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To my mother, for being stronger than anyone knows.

To my nonnas, for loving me more than I know.

To my father, for teaching me to laugh, work and believe.

And in memory of my grandfather and Uncle Joe for endless hours in the backyard and in front of the television playing and watching games.

I love baseball because it reminds me of all of you.
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Introduction

After I hugged the best friend who had finally returned to New York, outside of Yankee Stadium, we took the subway ride back home to Queens, to the bar where I knew I’d find the friend I became close to when I made my return to the city three years before.

This was the kind of night the Yankees had given New York once again in October 2003, holding off the Red Sox, making the part of the city that loves them show off its unending energy and passion.

My friend, Lou, was finally getting a taste of what it meant to be back after adopting the L.A. lifestyle he still clung to even after making the decision to return. We hugged not because the Yankees had won, but because he had finally gotten a glimpse of just what made him come home.

The Broadway Station bar in Astoria was still as packed as I expected it to be, every Yankee fan in the place drunk off the Yankees’ comeback against Boston, Aaron Boone’s home run sending them back to the World Series.

“Let’s hear it again,” Brendan, the bartender, said and he’d flip the jukebox on the same kind of endless loop of Sinatra’s “New York, New York” that played on at the stadium.

People had been dancing on the bar, hugging strangers, united by the Yankees the way they would whenever I’d come home from work after another exciting game, trying to unwind after filing my story.

Now, amid the buzz, a non-stop parade of passion and noise, my friend Pat—who helped me find an apartment when I came back to Queens in 2000, who helped me rediscover my New York, the New York full of characters, not mannequins, and more compassion than anyone thinks—pulled me aside.

He slipped his arm around my shoulder, talked into my ear so I could hear him above the noise.

“Dave, you know my father’s dying,” he said. “You know that’s why I’m going to California next month. Today, I said a little prayer.

“Just let them just get back there one more time for him.”

This is what baseball can be at its absolute best—distraction, inspiration. A bond between father and son, between friends.

Something so pure it can yank you out of whatever fog you’re in and provide the clarity of childhood, just ready to root your heart out for something good to happen. Ready to believe it can.

Of course, baseball is far from the pastoral purity of all those old Norman Rockwell paintings. There’s tons of flaws from steroids to superstar egos so removed from why you love the game they think those cheers are all for them.

And, sure, in many ways they are.

But not really.

Most times when you’re sitting there screaming your heart out for another comeback, it’s not for them; you are rooting for yourself too, aren’t you?

You’ve had a tough day. Worked your butt off. Just got dumped.

Enter baseball.

You root for you and the people close to you; the memories the present can spark.

I understood Pat’s prayer even though I turned in my cheers when I picked up my sports writer credential. I still remembered sitting in the backyard with my grandfather listening to Phil Rizzuto “holy cow” his way through the summer.

Or playing ball with my 60-year-old grandfather, carpet strips for bases, a well-placed wild pitch into the bushes sending me searching for it while he’d scurry his tired body into the house laughing, leaving early the way Rizzuto would rush over the bridge before the end of a broadcast.

I’d remember my Uncle Joe, his knees caving on him after supporting the family with endless hours of construction work, turning on the TV and relaxing with a game.

They were gone now, but the Yankees weren’t and each glimpse of Rizzuto or Yogi throwing out a first pitch was a chance to remember them.

Just like each story I’d tell of a father and son was a way for me to think of my dad, who now lives across the country in Las Vegas. He coached my baseball team because he was working so hard, he didn’t get to spend enough time with me; now the game keeps me so busy I probably don’t call enough. But there’s endless times at work when I’m flashing back to the batting cage he kept taking me to, the catches we’d have, the talks about the game, always as eager to laugh at a goofy play as we were to celebrate a great one.

It was just fun.

Baseball provided an escape all those nights my grandmother was in the hospital the last few years, the Parkinson’s Disease stealing her expressions and turning her face to a mask at times before she died in 2006.

We’d watch a ballgame on the hospital TV the way we used to in the house and she would act as urgent as ever, worried about whether the Yankees would win because she thought I still wanted them to. Of course, by that time the rooting interest was gone and the only thing I cheered for was her ability to make me laugh again, the way she could by speaking from her gut without a filter, her thick Italian accent making it even better.

“Nonna,” I told her once, “I’m going to Phil Rizzuto’s house to interview him. I’m going to bring cannoli.”

Excited about this ode to our past, when the family that had now shrunk was still full around the table, she said ...

“How mucha you gonna bring? Don’t bringa too much!”

Rizzuto laughed when I told him the story because he understood it as much as anyone. Baseball is an escape to remind you of the people you care about; not something to be put above them.

So the escape baseball provides has allowed me to be out covering games, where I can pretend I’m still a boy, my grandmother’s still here and her biggest concern is making me happy. Still, I’ll ramble on about the stress of work to my mother, who took care of my grandmother and had no such stress. Or distraction. She was there every day, no escape from the reality that comes from aging and disease. But she’ll perk up over a game or a story and we’ll laugh like the old times.

So, the stories in here are about the memories ballplayers have provided for you to share with the people you idolize, not tales of heroes who should replace the role models in your own lives. Many of them thrived in their biggest moment for the same reason you have in yours—the people who cared about them drove them along the way.

You’ll read about some of the most exciting games in Yankees history, but not necessarily the best. You’ll read about some of their greatest triumphs, but not all of them come from the greatest players or, even, the games you’d expect them to pick.

So Dave Righetti opts for a game pitched in front of his father rather than the no-hitter he threw in Yankee Stadium. Mel Stottlemyre talks about beating phenom Vida Blue in a meaningless regular-season game because “my boys didn’t think I could do it.”

Derek Jeter refuses to pick his famous “flip” play because the Yankees didn’t win the World Series that year. He stuck with that philosophy in 2012 for the updated version, passing on the chance to include the individual honor of his 3,000th hit, which, of course, went for a homer at Yankee Stadium as part of his famed 5-for-5 day.

Much has changed since this book was written in 2004, including a trip across the street from the old Yankee Stadium to the new place, which was christened by the 2009 World Series champions.

The Yankees have bid farewell to players such as Jorge Posada through retirement and felt a much stronger impact from the real loss of so many treasured members of the organization.

The hit was especially hard in 2010, when, in the same week, the Yankees lost their Boss, George Steinbrenner, and their voice, Bob Sheppard.

There have been new faces, lured by one more spending spree by Steinbrenner’s son, Hal, after the 2008 season, when CC Sabathia, Mark Teixeira, A.J. Burnett and Nick Swisher joined the Yankees and, along with Alex Rodriguez, helped them win one more ring for the Boss.

We'll take a look at those 2009 champions here now, too, through the thoughtful eyes of ace CC Sabathia, who took his place in Yankees lore by recognizing he was brought here to help the Yankees win a championship, and whose high expectations matched those of his new city and team.

Sabathia acknowledged he had something to prove when he came here—and does every time he takes the ball. But the test he must pass is for himself and the ability to do so comes with help from the people who supported him along the way.

Like most of his successful Yankees predecessors, he sought those pressure-filled challenges he was able to meet.

As the 2009 Yankees showed like the champions who came before them, there’s no place to hide in the big moments.

That’s what you root for; the place that takes you back to the purity of just wondering whether you can do something and proving you can.

The place that makes you think of the people who encouraged you to do all that you could, whether it was in a backyard, batting cage or anywhere else.

That’s what makes the games great. That’s what makes you love them.


Prologue

The Babe

“Sons of bitches,” Babe Ruth muttered to the reporters. “Gets you to the World Series and they’re too cheap to give him a share.”

The Sultan of Swat, rumored to forget his teammates’ faces at times, sure knew all about his old Murderers’ Row mate, Mark Koenig.

So when the Yankees took on the Cubs in the 1932 World Series, the Babe let everyone know he wasn’t happy with the cheapskates in Chicago.

Koenig had joined the Cubs late and contributed key hits on the way to the Series. But the players didn’t vote him a full share, and the Bambino blasted them in defense of his old teammate.

Hey, the Babe had never failed to speak his mind before. Why start now?

Whether it was telling Yankees owner Colonel Ruppert off or manager Miller Huggins, or boasting to the boys from the papers about having a bigger salary than the president—“Hey, I had a better year than he did”—the Babe was the biggest thing the game had seen.
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Sporting News/Getty Images.

His boastful ways were even part of the rumored reason the Boston Red Sox sold him to the Yankees for a song—literally. At least that’s the legend— one that’s been disputed through the years—that Red Sox management needed the cash to back the musical “No, No Nanette.”

Either way, Ruth went to the Yankees in 1920, giving birth to the Yankees as they are now known, as well as the “Curse of the Bambino” that hangs over Boston’s head.

Ruth didn’t just build the house that is Yankee Stadium; he laid the foundation for a tradition unmatched in sports.

The Ruth Yankees was the first team to leave the rest of the league crying over a lack of competition, the ‘27 Yankees slashing through the league like Ruth crashed parties across the country.

“I used to play bridge with Bill Dickey and with Ruth and Gehrig on all the train rides,” said Bill Werber, a Yankees shortstop in the ‘20s and ‘30s. He carried a bottle of Seagrams and he’d call for the porter and he’d get the glass and he’d pour, I judged, about eight ounces of Seagram’s in that glass. Between Chicago and St. Louis, he’d sit there and sip on that whiskey.”

He is one of the first American icons, a mythical figure hard to imagine in real life. He loved kids, or “keeeds” as he called him in that husky, welcoming voice.

He was the first example of why those keeds can only follow a ballplayer’s habits so far, known for chuggin’ beer and chasin’ skirts, a never-ending search for a night so raucous even today’s hedonistic players would, no doubt, bow in submission.

The old films show him darting around the bases, a bowling ball running on pins, but the younger Babe could sprint after the ball in right as easily as he could swat it out of sight.

He was the opposite of Lou Gehrig, who brought his mother to events when his wife couldn’t attend.

The rivalry foreshadowed Yankee lore of Mantle and Maris, but the players never had trouble following each other’s deeds on the field.

“They avoided each other principally,” Werber said. “If you asked Ruth how he liked Gehrig, he’d say, ‘I put up with him.’ If you ask Gehrig he’d say ‘He’s all right.’

“They weren’t friends. They were very much alike when the ballgame started. They were competitors, and you’d better be a damn competitor too, because they’d warn you—I won’t say they liked each other, but they respected each other and they pulled for each other.”

That’s been the mark of every Yankee dynasty from Murderer’s Row to the M & M boys to the Bronx Zoo and the more peaceful Torre story of the late ‘90s. The Bronx Bombers have always battered opponents not just with a home run but with the kind of teamwork often overlooked due to their extravagant payroll and stadium’s worth of superstars—even when they didn’t like each other.

The Yankees have always followed one simple formula.

Their guys come through more when the pressure demands someone does.

Even when the pressure is self-inflicted.

So when Ruth arrived in Chicago for the ‘32 Series, he had no problem sticking up for one of his former mates.

And when the Cubs jeered him from the dugout as he stepped to the plate, Ruth cackled as confidently as ever.

Here’s where the stories split, myth and reality traveling separate roads through the years.

Did Ruth really call his shot?

Did he point to center field and predict a home run?

In the next day’s papers, several newspaper reports state Ruth pointed to center field before hitting a home run there.

The other story goes that Ruth merely held up a finger after his second strike, telling the Cubs he had a strike left.

Either way, Ruth certainly made an, uh, Ruthian boast of some sort.

So when he sent the ball soaring over the wall in center, he couldn’t have been more pleased.

That’s the way to stick it to those sons of bitches.

Which is why, 62 years later, when she approached the elevator at Yankee Stadium, Julia Ruth Stevens had no problem remembering her father’s favorite game.

She had just presented the Babe Ruth award to Yankees third baseman Alex Rodriguez, the 2003 home run champ. The Stadium crowd cheered on a sunny, late spring day, and Ruth Stevens, along with some other family members, prepared to take in the game.

Ruth Stevens chuckled remembering her father’s favorite game, and his recollection of whatever boast he made.

“The thing he said was, ‘I would have been a real chump if I struck out, huh?’” she said. She smiled. “But he never did. He always rose to the occasion.”


CHAPTER 1

Tommy Henrich:

Sultan of a Strikeout

October 5, 1941, World Series Game 4

at Brooklyn

Yankees 7, Dodgers 4

The stats: ABRH
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Author’s note: The interview with Tommy Heinrich took place in 2004 and the chapter was written shortly after, five years before his death in 2009, with Heinrich gracefully challenging the aging process as strongly as he could, his charm, will and loving bond with his wife all coming through.



The 90-year-old voice spoke softly ... slowly ... the words struggling to exit Tommy Henrich’s mouth though they raced inside his brain.

“I’m awfully sorry, but I don’t think I can do this,” he said over the telephone from his California home.

Is it your memory, he was asked.

“ No,” he said, his voice finding force.

The muscles around Henrich’s mouth betrayed his mind, still sharp enough to detail everything from meeting Lou Gehrig to playing with Joe DiMaggio.

“I ought to be able to say this better,” he said repeatedly.

In the background his wife, Eileen, chided him playfully.

“She says I shouldn’t make you think I’m that old,” Henrich said with a chuckle.

You could picture her holding his hand, steadying it. Eventually, she would ask her husband, “Haven’t you been on long enough?”—a polite form of protection.

Henrich laughed when it was suggested she keeps him in line.

“She’s nodding very nicely,” he said.
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“Jiminys, everything happened,” Yankees outfielder Tommy Henrich said of the 1941 World Series rally he started by running to first on a dropped third strike. After the ball eluded Brooklyn catcher Mickey Owen, the Yankees went on to win a game they seemingly had ended with a strikeout. AP/WWP.

They’ve been together 64 years, and the former Yankee known as “Old Reliable” knows he couldn’t rely on anyone more.

But she’s still not his first love.

That came at 7.

It came over telegraph lines and through newspaper print, all the way from New York to Massillon, Ohio.

Henrich can tell you how the Yankees tradition began, a baton passed from generation to generation, the best players of each New York Yankees era doggone determined to live up to the last.

They come charging in as sons of the bustling city or tiptoeing stepchildren from small towns, longing to match reality with their imagination. Either way, those who thrive on the biggest stage in the biggest city often find a link to their pinstriped predecessors.

It all began with seven-year-olds like Henrich, who couldn’t wait to get the telegraph reports from New York. Today, they dial up or DSL their way to the ‘net or flip on the 50th cable channel to watch a Derek Jeter highlight.

If you want a straight line to where the Yankees tradition began, listen to the shaky voice.

“Doggone, I don’t know,” Henrich said when asked what it meant to be a Yankee. “But I had that dream in 1920.”

His voice grew strong, his first love steadying him as effectively as his wife’s hand had.

“I’m sure of that now,” Henrich said, laughing. “Because that’s the year the Yankees got Babe Ruth.

“And I fell in love with the Babe and it never left me.”

*** *** ***

It was the biggest day of his life, but Henrich couldn’t have felt smaller. Yankee Stadium.

The Yankees.

Boy, oh, boy.

He arrived in the dugout in 1937, which only 10 years earlier had been manned by “Murderers’ Row,” the fearsome foursome of sluggers that changed the game.

Henrich’s spikes clanged down the runway, into the dugout his hero had inhabited; he poked his head out for that first glimpse of a field bigger than any he’d played on.

And here came the guys. The Babe was retired, a broadcaster, advising Henrich to “cash his check.”

But, jiminys, this was still something else.

Bill Dickey. Joe DiMaggio. Tony Lazzeri.

And the great Lou Gehrig.

How was Henrich ever gonna fit in here?

“The regulars came into the dugout and they met me,” Henrich said. “They were very, very cordial.

“And when I met Lou, he was just the same as the rest of them.”

Life in the big leagues began.

So did the humbling moments.

Those big league pitchers, boy, they could throw.

Like Johnny Allen, the ex-Yankee who manager Joe McCarthy hated almost as much as Gehrig, who thought the pitcher was a head-hunter.

All Henrich knew about him was he couldn’t hit his breaking ball.

“Jiminys,” Henrich said after a strikeout, “he’s got good stuff.”

McCarthy darted his head up.

“The guy’s got nothing,” he barked.

Henrich gulped.

“That’s the best nothing I ever saw,” he thought.

A year later, Henrich faced Allen at the Stadium. The Yankees trailed, but rallied for four runs in the ninth—thanks in large part to Henrich’s double.

The screams and catcalls of a clubhouse celebration echoed across the room and Henrich was smack dab in the middle of it.

When he thought he had a moment alone, Henrich reflected on this rite of passage, pleasing his manager and learning to hit a guy he couldn’t have pictured touching the previous year.

“I’m the happiest guy in this clubhouse,” Henrich muttered to himself.

A few feet away, sitting on a bench and letting a cigarette crease his contented smile, Gehrig overheard Henrich. He nodded his head.

“Tom, come over here,” Gehrig said. Henrich complied.

“You’re not the happiest guy in this clubhouse,” Gehrig whispered. “I am.”

By the next season, Henrich would discover the happiest guy in the clubhouse also considered himself the luckiest man on the face of the earth.

*** *** ***

Gehrig didn’t want to speak.

The microphone waited along with the crowd on July 4, 1939, but the Yankees Iron Horse didn’t want to make this speech.

The Yankees had held a day for him and Gehrig, his body ravaged by the disease that would be named for him, was scheduled to speak. He tried to opt out.

He had been an intensely private man, and this was as private a time as he could have.

He was dying.

He knew it.

Hardly anyone else did.

But they pushed, and Gehrig nudged himself nervously to the microphone for his famous speech.

The riveting words, enhanced by their echo over the speakers throughout Yankee Stadium, have been imitated in tribute countless times by Yankee fans, players and entertainers.

Fans, for the past two weeks you have been reading about a bad break. Yet today I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth ... But Henrich was there for the real thing. The real man.

A man Henrich considered himself lucky to be close to.

So when Henrich thinks of the day his fiercely private friend addressed all of Yankee Stadium, he has no words to offer, no echo to emulate. “What a man,” Henrich said. “Jiminys, I don’t know what to say. That took a lot of guts to reveal himself like that.

“Oh, what a guy.”

*** *** ***

ALS claimed Gehrig’s life in June 1941. Henrich was shipped off to fight in World War II the next year, eight months after the bombing of Pearl Harbor.

That was baseball then, when seasons were stopped, careers lost.

In 2002, with the country facing a war in Iraq a year after the September 11 terrorist attacks, the question was whether players would stop playing.

Because they considered a strike.

Sixty years earlier, after Pearl Harbor had been bombed, many players had no choice but to stop playing. So Henrich served his duty and sacrificed his career, losing three years.

The “day of infamy” on December 7, 1941 changed the country as September 11 would eventually. But just two months before the bombing— and 10 months before Henrich would suit up for the coast guard instead of his beloved team—the Yankees were finishing one of the most incredible seasons a team could have.

Shortly after their old captain’s death, the 1941 Yankees won 41 of 47 games, a streak that counted only as second best that year.

Right behind DiMaggio’s legendary 56-game hitting streak.

Henrich not only witnessed the streak, he ensured it would continue.

The streak was at 38 when DiMaggio waited on deck in the ninth against Detroit.

The Yankees had one out and one on in a game they led. Henrich was up, DiMaggio, who had gone hitless, next.

A paralyzing thought struck Henrich.

If he grounded into a game-ending double-play, DiMag’s hitting streak would be over, and Henrich wouldn’t forgive himself.

He had an idea.

“Is it all right if I bunt?” Henrich asked McCarthy, still his manager.

McCarthy winced. Thought.

“Yeah,” McCarthy said, “that’ll be all right.”

It worked.

Henrich sacrificed the man to second and DiMaggio was guaranteed another at-bat. He smacked a basehit to extend the streak.

Many years later, Henrich was talking to Elden Auker, who had been pitching that day for the Tigers.

“Did it surprise ya that I did that?” Henrich asked.
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Tommy Henrich (center) dreamt of playing for the Yankees after following telegraph reports of Babe Ruth as a boy in Ohio. He became a Yankees mainstay playing along legends like Lou Gehrig and Joe DiMaggio (second from right). AP/WWP.

“Surprise me?” Auker said. “I was glad that you did it. Because you hit me better than Joe.”

Henrich laughed.

“I did,” he said.

So, did the great DiMaggio offer a pat on the bat or a thank you for keeping his streak alive?

Henrich laughed as he remembered the man history has shown to be a loner.

“No,” Henrich said, the idea too absurd to consider, “he wouldn’t come out and say anything.”

There was one more game for Henrich to remember that year in 1941. It is one of the most famous World Series games of all time and the one Henrich chose to label the game of his life.

This child of the Babe, the right fielder who roamed Ruth’s ground, hit a game-winning home run in the ninth inning of a World Series game once.

But that wasn’t the game.

That home run came in 1949, when Henrich’s shot off Don Newcombe gave Allie Reynolds a 1-0 win. Great memory.

But not the one.

“No, no,” Henrich said. “It was 1941 ... Mickey Owen.”

The dropped third strike.

Brooklyn Dodgers catcher Mickey Owen dropped what would have been a game-ending strikeout of Henrich. The Yankees rallied for four runs and a 7-4 win in Game 5.

They would go on to win the next game and their first Subway Series triumph over their Brooklyn rivals.

The Bums’ cry of Wait ‘til Next Year was typified here, with a ball rolling past Owen’s glove and the Yankees running away with a game.

And here’s the first reminder that for all of the Yankees’ bombast and cold, hard cash, there is a lot more to their best games than mammoth home runs.

A strikeout.

The favorite moment of a man who grew up salivating over Babe Ruth’s home runs is a strikeout.

*** *** ***

In between playing with legends, Henrich built an All-Star career for himself. He hit .320 in 67 games as a rookie, drove in 100 runs with 25 homers as a vet in ‘48 and earned the nickname “Old Reliable” for his ability to come through in the clutch.

He especially warmed to the October spotlight when he returned from war, hitting .323 with a homer and five RBI in the Yankees’ Series victory over Brooklyn in 1947.

He also smacked that game-winner the next year to help the Yankees again beat the Dodgers.

In the 1941 Fall Classic against ‘dem Bums, Henrich didn’t fare as well.

He batted .167, struggling throughout the Series.

The Yankees were up two games to one as they prepared to play Game 4 at Ebbets Field.

The Yankees trailed 4-3 when Henrich came up with two outs and no one on in the ninth, his day as hopeless as that of his team.

He had gone 0-for-3 and the 33,813 fans at Ebbets Field were rising, ready to watch the Dodgers tie the Series. All set for a nice, peaceful night where a Brooklyn fella could have taken his lady for a stroll and let bandleader Glenn Miller offer her a “Moonlight Serenade” in celebration.

Then, all of a sudden, it wasn’t so calm.

Hugh Casey zipped through the first two batters, before running the count to 3-2 on Henrich.

Then he threw a curve that dropped so abruptly Henrich knew he shouldn’t have swung as he was still swinging.

Too late.

Except it wasn’t.

The pitch bounced away from Owen.

The cops, preparing to protect the field from the delirious Brooklyn fans, bounded toward the plate.

Turned out there was nothing to protect. Except the Dodgers’ lead.

The game wasn’t over yet.

Henrich hustled to first, safe on the dropped third strike.

“That was incredible,” said Phil Rizzuto, then the Yankees shortstop. “People were running out on the field. We were gonna run into the clubhouse and we see Tommy running.”

What happened next left the fans in Brooklyn muttering their familiar lament of “only in Brooklyn.”

Joe DiMaggio followed with a single. Charlie Keller doubled. The Yankees rallied for four runs and Brooklyn was dumbfounded by a 7-4 loss.

“It was the fault of them ... cops,” disgusted Dodgers manager Leo Durocher told reporters, claiming interference as Owen tried to get the ball. “There was one stupid sergeant standing at home plate, and Mickey never had a chance to get the ball.”

In another portion of the complaining clubhouse, Dixie Walker sounded like so many defeated Yankee opponents would for decades.

“I tell you, those fellows have got all the luck on their side,” Walker told reporters. “Never saw a team get so many breaks as they have.”

In the Yankees clubhouse, the room had the feel of a man who had torn his pants bending down, but picked up a winning lottery ticket on the way up.

“Well,” DiMaggio said with a grin, “they say everything happens in Brooklyn.”

Happened by design, Lefty Gomez and Red Ruffing said through snickers.

“It was just the way we planned it,” the pair told the press. “We’ve been working on that play for months—on the quiet, you understand, and we didn’t have it perfected until today.”

Didn’t feel so perfect for losing pitcher Casey.

“I’ve lost a lot of ball games in some funny ways,” Casey told reporters, “but that is the first I’ve lost by striking out a man.”

Game of My Life

Tommy Henrich

“Jiminy, everything happened. Well, it was the ninth inning, the count was 3-2 and Casey threw it and I swung at the ball. He threw me a curve ball and I started to swing and I thought it broke so much, I said to myself, ‘Jiminys, I didn’t touch the ball.’

“I said, ‘Boy oh boy, that’s the doggone best curve Hugh Casey ever threw.’ And it went right down. And I said, ‘Maybe Mickey’s having trouble too.’

“And he had the trouble, the ball went into the dirt and went all the way back to the backstop. I turned around, faced him and saw the ball rolling. And I started for first base. And I made first base. Holy Jiminys!

“And DiMaggio is the next batter and he singled to left-center, a real vicious drive and I got to second base. The next batter (Charlie Keller) hit a softball off the right-field wall. And I’m on second base and I had no problem scoring.

“But Joe DiMaggio roared around second and into third and (third-base coach) Art Fletcher signalled ‘Go on home’ and he ran home, and I’m picking myself up and then Joe came in and he slid and doggone—DiMaggio hit home plate with such force that his body went through home plate about 10 feet—that’s how much speed DiMaggio had.

“I think that run put us ahead, and we scored at least three or four runs. And Johnny Murphy was put in to pitch and he got ‘em out 1-2-3 and the game’s over.”

*** *** ***

The Yankees won the next game and the Series—this time helped by a Henrich homer.

He laughed when asked if anyone had given him credit for hustling to first instead of sulking back to the dugout.

“Nobody said ‘nice going,’” he said. “That was what I was supposed to do.”

It’s not always what’s done these days, but Henrich knows a lot of great things still are by his old team. That Paul O’Neill, Henrich said, was a heckuva ballplayer.

But the time for talking was done. Eileen was at his sleeve, tapping him to go.

There was just one question left.

What does it mean to be a Yankee? What makes the men who preceded and followed him come through in the clutch like Old Reliable so often did?

“Now that so many more games have been played, the image is so great that everybody knows about it,” he said. “And when I got there they started to be because of the Babe and so forth.

“It was known to an ordinary guy that, this is something. ‘You’ve gotta be aware where you are now. You’d better do something now.’”


CHAPTER 2

Phil Rizzuto:

Holy Cow, What a Bunt

September 17, 1951

vs. Cleveland

Yankees 2, Indians 1
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Author’s note: The interview with Phil Rizzuto took place at his New Jersey home in 2004 and the chapter was written shortly after, three years before his death in August 2007. The Scooter was as gracious as ever, no surprise for a man who was beloved for his down-to-earth nature and ability to connect with fans. A few years after this interview, even after Rizzuto had moved into a retirement home, he found the strength to inspire smiles, once rising out of bed after being unable to earlier, because a visitor wanted to see him. As his good friend John Pennisi recalled, the Scooter combed his hair and made his way to the hallway, gaining the strength to make his fan feel special. “Holy cow!” he told the visitor, who had been disappointed when turned away. “You look beautiful!”



Cora’s upstairs and the cannolis are in the fridge so— andiamo —“Let’s go.” “Somebody else is coming,” Phil Rizzuto said, still getting endless interview requests at 87. He sighed, good naturedly. “It’s getting unbearable.”

But he opened the door with the same welcoming grin that greeted viewers when he broadcast Yankee games.

He’s thinner now, frail. His voice is as sweet as ever, but not as sharp, his “hoooly cows” more whispers than exclamations.

He led the way through the hall of his Hillside, N.J., home, the one he spent all those years rushing over the George Washington Bridge to reach— often before game’s end.

[image: image]

“The picture came out; it was so great, too ... in the on-deck circle was Mickey Mantle, jumping up in the air,” Phil Rizzuto said about his suicide squeeze play on September 17, 1951. Here’s the picture. Mantle, then 19, leaps after Rizzuto fended off a head-high pitch from Cleveland’s Bob Lemon to send Joe DiMaggio home with the winning run. AP/WWP.

He wore a light blue shirt with a picture of a halo-topped cow—much like the huckleberry that knocked him over on Phil Rizzuto day when the Yankees retired his number.

He settled in the den, his baseball trophies modestly lining the wall along with a picture of Rizzuto as a cut, young athlete, an Italian-American from the bushy, dark hair to the rugged nose.

But the Rizzuto most fans picture now is the gray-haired grandfather who made them laugh their way through summer.

He was in your backyard for 40 of them, his New Yawk accent offering a nasal contrast to the smooth, southern sound of Mel Allen when Rizzuto first broke in. Other legendary broadcasters like Vin Scully offered a regally cadenced invitation to “pull up a chair and spend part of your Saturday with us.”

Rizzuto?

He came to you.

And brought blunt, Brooklyn-born birthday wishes with him.

Or get-well greetings. Or pastry previews from your favorite bakery— and whichever one earned a plug by fulfilling his quest for cannolis.

“Ohhh, I loved to do that,” Rizzuto said. “But a lot of the writers didn’t like that. They wanted the old school, ‘ball one, ball two’. ... And the people loved it. Because I’d mention their uncle, their aunt, everybody in the neighborhood, and I got a big kick out of it.”

Rizzuto joined your neighborhood whether you were standing on a corner in Brooklyn like he used to as a boy or out on the Hamptons beach, where he reconnected you with the city.

Not that you could expect one thought to connect to the next, because with the Scooter, the thoughts always come out as scattered ...

“Ooooh, the Hamptons,” Rizzuto said. “Geez, I tell ya, we were there once in our lives. It’s such a looong trip. Holy cow. Almost three hours.”

... as the topics of a Sunday barbecue with your relatives laughing and talking over each other.

This is the gift Rizzuto gave Yankee fans for 40 years, a generation recognizing him as the grandfatherly figure who chuckled at the huckleberries and offered “Hoooly cows” for the latest Yankee star to get a big hit.

He’d be calling a pop-up to second a home run one minute, interrupting the action to wish a “Happy birthday to Mary D’Angelo!” the next.

And all along, Rizzuto enjoyed laughing right along with you, slipping in perfectly intoned inflections for dramatic parts of the game.

All of it was a far cry from who he had been before the Yankees forced him off the roster and into the broadcast booth in ‘56—the shortstop Red Sox slugger Ted Williams said was the difference for the World Series-winning Yankees every year.

Rizzuto the broadcaster made baseball a part of summer, but remembered its place. It was no more important than the breeze hitting you on the deck, day slowly switching shifts with night. He loved the Yankees enough to be a fan, loved the fans enough to stall his way back to the booth and head to the upper deck to talk to them.

And he loved a Yankees win as much as they did.

But he still loved leaving early because what awaited on the other side of the bridge was the only thing more important to him than the Yankees.

His wife, Cora. The kids. The grandkids.

Look, it’s the people that make the game so great.

“The best thing about baseball,” Rizzuto said, “people might be down and out.

They can go to a ballgame and forget about it.”

The people in the stands who would command Rizzuto’s attention when the game didn’t, when he’d talk baseball then return to mark a couple of “WWs”—“Wasn’t Watchings”—in his scorecard for plays he’d missed and endure the teasing of partner Bill White.

The people at home watching from their living rooms or hospital beds or wherever they gathered to get away from the rest of the world for a few minutes.

They were worth all the dirty looks Rizzuto would get from the purists who didn’t want birthday greetings or calls for cannoli mixed in with their play-by-play.

And the people on the other side of the bridge were worth going home to early.

Especially if you could miss the traffic, right, White?

Ohhh, I tell ya, heh, heh, sitting in that traffic, boy ...

His affection for people started Rizzuto’s career in baseball, back in Brooklyn and then Richmond Hill High School in Queens. He played everything, but loved baseball, the teamwork aspect trumping the other sports.

That’s why, if you ask Rizzuto for his favorite game, he’ll pick the time he brought Joe DiMaggio home on a suicide squeeze play, bunting a headhigh pitch from Cleveland’s Bob Lemon.

That’s the highlight of his Hall of Fame career—a bunt.

“That would have to be it,” Rizzuto said with a chuckle. “I didn’t hit a lot of home runs.”

No, but he did have a 200-hit season in 1950 to win the MVP award. He did prompt teammate Vic Raschi to say, “My best pitch is anything the hitter grounds, lines or pops in the direction of Rizzuto.”

And he could bunt. Boy, could he bunt. Even when the ball was aimed straight for his head as it was when Lemon threw it on September 17, 1951.

Heh, Lem was soooo mad when he got that bunt down.

Almost as mad as Rizzuto was the day he vowed to make it in the big leagues.

He was 19 when he showed up for a tryout at Ebbets Field, where Casey Stengel managed the Dodgers at the time. His Uncle Mike, who turned him into a Dodgers fan as a kid, tagged along.

Rizzuto was ready to make his dream come true in the spot it had been born.

He knew he’d prove he belonged once he got on that field and ...

“Listen, kid,” Stengel told Rizzuto, picking out his five-foot-six body from the line of potential players. “The only way you’re gonna make a living is with a shoeshine box.”

The Rizzuto who went home that day was nothing like the grandfather figure who would guide countless Yankee fans through their summers.

He was as focused as his scattershot thoughts were not during his broadcast career.

And the humility that would prompt him to say he’d be a “ballboy if they need one in Heaven,” was not yet present.

He was a ballplayer. Not a ballboy.

Definitely not a shoeshine boy.

And he was going to prove it regardless of what Stengel said.

“If I was dejected I wouldn’t have gone any place,” Rizzuto said. “I was mad. I mean, I really was ohhh.”

*** *** ***

He started playing with the big guys when he was 10 years old, trying to tag along with the 20-year-olds from down the block.

“I was too dumb to give up on it,” he said.

They’d play stickball in the street, where Rizzuto’s mother quickly remedied a neighborhood problem of broken windows.

“One of the best things we had,” Rizzuto said. “My mother, she got a baseball, took it apart, stuffed it with stuff from pillows and—me!—you could really throw it and curves and hit it and it didn’t go hard enough to break the pane of glass.

“That was a great idea. On the corner is where we lived; four corners and four poles. We played everything; racquetball, touch football. All day long, I’d be outside.”

Uncle Mike would take him to the Dodgers games, Phil growing up a Brooklyn fan regardless of how many championships Muderers’ Row racked up.

He could wait ‘til next year along with the Dodgers, because he was just as much of an underdog.

That’s why his coach at Richmond Hill High pulled Rizzuto aside and taught him to bunt, because he knew there was no way this short a shortstop would make it without some extra tricks.

But Stengel didn’t even give Rizzuto a chance to show off what he’d learned. Just took one look and told him to forget it. So Uncle Mike dragged Rizzuto to a tryout with the Giants.

Nothing doing.

Rizzuto felt as welcomed as he did when he was running home from a game, the bigger kids trying to bully him.

“They’d throw rocks at us ‘til we got to the subway,” he said, laughing.

But after the dash home, the Scooter felt as safe as ever. There’s safety in numbers.

And the Rizzuto family had as many as you could count.

The Italian family was as close-knit as could be and in those days there was little choice.

“We had a house in Brooklyn in an alley,” he said. “Two ... four ... six ... eight ... all the relatives. Uncles, aunts. They’d come out with the mandolins and ohhhh ...”

The sauce. The fresh dough. Madon, was it good!

So he kept playing, ducking the rocks and forgetting all the people he vowed to make foolish after they told him he couldn’t cut it.

Finally, the Yankees gave him a shot. A real shot. A week-long tryout where Rizzuto could show off his speed and bunting and fielding ...

They signed him.

Seventy-five bucks a month. No bonus.

“I’d go for nothing,” Rizzuto said.

One request. Could he start off at the minor-league team in Virginia, where it was nice and warm? You know, I can’t take the cold and ... so it was.

He started off in Bassett, Virginia, 512 miles and a world away from his Brooklyn upbringing.

Sure, the house was filled with people, just like back home. But down here in a town seemingly smaller than the busy Brooklyn block Rizzuto lived on, everything moved slower.

Plus, they had that “honey talk” and “how y’all doin” and all that.

“You couldn’t understand them, they couldn’t understand us,” Rizzuto said.

And when the food came out, no one was pushing Rizzuto to mangia, mangia like they would back home. Instead, they were pushing him away from the table.

“The house where we stayed, everybody, all the players, they put their food out,” Rizzuto said. “I couldn’t uh ... I couldn’t get it. No, they were big guys. Luckily, there were two or three other kids from Brooklyn who helped out.”

Not that Rizzuto was in a rush to get to all the food. He told you that much back in 1994 during the most infamously uproarious Hall of Fame induction speech ever made.

“Hey, White,” Rizzuto called out, looking for his old broadcast partner in the middle of his speech. “What’s that stuff that looks like oatmeal? Grits! Grits. I didn’t know what it was. I put ‘em in my pocket.”

It’s down in Virginia that Rizzuto earned his “Scooter” nickname, a teammate telling everyone “this guy doesn’t run, he scoots.” As usual, Rizzuto let them say what they wanted, his easygoing nature making him a prime target for pranks throughout his career.

“We used to keep our gloves out on the field,” former Yankees second baseman Bobby Richardson said. “One of the reasons we stopped that is, the other team would put bugs in Phil’s glove when he went in.”

And a bum leg almost kept Rizzuto from even worrying about bugs, lightning or any of his other famous phobias.

He stepped in a pockmarked part of the infield and his leg gave out. Next thing he knew, he was in the hospital.

The words blurred.

“Call your mother ... gotta operate ... right away.”

Holy cow.

“Gangrene had set in,” he said. “I was in the hospital for over a month. I wanted to get back so bad. The doctor said you can never play baseball again. I said, ‘Doctor, I can’t; that’s my life.’ He says, ‘I tell you what. You go down there about 20, 30 yards and run as hard as you can. And if it stays there and doesn’t split up or anything, then you’ll be all right.’

“I got my rosary beads out and I ran ...”

It didn’t split up or anything.

He was OK.

He got his first call to the majors in ‘41. By now Rizzuto was a cocksure kid, ready to take on anything. He was so sure of himself his first time at the plate …

“I almost wet my pants,” he said. “Dutch Traynor was pitching. I think I might have hit it on one bounce. I was never so happy.”

The veterans weren’t happy to have him. For one thing, he was ready to take over for respected Yankee Frank Crosetti. For another, he was a rookie.

The vets didn’t have a lot of use for rookies other than to see what they could do to them when they weren’t looking.

“They’d nail my spikes to the floor,” Rizzuto said. “The ballplayers of that era, they couldn’t stand rookies.”

Finally, more out of practicality than kindness, Joe DiMaggio cleared a path for Rizzuto to practice.

“If this kid’s going to be on the ballclub,” the Yankee Clipper said, “we oughta see if he can hit.”

He could.

He hit .307 in 133 games in ‘41, put together a nice, double-digit hitting streak dwarfed by DiMaggio’s 56-game mark.

DiMaggio.
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Rizzuto’s small size inspired future Yankees manager Casey Stengel to send him home from a Brooklyn Dodgers tryout in the 1930s. Two decades later, Rizzuto won the MVP award for Stengel’s Yankees on his way to a Hall of Fame career as a shortstop. Photo File/Getty Images.

Rizzuto had to stop his heart from beating louder whenever he looked over his shoulder and saw the legend out in center field. So his heart was broken along with DiMaggio’s hitting streak when third baseman Ken Keltner robbed the Yankee Clipper of a shot at a 57th straight game in Cleveland.

The rest of the team had finished dressing and Rizzuto was about to do the same when DiMaggio called over from his locker-room stool.

“Wait,” he said, grimly.

DiMaggio, the loner, didn’t want to be alone. Nor did he want company.

He didn’t know what he wanted.

Other than the hits that were gone in Keltner’s glove at third.

But he asked Rizzuto to walk out of the ballpark with him and down to a local bar.

As they approached the entrance, DiMaggio searched his pants and discovered he had left his money in his locker. He asked Rizzuto if he had any money on him.

Rizzuto handed over the $18 that was supposed to last him the rest of the two-week road trip.

“You go home,” DiMaggio said.

So Rizzuto did. Even if he wasn’t sure how he’d get around after that.

“I couldn’t wire home for money,” he said. “They didn’t have any.”

*** *** ***

“Cora, I’m coming home.”

“Cora and I ...”

“Cora was saying ...”

Without ever seeing her, Yankee fans listening to Rizzuto’s broadcasts were introduced and reintroduced to the Scooter’s wife.

Sometimes with more information than necessary.

“She didn’t need a girdle, I’ll tell you that,” Rizzuto said during his rambling Hall of Fame speech. “She’s pretty well built.”

He met her in 1942 and fell in love at first sight.

She was tall and blonde, he was short, but rugged, and her practicality complemented his child-like innocence.

Everyone has a trap door in their mind to catch the things they say before they say them, she told her husband. But your trap door doesn’t work.

Good thing hers did.

Rizzuto headed off for war in ‘42 when athletes were called overseas following the Pearl Harbor attack. For Rizzuto, the real war was with the waves that shook up his boat when he joined the navy.

Thirty days on the ship. Thirty days, he was seasick.

They wanted him on deck. He said, sure, long as you keep a bucket strapped under my chin.

He was set to go AWOL, but Cora talked him out of it.

Just like she talked him out of joining a Mexican League when he got back from the war in ‘46.

“She saved me twice,” Rizzuto said. “In the war, I said, ‘I’m gonna go home.’ Cora said, ‘Don’t you dare.’

“The other one was with Mexico. (The scouts) walk around with guns in their hand. They wanted us to go to Mexico that night.”

Rizzuto was upset because the Yankees hadn’t given him a raise from the year before. Plus, he wasn’t hitting too good and figured this was a good deal. Cora all but yanked Rizzuto by his ear and into the Yankee manager’s office.

“No,” Cora insisted, “we’ve gotta tell Joe McCarthy.”

So he avoided the court marshals. And stayed with the Yankees.

Good thing, too.

While he was busy trying to learn Spanish in Mexico, he would have missed one of the Yankees’ greatest dynasties.

From 1949 to ‘53, the Yankees won five straight championships and Rizzuto was right at the top of the list of the “October Twelve”—the 12 players in pinstripes for all five years as well as the title for Rizzuto’s first book.

He also would have missed a reunion with a manager who suddenly saw he was fit for more than shining shoes.

McCarthy was gone after the ‘48 season and Rizzuto was less than thrilled to see his replacement.

In came Stengel, 13 years after telling Rizzuto to beat it and six years after his last managerial job, with Boston.

At this point, Rizzuto and any of the other Yankees might have wondered if Stengel was the one in need of another profession.

In nine years of managing Brooklyn and the Boston Braves, he had topped the .500 mark just once. His best finish? Fifth.

Rizzuto, meanwhile, had become one of the Yankees’ most valuable players, stealing hits at short and setting up runs as the league’s best bunter.

A look at the Scooter’s stats now would provoke a shrug.

Today’s shortstop is a tall, athletic player who can send balls out with a flick, race around the bases and cover as much ground as a wall-to-wall carpet. It started when Cal Ripken became a shortstop in the ‘80s and redefined the position. Players like Derek Jeter, Alex Rodriguez and Nomar Garciaparra followed the Iron Man’s lead.

Before then, shortstops were to asked to field first, second, third, fourth and ... OK, can you hit now?

So Stengel had to begrudgingly admit he was wrong about Rizzuto when he arrived. The manager would soon do more than that.

While Rizzuto made life easy for pitchers like Raschi with his darting defense at short, he also started making life tougher for the ones on the other side.

In ‘49, he motivated Stengel to move him up in the order from the eighth spot to lead off, showing he could spark many a Yankees rally. Combined with his fielding, his .275 average and 110 runs scored placed him second in the MVP voting—behind Boston’s Ted Williams, who just missed a triple crown.

By 1950, he had developed enough of a stroke to go with his ability to bunt any ball thrown near him. He choked way up on the bat and slapped hits to whatever field the ball would take them.

In his best year—the one that gave him a statistical argument to help him finally win entry into the Hall of Fame in 1994—Rizzuto captured the MVP award.

He started the season in a hitless slump, before a teammate suggested he try a different bat and choke up. He got a hit.

Then he barely made an out.

He finished the season with a .324 average, 200 hits, 125 runs scored and 66 RBIs. It was his best season and ... it didn’t ensure anything the next year.

Rizzuto knew nothing was guaranteed back then. Heck, DiMag had wanted a mere $10,000 raise after his 56-game streak in ‘41 and they didn’t give it to him—even after he sat out a month.

Besides, he might have learned to play for Stengel, but he couldn’t exactly trust him. Especially with all this hubbub about some hotshot shortstop in the minors who could do everything. Run. Hit. Hit with power.

Some Oklahoma kid named Mickey Mantle.

Rizzuto thought he was done.

What kind of shortstop could do all that and field, too?

None yet, it turned out.

Mantle was horrible at short.

Horrible enough to have fans in spring training search for armor if they were seated behind first base.

Rizzuto’s position was safe. DiMaggio’s job, it turns out, was not.

Mantle moved to center where he would take over for the Yankee Clipper the next season.

But not yet.

*** *** ***

The Indians took the field at Yankee Stadium tied for the division lead on September 17, 1951, determined to finally put a dent in the Yankees’ World Championship run.

They had reason to feel good about their chances. Seventeen-game winner Bob Lemon, a future Hall of Famer and Yankees manager, was on the mound trying to even a two-game series.

By this point, Mantle was in the leadoff spot, taking Rizzuto’s position in the batting order, if not the field. The Scooter was back down to eighth and DiMaggio had dropped to sixth, one notch below catcher Yogi Berra.

Nineteen-game winner Eddie Lopat pitched for the Yankees and the hurlers threw zeroes at each other for the first four innings. The Yankees didn’t record their first hit until there were two out in the fourth. The Indians waited until the fifth.

The game, New York Times scribe Frank Finch wrote, “was tighter than my rich uncle.”

But in the bottom of the fifth, the Yankees broke through. Third baseman Bobby Brown doubled to right.

Rizzuto lined a single to right, and the Yankees were up, 1-0.

But the ever-reliable Rizzuto committed a gaffe the next inning. His throw to first was low and catcher Jim Hegan was safe. Two batters later, the game was tied when Hegan scored on a single to center by Bob Avila.

It stayed that way until the ninth.

DiMaggio contributed a one-out single and the 42,072 fans stirred, ready for a game-winning rally.

They jumped out of their seats when Gene Woodling followed with a single, sending DiMaggio to third.

Inexplicably, the Indians opted to walk Brown and load the bases for Rizzuto, who had two of the Yankees’ six hits against Lemon.

Waiting in the on-deck circle, along with Lopat, stood the 19-year-old rookie, Mantle. This was more excitement than any game back in Commerce, Oklahoma, that was for sure.

Standing at third, DiMaggio suddenly had the feeling Rizzuto would bunt.

Soon, he’d be sure of it.

Rizzuto had worked out a signal system with the Yankee Clipper. So, when the Scooter took the first pitch for a strike, he was thrilled.

It gave him the opportunity to employ his strategy.

He turned to argue the call with the ump, lifting his bat horizontally across his chest—the sign for a suicide squeeze.

DiMaggio was to take off on the next pitch, Rizzuto would bunt and the Yankees would score before Lemon could do anything about it.

Except, for one problem.

Lemon saw DiMaggio leave early. He was onto them.

And he sent the pitch where that squirt, Rizzuto, couldn’t possibly bunt it.

Right in his ear.

*** *** ***

Game of My Life

Phil Rizzuto

“Well, it’d have to be the game when I bunted on the suicide squeeze play because I didn’t hit a lot of home runs. (Chuckles.) Though I did hit two home runs in one game once. But it would be the game with the bunt. Ohhh yeah, that’d be it.

“Well, because they tried to throw at me and everything. ‘Cause I could bunt, jump up in the air, do everything to get out of the way and still bunt the ball. And Joe and I had this signal between us. It was hardly ever needed. We were playing against the Cleveland Indians. Joe was on third with one out.

“On deck, the picture came out, it was so great, too. If you ever saw it ... In the on-deck circle was Mickey Mantle, jumping up in the air.

“Thing was, that Bob Lemon was pitching. Joe left a little early from third. So he threw it right at my head. Right at my head. And I jumped up and I bunted the ball. And Lemon was so mad, he picked the ball up, and the glove, threw it up in the screen.
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Hoooly cow, the Scooter was often a Yankee Stadium favorite, as revered for his warm birthday wishes in between pitches as a former broadcaster as he was for the five straight World Series titles he helped win from 1949-’53. Al Bello/Getty Images.

“And I made a mistake when he came in to manage (in 1978). I said, ‘Hey, Lem, you remember that ...’ Oh my. ... He got mad. They would have been in the World Series.”

*** *** ***

Rizzuto chuckles.

Then he turns, nice and polite.

“Hey, how much longer?” he asks. “Not too much, huh?”

Cora’s waiting upstairs. Somebody else is coming. It’s getting unbearable, but he bears it.

He’s one of the most beloved Yankees, because you don’t have to look up to him to admire him.
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