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This book is dedicated to my beautiful parents,
 Lin and Tom. Thank you for always making me
 feel safe at home and for the countless sacrifices
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Foreword



When I came out west to manage the Dodgers in 2008, I didnt know much about Alyssa Milano. I knew who she was, but I didnt know about her passion for baseball and the Dodgers. I didnt know that she was a familiar face at most of the Dodgers home games.

My introduction did not take long.

One of the Dodgers most visible and vocal supporters, shes kind of hard to miss for most of us in the dugout. As I began to learn about her love of baseball, I realized that there were certain things we had in common. Like me, shes a former Brooklynite transplanted to Los Angeles. Like me, shes passionate about the Dodgers, but more than that, shes passionate about baseball and its ability to connect her with the past and her family.

Like me, Alyssa has not always been a Dodgers fan. In fact, early on it seemed like she never would be. Her father was from Brooklyn, and as a child he was an avid Dodgers fan. Like so many others from my native borough, his sense of what baseball meant to a city was shaped by what he saw during the years that the Dodgers were Brooklyn. His definition of a baseball community was constructed from the beams of the ballpark and the view from the bleachersa view that I myself was all too familiar with. Understandably, he swore off the Dodgers after Walter OMalley moved the team out west. It was only through the circumstances of her career that Alyssa and her father found themselves in Los Angeles in the mid-1980s, following the Dodgers and using baseball to bridge the gap between L.A. and their native New York Citythe gap between his past and her present. As her father reunited with his team, he began to pass on the vision hed left behind at Ebbets Field to his daughter.

I, too, grew up in Brooklyn during the most memorable time of baseball in New York. Like Alyssas father, my vision of what baseball means to a city and a neighborhood was shaped by my earliest memories of life on the side streets off Flatbush Avenue, with players like Jackie Robinson and Sandy Koufax. Though the game has changed a lot since then, Ive carried those memories with me to every team and organization that Ive been a part of. No matter what my role, Ive always been aware of the special relationship between the fans and the team. Ive always played and managed knowing full well how important it is for a city to embrace the team, and how crucial it is for baseball to bridge the gap between generations of fans.

Safe at Home not only taps into the spirit and passion of all baseball fans, it also touches on something more universal. This is not just a book for the most die-hard among us; this is a book for everyonefrom those who buy the jerseys of their favorite players to those who have never even been to a game. It reaches out to everyone because its about the role that baseball plays in all of our lives. Once being a fan is in your blood, its an impossible thing to shake off; and what one takes away from Alyssas writing is a clearer sense of how the game passes from one generation to the next. Many readers will have similar stories and will relate to how Alyssa feels about baseball and the effect it has had on her family.

Perhaps part of what makes Alyssas tale so special is that it looks at this generational gift of baseball from a different perspective. All too often when people talk about baseball hand-me-downs from one generation to the next, we talk about fathers and sons, grandfathers and grandsons, and while those moments are important, they only tell half the story. Rarely have sportswriters and historians paid attention to the ever-expanding role that female fans have played in the support and growth of this game. And rarely have the women been able to tell their stories. Safe at Home gives a voice to these stories that have always been a part of the game but have only recently emerged to take their rightful place in its history.

In the end, Safe at Home is not just a book about the Dodgers and the Yankees or about Los Angeles and New York. Its more than that. To be safe at home is not simply to show up at every game and support your team, its to recognize that your teams ballpark is also a piece of your personal history. And that no matter which players are on the field, they are your connection to a tradition that began many years ago and will, I hope, continue to be passed on from generation to generation.

Joe Torre










Authors Note



Throughout this book Ive made a lot of references to baseball terminology and expressions. While some of you may know these words and expressions, some of you might be left wondering what it all means. To help you through any questions you have, at the back of this book youll find a glossary that explains many baseball terms. Some of these I use repeatedly; some of them are just things you hear if you spend too much time watching SportsCenter. Either way, I hope theyre useful and you enjoy them.










Introduction



Some people need yoga to relax. Others turn on Bachs Goldberg Variations. Painters paint. Chocolate soothes some, knittingor a glass of wine, or a crossword puzzleothers. What brings me bliss is a simple sound: the dulcet voice of Vin Scully, calling a Dodgers game. Other women dream of papaya facials and mango pedicures. Give me a hot dog, a pitchers duel, and a late-inning suicide squeeze, and I melt like hot pine tar.

Im in love. Not with Vin Scully, though I adore him. Not with the Dodgers, though anyone who wants to kick dirt on Joe Torres shoesor Tommy Lasordasbetter be willing to come through me first. Im in love with baseball. I didnt plan it and I didnt seek it, but it happened. Somehow, without my trying and with me barely knowing, I fell hard.

Isnt that how it always happens?

A romantic would say it started in Staten Island, where I grew up and where I watched the Yankees on television from the safety of my fathers lap. (That my dad let the men in pinstripes even appear in our home proves the tidal pull of the game; Brooklyn-born, he was a lifetime Dodgers fan who still cursed and spat whenever the name OMalley was uttered in our house, which it usually wasnt.) A romantic would say that the child who falls asleep to the crack of a bat is infected with baseball fever for the rest of her life. But in my case, a romantic would be wrong. So before you decide that mine is the heartwarming tale of a little girl whose life was saved by a fat man pointing toward center field, think again. Growing up, I was not the kid who slept with a glove underneath her pillow. I wasnt the young girl who dreamed of marrying Mickey Mantle (though reporters would later have me romantically linked with everyone from Carl Pavano to Josh Beckett, which Ill get to later). I was just a daughter who loved her father, who loved baseball. Then I was a teenager who loved other things, and I was a working actress living in Los Angeles in the land of the team that broke Dads heart. Even more mysterious, I was rooting for them.

Howd it happen? Why? When? Those are mysteries as unfathomable as the postseason slumps of Alex Rodriguez. But happen it did. Initially, I was simply rooting for the home team, but then I was rooting for something bigger and more important. Let me be clear here: I dont feel as strongly for any team as I do for the Dodgers. But as much as I love the boys in blue, I love the game more. I love the craft and balletic precision of a 463 double play, the tension of a full count, the sheer animal joy of a walk-off homer. I love crafty Zen masters like Greg Maddux, aging sluggers like Papi Ortiz, rangy, rawboned flamethrowers like Randy Johnson. I even love the sportswriters who use phrases like rangy rawboned flamethrowers. (But couldnt they dress better? And did it take the Mitchell Report to persuade them that some of the guys were on the juice? I could tell something was going on after seeing a few of those stegosaurus necks up close.)

I love it all. I love slugging averages and on-base percentage and Whitey Ball and Billy Ball and Moneyball and the new breed of technomanager who will tell you that according to the most sophisticated statistical analysis available, David Eckstein is worth more than Nomar Garciaparra. (Which is absolutely insane, but give a certain kind of man a computer and a few volumes of Bill James and his brain starts to liquefy.) I love the leather-faced, flinty-eyed beer vendors who remember the Jurassic era, when Valenzuelas roamed the mounds, and who will gently remind you that it wasnt statistical analysis or computer models that called to a broken-down, gimpy-legged veteran in the bottom of the ninth in a game his team had no business winning; that it wasnt a computer model that dragged his creaky, battered body to the plate; that it wasnt data, or cutting-edge vector analysis, or any newfangled technoanything who with one old-fashioned, panther-hearted, old-school swing changed the course of a World Series and etched his namein friggin granite, honeyinto baseball history.

They say there are three words that will reduce most any woman on earth to a blubbering heap of joy. With me, it takes only two: Kirk Gibson.

If youre already a fan, you understand. If youre not, you might wonder what all the fuss is about. Heres what its about: Its about watching shortstop Khalil Greene twist his body in ways that no mortal should be able to, and to feel gratitude and awe at the majesty of the human spirit; its about watching pitcher Rick Ankiel suffer a postseason mental breakdown so complete and naked that it makes you feel wonder and pity at the fragility of the human psyche, and compassion for anyone who has ever dreamed big and fallen hard.

Its about autumns of disappointment followed inevitably by hopeand a new batch of live armsevery spring training. Its about snow in Cleveland on opening day, winter trades over imaginary hot stoves in California, and wait till next year. Its about the brutal, irrefutable logic of Erik Bedards high heat and the way dancing knuckleballs keep an old guy like Tim Wakefield forever young. Its about debating the wisdom of the designated-hitter rule late at night with a beloved and important girlfriend, who would be a lot more beloved and infinitely more important if she would just stop already with her illogical, wingnut arguments in favor of the DH and admit that the National League plays a more pure form of baseball.

Its about how you can always trust a man who hits the cutoff man, and how a guy who watches more than one third strike in a weekend is not a guy you want to take home to meet Mom. Its about whether baseball players make good boyfriends.


Whats all the fuss about? Its about a childs game and an adults joy. Its about winning and losing, steroids and honor, trades and loyalty. Its about the newest stats and the oldest of old-school grit. Its about that sweet spot in a womans heart where the streets of Staten Island and the boulevards of Hollywood intersect and get all mixed up.

In some ways, the more success I have attained in my career, the smaller my world has become. Im not complaining, just telling the truth, as anyone whos ever worked in my business will admit. I have a good life, and a lot of people recognize my face, and Im immensely grateful for both of those things. But my life is not perfect and never has been. Growing up in front of the camera and around Hollywood brings the perks of success, but it also creates problems of its own. Everyone thinks they know you because they watched you get older and saw you age in real time for the last twenty-five years. Its not just people on the street, but most people you meet who are quick to pigeonhole you and assume that youll conform to their vision of you. A life in the limelight offers the illusion of intimacy while creating the reality of distance. And lets face it: Hollywood is a place where illusions and reality bump up against each other every minute.

Isnt that whatshisname? And Oh, my, hasnt she aged? And Did you read what such and such magazine said about so and so, and can you imagine?

Ive learned to live with all that, and, like I said, Im not complaining, but as anyone knows who has ever given a speech in public, or pretended to be something shes not, or worried what people think about her, it can be exhausting.


Which is a long way of saying that not only do I love baseball, I love what baseball does for me. It connects me, it relaxes me, and it frees me. When Im in my regular seat at Dodger Stadium, or watching a game at another ballpark, Im not worried about what anyone thinks of me, and Im not paying any attention to what I think of anyone else. Im not thinking about my next project, or wondering about my work in my last one. When Im at the ballpark, Im a fan, just like all the other fans. Were all part of something bigger than any one person. Were not red state or blue state, black or white, Christian or Jew, Hindu or Muslim. Were just fans, bound by our love for the game. And that love travels well. When Im on the road, baseball is the way I meet people. Ask a stranger about the weather and hes a stranger talking about the weather. Inquire as to his opinion regarding the generation gap in the Dodgers dugout last season, or whether the Cardinals can replace Edmonds in center field, or if A-Rod (his postseason problems notwithstanding) will make everyone forget about Barry Bonds, and that stranger is a friend.

Thats what all the fuss is about. Its about how I fell in love with baseball, and how baseball loved me back. And isnt that the way loves supposed to work? Whats all the fuss about? Its about a game that changed my life. Its about how it can change yours, too.









chapter one

The First Pitch


Let the beauty of what you love be what you do.

RUMI





I long for the old days my father talks about. The days when kids stuck baseball cards in the spokes of their bicycles and rode the streets of Brooklyn until they came to a stickball game, at which point they jumped off, put their kickstands down, and jumped in. He actually got weepy about it a few years back when he told me of this time (and mind you, it wasnt the first time he told me of this time). He told me about how a city of immigrants welcomed a team of immigrants, and how no other place in the world, and no other team, could have done what his team did, which was to hire a black man named Jackie Robinson as its shortstop, and end segregation in baseball.

Was there ever such a Utopia? Were there really streets filled with kids playing games, free, apparently, from Wal-Marts Corporate America, and all the other things that are part of modern society, as we now know it? My dad says such a world existed, and that its center was Ebbets Field, a magical place where heroes named Robinson and Reese and Campanella and Snider didnt just rule the neighborhood, they lived there, walking the streets and shopping at the corner stores with the rest of the locals. Kids snuck into games under the bleachers, and everyone hated the Yankees because they were cocky and affected and didnt reflect what that era was all about.

Baseball came of age while our country came of age, he recalled ever so proudly.

Memory is a tricky thing, and the good old days always look good a few decades later. Revisionist history, especially when it comes from a father who never misses an opportunity to discuss what Brooklyn used to be like. But when my dad talked about those days, he gave me a glimpse into a world where men played like kids, and kids played hooky to cheer the men, bought Tootsie Rolls for a nickel, and drank things called egg creams on a big street called Flatbush. Its a far cry from where we find ourselves today. But those differences are all part of the fun.

I was born in Bensonhurst. If you look at a map of Brooklyn, Bensonhurst doesnt seem far away from Flatbush, but apparently, in the seventies, they were worlds apart. My parents were twenty-five years old when I was born, and like most new parents and young couples, they were struggling to make ends meet. In fact, when my parents found out that they were pregnant with me, they had both just lost their jobs.

I never knew of those hardships. The colossal amount of love that they shared for each other and life in general masked those financial struggles well. To this day, forty years after their wedding, their love is the kind that Rumi wrote of. I am, and everything that Ive achieved is, a direct extension of that love. Every decision they made after I was born was selfless and in my best interest.

When I was four and crime started to rise in Brooklyn, they left the borough they grew up in and moved the family to Staten Island, where they could fulfill their American dreams of better schools and a safer neighborhood for their daughter. It was hard for both of them to leave the place where they had grown up, a place so inextricably linked to their memories of youth. My father in particular wanted nothing more than for me to enjoy the same egg creams that he had; but that Brooklyn, the Brooklyn of his past, had long since faded, passing into New Yorks history alongside Ebbets Field and the Polo Grounds.

We lived in a simple house in Staten Island. We didnt have a pool in the backyard or anything extravagant. Our only refuge from the hot humid summers was a fire hydrant on the corner that the locals would open so the kids in the neighborhood could run barefoot through the cascading water and look at the rainbows the water made. (Yes, that idyllic New York City summer image really did happen.) My family didnt have a dishwasher or a rose garden or any luxuries that defined success. What we had was love and each other. My dads mom, Nanny Connie, lived downstairs in the apartment that was attached to the humble house. She had plastic slipcovers on her furniture and those thick plastic runners over all the carpet that made funny noises when you dragged your feet on them in that specific way. Nanny Connie would stand me up on a chair and let me knead the dough of whatever Italian pastries she was cooking up from memory, and for dinner she would cook me pastina, which was my favorite food.

My earliest childhood memories are of my mother sketching in her sketchpad (she was a fashion designer at the time) and my father playing the Beatles on the piano or the guitar (he was a musician who gave up his rock-star dream to put food on the table). And there I was, in all of my innocence, donned in a black leotard with pink tights, legwarmers, and ballerina shoes, doing interpretive dance for my audience of Madame Alexander dolls and imaginary friends. I remember the smell of potatoes and eggs on the stove, and when they were ready we would eat them on Wonder bread with ketchup. I remember our brown velvet couch that itched my legs when I sat on it. AndI remember on those nights, when creativity and interpretive dance ensued, that off in the corner was our old TV with rabbit ears, and on that TV seemed always to be a Yankees game.

The game on TV was never intrusive. Periodically the reception would hiss and the static would infiltrate the screen. While the game wasnt always the focus of the night, its presence was constant. Our family coming together with the sounds of umpires, crowd roars, and base hitsnot to mention the unforgettably excitable voice of Phil Rizzuto screaming Holy cow! like he was sitting on the couch next to you.

Little did I know how much those early days would shape the woman I eventually became. The creativity I was surrounded with back then became the foundation of a career thats now twenty-nine years old. Meanwhile the sport, which started as background noise, grew into a member of the Milano family and became a love of baseball thats now twenty-seven years or so young.


I got my first professional acting job when I was seven. I dont know how it happened. I mean, I know the story of how it happened, but I dont remember much of the specifics. The story goes like this: My sweet aunt Sissy took me to see the Broadway musical Peter Pan for my seventh birthday, and I looked at her all wide-eyed and said, Aunt Sissy, I can do that. Before anyone knew what happened I was at an open audition for the play Annie. Fifteen hundred kids auditioned, and four were picked. I was one of the four. I didnt choose to be an actress. It chose me. I still dont know why it chose me, but I feel blessed for it and this powerful thing called destiny.

My mom and I blissfully toured with the second national touring company of the play, hitting twelve cities in eighteen months. I remember loving it even though it was very hard for me to be away from my father. He would come to visit us. I hated it when he left. My mother, bless her, did the best she could. She tried to make my life as normal as possible. She enrolled me in the Girl Scouts in every city and helped me do my homework; we would read Shel Silversteins Where the Sidewalk Ends out loud, and play jacks on the floor of whatever place we parked the trunk and called home. When the run was coming to an end, my parents asked me what I wanted for a wrap present. A flute and a brother, I replied.

I got both.

Shortly after I got off the road, my brother, Cory, was born, and it was the best day of my life. Everything was back to normal. We were all together. The Yankees on TV, the sauce cooking on the stove, me creating some fairy tale in my head, and my baby brother screaming his head off in his playpen. The only way Cory could fall asleep was if my mom had the vacuum cleaner on. True story. This led to a lot of vacuuming, and while our house went from clean to immaculate pretty quickly, it became a lot harder to hear the Yankees games on TV.

It was the early eighties, and the Dodgers were long in Los Angeles by then, and every so often Dad would say what a terrible man Walter OMalley was for stealing the Dodgers and moving them out west. My fathers sadness and anger were part of the magic. So was his telling me what a great player Reggie Jackson was, and how if anyone ever tried to boss me around like Yankees manager Billy Martin tried to boss Reggie around, I should do what Reggie did, and tell him no one bossed me, and then go out and hit some more home runs, or something.

I learned how to love and follow the game by watching with my father every night as he propped himself in front of the television set and debated whether Thurman Munson was a better catcher than Yogi Berra. (Tough call.) I was Daddys little girl, and that meant that he and I could admire Reggies spirit for the Yankees and feel sad for the loss of the Brooklyn Dodgers together.

It was only years later that I figured out that my dad was all of ten years old when the Dodgers moved from Brooklyn to Los Angeles, and that he wasnt even born when Jackie Robinson took the field as a Dodger and broke the color barrier. It was only later that I puzzled at how his onetime hatred of the Yankees seemed to coexist so very peaceably with his love of all things Reggie. It was only later that I realized that his hatred of the Yankees turned into love when the Dodgers abandoned him, and a community of people just like him, to move to Los Angeles. But thats baseball. Thats memory. Thats life.

As far as my budding career was concerned, I continued to do theater in New York, pursuing a lot of off-Broadway, small productions in small houses with bigger-than-life people. I learned what it meant to have a strong work ethic, be professional, and say tongue twisters like The sixth sick sheiks sixth sheeps sick to warm up my mouth before a live performance. I loved every minute of the creative escape that acting gave me, and also the pride it brought my family. I was an actress because it was a game that I played, and like baseball, it was one I happened to love. I was in the minor leagues and mastering the fundamentals of my sport. Well, as much as any nine-year-old could master anything.

In between jobs, I went to normal public school and continued to audition for roles. My dad used to bring me into work with him in Manhattan when I had auditions. We would take the ferry from Staten Island into the city. He was working as an insurance adjuster at the time and would let me play on the typewriter in the reception area. I would write stories that of course began, Once upon a time, there was a little girl. Isnt that how all fairy tales begin? We would walk to my auditions from the office, because people actually walk in New York, and I would point out everyone in a Yankees cap along the way, kind of like punch buggy, only without the buggy. And the punch.

On one of these walks, we ended up at an audition for a pilot called Youre the Boss. I didnt know what a pilot was, or much of anything special about this pilot other than that the cute guy from Taxi was going to be in it and that I was auditioning to play his Italian daughter from Brooklyn. Needless to say, that wasnt much of a stretch for me.

A week after the audition that didnt mean any more than any other audition we got a phone call that changed our lives forever. It was a phone call from my agent informing my parents that ABC wanted to fly me to Los Angeles to audition for the network and with Tony Danza (who will forever be the cute guy from Taxi in my eyes). It was a callback for Youre the Boss.

Had I known at the time what was riding on that audition, I probably would not have been as calm as I was when I got in there. It truly is amazing how resilient children are. I was ten years old, testing for a big television series, and I didnt feel an ounce of the pressure that should come along with such a daunting process. Actually, it wasnt even that exciting for me. What was exciting for me was to be in Los Angeles with my dad and taking the back-lot tour of Universal Studios. Now that was exciting.

Well, as you probably know, I got that pilot. We shot it in Los Angeles and after what seemed like an eternity and a one-word title change to Whos the Boss? we got our pickup for the fall 1983 season.

This was good news, right? Well, yes and no. It was good news for all the obvious reasons, and bad news because it meant that my family had to relocate from the East Coast to the West Coast. My brother was a year old at the time, and my mother had worked her way up as a fashion designer and owned her own store on Eighty-sixth Street. My mother wasnt ready to put her life on hold and fully commit to the move for a gig that was as uncertain as a television show. What if it didnt find an audience and got canceled after the first year? What then? Would we move back to New York? It was a difficult decision, but after a big family meeting, my parents decided that it would be best for my mother and brother to stay in New York until we got some idea of the shows potential. In the meantime, my dad and I would go to Los Angeles.

Its not easy being a kid in Hollywood. (Actually, its not easy being an adult in Hollywood either, but thats a different story.) But being a child actress out in L.A. is even harder when you have to leave behind one of your parents in order to do it. It was just my dad and me for the first year of the shows eventual eight-season run, and during that time I did everything I could to bond with my father. Neither one of us was accustomed to such a different lifestyle. He was really lost without my mother, and I tried to take care of him. I would cook pastina for him, and no matter how gross it was (and let me tell you, it was gross) he would eat it all up so that I wouldnt feel bad for trying to poison him. On the weekends, we would go to the park, where I would watch him play softball on the Whos the Boss? softball team. Tony was the pitcher and my dad was the first baseman. Don Mattingly had nothing on my father.

It was during this year of my life that my father and I created a bond that went beyond just the normal father-and-daughter bond, a bond that still exists to this day. I found solace from the instability of a new environment in his voice. We did fun things together and made up for the time when he wasnt around and it was just my mom and me on the road. This was our time.

And then one afternoon, out of the clear blue sky and with no warning, it happened. Bam! Just like that.

I was in my bedroom in our tiny apartment in Studio City listening to the sound track of Footloose on my Walkman. Other than the many pictures of my beautiful mommy and brother, there wasnt really much left of the New York life I once reveled in. I missed them. I missed the way she smelled and I missed his little face. As a kid you dont always have a great idea of the sacrifices your parents make for you, but I knew pretty well what my parents were giving up to let me pursue acting.

My Walkman clicked and it was time to change sides. (God, remember that? When you had to flip the tape over? Insert old-lady joke here.) Anyway, while my headphones were off I heard a noise from the living room. It was a very familiar sound. I walked into the living room and there was my dad, on the couch watching baseball on TV. It was 1984. There was no satellite TV with the baseball package at the time. There was no Internet simulcast or online radio play-by-play. It wasnt the Yankees he was watching. He was watching the Los Angeles Dodgers, and he was loving it.

I casually came up beside him and sat down on the couch. I knew it wasnt the Yankees, but all at once, I saw a look on his face that made me feel like we were
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