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Klapisch: Parents lobby against aluminum bats 
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By BOB KLAPISCH
RECORD COLUMNIST

It's another day on Wilson Avenue in Wayne, and with it, a renewal of hope for Steven Domalewski. It's been nearly three years since the Little League pitcher, then 12, was struck in the chest by a line drive, resulting in what doctors said would be permanent brain damage.
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Progress is slow and uncertain for Steven Domalewski, 15, of Wayne, who suffered brain injuries when a batted baseball hit him in 2005. 

But Joe and Nancy Domalewski bravely fight on for their son, shaking their fist at the long odds and the unkind fates. "Our prognosis is, 'No limits,' " says the father. "We don't know what the future holds."

For now, the family measures progress in the smallest increments: Steven is confined to a wheelchair and his use of the language has largely been reduced to one word — "yeah." But the boy's cognitive abilities are growing. Steven hears you, he senses you, he absorbs the conversation around him.

"Guess we both know about lines drives, don't we?" I say. Steven locks in on me, his lips curling into a thin smile.

"Yeah," he says, one casualty to another.
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Nearly three years after his accident, Steven Domalewski uses a wheelchair, and his speech is limited to "yeah," but his cognitive skills are returning. 

I am sitting in the Domalewski dining room because of my unlikely connection to this young man. Seven months ago, a batted ball from a wood bat crushed my right eye and all the bones that surround it. Only now, after five surgeries, is my vision coming around. But Steven and I both understand the horror of a baseball turned into a weapon — searing a path straight at you, moving too fast for the synapses of the brain.

One day Steven will tell his story — but not yet. Today, a thin curtain separates him from the rest of the world; breaking through that barrier has consumed his parents.

Their struggle is twofold: The Domalewskis are suing Little League and Louisville Slugger, the manufacturer of the aluminum bat that was used in the near-fatal line drive.

Joe and Nancy are treating their son's brain with aggressive and creative therapies — from neuro-feedback, to hyperbaric chambers, to hippo (horseback) therapy, to vitamins and nutrients.

The effort to reconstruct Steven continues 24 hours a day, seven days a week in the Domalewski household. Joe, a teacher in the Kearny school system, doesn't understate the effects of this long-term war.

"Every day is painful," he says. "Some are just less painful than others."

How? Why? The questions hang over the parents like an anvil. They replay the awful day, June 6, 2006, when Steven was struck. Even now, the sound of the thud in his chest has a sickening resonance. Joe, who was coaching his son's team, sprinted to the mound. His parent's intuition immediately red-lined — this was no ordinary sports injury.

The ball disrupted Steven's heart between beats, short-circuiting its electrical activity. His brain went 20 minutes without oxygen, as Joe watched in horror as his son turned blue.

After 8 1/2 months in the hospital, Steven returned home unable to walk or speak. His parents began the investigation of how it all happened. The culprit, they concluded, wasn't fate, but the bat itself. Had the hitter been using wood, they said, Steven would likely have been back on the mound a day or two later, shaken up but not critically injured.

A year ago, the Domalewskis decided to hire a lawyer and to take on the aluminum bat lobby. The case is in the discovery stage, which means a trial wouldn't begin until 2010 at the earliest. Hillerich & Bradsby, the parent company of Louisville Slugger, has offered polite condolences to the Domalewskis, but makes it clear it will fiercely defend itself in court.

The company's lawyers are armed with study after study that insist aluminum poses no greater threat than wood. A public relations machine works relentlessly to further that agenda; a coalition called Don't Take My Bat Away is, according to its Web site, a newly formed group of families, players, coaches, baseball leagues, bat makers and concerned citizens opposed to a government ban on the use of aluminum and composite bats in amateur baseball.

The group has enlisted Dusty Baker, manager of the Cincinnati Reds and a former Major League player, as its chairman. Even Stanford-educated former Yankees pitcher Mike Mussina supported the use of aluminum. To this, Ernest Fronzuto, the Domalewskis' Ridgewood-based attorney, has a simple rejoinder.

"If aluminum is so safe," he said. "I would've liked to have seen Mussina pitch against the Red Sox with aluminum in their hands."

Joe Domalewski knows what's driving the bat companies' interest in their case — preserving the handsome profit that each aluminum bat can bring. A single bat can go for $300, almost five times the value of its wood counterpart.

He shakes his head and says: "my motive is true. Their motive is financial."
The Domalewskis have their own superstar taking up the cause. Alex Rodriguez called the house not long after Steven was injured. Joe Domalewski said Steven wasn't ready for a conversation, but A-Rod made his loyalty a matter of public record: During the 2006 playoffs, the Yankee slugger wore the yellow wrist bracelet the family was selling to raise money for therapy.

The New Jersey Legislature is stepping in, as well. A bill recently sponsored by state Sen. Nicholas Scutari, D-Union, would prohibit the use of non-wood bats by minors in organized games.

The bill is called "Steven's Law" — named after the smiling, dreamy kid on Wilson Avenue who is waiting to tell his side of the story. The journey is long, and not without an enormous tariff on his parents. But each day brings them closer to the miracle they pray for:

The first spoken sentence, the first steps from the wheelchair, the reclaiming of the life that Steven Domalewski once knew.

"We're working on it," is what Joe Domalewski says, looking away as his eyes begin to moisten.

