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YOUNG JAYS READY TO MAKE AN IMPRESSION

KEN FIDLIN

It was suggested to Luis Rivera that he's definitely in line for a raise. In addition to his value as an infield instructor and in-game eye-in-the-sky scout and strategist, he has been the media translator for a growing number of Latin-American players on the Toronto Blue Jays.

He started the season interpreting for Yunel Escobar and now that list of "clients" includes Henderson Alvarez and Luis Perez, two-fifths of the Jays' starting rotation.

Rivera just smiled, proud of their accomplishments.

"To their real credit, these young players have done a great job trying to deal with a second language," said manager John Farrell, "especially while trying to hone their skills as players at this level."

Alvarez will make his third start for the Jays Saturday and Perez will make his first start on Sunday. In addition, Joel Carreno has joined the Jays from New Hampshire to work out of the bullpen.

Carreno was with the New Hampshire Fisher Cats for a series in Altoona, Pen., when he got the call on Thursday. He flew from Altoona to Washington, D.C., where he discovered his flight to San Francisco had been cancelled.

"It was about 1:00 in the morning they offered him a chance to get a hotel room but he had been rescheduled on a 6 a.m. flight," related Farrell. "He was so excited to be coming to the big leagues, he wouldn't leave. He said 'I'm not missing that flight,' so he spent the night in the airport."

These are heady times for these young pitchers trying to make their first impressions.

"I'm very happy because I've always been a starter," Perez said through Rivera.

"They needed a reliever when they called me up but this is a good chance for me. I'm ready because, even as a reliever, I was preparing just the same as I did as a starter.

"When I was in the minor leagues, I was facing the lineup two or three times. I'm used to throwing fastball, changeup, slider and I can throw those pitches at any time. Of course it depends on who's hitting, but I'm always going to stay with this approach.

"As a reliever, I might only have one hitter to face, and you know you have to get him out. Now I'll be facing a guy more than once and he'll know how I approached him the first time, so it's a matter of keeping him off balance."

Perez, like Alvarez, has impressed his manager and coaches with his poise and mound presence. He's been unfazed, even when he has gotten into tough situations.

What Farrell and the rest of the Blue Jay brass will be looking for is how he responds the second and, hopefully, third times through the lineup. The key to that will be a patient approach.

"He needs to be consistent in the use of three pitches for strikes," Farrell said. "What we saw the other night when he got into his third and fourth inning of work, he used his changeup a little more against righthanders. It gives them that third pitch to contend with. That'll be the case on Sunday."

Farrell hopes to be able to ease Carreno's transition from starter in double-A to reliever in the bigs.

"Since he's coming out of a starter's role the whole year," Farrell said, "what we would look to do is finish off an inning with a reliever who's been in that role and then give Joel a chance to come in to start an inning off and be sure we give him time to get loose in a proper manner."

The last two winters, Carreno has made 20 appearance for the Escogido Lions in the Dominican Republic, 16 of them out of the bullpen, with very good numbers.

In 2009, Carreno appeared in seven games, all as a reliever and tossed 11 2/3 innings, went 2-0 with a 1.54 ERA, striking out nine and walking just one.
In 2010, Carreno appeared in 13 games, nine as a reliever and four as a starter. He went 2-1 in 272/3 innings with 24 strikeouts and a dozen walks.

He says he will draw on those experiences, as well as his role as a reliever during spring training with the Jays, when called upon.

He throws a low-90s fastball but he won't be surprised if he gets it up a little hotter than that in a short relief stint.

"Yeah, probably," he said. "When you're a starter you're looking to go six, seven innings. When you come out of the bullpen you throw, maybe, at the most, three innings."

He, like Perez, is hoping one day to make his mark as a starter but isn't going to look down his nose at a chance to be in the big leagues in any role.

"You never know what's going to happen tomorrow," said Carreno, speaking as a man who woke up that morning in an airport.

HARDEN SMOKES BLUE JAYS

KEN FIDLIN

At the MLB trade deadline in July, the Oakland Athletics thought they had a deal with the Boston Red Sox for starting pitcher Rich Harden, he of the amazing but oft-injured right arm.

When the Red Sox doctors got a look at Harden’s medical records, suddenly Boston wanted to change the deal. The A’s refused and the trade fell apart.

The Red Sox may be wishing they had asked for a second opinion.

Oh, Harden is always going to be a medical risk, but Saturday he showed that there is still a lot of magic in that mass of scar tissue otherwise known as his right shoulder. Harden led the A's to a 2-0 win against the Toronto Blue Jays while tossing a two-hit shutout over seven innings.

Harden threw a blanket over a Toronto offence that had produced 46 runs in its previous six games, striking out 11 on the way. The Victoria, B.C., native won his fourth game of the season and topped 10 strikeouts in a game for the first time since 2009.

The only window of opportunity the Jays had was wasted in the first inning. Toronto's Yunel Escobar hit a tapper back to the mound to lead off the game. Harden fumbled it and Escobar was safe on the error. Harden then got into deeper trouble by walking the next two batters, Eric Thames and Jose Bautista.

At that point, it was as if a switch went on in Harden’s head. He struck out the next three batters on eight swinging strikes and one weak foul.

“We created a tremendous opportunity for ourselves,” said Jays manager John Farrell. “But after an error and two walks, it took (Harden) nine more pitches to strike out the side.”

Harden's stuff was electric. If it wasn’t his mid-90s fastball that baffled the Jays hitters, it was a lethal slider with the bottom falling out of it.

In five of the seven innings he pitched, he got the final batter to strike out swinging. He ended the sixth inning with his 10th strikeout, a swing and miss by Colby Rasmus, with Jose Bautista on third base.

Josh Willingham delivered Oakland’s two runs with his 21st home run with two outs in the first off hard-luck Jays starter Brett Cecil.

“You look at the 1-0 fastball to Willingham and it was the difference in the game,” said Farrell. “A well-pitched game on both sides.

“(Cecil) did what he could to keep us in the ballgame by going seven and just giving up those two runs.”

Jemile Weeks led off the first with a walk. Cocoa Crisp lined out to shortstop and then Hideki Matsui hit a groundball down the first base line that Toronto's Adam Lind snared. Lind stepped on the bag at first, then threw to second to try to get Weeks at the back end of the double-play. The throw would have made it in time, but it hit Weeks and bounced into left field. That allowed Willingham to come to the plate and smash a Cecil offering out of the park to left.

That home run ruined what was a strong outing by Cecil, who allowed just four hits and five walks over seven innings. Certainly good enough to win on most nights.

“I thought I was really good,” said Cecil. “For once, the home run ball was down. (Willingham) just went down and got it. Good at-bat by him. Five walks but it didn’t hurt me.

“My job is to hold the club within three runs throughout the game and I can’t worry about what (the hitters) do. Obviously they’re frustrated by what happened tonight.

“You’re going to win those games more often than not.”

The Jays didn’t get their first hit until J.P. Arencibia singled into left field with one out in the fifth. Bautista later singled in the sixth inning and Brett Lawrie added a third hit off A's reliever Andrew Bailey in the ninth.

“(Harden) was outstanding,” said Farrell. “You can take the yearlong stats and set them aside. The way he pitched against us in Toronto (Aug. 9) and then again tonight ... when he’s on, he’s as good as anybody we’ll face.”

PEANUTS FOR PIRATES

Bucs were one out from facing Jays in World Series

BOB ELLIOTT

This is a story about a peanut.

One lousy peanut.

On Oct. 14, 1992, Candy Maldonado hit a three-run homer, Joe Carter a solo shot, Juan Guzman allowed one run in seven innings then relievers Duane Ward and Tom Henke slammed the door for the Blue Jays on 9-2 win over the Oakland A’s.

When Ruben Sierra flew out to Maldonado in left, clinching the best-of-seven, American League Championship Series Toronto became the first Canadian team to earn a World Series berth.

The Blue Jays had shed the Blow Jays tag.

While the 51,335 spilled out through the SkyDome doors into the autumn sun amidst car honking, flag waving and cheering, four men walked with a purpose as they hurried to their hotel.

Four Pittsburgh Pirate scouts were set to watch Game 7 of the Atlanta Braves-Pirates National League Championship Series.

They gathered at the bar of the Harbour Castle hotel.

Three of the four went on to become general managers:

Jack Zduriencik runs the Seattle Mariners.

Cam Bonifay ran the Pirates from 1993-2001.

And Kevin Towers is the GM of the Arizona Diamondbacks after 15 years as GM of the San Diego Padres.

The fourth scout was Donnie Mitchell.

Meanwhile, at the Marriott Marquis in Atlanta six Blue Jays scouts had watched the A’s-Jays Game 6 in separate locations, either for luck or because they got on each other’s nerves during tense moments.

Moose Johnson, Chris Bourjos, Tim Wilken and Joe Ford watched from their own rooms, while Al LaMacchia and Duane Larson were too nervous to watch. When Maldonado’s homer off Mike Moore landed, Wilken, in a room on the 46th floor, opened the door and screamed “WE’RE GOING TO THE WORLD SERIES!!!”

He quickly closed the door. “I’m surprised someone didn’t call security saying ‘there was a lunatic on the 46th floor.’”

After Henke got the final out, they met in the lobby to congratulate each other and then off to the park to scout Game 7 of the NLCS.

1st inning

The four Pirates scouts settled into the lobby bar in Toronto to see what was unfolding at Atlanta’s Fulton-County Stadium.

Zduriencik and Bonifay were scouting the Jays, Towers and Mitchell had the A’s.

“We thought we matched up better against Oakland,” Towers said. “Carney Lansford had a bad knee and had limited range at third. We thought we could do some things with our athletic team. When Oakland got beat we thought, OK, we still were going.”

While three of the scouts became GMs, it was Mitchell who had come up with the peanut idea.

“Donnie picked out 27 peanuts from the jar of bar mix and lined them up,” said Bonifay, now a St. Louis Cardinals scout.

They watched the Pirates’ Doug Drabek settle in for his first pitch to Braves Otis Nixon with an early 1-0 lead thanks to an Orlando Merced single off John Smoltz.

Towers is sipping a bottle of water in his box at Chase Field in Phoenix during All-Star weekend as he tells the story.

“After each out we threw a peanut on the floor,” recalled Towers.

Two ground balls and a fly ball ... 24 peanuts left on the bar.

2nd inning

Again a 1-2-3 inning for Drabek, whose son Kyle became a first-round pick of the Philadelphia Phillies, broke camp with the Jays and was demoted to triple-A Las Vegas. Drabek needed only eight pitches, with a whiff, a ground out and a line drive ... 21 peanuts left.

3rd inning

Damon Berryhill led off with a double, but Drabek got a grounder, a line out and another ground ball ... 18 peanuts remaining.

4th inning

Drabek sailed with a 14-pitch inning.

“We all thought we were in great shape with Drabek on the mound,” said Towers.
A strikeout and two ground balls ... 15 peanuts left.

5th inning

Just 11 pitches for Drabek as he recorded a strikeout sandwiched around two ground balls ... 12 peanuts on the bar.

6th inning

Now Drabek had  breathing room as Andy Van Slyke singled home Jay Bell off Smoltz in the top of the sixth, giving the Bucs a 2-0 lead.

“We’d sent out World Series tickets to all the scouts by FedEx,” said Bonifay. “If we won, the Series would open in Pittsburgh.”

The Braves led off the inning with singles by Mark Lemke and pinch hitter Jeff Treadway as Bobby Cox went to his bench, lifting Smoltz.

When Nixon bunted for a base hit, the bases were loaded with none out.

Not a peanut was stirring.

Jeff Blauser lined to third, Bucs third baseman Jeff King caught the liner and doubled Lemke off third. Drabek retired Terry Pendleton on a liner ... nine peanuts remained.

7th inning

With one out, Sid Bream doubled off Drabek and Ron Gant worked a walk and Berryhill flew out.

Seven peanuts away from a trip to the World Series.

Cox used Lonnie Smith to pinch hit for Lemke.

Drabek got Smith, Atlanta’s best pinch hitter, to fly out to centre ... six peanuts remaining.

8th inning

Drabek struck out pinch hitter Deion Sanders on a 2-2 pitch.

Another peanut bit the dust ... five to go.

Next was Nixon, the Braves table setter. Drabek got him to pop up to left field to Barry Bonds in foul ground.

Another peanut was flicked away ... four outs remaining.

Then, Drabek struck out Blauser on a 2-2 pitch.

Three peanuts to go.

9th inning

Three peanuts on the bar.

Pendleton led off with a double deep to right.

Next David Justice hit a routine grounder to second baseman Jose (Chico) Lind, which he clanked, now there were  runners on the corners with none out.

“Lind booting that ball hurt,” Bonifay said. “He’d been so solid all year.

National League managers voted Lind the gold glove in 1992 as he fielded 745 chances and only made six errors.

Now, the winning run was coming to the plate in Bream, Drabek walked him on four pitches, ball four was his 129th.

Jim Leyland walked to the mound and signalled for closer Stan Belinda.

A look at the bar made it seem as if someone had spilled a jumbo tin of Planter’s peanuts ... Only three remained, but it would be difficult removing them with Atlanta tying the score.

Belinda got Gant to line out to deep left for a scoring fly ball, 2-1 Pirates.

Another peanut was tossed away, two remained on the bar.

Belinda walked Berryhill on five pitches re-loading the bases. Justice moved to third, Bream to second.

Pinch hitter Brian Hunter popped up an 0-1 pitch to short.

Now, one peanut sat all by his lonesome on the bar.
The Bucs were one out from facing the Jays in the World Series.

Cox turned to Francisco Cabrera, the most inexperienced of his pinch hitters.

Cabrera, originally signed by the Jays’ scout Epy Guerrero made his debut with major-league Toronto July 24, 1989.

He joined the club in Arlington, Tx. as a right-handed hitting DH. He wasn’t impressive.

After the usual So How Did You Find Out You Were Promoted? interview session someone said, “see you tomorrow at early hitting.”

“Oh, I don’t need any extra batting practice,” Cabrera said.

Cabrera hit .167 (2-for-12) in three games for the Jays and was dealt along with reliever Tony Castillo to the Braves for Jim Acker on Aug. 24.

Now, Cabrera was hitting for Jeff Reardon, with the Braves’ —and Pirates’ — season on the line.

“Their third catcher, the 25th man on the roster,” Bonifay said.

Cabrera lined a 1-2 pitch between short and third.

“Off the bat, I thought the game was over,” Bonifay said. “I thought Jay Bell’s going to backhand the ball and throw him out at first because he was so slow.

“When it got through, with Bream’s running ... maybe we’ve got extras.”

Justice scored, as Bonds moved and fired home while the creaky-kneed Bream was waved home.

Pirates catcher Mike (Spanky) LaValliere took the bouncing throw from Bonds a step or two up the first base line and dove to the plate.

Bream slid in.

“Safe,” signalled the late, great umpire John McSherry.

Bream’s toe was under the glove of LaValliere by about the width of a baby’s eyelash, as usual, Big John got it right.

“I was crushed, we all were,” Zduriencik said from Seattle, “we had a hell of a ball club. We were right there in 1991 and 1992. That was the emergence of the Braves run.”

The peanut remained on the bar.

- - -

“I don’t think anyone said a thing,” said Towers. “I looked at the replays. Again and again, I couldn’t believe it. We were that close to going to the World Series.”

Bonifay didn’t say a word and remembers leaving quickly without watching a replay, headed to the elevator and his room.

He doesn’t recall being able to sleep.

The most experienced Pirates scout of all, Lenny Yochim, who scouted the Jays in Oakland, watched on TV from his living room in New Orleans. His bags were packed for a flight to Pittsburgh which he never made.

Yochim was in his fourth decade of five with the Pirates.

“I got to my room, didn’t turn on the TV, just stared at the ceiling,” said Towers, living in Atlanta at the time. “I flew home, everyone was doing that Tomahawk Chop.”

- - -

The chop was a part of the 1992 Series, along with:

- The color guard carrying the Canadian flag upside down.

- Ed Sprague’s pinch-hit homer off Reardon.

- Jays executive Howard Starkman fearing Canadian fans would boo the U.S. flag coming up with the idea of U.S. Marine Corps Color Guard carrying the Maple Leaf and the Mounties, entering at the same time, carrying the Stars and Stripes.

No one would boo the Mounties.

- The missed triple play as Devon White face planted into the wall.

- Henke blowing a lead in the ninth in Game 6, Dave Winfield hitting a two-run, single in the 11th, Mike Timlin taking over for Jimmy Key for his first save of the year.

The 1992 Series had everything.

Everything but the Pirates.

When we began this story the Bucs were in first place in the NL Central.

This was going to be a tribute to their return to greatness and 1992.

The Pirates went on a 10-game losing streak, as they went from first place to 10 games out in a span of 13 days. No team had dropped from first to a double-digit deficit faster in major-league history.

“Why did you have to bring that game up?” Towers said as he looked away.

Subject over.

So, close, yet so far.

Towers came back to the subject on his own after a couple of seconds saying “I was at class-A Visailia last month where Doug Drabek is our pitching coach and we were talking about it. We thought we had the game in our pockets, 2-0 lead, Doug on the mound.


“As far as I know that last peanut is still on the bar.”
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A’S HARDEN TOO MUCH TO HANDLE FOR JAYS IN 2-0 LOSS

MARK ZWOLINSKI

The Jays offensive juggernaut was a thing to behold for fans until it ran into Canadian Rich Harden here Friday night.

Harden, a Victoria, B.C. native, came up with pure pitching electricity in his often injured right arm, stomping the Jays offensive drive with a two hitter over seven innings in Oakland’s 2-0 win before 13,174 at the Coliseum.

“His fastball and his splitter, he had control of them on either side of the plate, and his splitter is as good as there is in the game,” said Jays second baseman Aaron Hill.

“Not many balls up. He’s had our number and you feel bad because Brett Cecil pitched a good game for us.”

Toronto entered the game on an offensive high: homers in each of its last 12 games to lead the majors over that stretch, and 46 runs in total over its previous six games.

There would be none of that onslaught repeated on Harden’s watch Friday. Harden struck out 11 to match a career high. Singles by J.P. Arencibia in the fourth and Jose Bautista in the sixth were the only blemishes on his night, besides four walks — but Harden rendered those free passes meaningless.

This was indeed a special night for Harden, and one that was a long time coming. His last 11-strikeout performance was over two years ago, on July 31, 2009, against Florida, while he was a member of the Chicago Cubs.

“It kinda started ugly,” said Harden, who loaded the bases in the first before blowing away Adam Lind, Edwin Encarnacion, and Colby Rasmus on nine pitches to end the threat.

“I guess I felt better with men on base,” he said laughing. “After that everything kind of clicked. It could have gone the other way, too.”

Jays starter Brett Cecil gave up a two-run homer to Josh Willingham in the first, but he settled in and pitched well on a night where he didn’t have his best stuff. He exited after seven with just four hits, but one of the five walks he gave up came around to score on Willingham’s homer.

Bautista walked three times in addition to his single, and he set a new Jays record as the fastest player in team history to reach 100 or more walks. Bautista now has 103 walks in 113 games, surpassing Carlos Delgado who had 100 in 130 games in 2000.

The last major league player to reach 100 walks in 115 or fewer games was Barry Bonds in 2007 (87 games). The last American League Player was Jason Giambi, who did it in 114 games in 2000.

Grant Balfour and Andrew Bailey blanked the Jays over the final two innings to complete the shutout for the A’s.

Harden entered the game at 3-2, with a 4.50 ERA. There had been nothing to suggest he was on the verge of a lights-out night.

In fact, he wasn’t even supposed to be in Oakland at this point in the season. The A’s had a deal completed that would have sent Harden to the Boston Red Sox on July 30, a day before the major league trade deadline.

The Red Sox, however, reviewed Harden’s medical records and were convinced he would be incapable of finishing the season without injury; they nixed the deal and left Harden in Oakland.

Harden opened rather dubiously Friday night. He fumbled a comebacker to the mound from Yunel Escobar, allowing the Jays’ shortstop to reach base safely.

Consecutive walks followed to Eric Thames and Bautista, and with the Jays offence clicking extremely well the past week, there was every reason to believe Toronto would get off to a great start.

Something, though, lit up with Harden immediately after Bautista’s free pass. Harden found something and the result was awe inspiring.

The rest of the first wasn’t even close for the Jays. Harden basically blew away Lind, Encarnacion and Rasmus on strikes to end that bases loaded threat.

The Jays would barely touch the ball over the next three innings. In fact, Harden retired 10 of 11 batters after the first inning before Arencibia singled sharply to left with one out in the fifth for the Jays first hit.

After Arencibia, Harden struck out Escobar and Thames to end the fifth. With that, he had nine strikeouts for the 20 batters he had faced up to that point.

Jays starter Cecil never had the sharp stuff that highlighted his last eight starts, but he cleaned up after a rough first inning to battle Harden through seven innings.

All the scoring the game would see came in the first inning on Josh Willingham’s two run homer off Cecil.

It was an odd inning, one that started with a walk to Jamie Weeks. After a line out to shortstop, Cecil coaxed a sharp grounder to first from Hideki Matsui.

Lind scooped the ball, touched first, and then threw to second where a tag was needed on Weeks to complete the double-play. Lind’s toss to second glanced off Weeks, breaking up the double-play and allowing him to reach second safely.

Willingham, who homered off Cecil in Toronto two weeks ago, struck again on a cutter inside that caught too much of the plate. It was Willingham’s team-leading 21st homer.

“We’re going to win these games more often than not,” said Cecil, who dropped to 4-6, but pitched well enough to win on any other night.

“I didn’t throw the curve at all. It was fastball, changeup, slider, two seamer. The walks didn’t really hurt me. Every one of the walks I was missing down in the zone, I’m okay with that.”



PEREZ GETTING CHANCE TO SHINE IN JAYS’ ROTATION

MARK ZWOLINSKI

A bright smile lit up Luis Perez’s face Friday when he was asked about transitioning from the bullpen to the starting rotation for Sunday’s game against the A’s.

Perez will be making the first major-league start of his career, giving the Jays an option after they returned Brad Mills to Triple-A Las Vegas.

“I was very happy when they asked me (to start) because I was starting in the minor leagues . . . so I feel like I’m prepared for this,” said Perez, who has thrown 43 2/3 innings over two stints in the majors this season, with 46 hits, 15 walks and 37 strikeouts.

Perez enters the start more equipped to make the adjustment than anyone else currently in the bullpen. The lefty logged 665 career innings in the minor leagues, and posted a 33-39 record over 115 starts. There were 612 hits and 286 walks, but a definite show of power with 575 strikeouts.

The power side of his game, and the fact he has three major-league-quality pitches, made him a viable option for the big-league team, even if it was in a completely opposite role as a member of the bullpen.

But Perez, like every other young pitching prospect in the organization, realizes there’s more to the opportunity than a chance to help out the major-league team.

Quality starting pitching remains at a premium in the organization despite the abundance of prospects and promise for the future. Essentially, there are three sure bets for next season — Ricky Romero, Brandon Morrow and Brett Cecil. The rest of the picture is unclear at this point in time.

Henderson Alvarez holds down the fourth spot and after two starts this month, the first two of his major-league career, his stock has certainly risen as a candidate for a starting job next season.

The same can be said for a host of other names, both in the majors and minors. But Perez enters the scene starting Sunday and as a rookie with solid seasoning in the minors, there is a chance he could be the next unheralded minor-leaguer to explode onto the major league scene, the way Juan Guzman did in the 1990s.

“I hope to show I can start in the big leagues, it’s the one thing I always wanted,” said Perez. “I’m looking forward to Sunday.”

For Perez to succeed, he’ll have to adjust to a myriad of details common to starting that are subtly different than pitching out of the bullpen. Among the differences are mental focus, body management, pitch count management, game control and instinctive adjustments in-game to make it through a lineup two and three times on the same night.

“It’s different as a reliever because you face maybe one batter sometimes and you have the confidence that you can get him out,” Perez said. “But when you are a starter, that same guy will know what you got him out with before. So you have to talk with your catcher a lot and (make adjustments).”

The Jays have asked several pitchers to move from the rotation to the pen, and vice versa. It’s a difficult request since pitchers, especially starters, are creatures of habit.

Successful ones include Casey Janssen and Jesse Litsch, ex-starters who are now important pieces of the bullpen. Carlos Villanueva also made a successful jump from the pen to the rotation this season, but the added stress on his body forced him to the disabled list after a two-month run in the rotation.

“In my instance, all I knew was starting, so I’m embracing this (reliever role) as much as I can,” Litsch said. “But Luis started his whole career, so he’s gone back and forth, and he’s prepared for that now. I think the adjustment from reliever to starter is easier than the other way around.

“It’s a matter of executing pitches,” Litsch added.

“As a starter, you want to preserve and protect your pitch count, so that’s different than a reliever. Your stamina is a different concern as a starter. But we all run every day, no matter where you are (starter or reliever), so it’s the same thing preparing for a game.

“For me, getting the chance to be a reliever made me talk to different guys. Casey (Janssen) did it (starter to reliever). You find things out from different guys, and you try to make your own routine — that’s important, to make your routine your own. You have no clue when you are going to pitch (as a reliever), you have to be ready every game, you have to be aware of the game and focus in on it all the time.”

Indeed, relievers represent something like baseball’s equivalent of a SWAT team. They’re on call every inning, but their normal routine doesn’t begin until the fifth inning most nights.

About that time, the Red Bull comes out in the Jays pen. Most of the relievers have a can of the adrenaline-pumping drink around the fifth. They also get up out of their seats more often, and start talking to each other about the game and hitters almost exclusively from that point on.

It’s a process of sharpening focus and awareness of each moment in the game. The difficult part is doing it every day, and embracing it, but it’s still a routine.

Starters, conversely, live a more relaxed life. They are afforded the luxury of four days between starts, and though they have a routine to prepare for their next start, those four days are devoid of the pressure a reliever faces daily.

Perez is aware of both sides of that coin. The most important detail, one that is no different for the rotation or bullpen, is the necessity of throwing strikes at all times.

Perez holds a certain confidence that he can deliver strikes. His statistics show averages of four walks per nine innings — higher than desired — but his latest outings have been four-inning holds where he’s done the kind of job that increases confidence levels in coaches.

He now has the chance to parlay his good fortune this season into something potentially permanent for next season.

“I was surprised,” Perez said about the request to start when Mills was sent down earlier this week. “I was doing a good job relieving, but I always thought in the back of my mind about starting. I was preparing myself in my mind if I did get the chance.”

ANTHOPOULOS DESERVES CONTRACT EXTENSION AND RUMOURS ARE HE HAS IT

RICHARD GRIFFIN

There is a strong belief that 23 months into his tenure, Blue Jays ownership has already discussed a contract extension for their 34-year-old GM, Alex Anthopoulos. The problem with the report is that the Boy Wonder has always refused to discuss any terms of his original deal from October 2009, leaving open the all-important question, “An extension to what?” Anthopoulos still refuses to elaborate.

“I’m very happy,” is all the first-time general manager would say. “There are only 30 major-league jobs out there. These are not easy to come by. The organization has treated me well. The one thing I can say is there is nowhere that I’d rather be. I don’t think it’s important to announce the contract status of front office personnel. It’s not like a player. If they want to let me go tomorrow they can and it won’t make a difference. The length of the contract is incidental. You know how I feel.”

But don’t look for the resurgent organization to be letting him go any time soon. The Jays’ iconic president, Paul Beeston, deserves full credit for insisting on the then-surprising move of replacing J.P. Ricciardi with his young assistant-GM, Anthopoulos. The move was made to fire his mentor at the end of the ’09 season when Beeston had been forced to fly to Baltimore to quell a clubhouse revolt against manager Cito Gaston that spelled the end of the GM’s reign with one year remaining on his deal.

The belief among fans and media at the time was that Anthopoulos would be merely interim, that the Jays needed to place a veteran, Gillick-like hand on the tiller of the foundering Jays ship. Instead, Beeston went with his gut instinct, sharpened from years of leading what had been the best organization in baseball under Hall of Famer Pat Gillick in the mid ’80s to mid ’90s.

Beeston came to the decision after a year of being back in the Jays office, by listening to a smart young Montrealer sit in his office and talk passionately, with simple conviction about his vision for the Jays moving forward, about moving back to its roots, a plan under Gillick that involved scouting, player development, trust in the spoken word, long-term planning and simple humanity.

Anthopoulos has delivered all that and Beeston has been vindicated. It is easy to believe, despite Anthopoulos’s protestations, that the Rogers ownership group has indeed moved to lock up its GM for at least the next five years. Following is a list of his top accomplishments in the 23 months of his tenure.

Returning trust, respect and humanity to the Jays’ brand

One of Anthopoulos’s quaint beliefs is that his word is his bond and that should be enough. Examples abound.

When he signed John Buck as a free agent in ’10 to be the Jays’ catcher for a year, he told him he would be the starter. When J.P. Arencibia made his debut with four hits and two homers, Buck was back in the lineup when healthy and finished out a meaningless September to much head-scratching from fans, parlaying his 20-homers into a nice contract with the Marlins. Anthopoulos kept his word.

When Scott Podsednik was signed to a minor-league deal with an invitation to spring training, it was with a chance to earn a role as the Jays’ fourth outfielder. When he was injured and lost that chance, he reported to Triple-A Las Vegas, but then chose free agency to look for a major-league job elsewhere. Was it in his contract? No, it was an understanding he had with the Jays’ GM that he could ask for his release at any time. It’s a trust in the Jays that by word of mouth is now passed from one player to other potential free agents and among agents that represent key pieces to a winning puzzle.

Revamping international and Caribbean scouting

There was a time in the ’80s under Gillick and Epy Guerrero when the Jays were one of the major players in the Caribbean and the streets of towns and villages in the Dominican Republic were teeming with kids wearing Jays hats.

One of the first gambits under Anthopoulos was to become a major player for Cuban refugee pitcher Aroldis Chapman, remaining in the mix until the envelope was opened. With Marco Paddy at the forefront, the Jays followed that up with a winning bid on shortstop Adeiny Hechavarria. Now agents and Latin American free agents fully expect the Jays to be in the mix for any future stars. The prestige of the city and the organization in international circles has returned to where it was.

Making difficult decisions for the organization, not the fans, not for himself

The problem with the previous regime was that whenever the Jays won 85 games, the GM would change the long-term plan to a short-term one and the next year would try to win 87. They would next finish under .500 and start the rebuild again. The president and ownership trusted Ricciardi’s judgment — for six years, then by the time they pulled back, reining in his ever-increasing payroll demands. It was too late. Ricciardi was fixated on the short-term goal of competing with the Red Sox and Yankees.

Bringing minor leagues back to Canada

Even as an assistant GM, Anthopoulos could not understand why all teams had pulled their farm teams from Canada. The first chance he had, he took one of his short-season Class-A affiliates and moved it to Vancouver. The Eh-Canadians have become a huge success and is a nice part of Rogers’ cementing the Jays brand across the country. You can bet when the Vegas agreement runs out following the 2012 season, Anthopoulos will at least explore a Triple-A affiliate in Canada.

Taking chances with the draft to strengthen the farm

The old philosophy was to select college players that could reach the majors in a short period of time, thus cutting the cost of development. The result was faster arrivals, but lower talent ceilings. Anthopoulos bulked up scouting with the philosophy that instead of each draft producing one major-league star, he wanted two.

Thus the Jays have allowed major-league Types A-B players to leave as free agents in order to claim the draft pick compensation. Pushing the envelope, they even traded for catcher Miguel Olivo, tore up his option year then offered him arbitration in order to earn the Type-B supplemental pick.

If the following player balance sheet reflected trades, not manipulations of the draft, here is what Anthopoulos would have reaped in terms of free agents for compensation picks: departing free agents Kevin Gregg, Miguel Olivo, John Buck, Rod Barajas, Marco Scutaro and Scott Downs, plus unsigned ’09 draft picks James Paxton, Jake Eliopoulos and Jake Barrett for signed draft picks Joe Musgrove, Dwight Smith, Jr., Kevin Comer, Jake Anderson, Dan Norris, Kellen Sweeney, Aaron Sanchez, Justin Nicolino, Noah Syndergaard, Asher Wojchiechowski and Marcus Knecht.

Time will tell, but it’s likely Rogers ownership has already ensured that Anthopoulos will be there to greet those young guys when they arrive around 2014-15.
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HARDEN AND A’S SHUT OUT JAYS

Canadian Rich Harden matched his career high with 11 strikeouts and didn't allow a hit until the fifth, Josh Willingham hit a two-run homer, and the Oakland Athletics beat the Toronto Blue Jays 2-0 on Friday night.

Harden quickly recovered from a shaky start and Willingham's drive in the first off Brett Cecil (4-6) held up as the A's bounced back a day after being shut out 7-0 in the series opener. They won for just the third time in eight games.

J.P. Arencibia singled to left with one out in the fifth for the first hit off Harden (4-2), who recorded his 11th career 10-strikeout game and first since Sept. 5, 2009, at the New York Mets.

Harden won consecutive decisions for the first time this season, and both came against the Blue Jays. The Victoria native pitched seven strong innings at Toronto on Aug. 9.

Blue Jays slugger Jose Bautista walked in the first, third and eighth innings to give him a majors-leading 102. He reached 100 free passes in his 113th game, fewest ever by a Blue Jay. The last major leaguer to reach 100 walks in 115 games or fewer was former San Francisco slugger Barry Bonds in 2007, the year he broke Hank Aaron's home run record.

Harden struck out 11 for the fourth time. He last did it on July 31, 2009, at Florida while with the Chicago Cubs. Oakland (56-69) avoided falling to a season-worst 15 games below .500, where the club was Monday. The A's are 3-5 on this 10-game homestand.


Willingham hit his 21st homer with two out in the first and it was all Harden needed. Willingham's 71 RBIs match the A's season high from last season done by Kevin Kouzmanoff and Kurt Suzuki.

Harden looked to be headed for a rough night after committing a fielding error on the first play of the game only a day after the pitchers went through pre-game fielding drills. Then, Harden allowed back-to-back walks before striking out the side to leave the bases loaded.

Harden needed 23 pitches in the first and only nine in the second. The error was Oakland's 12th over the last 10 games. The hard-throwing right-hander beat Toronto for only the second time over 10 career starts. Harden, who didn't pitch until July 1 after a stint on the 60-day disabled list, allowed two hits in seven innings and walked four in an impressive 115-pitch outing.

Grant Balfour pitched the eighth and Andrew Bailey finished the three-hitter for his 16th save in 18 opportunities.

Cecil, who lost to Harden and the A's in that Aug. 9 matchup but also won at Oakland on May 10 for his first major league victory, had his winless stretch reach four starts after three straight winning decisions.

Oakland tied the season series at 4-4 and is trying to avoid losing a fourth straight season series with the Blue Jays.

Notes: Carlos Delgado reached 100 walks in 130 games in 2000 for Toronto. ... Jays callup RHP Joel Carreno slept in a Washington, D.C., airport Thursday after his flight was cancelled. He didn't want to risk not getting to Oakland and the big leagues. He was promoted from double-A New Hampshire on Thursday. ... A's RHP Michael Wuertz, on the DL since July 30 with right thumb tendinitis, is set to throw off the mound for the first time in his rehab sometime this weekend. ... Toronto LHP Brian Tallet, who strained a chest muscle by sneezing, pitched for class-A Dunedin on Thursday and came out of it fine. Manager John Farrell expects him to go again Sunday in the minors. “He had a very clean inning, 11 pitches,” Farrell said. “He's healthy.” ... A's LHP Gio Gonzalez (9-11) tries to snap a career-worst 0-5 streak over his last five starts. He is 1-6 with a 6.29 ERA since the all-star break. ... Toronto RHP Henderson Alvarez goes Saturday for the Blue Jays looking for his first win in his third start. He made his big league debut against the A's.

CANADIANS GUIDE RED HOT BREWERS INTO CONTENTION

ROBERT MACLEOD

Even Major League Baseball executives need to get away from it all during the hurly-burly days of the regular season.

Which is why this weekend you will find Gord Ash, the assistant general manager of the red-hot Milwaukee Brewers, at the summer retreat he still maintains in his old Ontario stomping ground.

“I’m spending the weekend with my family up at our cottage in Georgian Bay,” the Toronto native said on Friday over the telephone.

If anybody deserves a respite it would be Ash and his Canadian sidekick Doug Melvin, the Chatham, Ont., general manager, who together have pushed all the right buttons this season to position the Brewers among baseball’s elite with about seven weeks left in the regular-season schedule.

Heading into Friday night’s game in New York against the Mets, the Brewers have lost just three times in their last 22 outings to surge to the top of the standings in the National League Central with an overall record of 73-52.

That was good enough for a comfortable 6 1/2-game bulge over the St. Louis Cardinals.

With a 5-1 win on Thursday, the Los Angeles Dodgers prevented the Brewers from becoming the first N.L. team since the 1994 Montreal Expos to win 20 of 22 games.

“It’s definitely not locked up or anything, but if we continue playing well it should happen,” Milwaukee ace Zack Greinke said earlier in the week about the Brewers’ chances of locking up first place.

“It’s on us, mainly. We’ve just got to keep doing as good as we’re doing or close to that and make it as tough as possible on the other teams. It is ours to lose.”

With a solid one-two punch of solid starting pitching and dependable hitting throughout the lineup, the Brewers have fashioned a 24-9 mark since the all-star break, a .727 winning percentage.

In the major leagues, only the Philadelphia Phillies, who have played at a .742 clip (23-8), have been winning at a more consistent pace since the break than the Brewers.

“I think really the first part of the year we really weren’t firing on all cylinders,” Ash said of the Brewers surge. “And now in the second half, after the all-star break, we have been.

“Part of that is Grienke. He hasn’t lost a home game yet. He’s 9-0 at home. But he’s pitched the way we thought he was capable.”

In his seven starts since the all-star break, Grienke has gone 5-1 with a 1.52 ERA.

The Brewers knew heading into the season that they needed to plug some holes in their pitching rotation if they were to compete. Melvin responded by shipping out five of Milwaukee’s top prospects to land Grienke and then Shaun Marcum from the Toronto Blue Jays.

Marcum has more than done his part, forging a record of 10-3 with an ERA of 3.50.

The Brewers then went out and landed another impact pitcher just before the Aug. 1 trade deadline rolled around, acquiring one of the game’s best closers in Francisco Rodriguez, whom they converted into their eighth-inning setup man for John Axford.

“The eighth inning was a bit of a twilight zone for us,” Ash said.
Since joining the Brewers, Rodriguez has gone 2-0 with a 2.03 ERA in 14 games while Axford, who hails from Simcoe, Ont., is enjoying another solid season with 36 saves to his credit.

With the likes of sluggers Prince Fielder and Ryan Braun leading the offence, Ash said management believed heading into the season the club was just a player or two away from being a serious playoff contender.

“All of the pieces are there,” he said. “One of the problems with the so-called smaller market clubs is that your window to win, you can’t prolong that. You have to seize the opportunity as it presents itself. We’ve seen Minnesota do that and we’ve seen Tampa do that.

“So this is our opportunity and [we] needed to do what we could do to ensure we go as deep as we can.”
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MOTTOLA WORKS HIS MAGIC ON JAYS’ HECHAVARRIA

JOHN LOTT

If only it were always this easy.

When Adeiny Hechavarria was promoted to the Las Vegas 51s, hitting coach Chad Mottola took one look at his swing and asked him to try something new. That night, Hechavarria got two hits.

At Double-A New Hampshire this season, the Toronto Blue Jays’ prospect had wowed scouts with his defensive work at shortstop but was hitting just .235. In eight games at Triple-A, he is hitting .529 (18 for 35).

Mottola saw that Hechavarria was tense at the plate. Instead of using his hands to set up, or “load,” his swing, he was using his entire body.

“We just did some top-hand drills to relax his back elbow so he could load with his hands instead of his whole body. He took to it right away,” Mottola said in a telephone interview Friday before the 51s played in Memphis.

Hechavarria reeled off six straight multi-hit games. Mottola knows that pace cannot continue, but given Hechavarria’s athleticism, he is confident the highly touted Cuban defector can become a good hitter.

After signing with Toronto for US$10-million early last year, Hechavarria has dazzled on defence. A right-handed batter, he has also struggled at the plate, especially against right-handed pitching. So some found it surprising when he was promoted to Triple-A on Aug. 12.

The Jays sent Danny Solano, his personal coach and interpreter, along too. When they reported for the 51s’ game in Nashville, they met with Mottola, who made a quick diagnosis of Hechavarria’s swing.

“It’s just something I kind of saw right away, and Danny said, ‘Go ahead. Talk to him about it.’ So we talked to Hech, and we did drills with one hand on a shorter bat to help him get to feel it, and he really took to it quickly,” Mottola said.

He hastens to add that he is no miracle worker. Sometimes coaching advice clicks quickly. Often, change takes weeks or months.

But the light went on immediately for Hechavarria.

“There was a lot of tension in his body, and when that happens you tend to be all one piece and you commit to swinging too early,” Mottola said. “You’ve got to take some tension out of your swing, and that way you’re freed up and you can hit more pitches and be more consistent.

“He’s staying balanced on all pitches much better. He says he’s seeing balls much better and getting in a good position to hit more consistently.”

In his tiny Triple-A sample size, Hechavarria still hits left-handers better (four for six). But he is no slouch against the righties (14 for 28).

Mottola said Hechavarria’s tense approach made him more vulnerable to off-speed pitches from right-handers. The adjustment has helped him react more effectively to pitches of different speeds.

“It has only been [eight] games, but it was nice to see some immediate results, just for his sake,” Mottola said. “I don’t want to say now that I did all this stuff, or that he’s a .500 hitter and everything’s fixed. But he’s so talented, I don’t see why it can’t continue.”

This is not Mottola’s department, but he happily volunteers an assessment of Hechavarria’s glove work.

“He’s unbelievable on defence. It’s just a treat to watch him. Every night there are three or four plays that just kind of open your eyes and you say, ‘Wow, how easy he made that play look.’ He makes everything look so easy and routine and it’s far from that.”

With Yunel Escobar enjoying a solid year for Toronto on offence and defence, online chatter already has begun to focus on what the Jays might do with two shortstops. General manager Alex Anthopoulos says that problem is far from pressing and expects Hechavarria, 22, to spend the entire 2012 season at Triple-A.

The Jays have no plans to move Hechavarria to second base, the GM added.

Some scouts say Hechavarria is already a major-league defender. While the Jays have discussed making him a September callup, manager John Farrell says they are not leaning one way or the other at the moment.

If Hechavarria continues to relax, load and fire at Triple-A, they may start leaning in his direction.
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BLUE JAYS REVISIT STRUGGLES AGAINST A'S HAREN

GREGOR CHISHOLM

The Blue Jays just can't seem to find a way to solve powerful right-hander Rich Harden this season.

For the second time in less than two weeks, Toronto's offense was overmatched by the native of Victoria, British Columbia.

Harden tied a career high with 11 strikeouts to outduel left-hander Brett Cecil as the Blue Jays' winning streak was snapped at three games in a 2-0 loss to the Athletics on Friday night at the Coliseum.

"He has been outstanding," Blue Jays manager John Farrell said. "You can take the year-long stats, and the record, and set that aside. The way he pitched against us in Toronto ... and then again tonight. When he's on, he's as good as anybody we'll face."

Harden entered the year having never enjoyed success against Toronto. He was 0-3 with a 5.74 ERA in eight starts, but this season has been an entirely different story.

The 29-year-old held the Blue Jays to just one run in seven innings during a start on Aug. 9, and on Friday night in Oakland, he was even better.

Harden allowed just two hits in seven innings en route to his first 11-strikeout game since July 31, 2009, at Florida. It also marked the 11th time in his career he struck out at least 10 batters.

"He throws a changeup that he can end up fading away from left-handers," Farrell said of Harden, who improved to 2-0 with a 3.30 ERA at home. "He can make it fade away from a right-hander, he has a slider that he'll mix in.

"But when you look at his fastball location, the two times he has pitched against us, he has commanded the outside corner, and that was the case again tonight."

Toronto appeared set for a big night at the plate during the first inning. Yunel Escobar led off the game with a grounder that was mishandled by Harden.

The error was then followed by back-to-back walks, which loaded the bases.

The damage was self inflicted, but as quickly as Harden got into the jam, he got himself out of it. The veteran starter needed just nine pitches to strike out Adam Lind, Edwin Encarnacion and Colby Rasmus to escape the inning without any damage.

"You're in a situation where you have to strike somebody out if you don't want to give up a run, most likely two, and he ends up striking out three," Athletics manager Bob Melvin said. "He is the one guy really on the team that has the ability to strike three guys out in a row like that.

"When he's got a good fastball, especially up in the zone, his changeup plays well off of it, so he was able to get out of it, and that was a big momentum shift."

Toronto managed to get just four baserunners during the next six innings. The lone hits were a pair of singles off the bats of J.P. Arencibia and Jose Bautista.

The lack of offensive production sent Cecil to yet another tough loss. Cecil allowed just two runs on four hits in seven innings but still saw his record drop to 4-6.

Cecil's lone blemish occurred during the first inning. With one on and one out, Cecil induced a sharp ground ball off the bat of designated hitter Hideki Matsui.

First baseman Lind went down to his knees to field the ball and stepped on first to get the second out of the inning. Lind then made a throw to second to try to record the third out, but the ball bounced off baserunner Jemile Weeks and ricocheted into left-center field.

That extended the inning for A's cleanup hitter Josh Willingham. Cecil fell behind 1-0 and then served up an 86-mph sinker that Willingham sent over the wall in left field. Willingham's 21st blast of the season gave Oakland a 2-0 lead and marked the sixth home run Cecil has surrendered in his past five starts.
Unlike the homers from previous starts, though, Cecil was content with the pitch he threw to Willingham.

"For once, the home run ball was down," said Cecil, who now has a 4.24 ERA this season. "It was a pitch down in the zone, he just went down and got it. Good at-bat by him.

"Other than that, five walks, they didn't hurt me. Overall, I thought it was really good."

Cecil's tendency to give up the long ball has been one of his only weaknesses in recent outings. The 24-year-old is just 3-3 in his past nine starts but has pitched effectively with a 2.95 ERA over that span.

The native of Maryland has posted seven quality starts and opposing hitters are batting just .208 during that stretch of nine outings.

"That's my job, hold the club within three runs throughout the game," Cecil said. "Like I've always said, I can't worry about what those guys do. They're obviously a little bit frustrated after tonight, but I just have to keep doing my job and that's the only thing I can worry about."

Toronto was shut out for the fifth time this season and failed to score at least five runs for the first time since Aug. 12. It's just the club's second loss in their past seven games and it will look to rebound on Saturday night.

Thankfully, for the Blue Jays, they won't have Harden to deal with.

A'S, BLUE JAYS TURN TO YOUNG ARMS IN OAKLAND

JESSE SANCHEZ

The Blue Jays are hoping for the best from young starter Henderson Alvarez.

Oakland starter Gio Gonzalez expects more from himself.

On Saturday, the pitchers will square off in the third game of the series between two teams in search of a change for the better.
"First of all, [Alvarez] has an outstanding arm," Blue Jays manager John Farrell said. "A very live fastball, a good changeup, a slider that has the foundation to be a solid Major League pitch in time, but the thing that stands out is his mound presence, his willingness to pitch to contact, and not try to pitch to the fringe or the edge of the strike zone."

As for Gonzalez, he is 0-5 with a 7.90 ERA and .304 opponents' average over his last five starts. He is 0-6 with a 5.85 ERA in seven starts against American League East teams this year, compared to 9-5 with a 2.43 ERA in 17 outings against all others.

"There are so many tools, and to be able to pinpoint certain things is difficult," Oakland manager Bob Melvin said. "Sometimes it may be a matter of finding one little thing that not only is maybe applicable during the game but gives you more confidence. This game is all about confidence. Sometimes, one thing just clicks and you're off to the races again. They're constantly searching, constantly trying to figure out what the problems are. We just haven't figured those out yet."

Alvarez allowed four runs in five innings during his second Major League start on Monday against the Mariners. He continues to impress with an upper-90s fastball and an above-average changeup, but his slider remains a work in progress.

"There has been a couple of innings where things could have unraveled on him and he has remained composed and doesn't create any more issues by walking people," Farrell said. "He throws a lot of strikes."

Blue Jays: Bautista walks to rare feat
Jose Bautista went 1-for-1 with three walks Friday and has reached base in 105 of 113 games this season. He's walked 102 times this year and is the first player since Barry Bonds to reach 100 walks in 115 or fewer games. Bonds accomplished the feat in 2007.

Overall, Bautista has walked 202 times since the start of the 2010 season.

• Right-hander Frank Francisco is riding a 10-inning scoreless streak, his longest stretch of the season.

Athletics: Cahill still struggling
Gonzalez isn't the only member of the A's pitching staff struggling. Trevor Cahill is 3-12 with a 5.31 ERA since May 14.

"He's working diligently to try to figure out why the inconsistencies are there, and that's basically where we are," Melvin said. "I know he's always encouraged and confident that the next time out is going to be the time he gets past it. We just haven't done that yet.

• The A's have committed 12 errors in their last 12 games and rank among the AL leaders in the category with 102 on the season.

Worth noting
• The Blue Jays have hit 23 home runs this month. Their streak of 12 consecutive games with a home run ended Friday.

• The A's have hit two home runs or fewer in each of the last 96 games. They have 79 home runs on the season.

BLUE JAYS ADD CARRENO TO BULLPEN

GREGOR CHISHOLM
Right-hander Joel Carreno officially joined the Blue Jays on Friday afternoon and even though he was battling a case of sleep deprivation, you couldn't tell by the wide grin on his face.

Toronto recalled Carreno to take the place of left-hander Brad Mills, who was optioned to Triple-A Las Vegas on Thursday. Carreno, who has never pitched in the Majors, was originally scheduled to join the club late Thursday night but his flight from Washington, D.C., was cancelled.

The club offered to get him a hotel room around 1 a.m. ET when it heard the news, but manager John Farrell said Carreno didn't want to go anywhere.

"He had a 6 o'clock [a.m] flight," Farrell said. "I think he was so excited to get to the big leagues he said, 'I'm not leaving here, I'm not missing that next flight.' So he spent the night in the airport."

Carreno will be used out of Toronto's bullpen after moving through the Minor League ranks as a starter. He went 7-9 with a 3.41 ERA while striking out 152 in 134 2/3 innings this season for Double-A New Hampshire.

That high strikeout rate combined with a plus slider and low 90s fastball have caught the attention of the Blue Jays organization. For the past year, he has been pegged as a candidate to assume a late-inning-relief job.

"You know when you're a starter you're going to go six, seven innings," said Carreno, who thought he might be able to add a little bit of velocity to his fastball. "The difference when you come out of the bullpen, you're going to throw, maybe, two, three innings."

Carreno spent the past two offseasons pitching out of the bullpen in winter ball for Escondido in the Dominican Republic. He served in a similar role during Spring Training with Toronto, but Farrell said the club wants to do everything possible to ensure his latest transition to that role will be an easy one.

At least at the beginning, Toronto will avoid using Carreno in the middle of an inning.

"What we'd look to do is finish off an inning with a reliever ... and give him a chance to come in with a clean inning," Farrell said. "Start an inning off and be sure we give him ample time to get loose and get warm in a proper manner."

Perez gets crack at familiar starting role

Blue Jays left-hander Luis Perez will get an opportunity he has been waiting for all season when the 26-year-old takes the mound on Sunday afternoon in Oakland.

Perez is set to make the first start of his Major League career. The Dominican native came up through the Minors as a starter but has been used exclusively out of the bullpen in Toronto.

His role changed on Thursday when it was announced that left-hander Brad Mills had been optioned to Triple-A.

"I'm very happy because this is something I've been doing in the Minor Leagues," Perez said through interpreter Luis Rivera. "I've always been a starter.

"They needed a reliever when they called me up, but I believed I could start, and now I've got a chance and I'm prepared because everything I was doing, so far, it was the same thing I was doing as a starter."

Perez made eight starts for Triple-A Las Vegas this season and went 2-2 with a 4.60 ERA. He struck out 43 but issued 23 walks in 45 innings and has struggled with his control.

Perez will look to mix up his pitches a little bit more than he did out of the bullpen to make the necessary adjustments when hitters face him two or three times in the same game.

"It's going to be different because I know sometimes I'm going to face one hitter and I'm probably going to get him out," Perez said. "But now that hitter knows how I got him out the last time.

"So there's going to be something in my mind that I have to work with the catcher to find out which is the best way to get the guys out. It's going to be a little different because I have to face the guys a few times."

At some point, the Blue Jays likely will take another look at prospect Kyle Drabek or right-hander Dustin McGowan in the No. 5 spot of the rotation. But for now, the opportunity is Perez's, and he hopes to make the most of it.

"Hopefully I can show that I can start at the big league level," Perez said. "Given a chance, that's all I ever wanted to do.

"As long as I'm in the big leagues, that's fine, but this is something I was working forward to, being a starter in the big leagues."

Tallet gets rehab stint under way

Injured Blue Jays southpaw Brian Tallet officially began his rehab with a scoreless inning for Class A Dunedin on Thursday afternoon.

Tallet needed just 11 pitches to retire the side in order. He will receive a couple of days off before getting back on the mound Sunday afternoon.

"He incorporated a little bit lower arm slot than he had his first time here," Toronto manager John Farrell said. "But most importantly, he's healthy, he came out of it fine."

Tallet has been on the 15-day disabled list since July 4 with a strain in his rib cage. He will continue working his way back, and if all goes well, Tallet will rejoin the Blue Jays at the start of September.

The 33-year-old is 0-1 with an 8.31 ERA in 13 innings this season. He joined Toronto on July 27 in a trade that also brought center fielder Colby Rasmus to the organization.

Worth noting

• With Thursday night's 7-0 win, Ricky Romero became the first Blue Jays pitcher to record two shutouts on the road in one season since David Cone in 1995. Romero also became only the second lefty in franchise history to have two shutouts in the same season. Jimmy Key did it four times, with the last in 1992.

• Right-hander Frank Francisco entered play Friday night riding a 10-inning scoreless streak. That is his longest stretch of the season and is just 2 2/3 innings off left-hander Luis Perez's club-high 12 2/3 this season.
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HARDEN SHUTS DOWN JAYS AS A'S EVEN SERIES

JANE LEE

Rich Harden pulled off quite the Houdini act in the A's 2-0 victory over the Blue Jays on Friday.

The A's righty appeared geared for a repeat performance of his last start, a forgettable four-inning outing against a Rangers team that tagged him for three runs in the first frame.

Those first-inning blues again nearly haunted Harden again after he made a fielding error to put the leadoff hitter on and then issued two walks to load the bases.

But nine consecutive strikes later -- seven of them resulting in swings and misses -- Harden made his way to the dugout, a potentially nightmarish inning brought to a quick finish.

"You're in a situation where you have to strike somebody out if you don't want to give up a run, most likely two, and he ends up striking out three," manager Bob Melvin said. "He is the one guy really on the team that has the ability to strike three guys out in a row like that."

Harden didn't look back, instead denying the Blue Jays their first hit until there was one out in the fifth. And despite throwing 23 pitches in the first inning, he lasted seven, fanning a career-high-tying 11 in the victory -- his second in as many weeks against his homeland's team.

"My last game, I got off to a start like that, and it could have gone the other way," Harden said. "That was probably the best feeling I've ever had as far as command, after that first inning. I felt like I could pitch the way I wanted to, hit my spots, locate, throw my offspeed."

Essentially, he felt -- and looked -- like the Rich Harden of old, the one who combined to go 10-2 with a Major League-best 2.07 ERA in 25 starts while he was with the A's and Cubs in 2008.

"That went through my mind," he said. "It's a good feeling."

The Blue Jays swung through 25 of Harden's 115 pitches, and they collected hits on just two of them, with a lone runner advancing past second base all night. Of his 28 batters faced, exactly half fell victim to first-pitch strikes.

"He's got such a gap between his fastball at times -- he'll throw one at 88 and another at 93 -- so it's tough, even if you're looking fastball, to track those," Melvin said. "And you couple that with a gap with his changeup and they swing and miss, and that's why you see so many strikeouts when he's on."

It marked Harden's fourth career game of 11 strikeouts, but the first since July 31, 2009, and the 11th time he has struck out at least 10. Moreover, he entered the contest with a slightly deceptive 4.50 ERA and exited with a more telling 3.91 mark, along with 60 strikeouts in 53 innings through nine starts this season.

The British Columbia native was winless against the team from Canada before this year but has now improved to 2-0 with a 0.64 ERA in two starts against the Blue Jays this season, his last one a similar performance -- one run in seven innings.

"He has been outstanding," Toronto manager John Farrell said. "You can take the year-long stats and the record and set that aside. The way he pitched against us in Toronto, back home, and then again tonight. When he's on, he's as good as anybody we'll face."

In the midst of Harden's mastery, Toronto lefty Brett Cecil held his own, surrendering just four hits in seven innings. But one big one made all the difference, as Josh Willingham's two-run homer to left field in the bottom of the first inning -- his team-leading 21st long ball of the season -- gave the A's and Harden all they needed.

"Bases loaded, nobody out, you're just trying to get out with minimal damage, and he was able to bear down and strike out the side, and we were able to come back and score a couple and kind of set the tone for the game," Willingham said. "It was pretty awesome what he did. To be able to go seven and pitch the way he did was incredible. He's been impressive."

So has the A's outfielder, who homered off Cecil during the two clubs' last meeting on Aug. 9. Friday's represented the sixth home run the southpaw has surrendered in his past five starts. Otherwise, he's been tremendous, posting a 2.95 ERA over his past nine outings.

"With Cecil, he's been pitching really well, and it just seems like home runs have been his Achilles' heel the last few games," Melvin said. "He's pitched well for the better part of a month. The shift from bases loaded, nobody out, to two runs for us in the bottom half was key, obviously, as the game went on. And there was no stopping Harden."

"Things just kind of clicked," Harden said, simply.


