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			Can You Hear Me Now?

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 1

			

			
			Uh-Oh

			If you bought this book just to confirm that I am an idiot, I have bad news for you:

			You will have to wait a few pages.

			Hang in there. You can do it.

			—

			In 1994, I started broadcasting NFL games on FOX. I had never broadcast a football game in my life, yet FOX liked me enough to give me a chance.*

			With live broadcasting, you can prepare as much as you want, and that can make it a little easier, but at some point you just have to do it. You never know what situations might arise, and you don’t even really know what skills you have. I quickly learned that the good Lord blessed me with one of the most important physical gifts for any sportscaster: a good bladder.

			You have probably never thought about this. You probably watch game after game, night after night, eating and drinking without any concern at all for when the guys doing the game get to pee. But we’re human. We pee. I don’t think Bob Costas and Al Michaels will mind if I tell you this.

			I suppose that, like with everything else, each announcer has his own style. Jim Nantz may unzip and say, “Hello, friends!” before firing at the urinal. I mean, I don’t know. I haven’t asked Jim. But sometimes, finding a chance to pee is harder than you might think, especially in some of the older stadiums, where the bathrooms are not always conveniently located.

			You have a limited amount of time during a commercial break to get to your destination and get back. You may have to fight your way through sportswriters, which doesn’t make them happy, but they can miss a play and survive. I can’t.

			Veteran broadcasters understand that in many cases, it is wise to start unzipping before you even arrive. You have to be efficient, or you pay a price later. My father told me: “Never run to a microphone.” You don’t want to be out of breath. So you have to be able to get to the bathroom fast, catch your breath while you pee, and then calmly walk back into the booth.

			In December 1994, my otherwise trusty bladder betrayed me. What can I say? Even the great organs have a bad day at the office once in a while. I was doing a Packers-Falcons game in Milwaukee’s County Stadium. It was a memorable game for a number of reasons. The Packers used to play games in Milwaukee every year, but this was their last home game there. Packers star Sterling Sharpe got injured on what seemed like an innocuous hit, and it ended his career.

			At some point during that game, unbeknownst to viewers but extremely beknownst to me, I had to pee so bad that I could barely talk. The problem was that, at County Stadium, the football press box was really far from the restroom. You had be Tom Cruise in Mission: Impossible to get there in time. There was a catwalk, some kind of pulley-and-ladder system—there might have been a zip line. It was rough.

			With a few minutes left in the first half, I was dying. I had to go so bad. But in football, we have a mix of longer and shorter commercial breaks—and the way the game went, all of our commercial breaks at the end of the half were only thirty seconds long. There was no way I could get out of the booth, to the bathroom, and back in thirty seconds. I had a solid forty-second stream in me, plus that long commute. Forget it.

			Every time we went to break, I asked, “How long is this one?”

			Thirty seconds.

			“Jesus!”

			At some point I explained my problem to my spotter, Gary. A spotter is the person who helps me during an NFL telecast “spot” who made the catch, who made the tackle, or who blocked a field goal.

			I said, “Gary, I’ve got to go, and I’ve got to go now.”

			He was like, “I don’t know what to do.” This was not a scenario they address in spotter school.*

			I said: “I’ve got to pee. I can’t hold this any longer. This is not going to work.”

			Then I said: “Give me something.”

			Gary handed me a water bottle. Nice thought, and I appreciate the ingenuity, but no. Not going to work. It’s December in Wisconsin, I’m wearing this big parka, and anyway, I can’t hit that target. It’s too small. Who am I—William Tell?

			I knocked the bottle out of Gary’s hand. I was beside myself, but I was still calling the game. I said, “All right, next break, I’m going to open this parka. Give me the trash can.”

			He said, “Really?”

			I said, “Hand me the fucking trash can in the next break. If it’s not more than thirty seconds, I’m peeing in the trash can.”

			All right, Joe!

			Play stopped. We went to commercial.

			I said, “How long is this break?”

			Thirty seconds.

			I demanded the trash can. There was a young woman in the booth, and I asked her to leave. I put the trash can in front of me, I unzipped, I was ready to go, and . . .

			Oh no.

			Not now.

			Stage fright!

			You’ve got to be kidding me. I couldn’t pee. I was in the booth, I had my parka open, I didn’t know what cameras were on me, and I couldn’t bring myself to pee.

			I was standing there, unzipped, waiting for the floodgates to open, but they wouldn’t. It was like the Heinz commercial when you have to wait for the ketchup to come out of the bottle.

			Finally they’re counting down: Ten . . . nine . . .

			And suddenly it’s Niagara Falls.

			On the first play from scrimmage after the break, Brett Favre took a snap as I kept peeing. People thought broadcasters had their dicks in their hands when they called Favre’s games—this time I actually did. Favre looked to his right and threw to Sharpe down the sideline.

			“He’s going to go for a touchdown!” I said as I kept peeing in the trash can.

			—

			Wow, you do kind of sound like an idiot.

			What? That’s not the story about me being an idiot. That was just a man heeding nature’s call while calling a touchdown. We’re only getting warmed up here.

			—

			The first time I did play-by-play for a major-league team, I was twenty years old. It was 1990. The St. Louis Cardinals were playing at Shea Stadium in New York. My father, the famous broadcaster Jack Buck, let me borrow his private plane to travel to New York, because my own private plane was in the shop, getting its gold-plated cupholders shined.*

			I was working with an announcer named Al Hrabosky. The Cardinals were playing a doubleheader, because there had been a rainout. We wouldn’t be on air for the start of Game 1, because other programming was already scheduled.

			The producer said, “We’re going to come on the air at six. Whatever is going on, whether we’re in the middle of Game 1, between games, or into Game 2, we’ll come in wherever we are, recap what’s happened to this point.”

			OK, that sounds great.

			Wait. What?

			“How do we do that?” I asked.

			He said, “Well, we’re going to run highlights and you’ll just talk through the highlights.”

			That sounds simple, except that I had no idea how to do it.

			They said, “You’ll find your way through it.”

			Well, if the producer says I will find my way through it, then I will. He must know what he’s talking about. He’s the producer. He produces. That’s his job.

			So I did what I thought you were supposed to do when you went on TV: I slapped too much makeup on my face. The stage manager, Becky Solomon, was making me up, and it was heavy stuff. I felt like Liza Minnelli.* I was in this little booth in Shea Stadium on a scorching-hot summer day. I felt like I was broadcasting in an oven.

			At 6:00 P.M., we were in the ninth inning of Game 1. I thought, “Oh, my God. They’re going to run a recap of the entire game and I’m going to have to talk through it, and I’ve never done highlights.”

			So we came on the air. I said, “Welcome to Shea Stadium! Here we are in the ninth inning of this doubleheader. We’ll look back when we can here and show you how we’ve gotten to this point.”

			I went through the highlights, and I was awful. I had no idea how to do them. It was just terrible television. But at least I got through it.

			I thought, “The worst is over.”

			ADVICE FOR YOUNG BROADCASTERS: Never tell yourself “The worst is over.”

			When the game ended, they said, “OK, in between the games, you and Al are going to do a little stand-up.”

			Stand-up? Like Richard Pryor?

			I said, “What does that mean?”

			I was told, “We’re going to stand up and talk about what you’re going to see. In the second segment, Al is going to jog down and interview one of the players on the field, and you’ll throw it to him.”

			Uh, OK.

			I did the stand-up, mimicking what I had seen on TV as a boy, and finished with: “When we come back, Al is going to go down to the field and talk to one of the players.” We went to commercial. Al ran out of there. Now it was just me. I was sweating. The makeup was running onto my shirt. It was like Broadcast News, when Albert Brooks sweats through the newscast.

			We were getting ready to go on the air. The producer was in my ear:

			“Five . . . four . . . three . . .”

			I said, “Welcome back to Shea Stadium!”

			But I was sweating so much that my earpiece popped out of my ear and fell to the floor.

			I should have just said: “I don’t know what I’m doing! If you think I only got this job because my father is a beloved broadcaster, you’re right! You all win! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to lie down for a bit.”

			I was talking gibberish, repeating myself, and I was completely on my own. Thankfully, I could throw it to Hrabosky. Or so I thought.

			“Now,” I said, “let’s go down to the field and check in with Al Hrabosky, who has a special guest. Al?”

			Al?

			Hello?

			Al.

			Al . . . ?

			AL!

			The red light in front of me was still on. I knew from watching The Brady Bunch that this meant I was still on TV.

			Al couldn’t find his microphone in the dugout. People working on our broadcast were trying to tell me I couldn’t go to him, but I couldn’t hear them because my earpiece was on the floor.

			—

			Ha-ha, that’s so pathetic—

			Nope! That’s not the story that confirms I’m an idiot either.

			That’s just a little dose of my own embarrassment for your reading pleasure.

			I could tell you about the time I interviewed a player who was standing next to a woman, and I said, “Is that your mom?” and he replied, “No, man, that’s my wife.”* But even that is not the story that confirms I am an idiot.

			OK. Here we go.

			—

			In some ways, I’ve always felt like I took after my grandfather Joe Lintzenich. He played for the Chicago Bears in the early 1930s and served in the Navy in World War II. He was a loyal husband, a loving father, and a wonderful grandfather.

			Also, he was bald.

			Yes: bald. Nothing scares a man more than that word. It trumps audit, terrorism, and herpes. Nobody wants to be bald. Go ask any man, “Who would you rather look like: Brad Pitt or Telly Savalas?” Nobody says, “Kojak!”

			Bald people just look weird. I’m not worried about offending bald readers here, because half of them are patting the tops of their heads, convincing themselves they aren’t that bald, and the other half know they look weird, which is why they go to great lengths—sometimes ridiculous lengths—to avoid going hairless up top. It doesn’t matter how much money they have either. Look at Donald Trump. He is a billionaire, but what he really wants is hair. That’s why he goes around the country with that dust mop on his head.

			You know what? I understand. I have been so deathly afraid of my retreating follicle troops that, when I was twenty-three, I asked the Cardinals manager—who shall remain nameless, especially to those who later watched him manage the Yankees to four world championships—about his hair plugs. I had seen (redacted)’s hairline do its dance move—two steps back and one step forward. I could tell he’d had plugs.

			I got the name of his guy, called, and set up an appointment for a postseason sprucing-up in October 1993. Just a little sprinkling the infield, if you will. My first wife, Ann, and I flew from our hometown of St. Louis to New York and stayed at a friend’s apartment in Manhattan, and I went in for the operation.

			There is a medical term to describe the operation: fucking barbaric. I’m not the toughest guy in the world, or even in my broadcast booth, but I’m not a whiner. I have had a broken neck, two back surgeries, dental surgery, and a fractured sternum, and I haven’t complained too much. But this hair thing is otherworldly.

			It starts by “numbing up” the back of your head with around fifteen shots of Novocain. They keep giving you more shots of Novocain until the pain subsides. Pro tip: The pain NEVER subsides. There is a reason that “get scalp pierced with a needle” is not on anybody’s bucket list. And after you get the shots in the back of the head, you get shots in the front of the head. Those hurt even more.

			Not long after the third shot goes in, you hear a voice of reason inside your head, asking: “What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you really doing this for HAIR? Who CARES? You don’t really need hair! Woody Harrelson and Bruce Willis get work and get laid! They are doing FINE!” But you can’t cancel an appointment when you are in the middle of it.

			The procedure involves moving hair from the back of your head to the front. It’s like if Hannibal Lecter took up gardening.

			Moving from the back of the head to the front is the ultimate upgrade for that hair. Those strands go from the Bob Uecker seats to sitting with Mark Cuban—they get a much better view of the action. The total procedure lasts about four hours. I now know how long it takes to go to hell and back.

			I felt like I would NEVER feel my head again. It was numb with a dull throb for about five days.

			And then . . .

			Well, well, well: I had a new, semi-believable hairline. I was pleased. And like any red-blooded American eating a bag of Lay’s potato chips, I decided I couldn’t stop at just one.

			I, Joseph Francis Buck, became a hair-plug addict.

			—

			I had a routine to stop my hair follicles from retreating like they were being chased by the IRS. Whenever I had a break in my schedule—usually between the end of football season and the start of baseball—I flew to New York and had the doctor bring them in. You might wonder: Why didn’t I save the plane fare and find a hair doctor in St. Louis? Well, we in the Midwest believe we aren’t capable of such elaborate procedures. We can make you a burger or build your dining-room table, and we never run out of ranch dressing. But we’ll leave the fancy hair operations to people who live near an ocean.

			My hairstylist in St. Louis, Sandy, complimented my work. But then said she had another client who had had the same procedure in St. Louis, and that doctor’s work was the best she had ever seen.

			Huh? So mine really isn’t that great?

			You’ve seen better?

			I made an appointment with the St. Louis doctor, and I must say: Sandy was right! He was better. The guy was brilliant—the end result looked more like a natural hairline. I sat there during my first procedure with him, and instead of hearing a New York–accented cruise director behind me, I just had to listen to four hours of NPR. That was his magic go-juice: NPR. I listened, too, if only to get my mind off the blood running down my neck from the new gash in my “harvest area.” I paid attention to All Things Considered like I was following directions to disarm a nuclear weapon.

			When you are undergoing a medical procedure, there are five words you don’t want to hear: “Boy, you are a bleeder!”* But that’s what he said. And when I had to use the restroom in the middle of the surgery, I found out why.

			The nurse was kind enough to put surgical paper up on the mirror, so that while I peed, I wouldn’t see what my head looked like mid-procedure. But I am a curious guy. I like to look. I pick things a lot. My nose when I read? Guilty! I want to know what’s in there. A scab before its time? Guilty! Get it off me, even if it bleeds (and now that I know I am a bleeder, you would think I would be smarter than that).

			I had not used the restroom during the New York procedure, so I had no opportunity to peek at my head. But in St. Louis, I had my chance. I just barely peeled the corner of the surgical paper back, to peek at my head. Curiosity killed the bald cat, and I almost threw up. I was a bloody mess up top (literally, a bloody mess—I’m not pretending to be British) and I had another two hours to go.

			Well, I pissed, I missed, and I tucked it in before I was finished, adding a pattern of dark gray to my light gray sweatpants that would have made Zubaz proud.

			I went back in, furious with myself for looking. A couple of hours later, after listening to some NPR host who had clearly taken too much Ambien, I was finished.

			—

			A few times over the years, someone said a single sentence to me and changed my life. When I was failing an astronomy class in college, a roommate told me I could drop it. This was a revelation. Drop? What is that? You mean I can walk down to the bursar’s office where the class registration is and just poof—make it go away?

			And then there was the time I was getting a consultation for my seventh hair landscaping when the doctor casually said, “You know, you can get this procedure under a general anesthetic.”

			Um . . . WHAT?

			The needle came off the record, the room brightened, the birds chirped louder, and my nipples tingled. Do you mean I can go to sleep and when I wake up, I will still look like a gashed-up mess, but I will be finished? Yes, please!

			Procedure number seven went well. I added a few strands to the fun and was recovered in about a week.

			I also felt more comfortable when I was on camera. You see, that’s the real reason I had hair-replacement surgery:

			For TV.

			Broadcasting is a brutal, often unfair business, where looks are valued more than skills. I was worried that if I lost my hair, I would lose my job.

			OK, that’s bullshit. It was vanity. Pure vanity.

			I just told myself I was doing it for TV.

			I am the luckiest man ever, with family and friends and a dream job, and yet I spend an inordinate portion of my life thinking about hair—not just mine, but yours. I admit it doesn’t really make sense. If you are losing hair, or have lost it, maybe you understand. I guess I am a jealous man. I cannot stand people who have better hair than I do. That’s a problem, since it includes 93 percent of the population.

			My lack of hair is accentuated by the size of my head. On social media, people mock my large forehead, but they miss the point. It’s not just the fore; my whole head is enormous. It would fit in well in a grocery bin next to the honeydew.

			The surgery really is miraculous. People don’t look at me and instantly think: “Bald!” That’s really all I have accomplished. It’s not a Nobel Prize in Physics, but when you drop your astronomy class because you are failing, you learn to shoot lower.

			Like many addicts, I was able to manage my addiction for a while without any serious consequences. I felt good about it, and my career kept rolling. In February 2011, Troy Aikman and I called Super Bowl XLV,* our third Super Bowl together, and I accomplished my main goal for the night, which was not screwing up. That’s the top priority when you do a game of that magnitude: Don’t screw it up.

			Troy and I had something in common: He wore number 8 with the Cowboys, and I was getting ready for hair-plug operation number eight. By that point, getting new hair was old hat. But I was a ball of stress heading into the operation, and it had nothing to do with my hair.

			—

			After nearly two decades of marriage to my former high school girlfriend, I was embroiled in a divorce. It was draining me both emotionally and financially. The night before the procedure, I got into a nasty fight on the phone with my soon-to-be ex-wife. My then-fourteen-year-old daughter, Natalie, got dragged into it. It was not good for anybody.

			I am a worrier, and on the morning of the operation, all I could think about was Natalie, who had been dragged into a dumb argument unnecessarily. I just wanted to go in, get a nice nap while the guy with the NPR fetish went to work, and leave with more impressive hair in time for baseball season.

			When you are a worrier, you don’t enjoy waiting for a doctor. A million thoughts shot through my mind: “What if I don’t wake up? What if, when I go to sleep, the doctor puts a couple of clumps where they don’t belong?”

			To avoid confusion about where the hair goes and where it doesn’t, you have one final consultation right before you go under. You sit there and he marks, with a surgical marker, exactly where the new follicles will go. It’s like designing a golf course. We’ll put a bunker here, some rough over there, and make sure any putts on your forehead break right to left.

			Well, my operation went well—so well that, with all the hair he was able to move, a four-hour operation turned into a six-and-a-half-hour operation. The doctor said he was “on a roll.” Either that, or some show about seventeenth-century jousting was on NPR and he couldn’t tear away. The operation went so long that my mom and sister continually checked in with the nurse to make sure I was still alive.

			When they wheeled me out, I was totally out of it. My sister looked at my hand. It was swollen to three times its normal size. She was freaked, but the nurse said not to worry—it swelled up because I was lying on it during my snooze.

			As it turned out, my hand was fine.

			My voice was not.

			—

			I finally opened my eyes and looked at my mom and sister in the tiny recovery room. I wanted to make a smart-assed comment, and NOTHING came out. I couldn’t talk. I could only whisper.

			No matter how hard I tried, I sounded like I was dying.

			We called the surgeon’s office the next day for assurance that my voice would return.

			I wanted to hear: “Don’t worry. You will be fine.”

			What I heard instead: “Well, this happens sometimes after a general anesthetic. It’s rare. Your voice should come back soon. Just rest and you’ll be fine.”

			Your voice should come back soon.

			Should.

			Should?

			Should is not a reassuring word to me. I am a hypochondriac. I always expect the worst. If I have a knot in a muscle, I decide it’s a tumor. If I tweak my knee, it’s a torn ACL. Headache? Aneurysm.

			No voice? Broke!

			I didn’t want to hear that my voice should come back soon. We should have peace in the Middle East, but do we? I spent the day bombarding my mom with one worst-case scenario after the next. I thought something was really wrong. It wasn’t just my hypochondria. My voice didn’t feel strained or fatigued. It felt thin, weird, and hopeless—kind of like Lindsay Lohan. I knew my voice wasn’t coming back in a matter of hours.

			The next morning, I tried a fake opening to a broadcast: “Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to Major League Baseball on FOX!”

			It sounded like “Good afternoon, everyone, and welcome to Major League Baseball on FOX!”

			If you were writing a scouting report about me that day, you would have to include: pending divorce, heartbroken kids, legal fees, alimony, gashed head, second-to-last year on a contract, no voice, scared, mad, regretful, and yes, let’s just say it:

			IDIOT.

			People all over the world are suffering through all kinds of maladies, usually through no fault of their own . . . and with elective surgery, something I did to myself, I killed my ability to earn a living.

			I had one of the best jobs in the world. Did I risk it so I could protect my children? Feed the hungry? House the homeless? No, sir! I did it for HAIR.

			Yes, yes: Joe Buck does kind of rhyme with DUMB FUCK!

			I told my bosses, the media, and pretty much everybody else that I had a virus and my voice would come back. I was too scared and embarrassed to tell them the truth. But I’m doing it now.

			The voice that I had worked so hard to develop, command, and protect was gone. I felt like my identity vanished with it. From the time I was eight years old, I considered only one career: sportscaster. I wondered if I had blown it forever.
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			The Adventures of Jasper Pennypucker

			Imagine the prototypical American childhood, with games of catch on the front lawn and the father tucking his son into bed every night.

			Mine was much cooler than that.

			What can I say? I was lucky. Around the time I was born, my dad’s broadcasting career really began to take off. The Cardinals fired their lead broadcaster, Harry Caray, making my father the undisputed Voice of the Cardinals on the radio. He also did NFL games for CBS-TV and radio for many years.

			We got along so well. When I was three years old, he would let me sit in his office while he did radio interviews on the phone, as long as I stayed quiet. I always stayed quiet. I could tell when his voice got deeper and more precise that he was doing an interview and not just talking to a friend on the phone. I was as happy as I could be, just sitting there watching him. I could not think of anything better than being with him.

			I was too worried about consequences to ever get into real trouble. He was too consumed by fun to worry about disciplining me. He mostly left that to my mom. Truthfully, even though he was forty-four when I was born, he was more like my best friend than my dad.

			When I was little, he came up with a nickname for me: Jasper Pennypucker.* But after that, he always called me Buck. He took me everywhere.

			Some kids go to summer camp. I did that and I hated it. So instead, I went to Cardinals baseball games. When I was four, the Cardinals catcher saw this little guy with an enormous head bounding through the clubhouse, acting like he lived there, and he asked, “Who is this kid?”

			Somebody said, “Oh, that’s Jack’s kid. That’s Joe.”

			That was the first time I met Tim McCarver.

			When I was three or four, I got excited about something at a Cardinals game, which was only a problem because (a) I knocked over a Coke, (b) I was in the press box, not in the stands, and (c) the Coke landed on my father and his radio partner while they were on the air. They didn’t know what happened. They thought somebody came in and just threw something down on them.

			They turned around in the middle of the broadcast and looked at me. I burst out crying, thinking I’d just ruined everything for everybody. But they kept doing the game.

			All I wanted, as long as I can remember, was to be him. When he was home, we’d eat dinner, go downstairs, and play pool against each other. He treated me like his buddy.

			At other times, we would get in the car and drive to this other house in town. We would walk up to the front door, and when it opened, there would be a woman and some older kids inside.

			They were my dad’s first family.

			We were there to drop off a check for alimony and child support.

			I was scared to death. Everybody there gave me the distinct, uncomfortable feeling that I wasn’t wanted. I didn’t understand why at the time, but I represented something painful in their lives.

			—

			When my parents met, my mom was a Broadway actress and my dad was a married man. My mom’s name was Carole Lintzenich (stage name: Carole Lindsay), and she was doing a musical with a touring company in her hometown of St. Louis. He was talking to her on a pay phone outside of the Chase Park Plaza hotel, home to one of the hottest bars in St. Louis in the sixties, when she told him she was pregnant.

			“I feel like my knees are melting into the pavement,” he said.

			He already had six children with his wife, Alyce. He left her—and, by extension, them—for my mom. They got married in March 1969. One month later, she gave birth to a boy with a large head who cried a lot, probably because he was born bald.

			That was me, obviously.

			To use the indelicate term of those times: I was a bastard child.

			It was 1969. The public did not talk about the sex lives of famous people like they do today.* So there was no major scandal or significant public fallout. But there were some deep wounds, and some tense moments for me and my sister, Julie, who was born three years after me.

			The memory of helping deliver those alimony checks is still painful. To this day, I don’t know why my dad made me go with him. Maybe he thought it would force everybody to be civil. He was nonconfrontational to the point of being avoidant. My presence gave him a better chance of getting out of there without a fight.

			I didn’t really interact with my half siblings often—just enough to make me feel incredibly uncomfortable. My dad would put us all on KMOX, the fifty-thousand-watt radio station where he worked, on Christmas morning. Sometimes we did the show from my house—entertaining the people of St. Louis instead of wondering what Santa brought down the chimney. When I was around twelve, I played the trumpet on the KMOX show in the studio. I felt like my half siblings were glaring at me. I was fat and I sucked at the trumpet anyway, and now I was playing “What Child Is This?” for people thinking, “Yeah, Dad, what child is that?” I didn’t want to play—not on the radio, and especially not for them. What a great Christmas! Happy birthday, Jesus! Can you take me now? Or take them? I was not mad at my father, but I was embarrassed at having to perform in front of these people.

			My half brother Danny was a really good local football player and a big, strong guy, and one day at his house, he said, “Come here, Joe, let’s go dive into the pool.” It was a statement, not a question.

			Danny put me on his shoulders. I was this dopey fat kid. He dove in, which made me smack the water. It took everything I had in me to not cry. But it hurt. It hurt on a lot of levels, but I mean, it physically hurt. I got out of the pool, and my skin was red. I’m sure my face was red with embarrassment, too.

			I went inside, and my father’s ex-wife was cooking hot dogs.

			She said, “Do you want a hot dog?”

			I said, “Yeah, that would be great.”

			And she said, “What do you like on it?”

			I said, “I just like ketchup. The only thing I don’t like is mustard.”

			She gave me a hot dog with mustard all over it. That’s a little thing, but I remember it like it was yesterday. I smiled and ate every bite of that fucking hot dog. But I felt miserable. And that stuff was always gurgling under the surface whenever I saw them. There was this undercurrent of deep-seated animosity, and I understand where it started now, but I didn’t get it then. To me, my dad was the greatest guy in the world.

			—

			With the tension with my dad’s ex-wife and older kids hovering, he bought my mom a bracelet with two words on it: So What!

			I’m sure my dad didn’t have a ton of money to spend on jewelry. When he gave her that bracelet, I think it hit home with my mom: So what if they’re not nice to you? If people are talking about us in St. Louis, so what? It doesn’t matter.

			He wanted us to enjoy our lives, and we did. He felt he had missed too much time with his older kids because he was working, and he vowed not to make that mistake again. He was still on the road a lot, but he took me with him when he could—to make up for at least some of the time we missed.

			So much of the fun happened around ballparks. I walked to the home radio booth at Busch Stadium so often, I could do it with my eyes closed. To this day, I can do that walk in my mind: into the press box, turn right, and go into the first door on the left. That was the KMOX radio booth. It was two-tiered. In the back of the booth were two counters with two chairs at each spot. That was where guests sat. You could often find my dad’s best friend, Joe Arndt, there. If my dad was interviewing anybody on the air, they sat in one of those chairs until it was time to do the interview.

			In the front of the booth, four or five steps away, there were four seats. From left to right as you faced the field, you would see:

			
					A radio engineer, who would turn mics on for each half inning, time the commercial breaks, and keep track of the out-of-town scoreboard.

					My father.

					His broadcast partner, Mike Shannon.

					A fourth seat, with half a pair of canned headphones. There was no microphone—just a single earpiece you could hold up and listen to the broadcast.* That’s where I would sit for most of the games.

			

			I loved that seat. When I listened to that little earphone, I could hear the mix of the broadcast: the announcers mixed with the crowd mixed with the crack of the bat. It was like listening to the radio right there while they did it. I could hear the subtleties and nuance of the broadcast, and I could watch them as they did it.

			I learned the mechanics of how they did their job. A baseball radio broadcast is not like an orchestra. There is no conductor. My dad didn’t point to Mike as if to say, “OK, now it’s your turn.” They signaled that they had something to say with a subtle shift in a chair or a lean into the microphones.

			I would watch my dad say, “At the end of the fifth, the score is Cardinals 4, Pirates 2,” and control when they went into a commercial break. I saw the bullshit between innings, my dad and Mike looking through binoculars at some woman in the seats. I realized it was not a stiff existence. They were having a blast.

			Then I would see the producer, Tom Barton, holding his stopwatch and counting down so they would know when they were back on the air: “15 . . . 10 . . . 5 . . . you got it!”

			And I would watch a play unfold live and hear my dad describe it. “What a play to his right!” he would say, as Ozzie Smith robbed somebody of a single. I would think about how I would call it. I was getting father-son bonding time and professional training simultaneously every night of every summer.

			—

			As I got older, Butch Yatkeman, the clubhouse guy, let me be a batboy for the team. Butch was this little guy who was the Cardinals equipment manager forever. That’s when I got to know a lot of the players.

			Butch tried to find me uniform pants, but it wasn’t easy. The typical batboy uniform was built for a little kid, and I got my clothes from the “husky” section at Sears.* I took one look at the batboy pants and thought, “I’m not fitting into those.” I ended up wearing some player’s pants, which was so embarrassing.

			Once we got that humiliation out of the way, we moved on to another.

			“God, this hat doesn’t fit you either,” Butch said, and he was right. Even then, my head was enormous.

			Being around those players, though, and being in that atmosphere as a little kid was awesome—even though I didn’t fully appreciate it. It was just part of my life. Sometimes I’d run around and shag fly balls in the outfield before games. I have a picture of me playing catch with Dave Rader, the Cardinals catcher. I was eight years old.

			During a game in San Francisco’s Candlestick Park when I was thirteen, a player gave me chewing tobacco. I put it in my mouth and let it settle in for a minute. I thought I was cool. Then I got light-headed and threw up. I zigzagged my way out of there to pick up bats like I was trying to escape an alligator, while the players roared with laughter on the bench.

			One of my best friends at the time was Jon Simmons, whose father, Ted, was an eight-time Major League All-Star. Sometimes, while our dads were working—mine in the broadcast booth, Jon’s in the batter’s box—we would be downstairs at Busch Stadium, throwing tennis balls at each other or playing stickball.

			As much fun as I had at home games, road trips were even better. Every city was like an amusement park I would get to explore. When the Cardinals played in Los Angeles, my dad and I would leave the team after the series and fly home ourselves. That way, we could stop in Las Vegas. We stayed at the Dunes Hotel because he had a friend there who comped him.

			My dad grew up during the Depression. He loved having some “walking-around money,” as he called it, and he loved gambling. So we would get to the Dunes and eat. Then he would hand me a ten- or twenty-dollar bill and say, “Here, go to the arcade. I’m going to go roll craps. I’ll see you in the morning.”

			I’d go play Donkey Kong, Pac-Man, and Space Invaders until I ran out of money. Then I would go up to the room. I wouldn’t see my father ’til he opened the door at 7:00 A.M. to pick me up and go to the airport. He never went to bed. He gambled all night.

			I remember one time he had a wad of hundreds, and I’d never seen him so happy. Another time he had nothing. He said, “Well, we worked for free this week, Buck. Don’t tell your mother. Let’s go.”

			—

			My dad loved baseball and loved the Cardinals, but mostly, he loved excitement. He loved being part of a scene. When celebrities came through St. Louis, they invariably wanted to go to a ball game. The Cardinals got them in, and they ended up in the broadcast booth. I met Frank Sinatra, Billy Crystal, Bill Murray, and Olympic athletes from various sports. Later, St. Louis native John Goodman came by a lot.

			Our house was kind of a communal place. My dad loved to entertain. Pro athletes would come by our house to play poker. They would drink and smoke, and I’d sit on my father’s lap and throw chips in for him. I didn’t understand poker then, and I still don’t. But I loved being around it.

			My parents attended parties where people sang and played piano, and not just any people. They were friends with Tony Bennett, and the comedian Norm Crosby, and Donald O’Connor, an actor who appeared in Singin’ in the Rain. They had the greatest time.

			My dad was the star of the family, but my mom was the soul. She is the definition of a shirt-off-her-back person who has time for everyone—a religious woman who wishes her son would go to church more. She gets great strength from reading and studying the Bible; she lives by it better than anyone I know. Yes, I know this sounds strange, considering my father was married when they met. But she became more religious during my childhood, and I’ve watched her give all she can give to person after person. She is the best example my children can have for how to live a life and do what’s right and help those who need it.

			It was not a fluke, in my opinion, that my dad’s career took off when they got married. She was a huge part of his success. She was his guide and compass—and sometimes his joke writer. She either wrote or “punched up” some of his best banquet lines—they would sit in our kitchen together and work, like a comedy team.

			And sometimes, she delivered the jokes herself. I remember a charity roast for my dad in the early eighties. My mom was one of the roasters. My half siblings were there.

			My mom stepped to the microphone and said, “Why should we roast Jack Buck, when he gets burned every month when he writes his alimony check?” My dad did a spit take on the dais. I saw it on TV and couldn’t believe what I had just heard. Considering the audience, it took some guts for her to say it. I loved it. My sister, Julie, loved it. I think even my father loved it. It was a claw back at people who were not nice to her.

			—

			When I was ten, my parents took Julie and me to New York. Julie was seven. We were staying at the Grand Hyatt. My dad was not going to let his kids get in the way of his night on the town with his wife. Before he and my mom went to dinner, he gave me a fifty-dollar bill and said, “There’s a McDonald’s a couple blocks up and across the street. Take your sister to dinner there, and come back to the room and watch TV and go to bed.”

			It’s hard for me to imagine leaving two preteen kids on their own for a night in New York. But it was the 1970s, and societal concepts of child safety were different. Most parents seemed to think that if their kids wanted to play with fire, it was OK as long as it was a small fire.

			As Julie and I walked toward McDonald’s, we saw a crowd. In the middle, a guy was moving three shells around. There was a pea under one of the shells, and as he moved the shells, you had to keep track of the pea.

			I stood in the back of the crowd. I’m sure the guy saw me immediately. I don’t know what kind of school you have to go to to be a street hustler, but I bet there is an entry-level class on how to pull a ten-year-old out of a crowd.

			The hustler kept moving shells numbers one and two. But he appeared to leave shell number three untouched.

			Like completely untouched.

			I mean, there was no way the pea could end up under shell number three.

			Then he said to another guy in the crowd, “You, sir. Which one is it under?”

			The guy in the crowd pointed to shell number three. The hustler picked it up. There was no pea. He took the money. Now only shells numbers two and three were left. And as we previously established, the hustler had not even touched shell number three! There was no way the pea could be under shell number three.

			So the hustler turned to me: “Hey, young man. I’ll match whatever money you got in your pocket if you can tell me where the pea is under one of these two shells.”

			My parents raised me well. I knew that any game had to be played honestly. So I told him the truth:

			“I only have a fifty.”

			I figured there was no way this poor guy had fifty dollars on him, and I wanted to give him a chance to walk away before I embarrassed him. But he just said, “That’s fine. Which one’s it under?”

			I pointed to the obvious answer: shell number two. He flipped it over. There was nothing there. Then he flipped over shell number three—and there was the pea! A stunning development!

			He ripped the fifty out of my hand. I looked at my sister. Good-bye, Big Mac! We hardly knew ye. Julie and I went back to the hotel and ordered room service.

			When I woke up the next morning, my dad wanted to know two things: Why was there a room-service tray outside our door? And where was the change from his fifty-dollar bill?

			So I told him what happened. Some parents would have been furious, but he loved a good story. He thought it was hilarious. He told every Cardinals player: Listen to how fucking dumb my kid is. He gets sucked into a shell game and tells the guy, “I’ve only got a fifty!” The players were killing me, just killing me.

			By the time I was a teenager, the games were an incredibly fun part of the day, but not the only fun part. I remember one off day in Los Angeles when we went to the beach in the morning with Mike Shannon, my dad’s broadcast partner, and Mike’s son, Danny. Then we went to Hollywood Park and caught five or six races. That night we went to Dodger Stadium in time for the Dodgers and Cardinals game.

			It was a little more fun than running errands and playing Atari.

			At the end of the night, we went back to the hotel and there was this carpet with all these different squares. Mike Shannon said, “Why don’t you boys count how many squares there are between here and the far wall?” We sat there and counted deliberately: one, two, three, four . . .

			When we were finished counting, we turned around. Mike and my dad were gone.

			They were right around the corner, laughing.

			At least I didn’t lose fifty dollars that time.

			—

			For most of my childhood, the Cardinals were not very good. Or at least, they were never great. They played in the 1968 World Series a few months before I was born, but they didn’t make the playoffs again until 1982.

			My dad and Mike Shannon were doing the Cardinals’ World Series games on the radio, and they moved from their regular booth to one in the football press box, down the right-field line, because the network TV people bumped them out of their regular prime location. I was in the booth with them. Tug McGraw, the longtime Mets and Phillies pitcher, was there, too. He was a friend of my dad’s. I don’t know how or why they became friends. My father was just a friend magnet.

			The World Series obviously felt a lot different from a June game in Pittsburgh. My father and Mike were excited. When the Cardinals won Game 7, my dad said, “That’s a World Series winner for the Cardinals!” He watched fans rush the field, swarming Monsanto’s famous AstroTurf, where mounted police were waiting, and said, “Those fans won’t be there for long.” He meant they would be arrested. He was wrong. Pretty soon it was mayhem, with fans all over the field. There were not enough handcuffs in St. Louis to arrest everybody who rushed the field that night.

			I had turned thirteen that year. Thirteen years old is right around the peak of fandom for most sports fans—at that age, you understand the games and you have a little perspective, but not too much perspective. But it was different for me than for all the other kids out there. I was excited the Cardinals won, but it was a different kind of excited from what most thirteen-year-old Cardinals fans felt. The Cardinals weren’t really heroes to me. They weren’t these unreachable, untouchable guys. I had already peeked behind the curtain.

			For example: When Whitey Herzog was hired to be the Cardinals manager, in the middle of the 1980 season, I watched my dad interview him in the radio booth the day he was hired. Whitey was louder than a typical radio guest, and he kind of pulled me down the steps at one point.

			I asked my dad afterward, “Was he drunk?” He said yes.

			Pitcher Dave LaPoint once playfully punched me in the shoulder, as a one-of-the-guys kind of teasing, but it hurt so bad that tears streamed down my face. He felt awful. First baseman Keith Hernandez liked my father, so he liked me. Second baseman Tommy Herr would hire my sister, Julie, as his babysitter a few years later.

			On Ozzie Smith’s first day in St. Louis, he came to our house and I played catch with him. I was probably the first kid in St. Louis to learn Ozzie was such a magician with his glove. He said, “Just throw it to my glove.” He was able to make the ball ricochet from his glove into his bare hand, without moving either one of them. It was unbelievable.

			—

			Seeing the players every day, joking before and after games, made me realize that people in sports do not view the games the same way that fans do. When I was little, I woke up in a good mood if the Cardinals won the night before and was depressed if they lost. But to players, baseball was a job. They did their best, but they understood that sometimes they would have a bad day at the office.

			They could even laugh about it. I remember the great Cardinals closer Lee Smith giving up a game-winning home run one day. On the plane ride that night, he gathered some teammates together and said, “I threw a slider . . . one side of the ball said ‘hit me,’ and the
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