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			This book is dedicated
to the memory of Rob Ades.

			A friend in deed.

		

	
		CAST OF CHARACTERS

		SCOTT ELARTON—Pitcher. A one-time first round draft pick who won seventeen games for the Houston Astros at the age of twenty-four, his career was brought to a halt in 2008 by injuries and drinking issues. In August 2011, Elarton realized he wasn’t finished with baseball, and he talked himself into a tryout with the Philadelphia Phillies … that ended up exceeding his wildest expectations.

		RON JOHNSON—Manager, Norfolk Tides (Triple-A team of the Baltimore Orioles). Johnson is fifty-seven and has spent most of his adult life in the minor leagues. He played in twenty-two major-league games and likes to say, “I’m in the twilight of a mediocre career.” It is that approach that makes him a perfect Triple-A manager, because he loves coming to the ballparks—any ballpark—every day. Johnson’s other saying about Triple-A life is very direct: “If you don’t like it here, do a better job.”

		JON LINDSEY—Designated hitter. Lindsey is a footnote in baseball history: He had played more minor-league games without a major-league call-up than any player in history. In 2010, his unwanted streak came to an end. Lindsey liked to say he was “an accident away,” from a return to the major leagues. “Not rooting for anybody to get hurt,” he would say. “But people do get hurt. It’s just a fact.”

		MARK LOLLO—Umpire. At thirty years old, Lollo had finally made it to the major-league “call-up list” in 2011, meaning he got to work a handful of games at the big-league level and was in line to move up to the majors in the near future. But 2012 was more difficult: there were fewer call-ups and there were questions about his umpiring future.

		NATE McLOUTH—Outfielder, Baltimore Orioles. A perfect example of the vagaries of baseball life, McLouth went from being an All-Star in Pittsburgh in 2008 to Atlanta to Pittsburgh, where in 2012 he was released while hitting .140. He wondered if his career might be over before he got a chance in Triple-A Norfolk and made the most of it, ending up as the Orioles starting left fielder in the 2012 playoffs. In a five-month period he went from out of baseball to signing a $2 million contract to play in Baltimore in 2013.

		CHARLIE MONTOYO—Manager, Durham Bulls (Triple-A team of the Tampa Bay Rays). At forty-seven, Montoyo is considered one of Triple-A’s best managers—his team has reached the postseason six times in seven seasons in Durham, and the Rays loved the way he develops players. But he hasn’t been able to get a serious sniff for a major-league job, even though he’s been successful and is highly respected.

		SCOTT PODSEDNIK—Outfielder. A World Series hero in 2005, hitting a walk-off home run in game 2 for the Chicago White Sox, helping lead to their four-game sweep of the Houston Astros. Two years later he was looking for a job. He became a baseball wanderer, going from Kansas City to Chicago to Philadelphia to Boston—getting hurt and dropping back to Triple-A along the way. He began 2012 in Lehigh Valley, Triple-A team of the Philadelphia Phillies, thinking he should retire, and ending up on a head-spinning baseball odyssey.

		CHRIS SCHWINDEN—Pitcher. He lived through one of the most remarkable seasons in baseball history in 2012, but not for the reasons a player would want his season to be considered remarkable. In a five-week period he was released and then picked up by four different organizations. In thirty-seven days he went from New York to Buffalo to Las Vegas to Columbus to Scranton Wilkes-Barre and—at last—back to Buffalo, where he finally found a home that wasn’t a hotel room.

		BRETT TOMKO—Pitcher. A one-hundred-game winner in the major leagues. Tomko came all the way back from a serious shoulder injury suffered while he was winning his one-hundredth game in 2009. He started over in rookie league ball where he was—his words—“absolutely terrible”—but pitched his way back to the major leagues in Texas two years later. He started the 2012 season in Louisville, Triple-A team of the Cincinnati Reds.
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			Introduction

			JUNE 2, 2012

			On a spectacular late spring evening in Allentown, Pennsylvania, a sellout crowd of 10,100 people packed Coca-Cola Park, the five-year-old stadium that has served as the home for the Lehigh Valley IronPigs since 2008. Dusk was rapidly approaching. The temperature was seventy degrees with just a hint of breeze. It was a Saturday night, and clearly the ballpark was the place to be in the town of just under 120,000 that was made famous by Billy Joel’s 1982 ballad.

			Sellouts, or near sellouts, have become commonplace since the franchise that once resided in Ottawa as the Lynx moved to Allentown and became the Lehigh Valley IronPigs. And with the Pawtucket Red Sox in town for a twi-night doubleheader, the park was jumping with noise as the second game began.

			The IronPigs had just, thirty minutes earlier, come from behind for a 5–4 win in game one, and game two had also started promisingly for the home team. The PawSox had been forced to start Tony Peña Jr.—normally a reliever—because the scheduled starter, Ross Ohlendorf, had opted out of his contract a day earlier to sign with the San Diego Padres.

			Such is life in the minor leagues: today’s starter for Pawtucket could become tomorrow’s starter for Arizona. Or, just as often, it happens the other way around.

			Peña had lasted three innings. Arnie Beyeler, the Pawtucket manager, would have taken Peña out at that point even if he hadn’t given up six runs. He had thrown fifty-four pitches, well beyond the number a manager normally wants to see a reliever throw. And so, when the IronPigs came to the plate in the bottom of the fourth leading 6–4, Beyeler went to his bullpen.
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			In every minor-league ballpark, there is no such thing as nothing going on between innings. Fans expect entertainment that goes beyond hits, runs, and errors, and they get it.

			There are all sorts of contests for fans to participate in, and there is always some kind of entertainment going on to distract those in the stands. To put it in perspective, one of the biggest disappointments of the 2012 season in Durham was when George Jetson Night was rained out.

			In Allentown, one of the more popular fan-participation contests is called Whack an Intern. And yes, it is family entertainment … not what you might otherwise think. A large box with four holes cut in the top is brought out to the third-base line. Four of the Pigs’ summer interns crawl beneath the box. Two fans are selected and handed plastic bats. Each time an intern pops his head out of one of the four holes, the fans attempt to whack him. The fan who connects most is the winner.

			While almost everyone in the ballpark was paying rapt attention to Whack an Intern, the reliever called into the game by manager Beyeler jogged in from the left-field bullpen. When the public address announcer introduced him, there wasn’t a hint of a reaction from the crowd. The plastic bats ruled at that moment.

			The relief pitcher was Mark Prior, who had last pitched in a major-league baseball game on August 10, 2006. In the almost six years since then, he had pitched a total of forty-eight innings (an average of just eight innings per season) in the minor leagues, for three different organizations—San Diego, Texas, and the New York Yankees. He was thirty-one years old, and there was no way his presence on the mound, throwing his warm-up pitches, was going to distract anyone from the announcement of who had won Whack an Intern.

			This was remarkable only if you happened to remember who Mark Prior had once been. In 2001, coming out of USC, he had been the No. 2 pick in the amateur draft in all of baseball. The only reason he wasn’t No. 1 was that he had notified the Minnesota Twins—who owned the No. 1 pick—that he didn’t want to play for them. The Twins drafted local hero Joe Mauer instead … a pick that ended up working out just fine for them.

			Prior signed with the Cubs for a $10.5 million bonus, a record for a first contract that wasn’t broken until 2009, when Stephen Strasburg signed with the Washington Nationals for $15 million. Prior was in the majors by 2002, and a year later, at the age of twenty-two, he won eighteen games for the Chicago Cubs and finished third in the Cy Young Award voting in the National League. He and Kerry Wood had led the Cubs to the National League Central title, and to within one win of the team’s first World Series appearance since 1945.

			Prior was the pitcher on the mound during one of the more infamous moments in Cubs history—when Steve Bartman made his grab at Luis Castillo’s foul ball in the eighth inning of game six of the League Championship Series that year. If Moises Alou had caught the ball, the Cubs, leading 3–0 behind Prior’s pitching, would have been four outs from the World Series.

			The Cubs never got there, though, and Prior never became the star he was universally expected to become in the eyes of those who knew baseball. In 2003, Prior was to the game what Stephen Strasburg was to baseball in 2012—except that he’d never had Tommy John surgery on his pitching elbow.

			For Prior, the injuries began a year later; a torn Achilles started it, and then they came one after another. He stayed healthy enough to win eleven games with the Cubs in 2005 but went on the disabled list with a strained shoulder in August 2006, after having been on the DL for two months earlier in the season. When he did get on the mound that year, he was as miserable as he had been brilliant three years earlier: a 1-6 record with a 7.21 ERA.

			After deciding against surgery in the off-season, he pitched one inning in the minor leagues the next year before being forced to undergo surgery. The Cubs released him at the end of 2007, which started his minor-league odyssey: San Diego for two injury-plagued seasons, during which he never pitched; Texas for one; the Yankees for one. He pitched a total of twenty-one times in those four seasons, never staying healthy long enough to make a serious run at getting back to the majors.

			He had signed with the Red Sox in May 2012 and had been working in extended spring training in Florida to get his arm in shape. Now, exactly one month after his signing, the Red Sox had sent him to Allentown to join the PawSox. His hope was to get to Boston as a middle reliever. That would be a victory—even if it was a long, long way from the days when he had been called “the future of pitching.”

			On this evening in Allentown, Prior’s reality was Whack an Intern.
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			The names are there every single day in the newspapers, listed under the heading “Transactions.” The type size for the list of transactions is a small font used for statistical data, commonly known as agate. On almost any given day of the year in baseball, lives change … and those changes are recorded in the agate.

			Scott Elarton. Brett Tomko. Chris Schwinden. Scott Podsednik. Nate McLouth. John Lindsey. Charlie Montoyo. Ron Johnson. Mark Lollo.

			Nine names that serious baseball fans might—or might not—recognize. Three pitchers, two outfielders, a designated hitter, two managers, and an umpire. Each spent all, or most, of the 2012 baseball season playing in the International League at the Triple-A level, with the exception of McLouth, who went from the majors to “released” to Triple-A and back to the majors again.

			All, with the exception of Lollo—umpires don’t rate making the agate when their lives change—have appeared in the agate multiple times during their careers. Schwinden appeared eleven times … during 2012 alone. Their stories are symbolic of what life is like for most baseball players. Only the most gifted and fortunate make it to the major leagues and then stay there until the day they retire.

			Jeff Torborg, who spent most of his playing career as a backup catcher and then went on to manage the Cleveland Indians, Chicago White Sox, New York Mets, Montreal Expos, and Florida Marlins, was asked once during the winter meetings if a trade about to be announced by the Mets was the “big one” (there had been rumors about a major trade throughout the week).

			“To the guys involved it is,” Torborg answered.

			Mark Prior appeared in agate type three times during 2012: “Signed to a minor league contract by the Boston Red Sox”; “Called up to Triple-A Pawtucket from extended spring training”; and, finally, in August, “Released by the Boston Red Sox.”

			In every baseball season, there are thousands of these “transactions” that go virtually unnoticed. Every once in a while someone will glance at the agate section and see a name like Prior’s—or Miguel Tejada or Dontrelle Willis—and think, “So that’s what happened to him,” and then move on with his daily routine.

			But every single one of those transactions is life changing for those involved. It can be the zenith or the nadir for a baseball player: a moment of overwhelming joy or gut-wrenching disappointment. It means families being uprooted—sometimes for no apparent reason—and it always has repercussions that go beyond the player himself. When someone gets called up, it means someone gets sent down, and three or four guys who think they should be called up are left to deal with yet another letdown and to ask the most ever-present question that floats through Triple-A clubhouses: “Why not me?”

			A season of Triple-A baseball is filled with hundreds of stories. Some are more compelling—or surprising, poignant, funny, or remarkable—than most. This book is about a handful of men who run the gamut of life in Triple-A; men who have been stars and have fallen; men who have been rich and then far from rich; men who have aspired to those heights and never quite reached them.

			Elarton. Tomko. Schwinden. Podsednik. McLouth. Lindsey. Montoyo. Johnson. Lollo.

			Scott Elarton was a first-round draft pick coming out of high school—someone who won seventeen games for the Houston Astros at the age of twenty-four and then crashed to earth, brought down by injuries and by, as he puts it, “living the major-league life.”

			Brett Tomko was good enough to win a remarkable hundred major-league games, but in 2012, at the age of thirty-nine, he found himself looking for work at the Triple-A level because he wasn’t ready to give the ball up just yet.

			Chris Schwinden started 2013 with exactly a hundred wins fewer than Tomko … but his odyssey in 2012 was one matched by few players ever in baseball history.

			Even those who have had success—great success—can find themselves wondering what they have done to deserve the karma that seems to chase them. In 2005, Scott Podsednik experienced a moment only a handful of players have ever gotten to experience: he hit a walk-off home run in a World Series game and sprinted in from center field to join one of sport’s most joyous celebrations after the final out in the Chicago White Sox’ four-game sweep of the Houston Astros. Seven years later, during 2012, he walked away from the game twice—only to return twice, believing if he could just stay healthy he could still contribute on the major-league level.

			Nate McLouth believed the same thing, even after he was released in May 2012 by the Pittsburgh Pirates. His journey took him from the top to the bottom and back again, all in a season. His was one of the stories that keep minor leaguers going.

			Players aren’t the only ones who live the minor-league life dreaming of the majors. Charlie Montoyo, the Durham Bulls’ manager, has spent most of his twenty-six professional baseball years in the minors—interrupted only by a one-month stint in Montreal, during which he got to the plate five times.

			Ron Johnson also played in the major leagues: for twenty-two games on three different occasions. Then he worked his way through the minor leagues to make it to Boston as a first-base coach in 2010, only to find himself victimized by the post-collapse purge of 2011. He returned to Triple-A, in Norfolk, where he cheerfully tells those who complain about life at that level, “If you don’t like it here, do a better job.”

			Both Montoyo and Johnson know firsthand that traveling on Triple-A buses or staying in three-star motels is far from the worst thing that can happen to someone, which is why you aren’t likely to hear either one of them complain … ever.

			Umpires live the same life—except that they don’t have any home games. Like players and managers and coaches, they have beaten the odds by getting to Triple-A, but they are still not where they want to be. The big money and the luxurious life for them also exist only at the big-league level. Mark Lollo was generally considered the top umpire in the International League in 2012. He had worked major-league games and felt he was on the cusp of achieving that goal. But he still wasn’t there, and whether he would get there was not something he could control. Which made for a lot of tossing and turning at night.

			Each, in his own way, defines the struggle of people who are extremely good at what they do—but not as good as they want to be at given moments. Often, when Triple-A players do finally get to the majors—or back to the majors—it is so overwhelmingly meaningful that tears, not words, explain how they feel.

			And on some occasions, it takes only a few choice words to explain what it means to a player to climb that mountain. As Nate McLouth stood in left field at Camden Yards on a brisk October night, just months after being released by the Pittsburgh Pirates, tossing a ball with center fielder Adam Jones as the Orioles prepared to play the Yankees in game one of the 2012 American League Division Series, his thoughts were very simple.

			“This,” he thought, “is pretty cool.”
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			It is stories like the one McLouth wrote in 2012 that keep baseball players grinding through those moments when they see their names not in lights but in agate. The grind is different for everyone, and it is almost always agonizing for one reason or another.

			Pitching for the Oakland Athletics, Brett Tomko won his hundredth game as a major leaguer in September 2009 and walked off the mound in Texas thinking he had blown out his shoulder and would never pitch again. Trying to throw a fastball past Chris Davis, he had felt something pop in his shoulder at the start of the ninth inning and had finished the game throwing strictly breaking pitches because he thought his arm might fall off if he tried to throw a fastball.

			Tomko was right about his shoulder—he had blown it out. Not wanting his last baseball memory to be walking off a mound with his arm hanging limp, he came back after the surgery and dropped all the way back to rookie-league ball briefly, and then to Class A, pitching in Stockton, California, against a bunch of kids who seemed to hit rockets off every pitch he threw. In six starts he pitched to an ERA of 7.52.

			“I couldn’t get anyone out,” he said. “It was embarrassing. There was almost no one watching, but a lot of those who were kept screaming at me, ‘Go home, old man. You’re done.’ ”

			Tomko knew their reaction to the pitcher they were seeing at that moment was understandable. But he still believed that locked inside somewhere was the pitcher who had not only won a hundred games in the major leagues but also pitched there for fourteen seasons, been given the ball as a starter 266 times, and struck out 1,209 batters in 1,816 major-league innings.

			“The doctors had told me it would take a while to feel healthy again,” he said. “Of course I’m like everyone else who has ever been any good: I thought once the pain was gone, I’d be who I was before the injury. It’s never that simple. I still thought I could make it back. But I also thought maybe I owed it to my wife and kids to just face the reality of it all and go home.”

			His wife talked him into not coming home. Slowly, Brett Tomko began to become again the pitcher who had spent all those years getting big-league hitters out. He worked his way back up the minor-league ladder, reaching Triple-A Sacramento by the end of the season. And yet he still wasn’t back. The best offer he could get for 2011 was a minor-league contract from the Texas Rangers. He took it, even though he knew he had no chance to make the team out of training camp; he hadn’t even been invited to major-league camp.

			“I can’t tell you how many times I was ready to hang it up,” he said. “We’d had twins four days after I hurt my shoulder in ’09, and I missed them every day I was away. But I couldn’t walk away.”

			On April 20, with the season barely under way, the Rangers called Tomko up, needing some middle-relief help. As luck would have it, his first appearance in the majors was on the same mound where he had hurt himself nineteen months earlier.

			“I came into the game and got through the inning, got the side one-two-three,” he said. “It felt like it was supposed to feel, like I was a major-league pitcher again.

			“After I got the third out, I started to walk to the dugout, and it hit me that I had made it all the way back—that I hadn’t let the day I got hurt be the end. I got two steps into the dugout and lost it—I mean completely lost it. I didn’t want everyone to see me crying like that, so I went straight into the runway where there’s a small bathroom, went inside, and locked the door.

			“It took me a while to get my act together. After a couple minutes [manager] Ron Washington came and knocked on the door. ‘Big guy, you okay in there?’ he said. ‘You all right?’

			“I told him I was fine. When I came out, he was smiling because he knew what had happened. He didn’t say another word. He didn’t have to. I knew he got it.”

			Tomko smiled at the memory. “Sometimes going full circle in life isn’t a good thing. In this case, it was as satisfying as anything I’ve ever done.”
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			The most poignant stories in sports are never about the multimillionaires who make their games look easy but about the guys who love their games, even though they often fail while playing them.

			The exploits of LeBron James or Tiger Woods or Roger Federer or Miguel Cabrera may awe us, but they hardly produce a lump in the throat. But when Adam Greenberg gets a second at-bat in the major leagues, seven years after being hit in the head during his first at-bat, we all stop and watch and smile and get a chill. When Jimmy Morris makes it to the major leagues at the age of thirty-five—after blowing out his arm and leaving baseball entirely to become a high school coach—and then pitches a total of fifteen innings over two years, it not only becomes a Disney movie; it becomes one that leaves us wiping tears away during the final scene.

			What made The Rookie special was that it was real—you couldn’t make it up. There isn’t a baseball player alive, especially among those who have had to fight to get to the major leagues, who hasn’t seen the movie at some point. Without fail, when Morris’s story comes up, they shake their heads in amazement because they all understand how remarkable it is that he pitched those fifteen innings in the majors.

			“Fifteen minutes in the majors means you’re a great baseball player,” said Detroit Tigers manager Jim Leyland—who never got his fifteen minutes above the Triple-A level. “People just can’t understand how good you have to be to get there at all.”

			Those who have been there and come back, and those who have gotten only as far as Leyland got, know what it means to get that call, to get called in to the manager’s office and to hear those three simple words: “You’re going up.”

			“No one grows up playing baseball pretending that they’re pitching or hitting in Triple-A,” said Chris Schwinden, who in 2012 pitched for five different teams in a period of five weeks. “No one goes into his backyard and says to himself, ‘Here’s Schwinden on the mound for the Buffalo Bisons.’ ”

			He smiled. “No one dreams of pitching in a minor-league park when it’s forty degrees at first pitch and there are two thousand people in the stands. And yet almost all of us do it—some for a little while, some for a long while. The reality is almost always different than the dream.”

			Schwinden is in many ways symbolic of the reality. In 2012 he was called up to the major leagues on three different occasions. He was also released by four different teams. While his case may be extreme, being moved from team to team and level to level is something many—if not most—baseball players go through. Almost without exception they all spend time in the minor leagues. All of them—even those who go on to be multimillion-dollar-a-year stars—can remember that first call-up. For others, who dance with stardom and then return to the minors, getting called back up may be even more gratifying because the first time around they take it for granted. For some, a brief trip to the majors, even if it lasts only a few days, is the highlight they carry with them long after they have retired. And there are others who never get that call even once.

			As Schwinden points out, they all grow up dreaming of playing in the big leagues—in the massive ballparks with forty thousand or more fans screaming their names as they make a heroic play on the mound, at the plate, or in the field. No one dreams about playing in Triple-A.

			Charlie Montoyo has managed the Durham Bulls since 2007. He has spent most of his life in the minors and still hopes his chance to prove himself in the majors will come someday soon. Ron Johnson, who returned to the minors as Norfolk’s manager in 2012, hopes for the same chance.

			“The good news is we’ve got a great bus,” Johnson said one night prior to a nine-hour trip to Gwinnett. “Nobody beats our bus.”

			Both men love their game and are devoted to it but have seen firsthand how unimportant it can feel when real life—in the form of crises involving their children—has intervened. Montoyo keeps a photograph of his two children inside his cap at all times as a reminder to himself that a missed umpire’s call isn’t that important.

			“Doesn’t mean I don’t argue,” he said, smiling. “But I try to remember that the ump has a family too, and he’s probably trying just as hard as I am.”

			There are so many stories about minor-league life that telling even a handful of them in one book is virtually impossible. But some stand out because they are about persevering. A lot of baseball is about persevering.

			“It’s very easy to say, ‘Wait a minute, I’m a big leaguer, I don’t belong here,’ ” Scott Elarton said of minor-league life. “But the game usually gives you what you deserve—good or bad. And you realize, especially when you get away from it, that you’re going to live a lot of your life as an ex-ballplayer. That’s why a lot of us figure out that hanging on for as long as you can possibly play the game is a good thing. It really isn’t hanging on—it’s savoring what you’ve got.”

			Of course that is easier said than done.
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			Every player knows how much the first call-up means. Which is why there is almost always a celebration of some kind in a Triple-A clubhouse when someone gets the call for the first time. Everyone understands what an extraordinary moment it is in a player’s life. Those who have been called up remember what it meant to them; those who have not know how much they want it to happen.

			J. C. Boscan’s story isn’t quite the same as Jimmy Morris’s, because he never stopped playing. He signed with the Atlanta Braves in the summer of 1996 at the age of sixteen and spent the next fourteen seasons bouncing around the minor leagues. He first reached Triple-A in 2002 but couldn’t take the next step, because, even though he was a solid catcher, he just couldn’t hit well enough to be regarded as a serious big-league prospect.

			He left the Braves for a couple of years to play in Double-A and Triple-A for the Milwaukee Brewers and the Cincinnati Reds. He signed back with the Braves in 2008, because the people running the organization had so much respect for him as a clubhouse leader and someone who would set a good example for younger players that they were willing to bring him back—knowing he was unlikely ever to play in Atlanta.

			Two years later, playing in Gwinnett, he had his best offensive season. Nothing spectacular, but a career-high five home runs and a batting average of .250—higher than his lifetime average of .222. Late in August, Boscan began to hear that he might be on the September call-up list.

			Every year on September 1, major-league teams can expand their rosters to as many as forty players (the regular roster size is twenty-five). Rarely do they bring up more than five or six players. Those who are brought up usually provide depth in the bullpen or on the bench or are young players being given a taste of the major leagues. Every once in a while, a team will give a player a “good-guy promotion”—bring him up so he can make major-league pay for a month as a reward for being a good guy and not complaining about being stuck in the minor leagues.

			Boscan had been in the minors for fourteen years and had never seen the inside of a big-league clubhouse except during spring training. At thirty, he was a long way from being the bright-eyed teenage prospect the Braves had brought to the United States from Venezuela in 1997.

			On August 31, the word in the Gwinnett clubhouse was that the Braves were going to make their call-ups after the game. Boscan remembers being more nervous that night than at any other time in his career.

			“I walked on the field that night, and all I could think was, ‘If I don’t get the call tonight, it’s never going to come,’ ” he remembered. “I honestly thought this was my last shot and my best shot to ever get to the majors. I could barely keep my mind on the game. All I could think about was what was going to happen after it was over. I was praying to God to let this be my time.”

			When the game ended, Boscan sat in front of his locker and picked at the postgame meal. Hitting coach Jamie Dismuke had been designated by manager Dave Brundage to bring players into his office so they could be told they were going to make the thirty-seven-mile trip down I-85 to Turner Field. As Dismuke worked his way around the clubhouse, that thirty-seven miles felt more like a million to Boscan.

			The first player called in was Freddie Freeman, the twenty-year-old phenom, who was hitting .319 and was considered a lock call-up. He came out of Brundage’s office with a huge smile on his face and was engulfed in congratulations.

			Dismuke continued his rounds. One player after another walked around the corner to Brundage’s office and came out wearing the giveaway grin. The congratulations continued. No one had made a move to leave because this was a happy night—for those going up.

			Six players had gone in to see Brundage—entering as Gwinnett Braves and coming out as Atlanta Braves—and there was no sign of Dismuke for a couple of minutes. Boscan’s heart sank. That was it—six guys. His dream had died.

			Dismuke appeared again, this time walking directly toward Boscan.

			“Skip wants to see you, JC,” he said. He wasn’t smiling. Boscan panicked. Maybe Brundage had gotten the good news out of the way first, and now he was going to let Boscan know that the team needed him in Double-A to work with a young catcher. Or, maybe he was being released.

			Brundage was, in fact, preparing that kind of speech for Boscan. “I was going to look very sad and tell him that sometimes things don’t turn out the way you want them to in baseball,” he said. “But when he walked in here, he was shaking. I couldn’t go through with it.”

			The entire Gwinnett staff was in the room when Boscan walked in.

			“Have a seat, JC,” Brundage said, trying to look grim.

			Boscan sat on the couch across from Brundage’s desk.

			“You ever been to the big leagues?” he asked—knowing the answer.

			“No,” Boscan said, shaking his head.

			Brundage couldn’t keep up the charade.

			“I was going to mess with you, JC, but I can’t do it,” he said, feeling himself start to choke up. “This is your day. You’re going up.”

			Boscan burst into tears. Everyone else in the room was fighting to hold tears back.

			“I’ve been a minor-league manager a long time,” Brundage said. “I can honestly say that was the best moment I’ve ever had.”

			After Boscan had thanked everyone and shaken everyone’s hand and been hugged all around, he walked out of the office. Brundage’s office is in a hallway that leads to the clubhouse area where the players’ lockers are located. When Boscan turned the corner to reenter the locker area, the entire team was waiting for him.

			“It was like the last scene in The Rookie,” he said. “The whole team was in on it. They all knew and they were all waiting there for me. The feeling I had when I saw them all and they all started clapping and then cheering and hugging me is something I’ll never forget for as long as I live.”

			Boscan was in the agate the next day around the country, one of seven players mentioned in the same paragraph, amid the call-ups made by all thirty major-league teams.

			“ATLANTA BRAVES—CALLED UP CATCHER J. C. BOSCAN FROM TRIPLE-A GWINNETT.”

			This book is about J. C. Boscan.

			And all those like him.
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		Scott Elarton

		STARTING OVER

		There is no aspect of baseball that has changed more in recent years than spring training. Or, more specifically, spring training facilities.

		Once, the winter homes of most baseball teams were old, dank, and cramped—minor-league facilities that served for six weeks each year as the headquarters for an entire baseball organization. The ballparks were older too, havens for fans who wanted to get close to players, but often creaking from age with outfield fences that looked as if they had been constructed shortly after Abner Doubleday invented the game.

		Even in Vero Beach, where in 1947 the Brooklyn Dodgers set up what was then the model for a spring training facility—Holman Stadium and the facilities around it became known as Dodgertown—there was the feeling of being in a time warp. The dugouts never even had roofs. They were just open-air cutouts along the baselines where players either sunbathed or baked—depending on one’s point of view—during games.

		Through the years, almost all the older facilities have disappeared. Dodgertown sits empty now during the spring, used on occasion by local high school teams while the Dodgers train in a brand-new multimillion-dollar headquarters built for them in Arizona. Because spring training has become a big business, local governments in both Florida and Arizona have lined up to build modern baseball palaces for teams, complete with every possible amenity players could ask for—from massive weight-training areas to sparkling training fields to sun-drenched stadiums that look like miniature versions of the big-league parks the teams play in once the season begins.

		There is no better example of the modern spring training facility than Bright House Field, which has been the spring home of the Philadelphia Phillies since 2004, when it was built for $28 million to replace Jack Russell Memorial Stadium, which had been the Phillies winter home since 1955. Jack Russell, as it was known in the Clearwater area, was the classic old spring training spot: the stadium was made of wood, and the paint was peeling in every corner of the old place when the Phillies moved out.

		The old spring training clubhouses—in baseball no one talks about locker rooms, they are clubhouses—were cramped and crowded with players practically on top of one another, especially at the start of camp, when between fifty and sixty players might be in a room designed to hold no more than thirty to thirty-five lockers.

		Jack Russell was one of those dingy old clubhouses. The Phillies’ clubhouse at Bright House Field could not be more different. It is spread out and spacious with room—easily—for fifty lockers. There are several rooms off the main area that are strictly off-limits to anyone but Phillies personnel, meaning players can rest or eat their post-workout or postgame meals in complete privacy without tripping over unwanted media members or anyone else who might have access to the main clubhouse area.

		Even though he had been out of baseball for most of four years, Scott Elarton felt completely comfortable walking into the Phillies’ clubhouse in February 2012. Many of the players had no idea who he was because professional athletes’ memories rarely extend back more than about fifteen minutes. In baseball world 2012, Cal Ripken Jr.—who retired in 2001—was an old-timer who played in a lot of games, Willie Mays is a distant memory, and Babe Ruth is the name of a league for teenage players.

		Elarton had won fifty-six games as a major-league pitcher in spite of numerous injuries, including seventeen for a bad Houston Astros team in 2000. But he hadn’t been in a major-league baseball clubhouse since 2008 and even though he stood out at six feet seven, a lot of players had no idea who he was.

		“It’s not like anybody looked at me and thought I was some hotshot prospect,” he said with a laugh. “I probably look every bit of thirty-six.”

		Seven months earlier, even Rubén Amaro Jr., the Phillies’ general manager, hadn’t recognized Elarton. That was in August, when Elarton had called to him while standing on the field during batting practice prior to a game between the Phillies and the Colorado Rockies. Elarton was watching BP with his seven-year-old son when he noticed Amaro standing a few yards away and, on a complete whim, decided to try to talk to him.

		“I had taken my son to the game because I was friends with several guys on the Phillies: Raúl Ibañez, Roy Oswalt, Cliff Lee,” Elarton said. “They set us up with tickets. The town we live in is about an hour from Denver, so we drove over. They’d also arranged for us to have field passes, which I knew would be cool for Jake. We went onto the field, and we were standing with all the other people with field passes behind this barrier they set up so that you don’t get too close to the players or bother them while they’re hitting.

		“I’d seen that barrier a couple thousand times in ballparks—but always from the other side. I had never even thought about what it might be like to be on the field like that in street clothes and not be a player. I felt completely humiliated. I just hated being there.

		“Then I saw Rubén standing nearby. I’d never met him, but I certainly knew him. So I called his name. He looked over at me, and I could tell right away that he had no idea who I was. But he’s a polite guy, so he walked over to where we were standing.”

		Elarton was right; Amaro hadn’t recognized him. “I knew who Scott Elarton was,” Amaro said. “He’d pitched too long for me not to know who he was. But he had lost some weight since I’d last seen him pitch, and it had been a few years. But when he said, ‘Rubén, I’m Scott Elarton,’ it came right back to me.”

		Elarton had lost weight—a lot of weight. After he had stopped playing in 2008, he had ballooned from 260 pounds to just under 300 pounds after having surgery on his foot. “I didn’t exercise at all for a while after the surgery,” he said. “I wasn’t doing anything at all to stay in shape. On the day I got on the scale and weighed 299, I knew I had to stop. I didn’t want to see 300. So I started working out. I started throwing batting practice to the high school team in my hometown. By the time we went to Denver that day, I was probably down to 225.”

		After Elarton had introduced himself and introduced his son, he said something to Amaro that surprised him—even as he spoke. To this day, he isn’t quite certain why the words came out of his mouth.

		“Rubén, do you think there’s any chance I could make a comeback in baseball?” he said. “Do you think I could pitch again?”

		Amaro was, to say the least, surprised by Elarton’s question. Perhaps the only person more surprised was Elarton. “I’m still not honestly sure what possessed me,” he said, shaking his head. “The thought never crossed my mind until the question came out of my mouth. Maybe it was standing behind the barrier that way. Something clicked in my brain that said, ‘I don’t like the view from here.’ Or the feeling I had standing there.”

		To Elarton’s further surprise, Amaro didn’t answer him with a response along the lines of “Are you insane?” or even a polite blow-off. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders and said, “If you’d like, I’ll send someone to watch you throw once the season’s over.”

		Elarton couldn’t ask for more than that. “Great,” he said. “How should I get in touch with you?”

		Amaro gave him his card, and they shook hands again, leaving Elarton standing there wondering what in the world he had just gotten himself into.
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		As it turned out, Amaro was as good as his word—better than that, in fact.

		Elarton had gone home to Lamar, the town of just under eight thousand where he had grown up, and had begun throwing on a regular basis with Josh Bard, a former major-league catcher who lived nearby. He wasn’t counting on a call from Amaro—or even 100 percent certain he wanted one—but he wanted to be ready just in case. He could feel the adrenaline each time he threw to Bard, and as the season wound down, he began to believe—“maybe just a little bit”—that he wasn’t entirely crazy.

		Shortly after the World Series ended, Amaro called. He was going to be in Denver for a banquet in which Shane Victorino, then with the Phillies, was scheduled to receive an award. If Elarton was still interested and could make the drive to Denver, he would watch him throw the morning after the banquet.

		Elarton and Bard made the drive early on a November morning, and Amaro met them at a local school. Amaro stood and watched as Elarton began to throw. After about five minutes he asked him to stop.

		“I remember thinking, ‘Am I really that bad?’ ” Elarton said. “I had kind of talked myself into believing I was throwing pretty well, and when Rubén told me to stop after five minutes, my heart sank. I thought I had wasted my time, his time, and Josh’s time.”

		Not exactly.

		“I don’t know what you’ve been doing, but you look completely different than I remember from the last time you were pitching,” Amaro said. “You look comfortable, your ball has movement—I really like what you’re doing. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to shoot some video while you keep throwing.”

		It was more than okay with Elarton. Amaro had him throw about fifty pitches in all. Encouraged by what Amaro had said early on, Elarton thought Amaro would tell him that he’d be in touch. That would leave him with some hope.

		Amaro didn’t do that. “I’d like to sign you,” he said. “If you give me your agent’s information, I’ll get in touch and we’ll work out a deal.”

		Elarton was almost dazed. If nothing else, he had gotten himself out from behind the barrier.
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		Four months after that meeting, Elarton walked into the spacious clubhouse at Bright House Field and found a crisp, clean uniform with the number 59 on it hanging in a locker that had his name on it. A number of veteran players, guys he had pitched against in his first baseball incarnation, came by to say hello and welcome him.

		“If you’ve been a player, a baseball clubhouse is a very comfortable place to be if you’re in uniform,” he said. “Even if you haven’t been around for a while, if you’re in uniform, then you feel like you belong. If you’re not in uniform, then you don’t. It really doesn’t matter who you are or who you’ve been, that’s the way it is.”

		Players talk often about the fear of someday not having a uniform or a locker anymore. Elarton had taken that a step further when he had shown up in Denver as a “civilian,” as players call anyone not in uniform. Putting on a uniform again, even surrounded by so many unfamiliar faces, was comforting.

		His negotiations with the Phillies after Amaro’s visit had gone smoothly except for one small glitch: performance incentives. Elarton didn’t want any. The Phillies were offering a fairly typical two-way contract: If he was on the major-league roster, he would be paid $600,000—which was $120,000 over the major-league minimum because it included bonuses for making the team. If he was in the minors, he would be paid a very high Triple-A rate: $15,000 a month.

		“Take the incentives for making the major-league team out,” Elarton told Michael Moss, partner of his long-time agent Ron Shapiro, who had also represented Cal Ripken Jr. and Kirby Puckett in the past.

		“You want them out?” Moss said, stunned for obvious reasons.

		“Out,” Elarton answered. “I don’t want money getting in the way of me making it back to the majors. If it’s a close call and it’s me or another guy and they have to pay me extra if I make it up, they may call the other guy up. I don’t want to take a chance on that happening.”

		Moss called Amaro back to tell him he had an unusual request. Amaro had never in his life had a player ask for less money potentially, but he laughed when he heard what Elarton was thinking.

		“Tell Scott that, being honest, the amount of money we’re talking here will have no influence on whether he gets called up or not,” he said. “If he pitches well enough to earn the bonuses, he should get them. But if we need him in Philadelphia, this money isn’t going to get in the way. I promise.”

		Elarton was still a tad doubtful when Moss told him what Amaro had said but finally agreed.

		He arrived in Clearwater with a simple goal: pitch so well during spring training that it would be impossible for the Phillies to send him down.

		“Realistically, there weren’t any spots open—especially for a starter,” he said. “All you had to do was look at the rotation and you knew there wasn’t any chance. They had stars and veterans. I hadn’t pitched, except for three starts in Charlotte in 2010, since 2008. Intellectually, I knew the deal. But as a competitor I was going there to show them I was still a major-league pitcher. If I didn’t think I was good enough, there wasn’t much point in my being there.”

		The first three times Elarton got into games, he showed them. When he was on the mound facing real hitters, it all came back like riding a bike. His unorthodox delivery, all arms and legs coming at the batter from his six-foot-seven-inch frame, had hitters who hadn’t seen him before way off balance.

		“First three times I pitched I didn’t have to pitch from the stretch once,” he said, smiling at the memory. “It almost felt like I was back in Houston and it was 2000 again.”

		That was the year Elarton won seventeen games pitching for the Astros before injuries and a taste for the nightlife sent his promising career off the rails. Twelve years later, back in the March heat of Florida’s west coast, he was twenty-five again. He could tell by the looks he was getting from his teammates in the clubhouse that they were noticing.

		And then, not surprisingly, he came back to earth. It wasn’t as if he crashed; he descended more slowly than that, pitching reasonably well but not lights out the way it had been at the start of camp. As March came to a close, he knew the numbers he had been concerned about in February were clearly stacked against him. Nevertheless, with a week left before the team broke camp, he was still on the roster.

		“I was in early one morning to work out before I was supposed to throw a bullpen,” he said. (When pitchers throw on their days off, they do so in the bullpen, thus everyone in baseball refers to those workouts as “throwing a bullpen.” Many pitchers shorten the phrase to “My bullpens have been good lately.”) “I was on a bike when [pitching coach] Rich Dubee came in. I said, ‘Hey, Rich, what time am I supposed to throw this morning?’ He just looked at me and said, ‘Need to talk to you in Charlie’s office.’ ”

		Charlie Manuel was the Phillies’ manager. Elarton knew he wasn’t being invited in for breakfast. “In baseball there are two reasons you get called into a major-league manager’s office and both are bad,” Elarton said. “The first one is if you’re being taken out of the rotation—or benched. That’s not good. The second one is a lot worse.”

		This was the second one. Rubén Amaro was sitting with Manuel when Elarton walked in, a clear sign of what was to come—if Elarton had needed one. Both men were very complimentary about Elarton’s spring: He had worked hard, done everything they had asked. They believed he was capable of pitching in the big leagues again if he could improve his command. (Another pitching term, which, in English, means being able to throw pitches to the exact spot where a pitcher wants them. Missing by an inch can be the difference between a swing and a miss and a line drive.) But as he knew, the team was blessed with starters like Roy Halladay, Cliff Lee, and Cole Hamels—not to mention guys like Joe Blanton and Vance Worley who weren’t stars but had solid big-league résumés.

		Manuel finished with the inevitable line ballplayers have been hearing for as long as the minor leagues have existed. “Go down and keep working hard and there’s a good chance you’ll be back up here. It’s a long season.”

		Elarton was disappointed, though not surprised, yet also elated. He had gone from standing behind a barrier trying to wave Amaro down the previous August to being on the cusp of making a big-league roster seven months later. He knew Manuel’s words—although clichéd—were true: it was a long season, and if he pitched well in Triple-A, there was a chance he would make it to Philadelphia. He believed he was good enough.

		He thanked Amaro and Manuel for the chance they had given him and packed up his locker to move across the complex to the minor-league camp. The walk from the big-league clubhouse to the minor-league clubhouse took only a few minutes, but it was as if Elarton had traveled through time and space to another dimension.

		“The minute I opened the door all the memories flooded back,” he said, a smile crossing his face. “It was as if I was a kid pitcher on my way up again except that I was thirty-six years old. I took one step inside and there it was again, the smell.”

		Athletes talk often about the smell of failure, of disappointment, of fear. This smell was different.

		“This was the smell,” Elarton said. “The minor-league clubhouses in Florida are usually built for about fifty guys, and at that time of year there are two hundred guys trying to figure a way to move around in there. It smells—big-time.”

		Baseball players understand that no one goes straight to the big leagues. Once upon a time, an occasional player might bypass the minor leagues either because of extraordinary talent or because a team needed instant publicity. Nowadays, no one does that—even phenoms like Stephen Strasburg, Bryce Harper, and Mike Trout spend some time in the minor leagues.

		But they all assume that their journey will go in only one direction—up. They all believe that once they walk out of a minor-league clubhouse heading for the big leagues, they aren’t coming back. Of course many do come back. Some end up on an escalator that takes them up and down to the point where they feel dizzy.

		Danny Worth, who made the Detroit Tigers’ postseason roster in 2012, had been sent back down to the minor leagues eleven times in four years before making it back to Detroit late in the 2012 season.

		“Every time you get sent down it hurts,” he said. “It doesn’t matter if you know it’s coming or not. You can do one of two things: you can sulk and say you got screwed, or you can be honest with yourself and say, ‘I haven’t played well enough to stay up there.’ It’s really pretty simple.”

		Scott Elarton had ridden the escalator, particularly near the end of his first baseball incarnation—even dropping briefly back to Double-A at one point. “You rationalize it by saying it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t been hurt,” he said. “But after a while it doesn’t matter. You look around and there are plenty of guys who have been hurt, plenty of pitchers who have had shoulder surgery more than once.

		“You want to think you’re going to wake up one morning and you’re going to be twenty-five and your shoulder is going to be completely healthy. Then you wake up and realize that’s never going to be the case again. One morning I woke up and decided it was time to go home.”

		That is … until that summer afternoon in Denver, standing behind a barrier with his son, when he decided it was time to try again—one more time.

		And so, on this late March morning in Clearwater, Elarton stood for a long moment and looked around the packed minor-league clubhouse. Then he took a deep breath and went to find his locker. No one even looked up at him. He was another face in the crowd. He was back where nobody knows your name.
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		Podsednik and Montoyo

		THE WALK-OFF HERO AND THE .400 HITTER

		Scott Elarton’s story was different from most because he had decided to start over again after almost three years away from baseball. But the call into the manager’s office, and the speech (“work hard and you’ll be back”), and the long walk from the major-league clubhouse to the minor-league clubhouse, was a scene being repeated throughout March in thirty spring training camps.

		For some, it was more difficult than others. When Scott Podsednik, who had been in the Phillies’ camp at the same time as Elarton, got the call into Charlie Manuel’s office, he wasn’t completely shocked. But Podsednik was so horrified by the thought of playing in Triple-A again that his first thought, as Manuel told him how well he had performed in March (he had hit .343 for the spring), was, “I don’t know if I can do this again.”

		Podsednik had just turned thirty-six. He was seven years removed from a moment about which baseball players literally fantasize from the time they first pick up a bat and glove: on a cold October night in Chicago he had hit a home run in the bottom of the ninth inning of game two of the World Series. Podsednik was a leadoff hitter, someone who specialized in getting to first base and then stealing second (he’d stolen 120 bases in the previous two seasons), and he hadn’t hit a single home run during the 2005 regular season. But he turned on a 2-1 pitch and watched it sail through the air into the right-field seats as if, in that instant, he had somehow become “the Natural.”

		The term in baseball nowadays is a “walk-off home run.” It didn’t exist until Kirk Gibson hit his famous pinch-hit home run off Dennis Eckersley in game one of the 1988 World Series and Eckersley referred to it as “a walk-off,” meaning, quite simply, that when someone does what Gibson did to him in that game, there’s nothing left to do except walk off the mound into the dugout and then into the clubhouse.

		Referring to a game-winning home run in a World Series game as a “walk-off” doesn’t quite capture the drama of it. The stadium explodes with noise, and the hero is mobbed at home plate in a manner he has never experienced before—regardless of how long he has played the game.

		“I’m a much better hitter when I don’t try to hit for power, because that’s not what I do,” Podsednik said on a warm March morning just before the Phillies’ exhibition season was to begin. He had worked out for an extra hour following the team’s morning workout. “I wasn’t trying to hit a home run when I went up there. But I managed to turn on the ball and it just took off. When I realized it was going out, I had to pinch myself for a minute to be absolutely sure I was awake.

		“It’s almost hard to come down from that kind of thing. After we ended up winning that Series [in a four-game sweep], it seemed as if we were back in spring training talking about trying to do it again about an hour later. It just happened so fast.”

		Everything happens fast at the elite levels of sports. If you get hurt and don’t produce, having been a hero doesn’t mean much.

		Podsednik’s road to that moment in 2005 hadn’t been an easy one. He had dealt with injuries for what felt like his entire career and had played most of eight and a half seasons in the minor leagues before finally making it to the majors on a full-time basis in 2003, at the age of twenty-seven.

		“There had been times when the thought that ‘this just wasn’t meant to be for me’ had crossed my mind,” he said. “For a lot of years, every light at the end of every tunnel was a train.”

		Following his World Series walk-off, Podsednik played very well again in 2006, but the injury bug bit him again in 2007. He played in only sixty-two games and hit just .243 in those games. Rather than go to arbitration with him for a third time after paying him $2.9 million that season, the White Sox released him.

		Like so many players who are past their thirtieth birthday and have had good moments and bad, Podsednik became a baseball drifter. He had a good year in Kansas City in 2010, but injuries again sent him back to the minors in 2011. That was why he was in the Phillies’ camp on a minor-league contract a year later hoping to prove himself valuable enough to make the major-league team.

		He had come close, but that was no consolation when the difference was being in the major leagues with a minimum salary of $482,000 a year and the planes are chartered versus the minors, where the maximum salary is under $100,000 a year—and the only charters are the ones that travel on interstates.

		Podsednik had two young children at home in Texas. He knew that Lehigh Valley, the Phillies’ Triple-A team, played in an almost new stadium with facilities that were as good as one could find in Triple-A. But that just didn’t seem like enough. Not when you were thirty-six. Not when you could still feel the ground shaking under you as you circled the bases after a World Series walk-off, even if almost seven years had passed since that moment.

		“I just couldn’t face it again,” he said. “I thought I was good enough to help the Phillies, certainly help a major-league team. If I was going to be away from my family, I wanted it to be in the major leagues. That would make it worth doing.”

		With the Phillies’ permission, he went home to his wife, Lisa, and their two boys. The team wasn’t prepared to release him, but there was an understanding that Podsednik was trying to decide whether he was willing to go back to Triple-A or just call it a career.

		He stared at the phone for ten days, hoping the Phillies would call to say he’d been traded or called up. Nothing happened. He talked it over with Lisa. They both agreed that if he continued to play well, he would almost certainly get another chance. And so, on April 8, he took a deep breath, packed his bags, and got on a flight to Allentown.

		When he walked into the Lehigh Valley clubhouse, he felt himself sag. He had first reported to a minor-league team in 1994 at the age of eighteen. Now he was back again. And although he was in a very nice minor-league clubhouse that was spacious and comfortable and not filled with two hundred players in an area that could comfortably fit fifty, this was still the minor leagues. He looked around the room and saw a lot of players who reminded him of him—fifteen to twenty years earlier.

		“I really wasn’t sure I could do it,” he said. “I told myself I had to have a good attitude, not sulk.”

		He smiled. “Sometimes in life things are easier said than done.”
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		For many players, spring training is the best six weeks of the year. The Florida and Arizona clubhouses feel like summer camp, especially the first few days, when players begin arriving and friendships that have been
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