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Like the families of so many minor leaguers, always waiting anxiously for the bus to roll back into town, my family was there for me through all the disappointing, exciting, and trying moments of my long minor-league career.

I would like to dedicate this book to the families of minor-league lifers like myself. No one knows better than me how important family is, and how much a good family can help a ballplayer catch his dream!



FOREWORD
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THE THROWBACK

John Kruk

I FIRST heard about Chris Coste in early March 2006. I was checking in on my old team the Phillies and came across an article about a guy who was tearing up spring training. He was hitting over .400 and had come up with clutch hits in something like four straight games. It seemed to me that the Phillies finally had that hot young prospect they’d been waiting for, so why hadn’t I heard of him? I kept reading…thirty-three years old…eleven years in the minors. I knew I had to check this guy out.

I called the Phillies’ hitting coach, Milt Thompson, my old teammate, to find out what the story was. I asked, “How long’s this going to last? They surely don’t have the nerve to keep a thirty-three-year-old guy.” I knew there must be some reason why a guy like Coste, who had hit at every level, had been kicking around the minors for so long.

Milt just said, “He’s making it awful tough to get rid of him.”

It’s hard to explain how high the odds were against Chris Coste making it to the major leagues at his age. I played for five years in the minor leagues, and I vowed to quit if I didn’t make it to the big leagues after my fifth year. You don’t make any money. You have nothing to support yourself with. Hell, I was single and I couldn’t live on what I made. And even if you still love baseball, soon baseball no longer loves you. Every year that goes by makes it less and less likely that you’ll make it, no matter how well you’re playing. Baseball loves the hot young prospect. If a guy like me didn’t make it after five years, the thinking goes, there had to be a reason.

A week before the end of my fifth season in the minor leagues, I was told I was going to be a September call-up for the Padres. (The minor-league season ends in August.) But after the last game, the manager, Bob Cluck, told me, “The fat man doesn’t want you. Go home.” He was talking about a certain Padres official whom I won’t name. He told me they were going to put me on the forty-man roster for the next year and invite me to spring training, which they did, for the first time in my career. And I had the best spring of my life, leading the team in almost every category. But wouldn’t you know, at the end of it they called me in and told me I was being sent back to triple-A. I said, “Screw that. I’m going home. I’m not going to play for twelve hundred dollars a month. I can go home and enjoy myself.” I really was ready to quit. But shortly after that my teammate Bobby Brown came over and congratulated me for making the team. He had decided to retire and told me I deserved to play. Without that, I probably never would have played a major-league game.

I began to tune in to games to watch Chris Coste play during that amazing spring training and the story kept getting better and better. Unlike a lot of the guys who come up today, Coste was not a mechanical bull with a textbook swing. In fact, he reminded me of myself somewhat with his tremendously unorthodox hitting style. He’s got this hitch in his swing, and he dives at the ball, sometimes landing his front foot on home plate. I would watch him and think: This guy has got to be incredibly strong—farm strong—to hit the ball as hard as he does with that swing. And it wasn’t always pretty. He would take a godawful swing, miss a pitch by a mile, and look foolish doing it. But then the pitcher, feeling confident, would throw him the same pitch and he would hit it a country mile. You had the feeling he was just setting the guy up. Chris’s catching style isn’t textbook, either; when he throws the ball back to the pitcher, he’ll lean to his left and throw sidearm. But the Phillies’ pitchers told me they loved throwing to him. They told me he had a knack for knowing what hitters are looking for, and what’s working for them that day.

Chris played eleven years in the minors, for twelve different teams. To hang around that long, after most people had given up on him—that tells you how special he is. Not to mention his wife, who must be even more special, given the level of sacrifice wives have to make to allow their husbands to chase their dream long after they have any decent shot of catching it. For everything I accomplished in baseball, I’d say that Chris Coste has accomplished more than I ever did because he had to work so damn hard to achieve it.

When I first met Chris at Citizens Bank Park last year, he was modest and unassuming, with no chip on his shoulder about how long it had taken him to get to the big leagues. By then he had become a hero to the demanding fans in Philly, who loved him instantly because he is them, making him just as popular as Chase Utley, Ryan Howard, and Jimmy Rollins—a different kind of player to be sure, but just as respected. He’s true blue-collar: He’s worked for everything he has, and he doesn’t take the game for granted. I’m from West Virginia and Chris is from Fargo, North Dakota, but I could tell that he had that same “I know I’m lucky to be here and I’m grateful for the opportunity” feeling that I had when I first made it. He knows that, except for the birth of his daughter, this is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to him. Not many guys feel that way. Guys get into baseball so they can make money; Chris plays because he loves baseball and that’s his life.

For years now, the people who run baseball have been all about signing “the best athletes.” What they tend to get are a lot of spoiled kids with great skills but nothing inside. There’s something to be said about instincts, adaptability, and the mental aspect of the game, not to mention character.

Chris Coste’s story inspires everyone, because in an era of spoiled, overcoached athletes, he’s a throwback.



PROLOGUE
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THE DREAM



I FINALLY made it!

I’m still in shock as I arrive at Citizens Bank Park in Philadelphia. Walking up to the stadium, the most beautiful in all of baseball, the first thing I notice are the cars in the players’ parking lot. Mercedes, Hummers, Escalades, and Bentleys in every direction. Incredible! Quite different from the usual array of Honda Accords, Ford Escapes, and Saturns in a typical minor-league parking lot—not to mention the Mitsubishi Endeavor that I’d just pulled up in.

I can get used to this, I think to myself.

Can it be true? Or is this all a dream? After eleven years in the minors and a lifetime of hard work and dedication, have I finally made it to the big leagues? I actually pinch the back of my arm just to make sure; I’ve had dreams like this in the past.

Yep, it’s real. I’m a major leaguer. It’s not a dream. It’s not a dream!

Next I’m stepping through the door to the largest clubhouse I have ever seen and gazing at the perfectly pressed red-and-white home uniforms hanging in the players’ lockers. The jerseys are emblazoned with Phillies across the chest in big red script, two blue stars dotting both i’s. I can’t help but think of some of the legends who have worn these uniforms. Pete Rose, baseball’s all-time hit leader, was a Phillie. Darren Daulton. Tug McGraw. John Kruk. Steve Carlton, a 300-game winner. Hall of Famer Mike Schmidt. Whoa! Mike Schmidt was a Philadelphia Phillie!

And look at some the names on the metal plates above the lockers. First baseman Ryan Howard, the 2005 National League Rookie of the Year. Chase Utley, his power-hitting partner on the right side of the infield. Suddenly first baseman Jim Thome—my new teammate!—hollers, “Hey, Coaster!” How’d he know my nickname? “Great to see ya! Congratulations, man!”

“Um…thanks,” I mumble back. Imagine that. My teammates know how long it’s taken me to get to the big leagues. Even superstars like Thome and Howard can appreciate the path I’ve traveled.

Gotta see the field! This is a moment I’ve envisioned my entire life, and the one memory I want to hold on to until the day I die: to stroll onto a major-league field as a major-league ballplayer. But it’s more than that. I want to take in the entire stadium.

With the warm summer sun hitting me in the face, I want to squint up at the furthest depths of the upper deck and imagine Citizens Bank Park packed with forty thousand screaming fans. Philadelphia fans, possibly the most intense and passionate fans anywhere. Then the smell of the grass: that unmatchable aroma of the freshly mowed infield and perfectly groomed outfield. This is the moment I’ve waited for, and I want to savor it.

Just as I’m overcome with tears of joy, I’m startled by the sound of a little girl’s voice.

“Good morning, Daddy, it’s time to get up!” piped up my six-year-old daughter, Casey.

         

Talk to any minor-league baseball player, and he’ll relate his own version of “the dream.” Maybe he’s just smacked a walk-off home run in his first game or notched an important save in relief. Or maybe he doesn’t star on the field at all; in his dream, he’s just picked up the phone to hear a voice tell him that he’s being called up to the big leagues. Whatever the scene, it always ends with the disappointing snap back to reality—in my case, a cold, snowy January morning in Fargo, North Dakota.

While Casey dutifully reminded me that it was my turn to take her to school, I couldn’t help but wonder if my playing days were nearing an end. In my eleven-year career, I’d spent five years in various independent leagues, one season in double-A minor-league ball, and parts of six years at the triple-A level for four organizations (Phillies, Cleveland Indians, Milwaukee Brewers, Boston Red Sox). I’d also played six seasons of winter ball in Mexico, Venezuela, and Panama. All told, I’d played on twelve teams, logging time at every position on the diamond except for center field. In my mind, I was probably the most experienced player to never have set foot on a major-league field as a major-league player.

Don’t get me wrong: I loved playing baseball, and I was still good at it. But the yearly frustration and disappointment of not making it to the big leagues were becoming too much to bear. And with my thirty-third birthday just five days away, February 4, 2006, the odds that I would ever conquer my dream were not improving.

My family’s needs also made me wonder how much longer I could pursue the dream. Casey had just started first grade and could no longer travel as much as she had in the past. At times I would go up to three months without seeing my wife and daughter, making it more of a grind than I had ever imagined. Combined with all the disappointments that I had endured over my career, I wondered if I could make it through another potentially heartbreaking season. How much longer could I possibly keep this up? I could only hope that it was my destiny to make the big leagues as a manager.

Stumbling out of bed, I made my way to the bathroom, and was painfully brought to life by the screaming aches and pains that came with being a five-days-shy-of-thirty-three-year-old athlete. As I looked at myself in the mirror, I was reminded of “Crash” Davis, the battered minor-league lifer played by Kevin Costner in the movie Bull Durham. A song began to play in my head: Garth Brooks’s “Much Too Young (To Feel This Damn Old).”

Just then my wife, Marcia, walked past the open bathroom door. “Thirty-three going on eighty?” she joked.

“It’s more like seventy,” I protested. “And I’m not thirty-three for a few more days.” Marcia, my high-school sweetheart, and I had joked for years about how she would be pushing me around in a wheelchair by the time I was fifty. It wasn’t just that my body was sore—hell, my body was always sore—but with the Phillies’ 2006 spring training just two weeks away, I was less prepared than I had ever been in my minor-league career. I took pride in always being in perfect physical shape when I reported to camp, but having just returned from my fourth consecutive winter of baseball in Mexico, I was too worn out to work out like I had in the past. In any given year, between spring training, the regular season, and winter ball, I was playing up to two hundred games. The nagging injuries were adding up, and I was feeling a lot older than the age listed on my driver’s license. Compounding my worries, I’d taken batting practice only once this month. “Unprepared” was an understatement. With that in mind, I drank my morning coffee, dropped off Casey at school, and headed for the gym.

Just as I pulled into the parking lot of the local YMCA, my cell phone rang.

“Chris? It’s Pat.” My agent.

Pat Arter has represented me since 2000, when I was a nobody in the Cleveland Indians farm system, and he’s stuck with me the entire time. I think it’s safe to say that it hasn’t been for the money; if you totaled up the entire amount of money I’ve made for him in my career, you wouldn’t be able to supersize your Happy Meal at McDonald’s. Given Pat’s loyalty and the amount of time we’ve worked together, I would say I trust him as much as a close relative.

Pat knew that I was exhausted from winter ball and had recently considered retirement, so he’d been calling on what seemed like a daily basis to talk me out of quitting and give me the usual pre–spring training pep talk. Besides Marcia, he was the only person who could always put things in perspective and cheer me up, consistently reminding me how close I was to the big leagues.

“It would be a disservice to all minor leaguers to give up now,” Pat would typically say. “Just think how far you’ve come. How many independent-league players out there would kill to be where you are now?” He was right. Ten years earlier I had fought to get into the independent Northern League, a league full of undrafted college players, minor league cast-offs, and former big leaguers like Darryl Strawberry and Jack Morris. It was every independent player’s goal to catch on with major-league organizations with the hopes of getting a shot at the big leagues. To get from independent ball to triple-A was considered a success, regardless of the fact that I might never sniff the big leagues, and every independent leaguer would gladly switch places with me.

And then I’d picture myself back in the late 1990s, and how I was lost in independent-league anonymity. With the number of times I had come so close to the big leagues since then, it was easy to forget just how far I was from the major leagues in those days. Brainerd, Minnesota (North Central League); Brandon, Manitoba (Prairie League); Fargo, North Dakota (Northern League)—I was a million miles away. Maybe even further than that; after all, I was so far from the big leagues in those days that the possibility of becoming a major leaguer had been totally erased from my mind. Now, I was going to attend major league spring training with the Phillies and share a clubhouse with the likes of Ryan Howard, Jimmy Rollins, and Chase Utley. He was always right—I had come a long way since then; too close to quit now.

This time, though, Pat was calling not just to offer encouragement but to pass on some intriguing news. A team from the Korean League was offering me $300,000 to play third base for them. Like many journeyman minor-league ballplayers, playing overseas was something I’d wanted to do for many years. I earned $60,000 as the Red Barons’ starting third baseman and occasional catcher in 2005, a season in which I batted .292 with 20 home runs and 89 runs batted in for the Phillies’ triple-A affiliate.

Before Pat had even finished sketching out the details for me, I replied, “Where do I sign?” Three hundred thou? It was a no-brainer, and I wanted to seal the deal before the Korean execs changed their minds.

Although I was slightly ashamed of my extreme and hasty desire to agree to the contract for financial reasons, my motivation had changed over the past few seasons. My motivation had always been to conquer the dream that began at the age of seven, to wear a major-league uniform in a beautiful major-league stadium and live the life I thought I was destined for. Money was never the primary factor. That’s not to say that the money wasn’t an issue—after all, financial security is a desire for any normal person—but the idea of making the major leagues was the culmination of a lifetime of hard work and dedication. Now, with no light at the end of the minor-league tunnel, I had to think about how I was going to support my family. Also, even though going to Korea meant that I would be leaving the big-league chase in my rearview mirror, I was still going to wear a uniform and play in front of thousands of passionate and crazy fans. I was still going to be a baseball player, and I was still going to be able to do the one thing that always gave me joy—I was still going to play baseball.

When I walked into our condo that night, I breathlessly told Marcia the news.

“Korea? You’re actually considering it?” she asked, noticeably less than enthusiastic.

“Absolutely,” I said. “Three hundred thousand dollars. I’ve never made that kind of money, and I’ll never make that kind of money in triple-A. Just think, Marcia, we could pay off all of our credit cards, student loans—maybe even pay off the house. For the first time in our lives, we’d be debt free. I have to do this.

“And even more importantly,” I continued, “if I have a good year in Korea, maybe I’ll get a chance to sign with a team in Japan.” Marcia and I had talked many times about the kind of financial security playing in Japan could bring; for six years running, I had tried to get to Japan, only to be turned down each time. But I knew one American minor leaguer who’d had a good season playing in Korea, then signed with a Japanese team. Three years later he was raking in $4 million a year. And he’d never even made it as far as triple-A.

“If everything went well, we could be set for life,” I reminded my wife. Still, she remained unmoved; disappointed, even, probably thinking about life with a small daughter and a husband halfway across the globe.

“Honestly, Chris, that sounds great; it really does.” The two of us sat down at the kitchen table. “But I don’t care about the money, and I know deep down that you don’t, either. It’s never been about money. It’s about making it to the big leagues—about catching your dream.

“You’ve played too long and have so much invested in this life,” she said tenderly, “there’s no way you can throw in the towel now. All those frustrating close calls and disappointments will make it mean that much more when you do make it to the big leagues. And you will make it. I know it.” Whenever I got caught up momentarily in imagining what our life would be like if I could make the big money, Marcia would deliver variations of this little sermon to keep me from veering off-course. Yet her words always hit me as though I were hearing them for the first time.

“If you want to go to Korea,” she added, “I’ll understand. You do what you have to do.”

As you can tell, I have always had an unbelievably supportive wife. We’ve been together since high school, and it is safe to say that Marcia lived and died that same dream as much as I did, if not more.

You would think that after hearing those incredibly prophetic words from my wife I would have totally agreed with her and given up on Korea, but that wasn’t the case. I’m usually an open-minded guy, but when it came to playing baseball overseas I was usually a little hardheaded. I guess after I had been soured by the idea that I would never make the big leagues, the notion of playing baseball in Japan became more of a desire with each passing season. It wasn’t that it was becoming a dream like the big leagues had always been, but it had become a lot more realistic, and it paid just as much, if not more. So if I could get to Korea, Japan was definitely within the realm of possibility.

Interestingly enough, I was never given the chance to sign the contract. Five days later, Pat called me back to inform me that the Koreans had changed their mind. Apparently, they had ultimately decided I wasn’t quite what they were looking for and wanted to go in another direction—they had chosen a different player instead. Although I was once again disappointed and frustrated, I did have to laugh a little. This was the same thing I had experienced so many times in triple-A when I was bypassed by other players on their way to the big leagues—my teams had always chosen other players instead of me. Why would Korea be any different?

The next day, though, my agent called back with a tiny piece of good news. He assumed (correctly) that I was a little bummed by the Korean situation and wanted to cheer me up.

“Hey, Coaster!” Pat said excitedly, “I just got off the phone with the Phillies, and Charlie Manuel himself had asked if you were back with the team. He also said that the Phillies needed guys like you in triple-A because you can hit and play multiple positions, and could be called upon to hit off the bench if needed.”

This was good news. I had known the Phillies manager from our days in the Cleveland organization. During the 2000, 2001, and 2002 seasons, Charlie managed the big club, while I divided my time between the Indians’ double-A affiliate in Akron and their triple-A farm team in Buffalo. He’d told me candidly that he knew I could hit, but he wasn’t sure what my best position was. Well, I had just caught fifty games in Mexico for the fourth season in a row, and it was obvious to me and the entire Mexican League that I was more than capable of catching in the big leagues. If I could impress the Mexican winter-league players and coaches, then maybe I could convince Charlie to give me a shot behind the plate. I knew I would never make the big-league club out of spring training, but maybe I could at least put myself on Charlie Manuel’s radar and earn a call-up sometime during the 2006 season.

All I needed was a chance.



CHAPTER 1

Spring Training 2006
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SPRING training did not get off to a promising start. And this was even before I so much as strapped on my shin guards.

I arrived in Clearwater, Florida, in February 2006 with the rest of the pitchers and catchers for my second spring with the Phillies. My only hope to put myself on the club’s radar, as in each of the other four spring camps I’d attended, was to prove that I could catch at the major-league level. Going in, I knew that Philadelphia had its two catchers in Mike Lieberthal and Sal Fasano, and there was nothing I could do to take either one’s spot on the twenty-five-man roster for opening day. The most that a player in my position could hope for was to make enough of a positive impression that if someone went down during the season, I might get called up.

After pulling into the parking lot of the Hampton Inn in our rental car, Marcia, Casey, and I got out and began unpacking the car. I went straight to the trunk for the heavy bags and was dubiously greeted by one of the small Florida birds. I felt something soft and wet hit my head and couldn’t believe what had just happened.

“Mommy!” yelled Casey with exhilarating laughter in her voice. “Did you see that? A birdie just flew by and pooped on Daddy’s head!” My six-year-old daughter could barely contain her laughter at seeing her big and strong daddy getting pooped on the head by a tiny bird. Marcia didn’t know whether to laugh or not because she was unsure how I would react. I normally have a good sense of humor, but to have a bird poop on your head certainly is not a pleasant experience. Fortunately, seeing the joy and laughter on Casey’s face made me instantly realize that it was funny.

You have got to be kidding me, I thought to myself. My first instinct was that a bird pooping on my head was not a good way to begin spring training.

No sooner had we settled into our hotel room than I received a phone call from Steve Noworyta, the Phillies’ director of minor-league operations. Simply put, he’s like the general manager of the organization’s minor-league teams and oversees all of its minor-league players.

“Hi, Chris,” he said in a concerned tone. “Are you in Clearwater already?”

“Yes.” Why wouldn’t I be? I thought.

“Oh…” He sighed an ominous sigh. “Well, I guess we had a bit of a miscommunication. We didn’t want you to show up with the pitchers and catchers, we wanted you to show up next week with the position players. As of right now, it looks like you will play mostly first or third base in triple-A. But since you are already here, I guess you can show up tomorrow and help catch some bullpens and stuff like that.”

To put it mildly, I was pissed off. I had hoped to prove to anyone who would pay attention that I was a good catcher. I knew it, my teammates knew it, and virtually every pitcher who’d ever thrown to me always had great comments regarding my catching ability. By no means was I another Johnny Bench, but they always praised my game calling, my soft hands, my ability to catch the low pitch for a strike, and how I always gave a great target. Over the years, many pitchers had remarked, “Chris, I stare in at your glove, and it’s like I can’t help but throw a perfect strike into it!”

In fact, many of my batterymates had gone to the manager and requested that I catch them in their next start. All catching instructors preach the importance of earning the pitchers’ confidence. “A catcher may be able to hit great, block every ball, and throw every guy out trying to steal, but the only thing that matters is if the pitching staff likes throwing to him,” they’ll stress. “If a pitcher insists that you catch him, that is the best compliment you can receive. And it is that kind of catcher that will not only get to the big leagues but stay there.”

Well, I was that kind of catcher. So why hadn’t I made it?

One reason, I’m pretty sure, was that my ability to play other positions actually undermined my career, in a way. What was my best position? Catcher? First base? Third base? It was always a mystery to them. I always considered myself a catcher who could play elsewhere if needed. However, the decision makers inevitably mistook me for a utility man who could play multiple positions—with catching being just one of them. It seems similar, right? But in the world of professional baseball, there’s a huge difference between the two perceptions. The term utility player tends to refer to guys who play shortstop and second base, maybe third base, too. No team will put its trust in a catcher who is not primarily a catcher.

So to hear that the Phillies had no plans for me to catch during spring training made no sense to me. And they wanted me at first base, of all positions? They had to be kidding. Ryan Howard, the reigning NL Rookie of the Year, played there. All he did in 2005 was hit .288 with 22 homers and 63 RBIs in just half a season.

I hung up the phone in disgust.

“What did you expect?” my wife asked. “Did you really think things were ever going to be easy for you? This is totally par for the course.”

“I really hoped the Phillies would be different,” I replied. “And I’m thirty-three, Marcia. Time is more than running out. If they won’t give me the chance to prove I can catch, I will never make it. Catching is my only hope. They will never call me up as an infielder, especially not at first base.”

No one understood what I had gone through more than Marcia. As many times as I had received great comments from pitchers over the years, oddly enough, she also received the same kind of comments from pitchers’ wives. “Is your husband catching tomorrow?” a wife would ask. “My husband is pitching tomorrow and he loves it when Chris catches.” She heard things like that on a regular basis.

Her response was usually the same as my response to the pitcher. “He loves to catch, but your husband needs to tell that to the manager or the pitching coach—they are the only ones who will listen,” Marcia would say. I had almost taught her word for word what to say when a wife would say these things to her. The typical response from the wife was that her husband had gone into the manager’s office on several occasions and told him that I should be catching.
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HERE’S how you know you’re a long shot to crack the opening day roster: When I reported to training camp, I was handed a uniform with a big red 67 on the back. Generally, the higher your number, the lower your status. I also took note that my locker was on the “hopeless” side of the locker room with all the other players destined for the minors. Or oblivion.

I decided to use my frustration as motivation. It may have been only spring training, but I approached every catching drill as though I were preparing for the World Series. Just as important, each and every day I was in Charlie Manuel’s ear, reminding him that catching was my best position. He knew I could hit: In 2002, when he was managing the Indians, I batted .318, 8 HR, 67 RBI for the triple-A Buffalo Bisons and was named team MVP; the previous spring, Charlie’s first as Phillies skipper, I hit at a .313 clip. Now I had to prove to him that I was good defensively. “Just keep your eyes open,” I’d say before morning workouts. “I promise I will surprise you.” He wouldn’t reply, just smile and nod, as if to say, “Okay, go prove it.”

One other factor would make this spring training difficult: It was the first spring that I would be mostly on my own, as Marcia and Casey had to leave the following week. In previous years, they had accompanied me throughout the entire baseball season. But with Casey now in first grade, she could no longer miss so much school. We would all have to try to get used to seeing each other for short stints up until school let out in June.

Through the first weeks of spring training, I knew I was making a bit of a statement. Three days before our first official spring training game, against the New York Yankees, the team’s main catching instructor, Mick Billmeyer, approached me with some positive words. “Coastey,” he said, “after watching you catch bullpens, seeing you in our catching drills, and going by what the pitchers are saying about you, I have been telling Charlie every day that I think you can catch in the big leagues. He also asks about you every day and tells me to keep an eye on you because he wants to know how good of a catcher you really are. He knows you can hit, and he definitely wants to give you a shot at catching in some spring training games. So be ready, you might actually get a chance to impress him.” Mick, a former catcher, seemed empathetic, perhaps because he’d languished in the minors for eight seasons before turning to coaching in the 1990s.

“Also,” he continued, “Carlos Ruiz will be gone for a while to catch for Panama in the World Baseball Classic, so that should also allow you to slip in and catch some innings.” Ruiz had a lock on the starting catcher’s job at Scranton/Wilkes-Barre and figured to put in a lot of time behind the plate during the spring. With him away to participate in the first-ever international baseball tournament, I’d get a few extra innings to show what I could do.

That brief exchange with Mick Billmeyer improved my outlook dramatically. Whether it was a coincidence or not, later that day I really put myself on the map as far as the Phillies were concerned. I got a chance to take live batting practice off Scott Mathieson, a hard-throwing right-hander from Vancouver whose fastball had been clocked as high as ninety-nine miles an hour in double-A the previous season. He’d just turned twenty-two and was viewed by many as a can’t-miss prospect. Scott had been tossing bullpen sessions in preparation for the World Baseball Classic, slated to begin the first week of March; I was selected as one of the hitters to face him in his final practice before leaving to join his Canadian teammates. (Several other members of the Phillies would be going to the games, held in the U.S., Japan, and Puerto Rico, including Chase Utley, Philadelphia’s representative on the American team.)

Excited at the opportunity to face live pitching, I was also a little nervous—especially after I glanced behind the batting cage and saw Charlie Manuel standing next to most of the Phillies’ brain trust. There was new general manager Pat Gillick; Ruben Amaro Jr., the assistant GM; and Gillick’s special advisor, Dallas Green, the man who’d managed Philadelphia to its only World Championship, back in 1980. If I was going to open some eyes, this would definitely be an opportune moment to shine. Maybe my only moment.

As I stepped into the batter’s box, catcher Dusty Wathan lifted up his mask and said with a sigh, “Don’t you just hate these live batting practice sessions? Especially against a guy with a fastball like Mathieson’s?”

“Not really,” I said. “I kind of like this stuff.” Most hitters dreaded taking live batting practice off their teammates, for a couple of reasons. One, they don’t like to compete against one of their own, and, two, suddenly the ball is coming in much faster at a time when their reflexes and bat speed aren’t ready for gamelike activity. Me, I’d always enjoyed it, in part because I was good at it. Batting practice is the only time when the pitcher tells the hitter what pitches are coming. Also, there’s really nothing to lose. Either you hit the ball hard, impressing everyone; or you don’t hit the ball hard, and people think you’re not really trying because you don’t like to hit off your team’s own pitchers.

Scott’s first pitch blew by me at around ninety-five miles per hour, according to the radar gun, but high and out of the zone. As it snapped into the catcher’s mitt, I heard Charlie Manuel’s distinctive West Virginia drawl: “How ’bout that Scott Mathieson? He’s throwin’ some heat today. Be careful, Coste!”

I looked back at Charlie, and in my best southern accent, said, “Gotta hit, Charlie,” one of his pet phrases. He’d spent several years as the Cleveland Indians’ hitting coach, and he loves guys who can hit. He’ll walk through the clubhouse, saying to all the hitters, “Gotta hit, son! Gotta hit!”

“All right, then,” he replied, a wide grin on his face. “Go hit him, son! Gotta hit!”

I have always prided myself on being able to hit any fastball. If I know it’s coming, I’ll catch up to it, regardless of its speed. As Mathieson released the next pitch, I gripped the bat tight and let it fly, rocketing the ball at least fifty feet over the fence in left-center field. “How about that Chris Coste!” Charlie exclaimed with a small laugh under his breath. “Be careful out there, Mathieson!”

Next Scott hummed a fastball middle-in, and once again I brought the bat around and sent it over the left-field wall, this time by some seventy-five feet. Dallas Green, once a Phillies pitcher himself, yelled out, “Wow, Charlie, it looks like Coste brought his quick hands with him this year!”

“Well, he did hit twenty bombs last year in Scranton,” the manager responded. I whipped around and looked at Charlie, pleasantly surprised that he knew my stats. The twenty home runs in 2005 was a career high for me. He gave me a quick wink, and I stepped back into the batter’s box. Before I was finished, I’d cracked several more solid hits, including a few that disappeared over the fence. The Grapefruit League games, set to start in a few days, were the real tryouts, of course. Still, I drove back to the Hampton Inn that afternoon satisfied that I’d forced the team’s decision-makers to notice me.

Two days later we held an intrasquad game so that some of the pitchers could get in an inning of work against hitters in a gamelike setting, and the rest of us could get acclimated to game-speed situations. We were all looking forward to the games, which would put an end to days spent practicing the same drills over and over: blocking balls in the dirt, throwing to bases, fielding bunts and pop flies. Five minutes before the intrasquad contest, I stood in the dugout, expecting to watch it from the bench. Gary Varsho, the bench coach, came up to me and asked, “Hey, Coastey, do you have your first baseman’s mitt out here?” On my own time at the end of each day, I’d been taking infield practice with some of the minor-league coaches in camp.

“I’ve got all my gloves, Varsh,” trying to remind him how versatile I was.

“Well, go get it. You’re playing first base.”

“Um…right now?” I assumed he meant that I would fill in at first toward the end of the game.

“Yes, right now!” he answered.

To be honest, I felt a bit startled and unprepared. Ryan Howard was scheduled to play first base. Ordinarily, he would have gotten two or three at-bats, then maybe I or someone else would take over in the sixth or seventh inning. I unloaded a mouthful of sunflower seeds—the ballplayer’s chewing tobacco of the twenty-first century—scrambled to find my hat, and yanked out my dusty old first baseman’s mitt from the bottom of my catcher’s bag. I searched around for some sunglasses, then out to first base I trotted, excited not to be sitting on the bench for three hours like the other minor leaguers from my side of the clubhouse.

My first at-bat, against Phillies ace right-hander Brett Myers, 13–8 the year before, brought a harsh reminder of the difference between facing a hot phenom and an established major-league pitcher. Unfortunately, I was a bit tentative and got around late on a slider, flying out weakly to short right field. While running back to the dugout, I chastised myself for not being my normally aggressive self. The second time up, however, I attacked the ball and doubled off the wall in left-center. Just like that, my confidence surged. Today was going to be a good day; I could feel it.

In the fifth inning, I came up with a runner on second and nobody out. Aaron Myette, another hard-throwing Canadian, stood on the mound. He’d signed with the Phillies after spending the previous season in Japan. Like me, the tall right-hander was fighting to make an impression and full of the same intensity.

I looked down to third-base coach Bill Dancy for the sign. He didn’t flash any—just yelled at the top of his lungs, “Okay, Coastey, do your job!” With a runner on second and no one out, “do your job” meant to hit the ball to the right side or deep to the outfield so I could at least move him to third. This can be a very difficult situation for a right-handed hitter, especially against a pitcher with a good fastball like Myette.

Knowing where I was trying to hit the ball, he threw his best fastball inside for a ball. I looked down at Dusty Wathan and said, “I am really not a big fan of the ‘get the runner over’ situation.” He just looked up at me and smiled.

I dug back into the batter’s box and waited for the next pitch, knowing that another inside fastball was coming. This time the ball wandered over the plate, and I windmilled it. Crack! Off it sailed, high and deep over the wall in left. As I trotted around the bases, a voice from the dugout yelled, “Somebody on that!” a common expression after someone hits a home run in minor-league camp. It means “Retrieve that ball!” During a typical minor-league spring training, players who are not part of the game will be assigned to either home run or foul ball duty. Remember, there aren’t any fans in the stands to toss it back. But since this was major-league spring training, “Somebody on that” was a joke used by minor-league lifers like me to lighten the mood.

Rounding third, I slapped a high-five with Bill Dancy. “Attaway to get the runner over!” he said jokingly.

I whacked another double in my fourth at-bat. So when I stepped up in the ninth inning, my day looked like this: 3-for-4, two doubles, one home run, four runs batted in. I need to finish strong, I thought to myself. On the second pitch I nailed an opposite-field single to right, driving in another run, solidifying me as the unofficial player of the game.

A bevy of Philadelphia reporters, down south for spring training, mobbed me as I entered the clubhouse, making for an odd scene. Ordinarily they would be found on the other side of the room, huddled around the locker of a Phillies star like Howard or Utley, but they were thrilled to have an interesting story emerge so early in camp. My mind raced as I answered their questions.

I wondered if any Japanese scouts had been in the stands. Damn, if they’d seen me, I probably would have been offered a contract for a half million dollars. Well, I consoled myself, at least Charlie Manuel was paying attention, and Pat Gillick, too. I hope Pat was watching.

I came to find out later that day that Ryan Howard had been sickened by food poisoning. Although I certainly would never wish illness or injury on anyone, his absence had opened the door for me, putting me on a path to an eventual unforgettable and amazing spring.

The next day we traveled to nearby Tampa to face the New York Yankees for our first official game. Replacing Howard at
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