
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


“The Baseball Diet Book is an endearing collection of stories describing the struggles of uncommon moments, both humorous and serious, and brings us closer to the reality of baseball’s goodness, hope, and destiny in our lives. Pat Ryan is a quintessential baseball storyteller."

— James Van Amber, author of Regina’s Record
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If you’re a baseball fan—or a non-fan with a big heart and a susceptibility to tall tales—plan on smiling through these pages. It’s a reader’s blessing to discover a storyteller who’s as inventive, authoritive and good-hearted as Pat Ryan. If Mark Twain had been a baseball fan, and if he’d had medication to combat his bi-polar disorder, this is the kind of story he’d have written. Will Rogers, too, although I don’t know if he was nuts like that. I can say nuts, because I’m nuts too. Although not as nuts as the character named Terry in Ryan’s story The Schizophrenic Centerfielder. I played third.

When my granddaughter’s born in October, I’ll read her these stories as an intro to a kid’s sweet dream of baseball; and I’ll intersperse a vinyl of Blood on the Tracks, one of the great human utterances. Plus, I’ll give her my old Rawlings glove. Plus, when she’s twelve I’ll find her an old transistor radio the size she can hold in her hand, so that when her parents make her go to bed, she can listen to games under the covers.

I know what you’re thinking: “Davis, you can’t write a foreword for Pat Ryan. He’s your friend, for gawd’s sake.”

Sure I can. I don’t like Pat anywhere near as much as I like good writing. I get into the world of these stories, and Pat drops out of my mind like a can o’ corn the shortstop loses in the sun. This is what good stories do, of course: they pull us out of the actual world into their separate world, where a kid named Stats has a magic scorebook and controls the action of the game, say; or a Panamanian catcher named Bob entreats the Father, Son and Holy Ghost to help him hit homers, gets beaned, and in the hospital suffers a vision of the Son, who tells him that prayer is for wisdom and love, not for hitting baseballs.

Wisdom and Love. That’s the battery Ryan sends to the mound. And he’s got Laughter cranking up in the bullpen. 

—Terry Davis
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Quentin started eating Ho Ho’s in 1997. He ripped open the first package when he heard that the owner of the Florida Marlins was selling off his favorite players. He was distraught. It could be argued he was just another victim of Osama Bud Selig. Selig, Commissioner of Major League Baseball since 1992, refused to reign in the payroll of the Yankees, and the game became all about big market. The Marlins owner decided to make a mockery of the World Series Trophy and show how one could buy a championship title like a trinket at a carnival.

A lifetime Red Sox fan, Quentin had moved to Miami, where he underwent his first shocking transformation: a conversion to the Marlins. In the sunshine state, he began his baseball life over with the Dream Team of the Palms. It was a joyful time for him because his new team actually won. The World Series, no less. And he had been there, drinking direct from the cup of the baseball gods, a toe in the filthy lucre of the Yankees Promised Land as the famed pinstripes relinquished their title. But the joy was short lived.

The high of the Series title dissolved all too quickly. In a manner that a Red Sox fan would understand, the crash came, and the Marlins owner sold off the team. The reaction to this callous fire sale was a binge. A Ho Ho’s binge. It would prove to be the worst kind of craving.

Something drove him to his second package of Ho Ho’s and then a third, a fourth and finally a case of 48 he special ordered from a warehouse that stocked the gas station by his house. Though he loved Ho Ho’s best, he didn’t limit his sugar palate. He also indulged in Dots, Gummy Bears, Snickers bars, Butterfingers, Twinkies, ice cream roll cake, Goobers, Reese’s Pieces, chocolate malts, and chocolate chip cookies. But he treasured Ho Ho’s the most. Ho Ho-ing his way into a sugar haze of excess, he was lost in Miami with a case of cream-filled chocolate treats. Unable to stop himself.

His sister, Ann, who wrote diet books and was something of a fitness expert, had tried to intervene, but she couldn’t stop him. Years earlier she had him admitted to a treatment center in Palm Springs. He learned overeaters are prone to “triggers.” His sister knew that until he learned to rewire his response to these triggers, nothing could help him. Ann was puzzled and frustrated. Nothing she knew about dieting or eating fit Quentin. She had no explanation for why he started or why he stopped.

What Ann didn’t know was that Quentin stopped eating back in Boston, not because his team had won or lost, but because he read an article about Bill Buckner the famous goat who blew the World Series in 1986. Quentin began laughing after he read that Buckner sold the infamous error ball twenty times. Buckner became sort of a mentor for him. Quentin put his life in perspective, stopped eating and moved on. His current binge was a little different. 

After a time, Ann realized her helping wasn’t helping and could see that the current munch fest was going to be a long run. She resolved to never come back, and when she left she told him, “Go to hell and eat.”

So he did.

He was a prodigious gainer. Within six months he was 300 pounds and counting. He imagined being featured on Oprah, a special leather couch that could hold him up for the show. He was heading to 400 pounds in a Ho Ho minute. Tragically, the day came when he was not able to get out of bed.

To make matters worse, Quentin was a trust fund baby, which meant he had ample means to purchase as much junk food as he pleased. The money came from his father who had been a best-selling author and sold more health books then any living person. (Much to the delight of overeaters everywhere, the elder Pugh died while jogging.) Quentin was haunted by death at an early age. He got the message: no jogging. Let Ann write and blabber about health and exercise all she wanted. Quentin didn’t plan to live it.

Quentin’s life was his bed. Well-taken cared for by hired help, with everything delivered to him, he was like a Franz Kafka character in Metamorphosis. A big bug. A sumo bug. 

He passed his time by watching daytime TV and playing video games. He couldn’t watch nighttime television because it made him sick to his stomach. Daytime TV fit the surf and snack mode for which he was accustomed. He spent his time playing Madden and online Texas Hold ‘em tournaments, until was banned from playing poker because he was so successful. Quentin may have been fat, but he was also smart. 

One afternoon between snacks he stumbled onto a baseball game online. The game was generated by a company in Osaka, Japan. He liked the format, especially the fact that the players were obscure. It was during one of his games that he learned about Mothra. 

Mothra was a nickname given to the best pitcher in Japanese baseball. He was famous for his “gyro pitch.” Quentin threw Mothra’s virtual gyro ball in his internet games. Mothra won the league championship for him by striking out 27 batters in a game. 

After winning the title, Quentin began studying the real gyro ball. Not a curve or a slider. It was an entirely new pitch. He found an informative article by a physicist from MIT. The scientist explained that if the baseball were thrown with a spiral it would create a vortex of spin that resulted in a lateral action. The ball had to be thrown less than 60 miles an hour. The slow velocity fascinated him. Most grade school pitchers throw faster. It was a classic case of “less is more.” It was obvious why not many Westerners could grasp the concept.

One of Quentin’s day nurses built a contraption that would allow him to lie in bed and throw the ball into a pad. The pad had a plastic tube that would roll the ball back to him, so he could practice the pitch.

It was his mission to master the “googly”. He set about learning the pitch with the same sense of resolve that put him over the 400 lb. mark.

He threw pitch after pitch until blisters appeared on his fingers. He treated them with the same ointment he used on his bedsores. 

One day the food courier saw him pitching. Quentin shared with him his goal to be the first American to master the gyroball. The delivery man told Quentin that he coached a group of 15 year olds and that if he could get out of his room he could arrange a batting practice.

Quentin called a rental store and arranged to have a horse trailer haul him to the field. The trailer company hired some Mexican day laborers to help load him up. He heard them chattering in Spanish, talking about El Hombre Enorme. The Big Man. The Big Man was going to leave the house for the first time in years.

The baseball boys were in disbelief as the trailer pulled onto their practice field. They stood with their bats on their shoulders and pondered the state of the game. First Bud Selig and now a 400 pound pitcher.

The trailer’s back door slammed to the ground, and Quentin rolled onto the mound in a specially designed four wheeler. He didn’t make eye contact with the boys but sat quietly on the back of the utility vehicle. He didn’t want to press his luck by standing on the mound. Glove in hand; he waited for batter number one. It would not be batting practice but a pitching lesson. The pee wee players were going to see their first gyro ball.

The first batter was 5 foot 6, and Quentin hadn’t planned on pitching to midgets. The kids yelled “C’mon, Shorty! Get a hit.” 

The Big Man wound up and threw his 50-mile-an-hour pitch to Shorty. The kid swung hard, and the ball whistled by Quentin’s head and out into centerfield. He needed to grip the ball harder to get it to travel the distance. Shorty readied himself for another pitch. The ball was moving closer to sixty. Quentin’s arm extended fully, and the ball blooped just before it got to the plate. Everyone saw it. The kid swung and missed. The pitch appeared to be from a different world.

Quentin went on to strike out the entire team. A new era of baseball had arrived in North America. He could tell he had mastered the gyroball, but he also realized that these kids were not professionals. He had to find a real pro. 

This led him to Tokyo Joe. Tokyo Joe was a phenomenon in the Japanese league. He had recently signed with the New York Yankees. One of Quentin’s old classmates from high school worked in the Yankee club house. He told Tokyo Joe about the gyro thrower and asked him if he’d be willing to do some batting practice with the Big Q. Quentin was working on some nicknames, the “Big Q” was his latest. Joe agreed to meet them at the practice field.

Joe showed up on time on his Vespa scooter. He seemed distracted to be a part of a clandestine meeting, but he had a reputation as being a generous person who would help anyone. And he could hit gyros.
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