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			This book is dedicated to those who dream and wonder if life’s dreams will ever blossom into realities. And to those who mentor, lead, and teach us dreamers—those who provide selfless opportunity and allow us to flourish and believe that all things are, indeed, possible.
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			November 16, 2005—Ned Colletti hired as the tenth general manager of the Los Angeles Dodgers.

			December 8, 2005—Hires Grady Little to manage Dodgers.

			December 13, 2005—Makes first trade, acquiring Andre Ethier from the Oakland A’s for Milton Bradley and Antonio Perez.

			December 14, 2005—Signs Bill Mueller to a two-year contract.

			December 19, 2005—Signs infielder Nomar Garciaparra to a one-year contract.

			December 20, 2005—Signs outfielder Kenny Lofton to a one-year contract.

			February 7, 2006—Signs Japanese RHP Takashi Saito to a minor-league contract and invites him to Spring Training.

			March 29, 2006—Signs second baseman Jeff Kent to a one-year contract extension with an option for 2008.

			July 25, 2006—Trades Odalis Perez to Kansas City Royals.

			July 31, 2006—Acquires Cy Young–winning pitcher Greg Maddux from the Cubs for infielder Cesar Izturis.

			September 30, 2006—Greg Maddux outpitches Matt Cain to lead the Dodgers to a 4–2 win over the San Francisco Giants that puts Colletti’s first team into the playoffs.

			October 7, 2006—The New York Mets complete a three-game sweep to eliminate the Dodgers from the National League Division Series (NLDS).

			November 22, 2006—Signs free agent outfielder Juan Pierre to a five-year contract.

			December 8, 2006—Former Giants ace Jason Schmidt signs a three-year contract. Former Diamondbacks All-Star Luis Gonzalez signs a one-year deal.

			August 24, 2007—Signs former New York Yankees and San Diego Padres star pitcher David Wells to a contract for the remainder of the season.

			November 1, 2007—Announces hiring of Joe Torre as manager of the Dodgers.

			November 8, 2007—Signs Korean star Chan Ho Park to a minor-league contract with an invitation to Spring Training.

			December 12, 2007—Signs free agent Andruw Jones to a two-year contract.

			December 16, 2007—Signs Japanese star Hiroki Kuroda to a three-year contract.

			May 25, 2008—Future superstar Clayton Kershaw makes his major-league debut at age twenty against the St. Louis Cardinals in Dodger Stadium. Kershaw goes six innings, strikes out seven, walks one, and allows two earned runs. He gets a no-decision in a 4–3 L.A. win in ten innings.

			July 28, 2008—The Dodgers acquire Casey Blake from Cleveland.

			July 31, 2008—The Dodgers acquire Manny Ramirez at trade deadline.

			August 19, 2008—The Dodgers acquire Greg Maddux from the San Diego Padres for a second time, the only two times in Maddux’s career he was traded.

			September 15, 2008—Brad Penny makes his final appearance for the Dodgers, giving up two runs on two hits in one inning of relief against the Pirates. Two days later, he is in the clubhouse showing a rookie pitcher how to shoot a hunting bow and arrow when Joe Torre is looking to put the rookie in the game. When the team comes off the road, Penny refuses to meet with team officials and is sent home. The media doesn’t find out for nearly a month.

			September 26, 2008—The Dodgers clinch NL West.

			October 4, 2008—Hiroki Kuroda gets the win and Jonathan Broxton the save as the Dodgers complete a three-game sweep of the Chicago Cubs in the NLDS.

			October 15, 2008—Chad Billingsley gets the loss as the Philadelphia Phillies eliminate the Dodgers four games to one in the National League Championship Series (NLCS). Greg Maddux pitches two innings in relief of Billingsley, striking out three, walking one, and allowing two unearned runs. It is the last appearance of his Hall of Fame career.

			December 9, 2008—Re-signs shortstop Rafael Furcal to a three-year contract with a vesting option for 2012.

			January 15, 2009—Releases Andruw Jones.

			January 20, 2009—Signs closer Jonathan Broxton and catcher Russell Martin to one-year contracts, avoiding arbitration.

			May 7, 2009—Manny Ramirez suspended fifty games for using a banned substance.

			October 10, 2009—Andre Ethier homers for the second time in the series as he leads the Dodgers to a three-game sweep of the St. Louis Cardinals in the NLDS.

			October 14, 2009—Frank and Jamie McCourt announce they are separating after nearly thirty years of marriage.

			October 21, 2009—For the second year in a row, the Philadelphia Phillies eliminate the Dodgers from the NLCS in five games.

			October 22, 2009—Frank McCourt fires his wife.

			October 27, 2009—Jamie McCourt files for divorce.

			September 17, 2010—Joe Torre announces he will step down as manager of the Dodgers and be replaced by Don Mattingly at the end of the season.

			November 30, 2010—Signs free agent Juan Uribe to a three-year contract.

			December 7, 2010—Divorce court judge invalidates a postnuptial agreement that Frank McCourt claimed made him sole owner of the Dodgers.

			December 8, 2010—The Dodgers named Topps Organization of the Year.

			April 20, 2011—Major League Baseball (MLB) takes control of the Dodgers. Tom Schieffer appointed monitor.

			June 6, 2011—Infielder Dee Gordon makes his major-league debut as a pinch runner in a 3–1 loss to the Phillies in Philadelphia. Gordon scores the only run for the Dodgers.

			June 20, 2011—MLB commissioner Bud Selig announces he has rejected a TV deal McCourt had negotiated with Fox.

			June 27, 2011—Unable to meet looming end-of-month payroll, McCourt files for Chapter 11 bankruptcy.

			July 31, 2011—Trades Rafael Furcal to St. Louis Cardinals.

			October 17, 2011—Frank and Jamie McCourt reach a divorce settlement that calls for Jamie to receive $131 million.

			November 1, 2011—Frank McCourt and Commissioner Selig make the surprise announcement that they have reached an agreement to auction the Dodgers.

			November 14, 2011—First baseman James Loney sideswipes three cars in the evening rush hour. He tries to drive away, hitting another vehicle and breaking the axle on his Maserati. Loney is arrested on suspicion of driving under the influence. No charges were filed.

			November 18, 2011—Matt Kemp finalizes an eight-year, $160 million contract.

			February 1, 2012—Prosecutors say they won’t file DUI charges against Loney for his November accident, citing insufficient evidence.

			March 27, 2012—Guggenheim Baseball Management and Los Angeles Lakers legend Magic Johnson agree to pay McCourt $2.1 billion for the Dodgers.

			May 1, 2012—New ownership takes over from Frank McCourt.

			June 12, 2012—Outfielder Andre Ethier agrees to a five-year, $85 million contract extension.

			June 28, 2012—The Dodgers sign Cuban defector Yasiel Puig to a seven-year, $42 million deal.

			July 24, 2012—The Dodgers acquire three-time All-Star Hanley Ramirez and left-hander Randy Choate from the Miami Marlins in return for starter Nathan Eovaldi and minor-league pitcher Scott McGough.

			July 30, 2012—Seattle trades former closer Brandon League to the Dodgers for minor-league prospects Leon Landry and Logan Bawcom.

			July 31, 2012—Shane Victorino comes to the Dodgers in a trade with Philadelphia. Pitchers Ethan Martin and Josh Lindblom go to the Phillies.

			August 25, 2012—Completes a nine-player deal with the Red Sox that the Boston Globe’s Dan Shaughnessy calls “the biggest Red Sox trade since Babe Ruth was dealt to the Yankees for cash in 1920.” The Dodgers get four-time All-Star first baseman Adrian Gonzalez, four-time All-Star outfielder Carl Crawford, three-time All-Star pitcher Josh Beckett, and switch-hitting utility infielder Nick Punto.

			October 30, 2012—Signs Brandon League to a three-year, $22.5 million contract extension.

			December 9, 2012—Signs Korean All-Star pitcher Hyun-Jin Ryu to a six-year, $36 million deal.

			December 10, 2012—Signs former Cy Young Award winner Zack Greinke to a six-year, $147 million contract.

			June 3, 2013—Former Cuban star Yasiel Puig makes his major-league debut at Dodger Stadium at age twenty-two, going 2-for-4 and making a dazzling throw from right field to double up San Diego’s Chris Denorfia at first base to end the game with a 2–1 win.

			July 30, 2013—Signs former San Francisco Giants closer Brian Wilson.

			September 19, 2013—The Dodgers become first team to clinch a playoff spot for the season with a 7–6 win over the Arizona Diamondbacks in Phoenix. About a dozen players, led by Matt Kemp, celebrate by diving into the outfield pool at Chase Field.

			October 7, 2013—Juan Uribe hits a two-run homer in the bottom of the eighth inning to give the Dodgers a three-games-to-one win over the Atlanta Braves in the NLDS.

			October 11, 2013—St. Louis right-hander Joe Kelly hits Hanley Ramirez with the ninth pitch of the NLCS, breaking a rib. Ramirez came into the game batting .500 with six extra-base hits, six RBI, and a stolen base during the four-game NLDS win over the Braves.

			October 18, 2013—The Dodgers come within two games of reaching the World Series, losing to the St. Louis Cardinals in Game 6 of the NLCS.

			October 21, 2013—Signs free agent Cuban infielder Alex Guerrero to a four-year, $28 million deal. Don Mattingly holds awkward news conference, saying he may not return as manager in 2014 unless he gets a long-term contract.

			December 7, 2013—Signs Brian Wilson to a contract extension.

			January 17, 2014—Ace Clayton Kershaw signs a Major League Baseball record seven-year, $215 million contract.

			June 3, 2014—On the first anniversary of his Dodgers debut, Yasiel Puig shows up late for a night game and gets into a closed-door confrontation with manager Don Mattingly.

			July 19, 2014—For the second time in forty-six days, Puig and Mattingly have a fierce closed-door confrontation during and after a loss in St. Louis.

			September 24, 2014—The Dodgers clinch the NL West with a 9–1 win over the San Francisco Giants.

			October 7, 2014—St. Louis first baseman Matt Adams hits a three-run homer off Clayton Kershaw in the bottom of the seventh to lead the St. Louis Cardinals to a come-from-behind 3–2 win and a three-game sweep of the Dodgers in the NLDS.

			October 13, 2014—Colletti takes position as senior advisor to Dodgers president and CEO Stan Kasten.

			October 14, 2014—Andrew Friedman, general manager of the Tampa Bay Rays, is hired as president of baseball operations with the Dodgers.

			November 6, 2014—Friedman names Farhan Zaidi general manager of the Dodgers and former Arizona and San Diego GM Josh Byrnes senior vice president of baseball operations.

			September 12, 2015—Corey Seager, the Dodgers’ first-round pick in the 2012 draft, hits his first big-league home run off Arizona’s Josh Collmenter in a game where he goes 4-for-5.

			September 29, 2015—Clayton Kershaw throws a one-hitter as the Dodgers beat the Giants 8–0 to clinch the NL West for a third consecutive season, the first time in franchise history the team has won three straight titles.

			October 15, 2015—Zack Greinke strikes out nine in six and two-thirds innings but loses 3–2 to the Mets in the deciding Game 5 of the NLDS at Dodger Stadium.

			October 22, 2015—The Dodgers and manager Don Mattingly part ways after five winning seasons and an 8-11 record in the postseason.

			October 29, 2015—Mattingly hired by Miami Marlins. A formal announcement is delayed until after the World Series, which the Kansas City Royals win on November 1.

			December 4, 2015—After opting out of the three remaining contract years and $71 million of his Dodgers contract, Zack Greinke signs a six-year, $206.5 million deal with NL West rival Arizona Diamondbacks.

			December 4, 2015—Dodger coaches Tim Wallach and Lorenzo Bundy follow Don Mattingly to Miami.

			May 27, 2016—International free agent left-handed pitcher Julio Urias makes his major-league debut against the defending National League champion Mets in New York. At age nineteen, Urias is the youngest Dodger pitcher to make his big-league debut since Rex Barney in 1943.

			July 11, 2016—Corey Seager hits fifteen home runs but is eliminated in the first round of the Home Run Derby at the All-Star Game week in San Diego.

			August 2, 2016—The Dodgers leave on a road trip to Colorado without outfielder Yasiel Puig, who is batting just .260 and becoming a clubhouse distraction. Puig is told he either will be traded or demoted to the minors. Unable to work out a trade, the team sends Puig to Triple-A Oklahoma City.

			September 2, 2016—Yasiel Puig is called back up to the big club after batting .358 with five home runs and fourteen RBI in twenty-four games at Triple-A.

			September 25, 2016—In the final home game of broadcaster Vin Scully’s sixty-seven-year Hall of Fame career, second baseman Charlie Culberson hits a walk-off tenth-inning home run against the Colorado Rockies. The win clinches a franchise record fourth consecutive NL West championship.

			October 19, 2016—Julio Urias becomes the youngest pitcher to start a postseason game, giving up four runs on four hits in three and two-thirds innings of a 10–2 loss to the Cubs in Game 4 of the NLDS at Dodger Stadium.

			October 22, 2016—It is Game 6 of the 2016 NLCS. Three generations of Collettis are sitting together at Wrigley Field, rooting for two different teams—Ned and his son, Lou, rooting for the Dodgers; Ned’s uncle Frank and his son, Frank Jr., rooting for the Cubs. The Cubs shut out Clayton Kershaw and the Dodgers 5–0 to advance to the World Series for the first time since 1945. That was the year Ned’s dad and Frank’s other brothers told eleven-year-old Frank he was too young to go to the World Series and they promised to take him to the next one. His nephew would fulfill the promise.

		

	
		
			AUTHOR’S NOTE
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			This book is a work of memoir; it is a true story based on my best recollections of various events in my life. I re-created dialogue to match my best recollection of those exchanges.

		

	
		
			One

			THE EIGHT-OH-FIVE
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			When you grow up in a blue-collar neighborhood where dads labor in factories and moms measure aspirations by packed lunchboxes, dreams for a better life don’t have to travel very far. For me, the journey started on the 8:05 morning train from Mannheim station to Wrigley Field.

			I took that train and then two buses at least a hundred times to sit in the bleachers and watch my beloved Chicago Cubs, never once appreciating that each trip was a divine wink at dreams and a life to come.

			My mind drifts back often to my boyhood days in Franklin Park, Illinois. It was an honest place to grow up, a place where you knew the mailman and the mayor, the dogcatcher and the dentist. Parents worked, worried—then worked harder. Kids played baseball, went to school—then played more baseball. We played anywhere we could: in vacant lots without real bases, on the streets, and in organized leagues during the summer. We talked about the big leagues, memorized statistics of our favorite players, and dreamt of playing for the Cubs. A few even dreamt of playing for the White Sox.

			I thought about those carefree times as I sat alone and stared at my cellphone. I was two thousand miles away, in Los Angeles, and the sun seemed to be shining brighter than it ever had. Back home, rain was falling. So were the leaves. Seasons were changing. Autumn was turning to winter.

			My wife, Gayle, whom I had known for thirty-four years, since our days together at East Leyden High School, was wrapping up a shopping trip with her mother in the Chicago suburb of Elk Grove Village. Their dinner plans suddenly got canceled when I called.

			In Oxford, Ohio, our daughter, Jenna, was having an early dinner with two college girlfriends in an apartment near the campus of Miami of Ohio. Her dinner was interrupted when Gayle called.

			At the family home in Wood Dale, fifteen minutes west of Franklin Park, our son, Lou, answered the call from Gayle and got a lump in his throat.

			My brother, Doug, had left Chicago at 6 a.m. for a daylong, in-and-out business trip to Houston. I reached him as he sat in a window seat on an American Airlines jet, engines turning, on the tarmac about to take off for the return trip to O’Hare International Airport.

			Doug was off the phone in less than a minute and hustling to make two quick calls of his own before the plane took off. The first was to his wife, Val, asking her to meet him at the curb outside O’Hare with a fresh set of clothes when he landed around 8:30 p.m. The other call was to his travel agent, who booked him on a 10 p.m. flight to Los Angeles. By the time he landed in California, in the middle of the night after traveling more than 3,700 miles in one day, he had forty voicemails on his cellphone. Word was quickly spreading.

			Two of the last calls I made that day were to my mom and to my uncle Frank.

			My mom was in a retirement home in the Chicago suburb of Schaumburg struggling with the early stages of dementia. Mercifully, she was still sharp enough to savor the news. My voice cracked and I wept as we shared our feelings.

			•   •   •

			UNCLE FRANK, my late dad’s lone surviving brother, couldn’t have been prouder. He broke into tears of joy before I could. Then we both wept, knowing how wonderful it would have been if only Ned Louis Colletti Sr. could have been there to share the moment.

			The day Frank McCourt made me the tenth general manager in the long, proud history of the Los Angeles Dodgers, November 15, 2005, was monumental for the Colletti family. I had just finished my twenty-fifth year in Major League Baseball, an accomplishment that was beyond my wildest dreams. And now, I would be taking over one of the most storied franchises in all of sports—albeit a franchise that was reeling after its second-worst season since World War II.

			I was fifty-one, the age at which my dad died of lung cancer not far from where he made a home for his wife, Dolores, and sons, Doug and me, in Franklin Park. At the age when my dad was saying goodbye, I was saying hello to one of the most prestigious positions in professional sports.

			Before it was over, I would get to know some of the best players and people in baseball’s amazing history. I would become friends with men who I had idolized when they played.

			We assembled teams that won with hustle and class. I added future Hall of Famers at trading deadlines and signed some of the best of all time. Over the course of my career, I had the chance to work for three of the most fabled franchises in the game—my hometown Cubs, the San Francisco Giants, and the Dodgers. I became one of the highest-ranking executives in baseball history to work for both the Giants and the Dodgers, two longtime rivals. And for one day, that magical day in November 2005, I actually worked for both of them—officially changing from one to the other at high noon.

			I almost wish I’d had the chance somewhere along the way to work for the St. Louis Cardinals. Then I could say I worked both sides of the two greatest rivalries in the history of the National League—the Cubs and Cardinals in the Midwest and the New York/California Dodgers and Giants. Almost.

			Then again, it would have been bittersweet to work for the Cardinals. They were the team I disliked most growing up. And the way my career unfolded, I disliked them even more as time moved on.

			Over the years, I dined with Sinatra and Scully, and got to drink into the wee small hours of the morning with Santo, Caray, and Brickhouse—and a long parade of wordsmiths, some extremely talented and some not so much, who earned their livings the way I began my career, writing about sports.

			I saw the World Series up close and personal and sat helplessly as the teams I helped put together stumbled in the postseason, the worst possible time. Former commissioner the late A. Bartlett Giamatti said it best: “[Baseball] breaks your heart. It is designed to break your heart.”

			While my career unfolded, I was blessed to raise a loving family and have two children who graduated from great universities with advanced degrees. I began my life living in a Chicago garage and ended up with a place beside the Pacific Ocean and another in the Arizona desert.

			For more than three decades, I attended an average of 225 baseball games a year. I traveled throughout the United States, Canada, and Latin America watching men and boys play baseball. I saw the Great Wall of China and the breathtaking harbor of Sydney, Australia, thanks to baseball. I spent more than a calendar year of my life in New York City. The same for St. Louis, Montreal, Denver, San Diego, and other National League outposts—all accumulated in three-to-four-day increments. And all the while, I called Chicago, San Francisco, and Los Angeles my home.

			I stayed in some of the best hotels. I knew bellhops, shoeshine men, restaurant servers, and receptionists by name. I watched cities change in the shadow of new baseball stadiums. I saw buildings come out of the ground, highways laid down, and said hello and goodbye to more than a thousand players. I learned to tell time by hearing the Montreal Gazette hit the floor outside my hotel room at 3:30 a.m. or by the honking of horns on the street below the Grand Hyatt in Manhattan.

			I watched baseball played by young people on high school and college fields, in minor-league parks with dim lighting and outfield walls cluttered with gaudy advertising. All of us, even though we were generations apart, sharing the same dreams that revolved around the big leagues. I traveled to Latin America in airplanes that were forty years old to see youngsters work out on dirt fields cut into jungles; where players used milk cartons for gloves and sticks for bats, and cattle, chickens, and dogs roamed the outfield.

			I scouted players in politically precarious Puerto La Cruz, Venezuela, on a cricket pitch in Australia, and in a makeshift stadium in Beijing that was built and torn down with Potemkin-like chicanery by the Chinese government to placate Major League Baseball and the International Olympic Committee.

			Along the way, I had the honor to watch the best of the best play in Wrigley Field, before and after lights. Wrigley Field is where my dad took me to my first baseball game in 1961, and where my favorite team played. Wrigley Field is where my baseball career began. From there I went on to see every major-league stadium any team has called home since 1982. I worked alongside nearly two dozen Hall of Famers and went to more than a hundred World Series games and twenty All-Star Games.

			For me, the pinnacle—the reward for a quarter century of tireless work, time away from my family, and 4 a.m. landings—came that fall day.

			During the next nine seasons, the Dodgers would go to the playoffs five times. In my eleven seasons as an executive in L.A., the team went to the postseason seven times. We’d come within two wins of the World Series twice and within three wins twice. Our five postseason appearances matched the best nine-year run in Dodgers history, as did the seven playoff appearances in eleven years. I inherited a team that was staggeringly bad and, with the baseball operations staff, turned it into a perennial winner that rekindled the Dodger brand and set attendance and revenue records.

			It wasn’t always easy. We also had some historically difficult times. On my watch, the franchise and its fans endured one of the most challenging ownership eras in American sports. We survived, though, and somehow even managed to thrive. From 2006 through 2014, no National League general manager won as many games nor maneuvered around more land mines—all under the white-hot spotlight of the second-largest market in Major League Baseball.

			Through ownership turmoil and public relations firestorms, I had a chance to use what I learned on the gritty streets of Franklin Park, from the wise men and women who were fortunate enough to finish high school and earn an hourly wage. Franklin Park was settled in the 1890s. Decades later it became a hub for industry, thanks in large part to the trains that rattled our house. By 1942, Franklin Park was the fourth-largest industrial city in the state of Illinois. It was blue-collar. The people of Franklin Park were tough and strong. People of different cultures supported one another in a time when that wasn’t always the case.

			The lessons I learned from watching and listening on street corners and porches with the wiseguys and hustlers of Franklin Park were put to the test time and again during my days as general manager of the Dodgers. From time to time, multimillion-dollar negotiations pitted Harvard Law education against Franklin Park street smarts.

			With a focused, passionate approach, anyone has a chance. My dream as a teenager was if I had children, they would go to college and I would pay a mortgage rather than rent. Those were very bold dreams for someone from Franklin Park. But I came to realize, long after I left, from being raised in a blue-collar railroad town, that many times we learn without even knowing we are learning. And while a traditional education certainly has its value, street smarts and grit offer something different. Most of all, I learned that all things are possible.

			Long after I exceeded my wildest dreams and became a front office executive with the Cubs in the 1980s and early ’90s, I dared to dream even bigger. All things are possible. I began to believe I could be a major-league general manager.

			“So you want to sit in the Big Chair?” two of my mentors at the Cubs, Dallas Green and Jimmy Frey, would ask me now and then. “Do you really know what that entails and how your life will change?”

			They warned me the changes would be drastic—mostly for the good—but also that baseball would consume my life more than anything or anyone I’d ever known.

			“Be careful what you wish for,” they’d chuckle, knowing better than most that becoming a general manager in the twenty-first century was incredibly different than during their time.

			•   •   •

			I GOT MY WISH and never regretted it. Dallas and Jimmy were right, of course. Life in the Big Chair has changed drastically through the years. While the foundation of the game remains the same, parts have changed throughout the years. The seasons were changing, too, in the fading fall of 2014, just as I was entering the fall of my professional baseball life.

			For the second year in a row, I watched from the same seat in the same suite as the St. Louis Cardinals beat the best left-handed pitcher I had ever been associated with.

			On October 18, 2013, Clayton Kershaw was battered in a 9–0 loss that earned the Cardinals the National League pennant.

			Less than a year later, 354 days to be precise, Clayton took a 2–0 lead into the seventh inning of Game 4 of the Division Series, only to hang a breaking ball to Matt Adams with two runners on. Right fielder Matt Kemp went as far as the fence allowed and watched helplessly as the ball sailed over it, thus ending my run with the Dodgers.

			Two years in a row, I left Busch Stadium with the glow of a glorious regular season snuffed out by a crushing, season-ending October defeat.

			A year earlier, on my way out of the stadium, I had stopped to wish Cardinals manager Mike Matheny well in the World Series. Mike is a good man. We’d been together in San Francisco and remained friends despite being intense competitors. That was the norm. Most general managers have great respect for opposing managers. They wear different uniforms and do everything they possibly can to beat each other but they are professionals. Everyone has put in his time. Managers and general managers work endless hours to make their players the best they can be.

			This time, though, after losing to Matheny and his Cardinals for a second consecutive year, I didn’t stop to see him. I kept walking, past the home clubhouse to security, and onto the bus that would take me to an airplane that would bring me back to Los Angeles for the last time as general manager of the Dodgers. I didn’t know for sure the ride was over, but I couldn’t help but think it was.

			Night had fallen. The wind was picking up. The streets outside Busch Stadium were crowded with red-clad revelers.

			Fall was moving into the Midwest right on schedule. The Cardinals and St. Louis fans were looking forward to more baseball. No such luck in Los Angeles.

			A remarkable journey, one born amid the vines of Wrigley Field, nourished by the bay in San Francisco, and crowned in the heady heights near Hollywood, was destined for a new track.

		

	
		
			Two

			TRADE OF A LIFETIME
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			I made my first trade before I was ten years old: an empty Pepsi bottle for a pretzel.

			That’s how things worked during the 1960s at Al & Joe’s Delicatessen, the corner grocery store in Franklin Park. A pretzel cost a penny—the same amount as the refund for an empty soda bottle. You could buy a pack of five baseball cards with a stick of gum included for a nickel. Once, I saw a kid buy an entire box of Topps baseball cards for a dollar. I thought he must not live around here, because no kid I ever knew had a whole dollar. Except for him, I never saw anyone buy more than two packs of Topps cards at a time.

			Al & Joe’s was where I first met Ron Santo. I was ten. Santo was twenty-four and about to hit .313 with 114 RBI and thirty home runs in his fourth season with the Cubs. He’d stop in at Al & Joe’s to buy prosciutto and we’d talk baseball. I was blessed with Ronnie’s friendship for forty-six years before he died in 2010.

			Aldo Conforti, an elevator operator, and his lifelong buddy, Joseph Gapastione, a bricklayer, opened their store in 1960 and worked side by side for forty-seven years. Their place was the neighborhood hangout, Al & Joe were friends with everyone. They knew who had money and who didn’t. We were one of the families that didn’t. Beneath the cash register at Al & Joe’s was a small box filled with index cards, one of which had “Colletti” scrawled on it. It was for money owed. Most Wednesdays, two days before payday, we were out of money. My father never had a credit card and never wanted one. He hated to be in debt. But we had to get by a couple of days a week, so we’d get what we needed and the cost would get scribbled on our index card. Every Friday, my dad would settle up. And more often than not, we’d be back to the index card a few days later.

			I spent the first five years of my life in a garage on the corner of West School Street and North Natchez Street in Chicago. My dad, Ned Sr., converted the garage to their home shortly after he and my mother were married on February 3, 1951. Nine years later, we moved into a brick house at 3502 North George Street—on the northwest corner of George Street and Pacific Avenue in Franklin Park. The new house had four rooms, no garage, and was exactly 899 square feet, which wasn’t a whole lot bigger than the office I would eventually work from overlooking the field at Dodger Stadium. My dad paid $8,500 for the house on George Street and I turned the front yard into a wonderland for Whiffle ball. The dimensions reminded me of Fenway Park, at least the Fenway Park I occasionally glimpsed on NBC’s Game of the Week. Deep to center and right, but short, very short, down the left field line. My “Green Monster” was neither green nor any kind of monster. It was a four-foot-high picket fence just forty feet from home plate. Pitchers in my neighborhood learned to keep the ball away to the right-handed hitters.

			The George Street house was no more than five hundred feet north of the Milwaukee Road railroad tracks and adjacent freight yard. The thunderous clang of giant steel trains never stopped. Six sets of tracks were used by trains hauling freight east to west and back again. Two other sets of tracks carried suburban commuters to and from Chicago, fourteen miles to the east. Not many commuter trains ran late in the evening, but the freight trains rumbled past endlessly. We never had air-conditioning, so we slept—or tried to sleep—with the windows open on hot, humid summer nights. A tight-knit wire screen kept the bugs out but was no match for the thuds of the freight trains as they stopped and started, backed up, then slogged forward again. And then there was the diesel from the engines. The smoke and smells that wafted through the screens sent me face-first into my pillow more times than I can remember. The smell was strong and acidic, but it was home. Shortly after we moved into the house on George Street, O’Hare became Chicago’s dominant airport, eclipsing Midway, located in a neighborhood on Chicago’s South Side. By 1965, when I was eleven, the number of passengers coming through O’Hare exceeded twenty million a year. And each plane carrying those twenty million passengers seemed to use our house as a homing beacon on its final approach. The house would shake with the deafening noise.

			From 1964 to 2008, when the New York Mets played at Shea Stadium, the roar of jets from nearby LaGuardia Airport was somehow just part of the “ambience” of the game. I’d had that “ambience” all my life. My front yard was like Fenway in its dimensions and Shea in its decibels. Big-league atmosphere in little Franklin Park.

			•   •   •

			BASEBALL HAS ALWAYS BEEN AN important part of my life.

			Each morning and afternoon, from the last day of one school year to the first day of the next, I’d walk two blocks from the little house on George Street to play baseball on the vacant lot next to Banti’s Tap. Banti’s was the neighborhood tavern. It catered to the railroad men who worked overnight, so it was always open—late or early. The busiest hours were four to seven—both four to sevens. There among the railroad workers with the salty language and the thirst for morning beer, we boarded the bus outside Banti’s front door for the long ride to one of the four grade schools I attended. When you literally grow up on the other side of the tracks, school boundaries were changed regularly.

			None of us who played baseball beside Banti’s had uniforms. Gloves and bats were shared. A baseball had to last for weeks. And center field was a problem—but one easily solved. An old abandoned garage sat where Joe DiMaggio would have played if Banti’s were in the Bronx. So we made do. A ball that was hit off the roof was a home run. Anything off the walls was in play. Our fans loved it. And we really did have fans. Inevitably, two or three patrons from Banti’s would amble out of the dark tavern and stretch out beside our field, deciding whether to linger there and sober up or grab a quick nap before going home. They were all working-class men who had spent the night unloading freight trains, coupling and uncoupling railcars, and turning switches to keep the trains on the correct track. And one of my most vivid memories is their vocabulary. How shall I describe it? It certainly wasn’t anything I’d heard at home, but it was preparation for the language of baseball that awaited me.

			If I walked out my front door and turned right, I’d hit Pacific Avenue, which led to Front Street and Banti’s, facing the railroad tracks. But if I turned left and walked one block, I’d find Addison Street, the same Addison Street that was home to Wrigley Field. Sure, Wrigley Field was ninety-four blocks away—just shy of twelve miles—but it was cool knowing my then-beloved Cubs played down the street from where I played.

			In the spring and summer, I would pull a chair next to our refrigerator and bring down the black transistor radio that was my lifeline to baseball. The radio had just one frequency, AM, and the round tuning wheel rarely moved off of WGN. WGN once was owned by the Chicago Tribune and took its broadcast initials from the self-proclaimed World’s Greatest Newspaper. On winter mornings, when the snow blew, we would listen to Wally Phillips, a WGN staple, tell us which schools were closing for the day. That’s all radio had to offer me until baseball season.

			The only baseball news you could get during the winter was an occasional tidbit on the five-minute sports show that aired every weekday evening at 5:55 p.m. on WGN Television, which, in 1956 became the first independent television channel in Chicago. It would be another twenty-seven years before WGN became the superstation that broadcast the Cubs to the world, but at least from the late 1950s on, Chicago was lucky to have a channel of its own outside the big three networks. Still, even in the late 1970s and early ’80s, if you missed that five-minute sports broadcast, you missed everything about baseball until the next day’s newspaper—and that was only for families who could afford a dime for the daily paper and a quarter for the Sunday edition. The Collettis couldn’t afford either on a regular basis.

			I know it’s impossible to stop progress and technology. But I can’t help but chuckle at how much simpler my time as a general manager would have been if I’d had to deal with just one five-minute local sports show a week during the off-season instead of today’s unending national news cycle on Twitter, talk radio, Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, and satellite TV.

			During the spring and summer of my youth, WGN radio was a heaven-sent blessing—for me and for most everyone in and around Franklin Park. Neighbors would perch on porches with their transistor radio tuned to the Cubs or the hated White Sox. Tired men sat drinking Hamm’s or Schlitz beers—or in my dad’s case, a twelve-ounce bottle of Pepsi. The sweet soda was his reward for yet another eight- to ten-hour day at the Division Street factory named Pharmacy, which cranked out cardboard boxes.

			My dad had the ability to fix just about anything. His job was to keep the machines running in the factory. Outside of work, his job was similar—be it at the garage-turned-home on School Street, the tiny brick house on George Street, or when a neighbor or relative came calling. If anything broke—the washer or dryer, the stove, television or radio, the car, a bicycle—my dad would fix it. Buying anything new was a painful last resort. The same went for clothes. When the soles of our shoes wore out, it wasn’t unusual for me and my brother to use cardboard in the inside of the shoes to cover the hole that playing and walking had created.

			In his lifetime, my dad owned four cars—a 1951 Chevy, a 1959 Chevy, a 1963 Oldsmobile, and, finally, a 1975 Pontiac Grand Prix, which his brother Joe left him when Joe died a premature death at age forty-seven. In thirty-five years of driving, my dad never owned a new car. He bought used or inherited all four cars and drove them until he could drive them no more. Every one of them had Bondo putty covering rusted gaps, like Clearasil trying to mask an acne-riddled face. Mufflers that rotted through were bandaged with duct tape and urged on for another ten thousand miles. Winter or summer—didn’t matter—when the oil needed changing, my dad would drive his car up a curb to give himself enough room to crawl under and drain the crankcase. It could be below zero in January and if the car wasn’t running smoothly, we would go out to change spark plugs. I’d keep the flashlight shining on the engine while Dad and I froze in the biting cold. On winter nights my dad would go to sleep by 9 p.m. and wake at 2:30 a.m. to go outside and start the car. He’d keep it running long enough to convince him the battery would survive one more night. When you are paid by the hour and every working minute counts, you don’t look for excuses to not go to work. You get the job done as quickly and efficiently as possible. My dad and my mom, Dolores, lived by that credo. And they passed it on to my brother, Doug, and to me. How your life goes is your responsibility. You own it, no matter the obstacles or hardships. It’s something I came to wish later in my career that more than a few of the players I dealt with had learned and practiced.

			I remember, as clear as yesterday, one of the lessons I received on how my life was my responsibility. It came at the dinner table on February 10, 1970—two months before my sixteenth birthday. I was about to start driver’s education and I excitedly told my dad I planned to start driving in April. He never owned a fancy car, but he did have one with the best sound system—something called a Vibrasonic. You could flip a switch and music would come out of the speakers with a terrific reverb effect. I was looking forward to driving that car.

			“So whose car will you be driving?” my dad asked, not bothering to look up between bites. “You won’t be driving mine because when you have an accident, I won’t have a way to get to work and we’ll be out on the street.”

			He said “when” I had an accident—not “if.”

			“And what are you going to do about car insurance?” he added.

			Hmmm.

			Okay. So much for my ambitious driving plan.

			As soon as dinner was finished, I walked to the north base of the nearby Mannheim Bridge to the Holiday Inn and applied for a job as a busboy, cleaning and setting tables in the restaurant. I got the job and started that Saturday, Valentine’s Day, working six-hour shifts on Saturday and Sunday nights. The job paid $1.25 an hour plus anywhere from $5 to $10 a shift in tips. Twelve hours a week at a buck and a quarter. Fifteen bucks a weekend plus tips and minus taxes. It took me two years, not two months, to get enough money for insurance. But I did it. My life. My responsibility. Lesson learned. I was proud of myself, but the job had a major drawback: It cut into my baseball—both playing and watching. That hurt.

			•   •   •

			WHEN I TURNED FOURTEEN at the start of the 1968 season, I was old enough to take a train and two buses each way to Wrigley Field—forty times a season through the end of the 1970 season. I would leave Franklin Park at 8 a.m., get to Wrigley Field by 10 a.m., and then sit against the outfield wall facing Waveland Avenue with two dozen or so other young fans waiting for the gates to open. To this day, when I think of those years, two distinct aromas are a part of my memories: the thick, rich, smell of suntan lotion and the occasional, unmistakable scent of marijuana. My soundtrack of those years is a loop of Tommy James and the Shondells whining “Crystal Blue Persuasion” . . . Chicago thumping out “25 or 6 to 4,” the classic hit by keyboardist Robert Lamm about struggling to write a song in the middle of the night—around 3:35 or 3:34 a.m. . . . And, of course, John Lennon’s “Give Peace a Chance”—an anthem of those tumultuous times.

			Going to a Cubs game cost less than three bucks. And that was if I ate. If I had to, I could catch a game for a little more than a buck. A bleacher ticket cost seventy-five cents. A soft drink was a quarter. And a dog was thirty cents.

			Most days I went alone, and I was always among the first to sprint under the big green center field scoreboard when the gates opened. I would race to the front row of the left field bleachers, as far toward center field as possible. From there I taught myself the intricacies of the game and set myself on a life-changing path. I’d trace the movement of pitches by Ferguson Jenkins, Bill Hands, and Ken Holtzman. I’d watch how players set up and I learned the art of infield and outfield play. It was all right in front of me to watch and study as much or as little as I wanted. And because I was alone, there never were any distractions. Wrigley Field is a cathedral for many. It was that for me, too, but it was a classroom as well—for my favorite subject, baseball.

			My textbook for those years was the Baseball Dope Book, a publication put out yearly from 1948 through 1985 by The Sporting News. The black-and-white paperback contained a preview of every major-league team, standings and statistics from the year before, each team’s forty-man roster, and a diagram of the home stadiums. From the time I was seven until I was about fourteen, there wasn’t a book I read more. Night after night and game after game, I pored through it as I listened to the radio and wrote down the names of players my Cubs should acquire to make them better. It was a fun exercise and it set forth some good groundwork and a foundation for what would become my livelihood.

			Like many Americans of my generation, I felt that 1968 was a defining year. That was the last season before division play and the Cubs were surprisingly good. They finished third in the ten-team National League—a distant thirteen games back of the archrival St. Louis Cardinals, but with a respectable 84-78 record. My dear friend and boyhood hero, Ron Santo, slipped to a .246 batting average but still hit 26 home runs and drove in 98. Fergie Jenkins won twenty games—the second time in a remarkable six-year run in which he won twenty or more games for the Cubs.

			Outside the ballpark, the world was changing. Jet planes were being hijacked. Neil Armstrong became the first man to walk on the moon. Race riots were occurring regularly. The Vietnam War was dividing the country. Authority was being challenged in America like never before. Life would never be the same.

			In April, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was assassinated in Memphis, Tennessee, and the west side of Chicago erupted in flames. Rioters and National Guard troops clashed for days. Weeks later, Robert F. Kennedy was shot to death in Los Angeles while running for the presidential office his brother lost to an assassin’s bullets just four and a half years earlier.

			The Democratic National Convention delegates gathered in chaotic Chicago. More than ten thousand protestors amassed in Grant Park beside Lake Michigan and were met by twenty-three thousand National Guard troops and Chicago policemen. Riots ensued. As demonstrators and authorities battled, the Collettis watched live along with the rest of the country on national television. I can still hear the protestors, shrouded in clouds of tear gas, chanting, “The whole world’s watching! The whole world’s watching!”

			Through the turmoil, baseball remained my bedrock and my refuge from the real-world realities that were closing in all too quickly. More than ever, I made it a point to get to Wrigley Field as often as I could. There the angry rioters of Grant Park gave way to the riotously happy Left Field Bleacher Bums.

			I was still too young, in that troubled summer of 1968, to be an official, full-fledged, beer-swilling Bleacher Bum. But I witnessed it all and was more than a passing part of the unending party. Most of the “Bums”—a group of about thirty-five—were between the ages of eighteen and thirty, with a few middle-aged outliers. They gave unflinching devotion to the Cubs and unmitigating misery to the opposition.

			One of the ringleaders, who would become a lifelong friend, was Mike Murphy, a bugle-blowing free spirit born to lead. Inning after inning and game after game, Murph would take the point, blaring his bugle, as he led a troupe of Bums marching Mardi Gras–style atop the bleacher wall from left field to right field and back again. It was a free-for-all celebration that had never happened before and hasn’t happened since.

			It was the closing years of the 1960s. And the world was a different place. Thankfully, there was baseball in my world. I loved it then. And I love it still—more than a half century later.

			•   •   •

			GROWING UP IN FRANKLIN PARK, our lives had a rhythm—an unalterable rhythm I never questioned—accompanied by long-lost simplicity.

			My mom cooked on a four-burner stove three feet across and four feet deep.

			Monday was always pork tenderloin.

			Tuesday meant meatloaf.

			Wednesday was spaghetti night.

			Thursday, for some reason, brought the famous “Italian” delicacy—chop suey.

			Friday, ah, Friday, was my favorite. Pizza from Sil’s, the sweet-smelling joint next to Al & Joe’s. For a while, my dad was a deliveryman for Sil’s, making fifty cents a pizza plus tips. He would bring home ten bucks on a really good night.

			Saturday was lunch meat and, once a month, a trip to the truck stop south over the Mannheim Bridge to get hamburgers. My dad would splurge and add a tamale to his order. Tamales and hamburger. How well would that go over in Sicily?

			Sunday was special: a nice, fatty beef roast with potatoes.

			When she wasn’t cooking or cleaning, my mom spent time watching baseball. She was the only mom in the neighborhood who’d play catch in the front yard from time to time. During the World Series, when all the games were played during the day, my mom would write out the lineups for me. She’d keep score until I raced home from school and took over. As she handed me her neat scorecard and a pencil, she’d fill me in on the headlines: “Bob Gibson is striking out a lot of hitters today . . . Sandy Koufax is missing a game to honor the Jewish holiday . . . Why did the Cubs ever trade Lou Brock? He was never any good with us, but he’s great for the Cardinals.”

			My mom died April 29, 2013, almost exactly thirty-one years to the day after my dad’s passing, on April 27, 1982. They were the loves of each other’s lives. When Mom died, my brother, Doug, and I became orphans. Even in our fifties, on the back nine of our lives, the loneliness was hard to take. But we were blessed to be with her in her final days. She thanked us for loving and caring for her after Dad’s death. She especially thanked Doug, since he stayed in Chicago after I moved west. But she always understood why I had to leave Chicago. And I never missed the chance to be with her—always rearranging my travel schedule to spend at least a few hours in Chicago on my way to somewhere else. One of the last times I saw her, she held my hand and whispered to me: “Every day, be a blessing to someone.”

			Mom was a blessing to me every day of my life. And I try to honor her by being a blessing to someone, somewhere, every day.

			My dad had a similar bit of character-building advice before he left this earth three decades earlier. The cancer that would kill him had spread from his lungs to his larynx and it was both painful and difficult for him to talk. But I remember him looking at me and saying in a whisper: “Son, always remember—you get far more out of life by giving than by receiving.”

			Give to others.

			Be a blessing.

			My parents lived by those beliefs. I have tried my best to do the same.

			•   •   •

			ON SUNDAY NIGHTS IN FRANKLIN PARK, while savoring the beef and potatoes from our special dinner, my job was to walk to Al & Joe’s and buy the five thinnest slices of ham. A single-slice ham sandwich was all my dad afforded himself for lunch every week.

			Al and Joe loved teasing me. One Thanksgiving, we were hosting a family dinner with three relatives joining Mom, Dad, Doug, and me. Al knew we were too poor to afford a turkey so he pulled me aside and jokingly asked if I wanted to place a special order for a Cornish hen.

			Funny, Al. Funny.

			He was a great guy, though. When he wasn’t teasing me about the Colletti fortunes, he and Joe loved riding me about the Cubs and how badly they played.

			I recall vividly one newspaper in particular—the Chicago Sun-Times, Sunday, March 13, 1966. I woke up early that morning and made a beeline three blocks to Al & Joe’s. I couldn’t get there fast enough. The night before, Bobby Hull, the Chicago Black Hawks’ great left-winger, had scored his fifty-first goal of the season—setting what then was a single-season NHL record. There were no television highlights, no way to see history except to have been at Chicago Stadium the night before. But the moment is etched in my mind forever. The Sun-Times ran a back-page picture of Hull, just across the blue line, his stick in the follow-through position, the puck already in flight. Little black arrows mapped the path of the puck as it soared past Cesar Maniago, the New York Rangers’ goaltender. I’m not sure why I remember all that detail. I guess it was just special and I was just a kid—a kid who loved hockey nearly as much as baseball and who was proud of Chicago. It wasn’t until two years later that my dad and I had the chance to go to a Black Hawks game together.

			I can watch Hull’s goal anytime I want on YouTube, but the grainy black-and-white video will never replace that photo on the back page of the Sun-Times, just as the best television broadcast will never replace a radio play-by-play for me.

			Baseball was made for radio. Thanks to legendary Cubs broadcasters Vince Lloyd and Lou Boudreau, I could see the incline of the outfield terrace in Cincinnati’s old Crosley Field without ever being there. I could imagine the gigantic horseshoe shape of the Polo Grounds, which the expansion Mets called home on Manhattan’s northern tip. Without ever setting foot in the Polo Grounds, I knew the upper deck hung ever so slightly over the playing field warning track, stealing fly balls from outfielders who were sure they were ready to make a catch. I knew, too, thanks to Vince and Lou, that the hallowed grounds they were describing was where, a little more than a decade earlier, Bobby Thomson hit the famous home run that helped “The Giants win the pennant! The Giants win the pennant!”

			As I listened to Vince and Lou—and Jack Brickhouse on television—I could practically feel the cold winds of Candlestick, the soft summer breezes wafting across Chavez Ravine, and the boiling humidity rising from the carpet at Busch Stadium. Between pitches, I could hear the aggravating noise of the wondrous Astrodome, baseball’s first indoor stadium, and the funny French accent from the public address announcer at Montreal’s Parc Jarry, Major League Baseball’s first international venue.

			I saw every stadium, felt every stadium, smelled every stadium, through the words of Vince and Lou. I knew the light-tower power of McCovey and the majestic grace and greatness of Mays; the long stride that produced mid-90s fastballs and the soft, wicked twelve-to-six curveball of Koufax; the lightning-quick wrists of Banks, his fingers gripping the bat as if it were red-hot; and the ferocity of Gibson, who stared down the strongest and greatest hitters of his time from sixty feet, six inches.

			Thanks to Vince and Lou, I saw it all on the radio. I fell in love with baseball because of the game, because of the strategy, and, equally, because of the storytelling that went hand in hand with the game—especially on the radio.

			•   •   •

			I DISLIKED BEING away from the radio because it meant I was away from my Cubs. Three times in the mid-1960s, my dad scraped up enough money to take us on vacation—all three to visit my mom’s parents in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Getting there meant a two- to three-day drive down two-lane highways that my dad would navigate by himself because he was the only driver in the family. All three times, he drove the ’51 Chevy with a rusted-through hole in the backseat floor. We’d drive through the outskirts of Indianapolis, Louisville, Nashville, Chattanooga, Atlanta, Macon, and Orlando.

			Once, a fierce thunderstorm forced us to the side of the road in Tennessee. We didn’t have enough money for a hotel room, so the four of us slept in the car and waited for the worst to pass. We awoke to find we were no more than ten feet from the edge of Lookout Mountain outside Chattanooga, where I would visit regularly years later to watch the Dodgers’ Double-A Lookouts. It was a time devoid of McDonald’s, and Disney World in Orlando was still nothing more than Walt Disney’s vision. If there were such a thing as Marriott points then, the Colletti family wasn’t collecting them.

			I said I hated being away from the radio because it meant being away from my Cubs. Well, that wasn’t always the case. Sometimes I could be with the radio and still be without the Cubs. Such as on those vacation trips to Florida. The AM car radio would be playing Sinatra, Nat King Cole, Dean Martin, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones. Or at least it played most of the time. Now you would hear it—then static—and then you wouldn’t.

			Depending on where we were—how far we were from the nearest town—and what the weather was like, we’d get a whole song, part of one, or nothing but a steady symphony of static.

			We couldn’t hear the Cubs on the car radio, but, on our trips, I’d ask my dad to drive us by major-league stadiums every chance we had. Unfortunately, on the route from our house outside Chicago to my grandparents’ in Florida, there were only two big-league parks. We had Comiskey Park on Chicago’s South Side and then nothing until the then-new Atlanta–Fulton County Stadium, which sat astride Interstate 75/85.

			I’d wake up the morning we were hitting Atlanta and be excited at the thought of driving past a major-league stadium. I’d look out the car window a good half hour in anticipation, then Fulton County would come into view and slip out of view—all in about ten seconds. We could never stop because we were always in a hurry to get to my grandparents’. And there was no way we could afford four tickets to a Braves game and stay overnight in a major city. The places we stayed at were roadside hotels—hours outside of town between one outpost and another—the kind that had a flashing vacancy sign out front and where you parked the car in front of the room you had rented.

			At my grandparents’ house, the newspaper would be delivered at 3 p.m. I would wait for the delivery boy, then open the Fort Lauderdale newspaper to the sports section immediately. I couldn’t care less about the news. I’d go straight to the sports section to see how the Cubs had done—twenty-four hours earlier—and I’d check the standings. The Cubs were always near the bottom of the National League, usually a good twenty or so games out of first place. I would study the box scores and try and piece together what must have happened a day earlier. A week later we would be driving back north and I couldn’t wait to get within range of WGN’s signal so I could listen to the men on the radio talk about the Cubs. I couldn’t wait to get home.

			Those days and nights, listening to baseball and playing it, spawned my love and passion for the game—a love and passion that would grow beyond even my childhood dream.

			I wasn’t the only one in my family who loved and lived baseball. Besides my score-keeping, let’s-play-catch mom, my uncles on my dad’s side were fanatics. Pasquale, whom everyone called Oscar, was the oldest brother of eight children born to Sicilian immigrants, Luigi and Louise Colletti. Luigi died in 1939, leaving seven children; an eighth had died in childbirth. Frank was the other baseball-crazy brother of that generation. His wife, Charmaine, knew her nephew was a baseball fan. She also had a meticulous home and once cleaned out a closet and gave me a baker’s dozen of Cubs yearbooks from 1946 through 1958—a treasure that did nothing but fuel my passion for baseball and the Cubs.

			The unquestioned ringleader of the Colletti Cubs Fan Club was Oscar. He would go to Wrigley Field many times a season. To make a living, Oscar sold scrap metal. He would pull furnaces out of basements in the morning so the furnace company could install a replacement in the afternoon. Then he’d head to the junkyard, which paid cash for the old furnaces.

			An enterprising soul, Oscar would stop at home on the way to the junkyard and fill the furnace closest to the front of his old rickety truck with water so it would weigh more when he cashed in. Oscar had four kids and every penny helped.

			Oscar went to Wrigley Field so often in the early 1940s that he befriended more than a few Cubs players. Once in a while, he’d get a player to give him a ride home. One of the players he befriended was an outfielder name Lou Stringer. He was an infielder for the Cubs in 1941, ’42, and ’46—becoming one of many major leaguers to have his career interrupted by World War II, which he spent as a physical training instructor before returning to play for the Boston Red Sox from 1948 to 1950. Lou eventually moved to Hollywood, became a bit actor and a car salesman, and loved to talk about the time he sold a Corvette to Elvis Presley.

			In 2001, I was in Orange County, California, with a friend of mine whose parents were retired and living in Freedom Village in Lake Forest. My friend introduced me to his dad and mentioned I was working for the Giants and had once worked for the Cubs. My buddy’s dad perked up and said one of his retirement center friends once played for the Cubs. When I asked his name, he said, “Lou Stringer.” A few minutes later I was talking to someone who had befriended my uncle Oscar forty years before. Lou’s scouting report on my uncle was the same as mine: “He was a character.” What are the chances that meeting would take place?

			Oscar had a heart of gold. Somehow every holiday season he had an abundance of television sets and eight-track and cassette players that his nephews could sell around the neighborhood to give them cash to buy their parents and siblings gifts at Christmas. They said if Oscar was in a tavern after work in the winter and a stranger came in and asked for directions, Oscar would end up buying the guy dinner and a couple of beers before he was sent on his way.

			In 1945, the last time in his lifetime the Cubs would ever be in the World Series—the last time in a lot of people’s lives the Cubs would play in the World Series—Oscar conspired to take two of his brothers and a friend to Game 5. Tigers and Cubs. Hal Newhouser versus Hank Borowy.

			The night before the game, Oscar, then twenty-eight, announced he would take his brother Joe, eighteen, who sold blocks of ice door-to-door for a quarter a day; my dad, who was just about to turn fifteen; and a buddy to the game. They would ride the streetcar—three cents for a child and nine cents for an adult—to the ballpark, where they “borrowed” some bedsheets from neighborhood clotheslines to stay warm against the Chicago October chill. Then they slept out on the sidewalks bordering Wrigley Field.

			In that era, fans could buy bleacher tickets the morning of the game. The bleachers for the last World Series Wrigley Field would host for seventy-one years sold for $1.25. Left on the curb at the corner of Division Street and Oakley Boulevard was little Frankie, the youngest of that generation of Collettis. His brothers told him he was too young to go with them and he stood on the street corner crying, begging to see his beloved Cubs in the World Series. To calm the situation, the brothers—Oscar, Joe, and Ned—made a promise that cancer, the calendar, and the Cubs prevented them from keeping.

			“We’ll take you the next time the Cubs are in the World Series,” they swore. “We promise.”

			Joe died in 1975. My dad died in 1982. And Oscar died in 1985.

			Frankie Colletti, who was eleven years old when Game 5 of the 1945 World Series was played, is eighty-two years old as I type this. He and his brothers were the men who took me to my first games, put a glove on my hand, played catch with me, and taught me how to swing a bat. And because they struggled to make ends meet and fought, literally and figuratively, they taught me that family and friends needed to stay together no matter what. And they taught me how to compete. They taught me about teamwork and just plain old-fashioned hard work. They taught me baseball and, more important, they taught me life.

			In 2016, seventy-one years after my dad and his brothers laid out the promise to Frank, the Cubs and I fulfilled it.

			So that is how I began this journey. Simple and carefree. A little boy growing up in a garage and then in a little house with freight trains to the south, jets just above, and a yellow brick road named Addison Street twenty-five houses to the north.

			I can’t tell you I ever dreamt about working in Major League Baseball as an executive or being the general manager of the Cubs or the Dodgers or any other franchise. As grand and magnificent as any young person can dream, that fantasy was just too far away to even imagine. I can tell you I loved baseball and it was a part of every day for me.

			Like so many young people I wanted to play major-league baseball and I wanted to play for the Cubs. I never had the extreme talent necessary, or the chance, but the chances I did get were absolutely
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