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  Author’s Preface




  A young journalist once asked me if the game of baseball is a metaphor for real life. After crumpling my beer can and nearly tossing the smartass out of the bar, I paused and reflected.




  I thought of that famous photograph of Babe Ruth, his back to the camera, the number three, his frail body, shoulders slightly hunched, hat off in humility to the throngs of fans before him. I also thought about the famous photograph of the sailor kissing the gal in Times Square, the raising of the flag at Iwo Jima, and again by three firefighters on 9/11.




  A good poem is a “snapshot,” a moment caught by using words to create an image for the reader.




  I decided to compile the more than one-hundred pieces for this book with the purpose of sharing “snapshots” from a life as a baseball fan, a Mets fan.




  However, through the process, the book evolved into a twisted auto-biography. A story of a life of continuous curve balls, incredible luck, amazing victory, and sudden loss. A life where the game once served as an escape, but soon became an obsession. A place where baseball isn’t a metaphor for real life, but IS real life. A life always on the verge, at the edge, and endlessly remains a “full count.”





  Frank Messina


  2/2/09, Jersey City, NJ




  Part I


  Stepping to the Plate




  It was I, Mrs. Wiley




  It was I, Mrs. Wiley


  who swiped


  your garbage pail lids


  and turned them into first, second and third,


  It was I who lifted


  the welcome mat from your front stoop


  -unbeknownst to you-


  It was I who proudly placed it down


  and crowned it “pitcher’s mound”




  It was I, Mrs. Wiley


  who laughed out loud


  as balls ricocheted


  off the side of your house


  and into your pruned rosebushes


  and it was I, Mrs. Wiley who


  cracked a home-run


  through your second-story window


  It was I, Mrs. Wiley


  who hid behind the Apple tree


  as you hollered through the broken panes




  It was I, Mrs. Wiley


  who had the chance to confess


  when I saw you in Church


  but instead, looked away


  and it was I, Mrs. Wiley


  who your dog chased


  through the pickets


  without looking both ways


  and it was I who watched


  you repair the window


  with putty and tape,


  stifling my giggles


  as you balanced the ladder


  It was I, Mrs. Wiley,


  who broke your window


  and caused you such despair


  yes, Mrs. Wiley, it was I




  Barker




  When I grow up,


  I want to be a Ballpark Barker


  and bark at the ballpark people,


  “Scorecards, Yearbooks!”


  I’ll bellow from the belly of my being,


  “Hot dogs, get your hot dogs!”


  I’ll sing sweet songs of


  “Ice Cream! Peanuts! Cracker Jack!”


  I’ll boast from the barrel of my body,


  “Beer here, yo-Beer, get yer cold beer!”




  When I grow up,


  I want to be a Ballpark Barker


  and bark at the ballpark people,


  “Pennants! T-shirts! Souvenirs!”


  I’ll send soft and salty treats


  through the ballpark’s crowded seats


  “Hot pretzels, Hot pretzels!”


  “French fries!” and “Wings!”


  Rain delay? What rain delay?


  only smiles sprinkle with the sound


  of “Ice cold lemonade!”





  When I grow up,


  I want to be a Ballpark Barker


  and bark at the ballpark people,


  “Cotton Candy! Cotton Candy!”


  through the curvy concourse I’ll cry,


  “Kettle Korn! Kettle Korn!”


  through the hallways I’ll heave,


  “Hamburgers! Hamburgers!


  ketchup, mayo, onions and cheese!”




  When I grow up,


  I want to be a Ballpark Barker


  and bark at the ballpark people,


  “I am the ballpark barker!”


  listen to me bark at the ballpark people


  buying, buying, buying, from the


  Ballpark Barker




  Spring Training




  Sun shines on diamond


  two birds on a citrus limb


  ball meets bat, a crack!




  Mrs. Brickman




  First memory,


  Kindergarten, Mrs. Brickman,


  show-and-tell, Tommie Agee baseball card




  Holding it up, like a medallion


  kids smiling, Agee smiling,


  my moment in the spotlight




  Later caught chewing gum,


  Mrs. Brickman grabs collar,


  shoves me into corner




  Facing wall, alone, trembling


  hands in pockets, searching for Tommie Agee,


  my friend in the baseball card




  Mrs. Brickman grabs collar, twists,


  “Is this what you’re looking for?”


  holds up the card, a medallion




  She rips it in half, again and again,


  then throws the pieces at me




  First memory, kindergarten




  Tears and Tommie Agee




  Mrs. Brickman




  The Blue Glove




  T.J. and I never had much in common,


  except that we were both abused by the same teachers,


  but all those back-room punishments we endured


  couldn’t steal our dream of playing ball under the sun




  T.J. had a pigskin glove, tanned with shoe polish


  his grandfather gave him straight from the shine-box,


  I had one I found abandoned in an old gym bag,


  blue glove. As soon as I laid my eyes on it,


  it spoke to me, different, misfit, comfortable




  Thirty years later, I bump into Pedro Martinez,


  ask why he uses a blue glove, Pedro smiles and says,


  “I’ve always used a blue glove, different, comfortable.”




  Smiling Child




  A mitt hangs on hook


  dust, cobwebs, a creaking door;


  small hand reaches up




  Detention with Mr. Pigari




  Gazing out window, daydreaming


  Mets patch in my hands,


  “Did you hear what I said, Messina?”




  Another detention




  Mop floor, empty garbage


  wipe blackboard with sponge,


  “Butchie, Joe, come smack Messina around!”




  Hanging from door hook, I take the jabs,


  down-jacket rips, explodes, feathers everywhere


  I fall, then stand, Mets patch still in hands




  Dad Takes Me to School




  8 a.m. dad takes my hand


  going to see the principal





  what did I do now?




  you’ve done nothing son




  dad and principal in the office




  principal emerges white as a ghost




  teachers never touched me again
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