle Joe, my mom’s younger brother. He lived with my grandma, had a nice stereo with big speakers, and loved his rock ’n’ roll. Uncle Joe was a Led Zeppelin guy. Also Boston. The Steve Miller Band. He’d stick in “Rockin’ Me,” put a funky hat on my head, and I’d play along with a tennis racquet in front of the mirror.


I was all-in with the music but wouldn’t describe myself as a Hessian metalhead, per se; more like a combo metalhead/jock, with a tendency toward cut-rate bling. Before rap even came along, I was throwing so many gold chains around my neck that the kids in high school called me Mr. T. There’s actually a picture of me in the yearbook where I’ve got the poofy hair and I’m wearing a concert T-shirt and a pile of chains. And I didn’t stop there. From day to day, I’d put on an Italian horn, a crucifix, my dad’s dog tag, anything shiny. Strange as it sounds, I was kind of taking after my father in that respect. He was usually sporting a gold chain and a pinky ring, for starters.


I guess my mom was softened by the fact that I shared my dad’s look and her brother’s interest. Somewhat surprisingly, she allowed me to take the train from Devon through Philly to the Spectrum to see all those eighties groups: Judas Priest, Ratt, Dio, Kiss, Twisted Sister, Bon Jovi. That was both my release and my social life. I rejected a lot of the traditional social protocols at the time—wasn’t a prom and homecoming kind of guy, and definitely wasn’t into the high school hierarchy. On the other hand, I didn’t push the envelope, either. We partied in the Spectrum parking lot and I drank a few beers here and there, but I honestly never felt the need to smoke pot or get involved with any experimental drugs. One time at a Kiss concert, somebody passed me a joint and I took a drag. That was it. I’d been infused with a certain code of conduct, I suppose, that kept me from going too far.


For one thing, Dad was always preaching about moderation. He was furious when I came home drunk one night. But I’d have to say that it was mostly my mom’s influence that kept me from crossing the line. She was the one who carted five boys to church every Sunday and set the example by practicing her Catholicism on a daily basis.


It was something of a dichotomy for me, growing up as a dyed-in-the-wool Catholic and loving heavy metal like I did. Some of the more controversial bands, like Iron Maiden and Slayer—I’d guess that I’ve been to nearly a dozen Slayer concerts—were called out by Christian groups, and that wasn’t lost on me. But my purpose in listening to that music was not to rebel against God and religion.


I just loved the power of it. Heavy metal was good for me.


•  •  •


As soon as every baseball season was over, my dad would take us down to a condo we had in Wildwood, New Jersey, on the southern tip of the state. We called it the Jersey Sho-wa.


The next town over, Cape May, is historic and picturesque, but Wildwood’s style was unpretentious and very much Jerseyesque, with cheap motels and a carnival boardwalk where you could win stuffed animals and gorge yourself on cotton candy and tubs of fries. For me, it was one of the best times of the year, mostly because the pressure was off. Dad would drive us there and then head back home to work during the week. We’d spend all day at the pool or beach. Once a week, after dinner, we’d walk to a little restaurant down the street for a sundae—which, of course, we couldn’t have done if Dad had been with us. Then we’d watch Yankees and Mets games, with all their great announcers: Bill White, Phil Rizzuto, Ralph Kiner, Bob Murphy, Lindsey Nelson. For some reason, I actually preferred the Mets. The Schaefer beer commercials. Joe Torre, as a player-manager, sending himself up to pinch-hit.


Dad would arrive on Friday afternoon, and the first thing he’d say to me was, “Let’s go.” I’d grab a bat, we’d find a field, and he’d pitch to me. There was a dumpy, sandy field up by the beach and a beautiful, manicured Little League diamond that nobody was allowed on. We were able to use the fancy field after the director saw me hitting there one day and decided he wanted some of his players to come by and watch; but we’d usually end up on the dumpy one, which I didn’t mind because I could hit the ball out to the street. If I did, my dad would snarl at me to get back to the backstop so it wouldn’t happen again. When it rained, we played under the walkway.


My father was a lefty, and I figure that had something to do with why I always crushed left-handers. I loved to hit off him. I just loved to hit, period. I couldn’t get enough, and my dad was happy to take full advantage of that. If my brothers came along with us, it was mainly to shag balls. Dad would throw each of them ten pitches, then give me a hundred. Amazingly, they never rebelled. Back home, on the pretense of taking the kids to visit his mother in Jeffersonville, he’d drop off my brothers at her house, drive me over to a local field, and pitch to me until his arm wore out. When we returned to Phoenixville, my mother was always surprised that we’d had such a nice, long visit.


Another highlight of those great weeks at Wildwood was getting to see my friend Joe Pizzica. His family would vacation there, too, or he’d come down with us. I knew Joe from the all-star baseball teams in Little League, but he’d gone to the Catholic elementary, so we didn’t run around together until high school. He was a lot tighter with the in-crowd than I was. Joe’s buddies included Tony and John John Nattle, and we all played ball with each other, so—this is back in Phoenixville—we’d go over to one of their houses to watch Mike Tyson fights on pay-per-view, or whatever, and drink a little beer. It wasn’t the Ivy League crew.


Other nights, we drove to a secluded place we knew in the nowhere farmland of Chester County, turned on the radio, and just hung out. Got drunk. We called it Ja-Blip. That lasted until Joe kind of blew me off one night. I had a crush on a girl named Kim Jeffries, who was the class president and a friend of his, and I wanted to go out with Kim and chill at Ja-Blip with Joe and those guys. But there was some kind of complication—Kim might have been seeing somebody else at the time, I don’t recall—and Joe said, “You know what, man? You don’t want to hang out with us.” It was sort of like that scene from Good Will Hunting when Ben Affleck tells Matt Damon to just get out of there and move on with his life. He was looking out for me.


I had one other heartthrob in high school—and one other strikeout. Joe was instrumental in that one, as well. Mary Lou Retton.


Actually, we both had crushes on her. This was just after she’d won the gold medal in the 1984 Olympics. I thought it was meant to be—her mother’s Italian, after all. So Joe was over at my house one day and we spent the afternoon figuring out how to call Mary Lou. Somehow we found the number. I didn’t have the guts to dial it, but Joe did, and I guess it threw him off when her mother answered. He was holding the phone out so I could hear, too, and he said, “Hello, is this Mary Lou Retton’s mother?”


She goes, “Yes, who’s calling?”


Joe just looked at me, with huge, terrified eyes, and hung up.





CHAPTER FOUR


A fellow named Joe Godri, who is now the head baseball coach at Villanova, likes to say that he was the guy who blocked me from the Phoenixville High School lineup. Godri was two grades ahead of me, and the position we both played—first base—was his until he graduated.


All the while, however, I had plenty of encouragement from the likes of my dad, my friends, Ted Williams, and—in front of the whole student body—the manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers. I don’t know if my father was the one who arranged it, but Tommy Lasorda came to our high school to speak at an assembly in the auditorium, and as he was wrapping up he pointed straight at me and said, “And one day, I’m going to sign him.”


Afterward, kids came up patting me on the back as though I’d actually made it. It was embarrassing, but also significant. That was when I started reading everything I could find about the baseball draft. Obsessing about it, really.


With my goal clarified and my expectations taking flight, I couldn’t wait to start wreaking havoc on the Ches-Mont League. I was six foot two, uncommonly strong, and still plenty awkward—one of the youngest students in the junior class—when our coach, Doc Kennedy, turned me loose as number thirteen in purple and white, finally starting at first base for the Phoenixville Phantoms. I came out hacking.


At Phoenixville, there was no left-field fence, and with my not-blazing speed it was almost impossible to hit a home run in that direction. The situation persuaded me to drive the ball to the opposite field, which came fairly naturally. In right, however, there was a row of trees just inside the fence, and oftentimes the umpires would have to decide whether a long fly ball should be ruled a home run or not when it was cuffed around in the leaves or knocked down by a limb. I still hit twelve homers that year—and three triples, which should have been home runs—in eighteen games, and batted .500 with thirty-eight RBIs. My mom saw it all from her Chrysler minivan.


There has long been a misconception that I materialized out of nowhere as a baseball player. The fact is, I had two exceptional high school seasons and was not unknown to the area scouts. My junior year, by some accounts, was one of the greatest high school seasons in the history of Pennsylvania. The rap was that we played in a weak league, but I don’t know about that. Boyertown and Downingtown were much bigger schools than Phoenixville. They had senior classes of almost fifteen hundred students, while ours was just under two hundred.


Boyertown came in as a very heralded team my junior year—they had a couple of guys who went on to play in the minor leagues, plus a stadium with lights—and they won the conference, but we drubbed them when we played. Our football team took a beating on a regular basis, but there was no problem in baseball. We had good ballplayers, including Mike Fuga, who later played at Temple. We kicked ass. It was disappointing that we got bumped out of the district tournament on a bad day, because I really felt like we had a team that could have gone far in state.


My senior year, those trees in right field were no longer a problem. Doc appealed to the athletic director on the basis that they were a safety issue, because an outfielder could crash into one or turn an ankle stepping on a root, and they were cut down. That opened up some airspace, and I was able to land a few shots onto the street beyond the fence and into the yards beyond the street, even though opposing teams made it a point to move their left fielders way back and pitch me in tight so I’d pull the ball that way. One of the home runs that cleared the street (City Line Avenue) landed on the driveway of a friend, Rob Thompson, and bounced into his backyard. Rob’s dad, who was watching the game from a folding chair, strolled back, picked up the ball, and gave it to me later.


But I wouldn’t describe my senior year as smooth sailing. For one thing, a lot of teams wouldn’t throw me strikes, so I finished with eleven home runs and a batting average that wasn’t quite as glittery as the season before. The other little issue was that I totally slacked off in school—even more than usual, which was quite a feat. I mean, I was a bad, bad student. I think I did one hour of homework my entire high school career. I was completely unmotivated. By the time I was a senior, I had my heart so set on being drafted out of high school, and was so cocksure that I would be, that academics just didn’t mean anything to me. The truth is, I’m not certain if I was genuinely eligible or not. I suspect that the principal might have pulled some strings so I could play.


Other than baseball, there was simply nothing about high school that interested me. Not even dating, such as it was. I wouldn’t say that I was antisocial; just aloof, ambivalent, cynical—totally disengaged from all the structure and sis-boom-bah, as if it were a language I didn’t speak. It was my rebellious stage, and I was tenacious about it, with a defiant attitude that showed even on my face: my senior year, I played ball with a goatee and Sparky Lyle chops, just to look intimidating. I was so disagreeable that I didn’t even want to hang out with the family. My dad had bought a home in Boynton Beach, Florida, and we’d stay down there for a little while around Christmas. I don’t know what it was that I did—just being the typical jackass, I guess—but that year my dad kept threatening me that I wasn’t going. So I said, “All right, fine, I’ll just stay here and party with Joe and those guys and drink beer and have fun.” He said, “Oh no, you’re going.”


I’m not making excuses, but I suspect that my attitude was related to the pressure I placed on myself to get drafted. In my heart, I was positive that I was good enough, and felt certain—especially after what Tommy said at the assembly, although I knew better than to pin all my hopes on the Dodgers—that somebody would notice that and pick me. I just wasn’t seeing the hard evidence of it. Eddie Liberatore would come to a game occasionally, but he never talked about drafting me out of high school. I got calls from scouts for the Giants and Blue Jays, and they’d ask me where I was playing that week, but it was never anything like “You think you’ll get drafted?” or “If you get drafted, are you going to sign?” Jocko Collins, the scout who originally signed Tommy Lasorda for the Phillies, came to one of my games and watched me hit a fly ball to center, and then it rained. He left and never came back. He told somebody I looked clumsy around first base. Tim Thompson was a Cardinals scout who was in our area quite a bit and ate at the Lasordas’ restaurant. My dad knew him pretty well. He told Dad that he’d give me the same advice he gave his own son: get an education.


Every time I heard from a scout, or saw one in the stands, the pressure turned up a notch. I played nervous. It started to screw ever so slightly with my confidence, which made me think about looking into college ball. So I did. It was my way of acknowledging, as a sort of formality, that, well, sure, there was always a chance that I wouldn’t be drafted after all, as strange as it might seem.


The more I looked around, the more intrigued I became about the idea of playing for the University of Texas or the University of Miami. I read Baseball America religiously and imagined myself being featured in it. But Texas didn’t call. Miami didn’t call. I got a letter from the coach at Old Dominion University. Got another one from William & Mary. The way I had it figured, though, if I didn’t get drafted I was going to be a freshman All-American, and I didn’t see that happening at Old Dominion or William & Mary.


People used to say that Mike was a machine hitter. It was obvious that he was willing to put in additional time to hit the baseball. His hand-eye coordination was good because he saw so many pitches in his drill work in the batting cage. But the scouts wondered if, when push came to shove, he would be able to translate all that to hitting a baseball off live pitching. Plus, his defensive skills didn’t really show up as a first baseman. Scouts look for tools, and Mike did not run well. That contributed to the fact that a lot of people didn’t notice him as a player.


Probably the only position on the field where foot speed doesn’t have a big impact is catcher. I remember talking to Mike his sophomore year about catching. I mentioned it to him because I knew he could flat-out hit a baseball, and I knew his dedication and love for the game. He looked like he’d have the body type for catching. So I asked him about it and I remember Mike saying, “You know, I talked to my dad about it a little bit . . .” And that was pretty much it.


Another thing that people might not have realized was that Mike graduated when he was seventeen. With the numbers he put up, there should have been more scouts watching him. It was pretty evident that he had a lot of skill as a hitter. To my knowledge, there was only one scout throughout the whole process that turned in a pro report on him. That was Brad Kohler. He worked for the Major League Scouting Bureau.


—John “Doc” Kennedy, coach, Phoenixville High School


The fact that I was failing to impress the right people on either front—pro or college—made no sense to me. Anyone who bothered to watch me hit on a regular basis knew what I knew, deep down, in spite of my weaker moments: that I could damn well do it. The local press was well aware of it. The Evening Phoenix described my home run against St. Pius X as “a mammoth two-run blast over the center-field fence.” The Daily Local News in West Chester published a story that mentioned my relationship with Lasorda and my batting-practice privileges with the Dodgers. The Boyertown coach, Dick Ludy, told one of the papers, “Piazza’s the finest hitter in the league. He’s the finest hitter I’ve seen. He’s really a prospect.”


Anyway, we once again lost the league to Boyertown and fell short of our expectations. The most vivid memory of that disappointing season might have been the bus trip home from Perkiomen Valley. I was sitting in the back, right behind Tony Nattle and Joe Pizzica. They liked to dip Copenhagen tobacco, so they turned around and offered me a chaw. The next time they turned around, I was throwing up out the window. If you ask my teammates, that seems to be the thing I’m best remembered for as a high school ballplayer.


At Phoenixville High, there was a tradition by which the seniors would spend a week on the Jersey Shore after graduation. Naturally, that week fell during the American Legion season. Doc coached our Legion team, as well, and his rule was that it was okay to go to the shore as long as you made it back for the games; the drive was a little under two hours. Well, I missed a game. When I came back for the next one, Doc didn’t start me.


By around the fifth inning, I was still in the dugout and my father had had enough. He stormed over to me and said, “Get your stuff! We’re gettin’ the hell out of here!” Doc was coaching third base at the time and sort of pretending not to notice what was going on, so there wouldn’t be a scene. But it wasn’t over. My dad believed that was the reason I lost out on the Andre Thornton Award at the end of the season. Andre Thornton was a power hitter for the Cleveland Indians who had played at Phoenixville High, and the Thornton Award was the big prize given annually to one of Doc’s Legion players. Joe Weber won it that year, and my dad was hot. There were many occasions when he kept his feelings to himself, but this time he clashed with Doc. (“Come on,” my mom said as we reminisced about it nearly a quarter of a century later, after a spaghetti dinner, “he clashed with everybody.”) I just let Dad be Dad, and rolled with it. I didn’t feel slighted. Weber was our best pitcher, and he earned it.


I was, however, selected to participate in the scouts games that were staged every year all over Pennsylvania. First came the regional events where, in addition to the games, the scouts put the players through tryouts. I think I ran a 7.2 in the sixty-yard dash, which probably got me scratched off a few scorecards right there. The scouts seemed to like my arm strength, though, which was something they hadn’t seen when they watched me play first base. From the tryouts, they selected teams for the second round, and from there, guys were picked to play in the statewide east-west game in Boyertown. After my junior year, I had been invited to the first game and tryout but didn’t make it any further. My senior year, I was chosen for the next round along with my teammate, Brett Smiley, the cousin of former major-league pitcher John Smiley. We drove together to the game—and couldn’t find the damn thing. Got totally lost. I don’t know if I’d have made the big east-west game that year, but the odds are that I would have.


I saw Mike at the Legion all-star game in Copley, Pennsylvania, right outside of Allentown. Before that, I’d seen him at the Phoenixville High School field and distinctly recall that he hit a line drive that took two seconds to hit the school building. You could see that he had the power and was not done physically maturing yet. You could see him getting bigger. He was a slow runner, but he had what we call a quick bat. He got to the ball quickly with his hands and wrists.


I typed up a report and turned in the “follow.” A follow means he’s a player and I or any scout would have interest in following him. I put down his worth at between four and five thousand dollars, and said that he’d be signable for that amount. Then I faxed it to our office in New York. My job was to make one report on a player and send it out, and then it’s up to the teams to follow my report or not.
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