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For my mother and father, of course.




CALVERA: What I don’t understand is why a man like you took this job in the first place. Why, huh?


CHRIS: I wonder myself.


CALVERA: Oh, come on, come on. Tell me why.


VIN: It’s like a fella I once knew in El Paso, one day he just took all his clothes off and jumped in a mess of cactus. I asked him the same question. “Why?”


CALVERA: And?


VIN: He said, “It seemed to be a good idea at the time.”


—Eli Wallach, Yul Brynner, and Steve McQueen,
The Magnificent Seven




HERE HE IS AGAIN, the man from across the hall. He doesn’t care that my door was closed, that I was working, or trying to. He comes in, takes a seat in the corner, and produces a cigar from the depths of his crumpled jacket. It’s one of those skinny hybrid cigars, the type smoked by street kids and men who no longer fit in the world. He rolls the thing around in his fingers, then lights it and sighs.


“I’m here to save you,” he says.


He says the same thing every time, he talks without breathing, streams of words rushing past thoughts. Today it’s Edie Sedgwick and the fire. It was candles, he tells me, candles and coke and too much confusion. He says he was here in the hotel that night and I believe him. The names are what get me, so many famous names that I wonder if he ever knew anyone ordinary. Back when he knew people.


Arnold at the front desk laughed when I asked about him. Said he’s some kind of writer, been here almost forty years, one of their permanent transients. He’d been a talent once, a voice of his generation and all that. There were a few published stories in the sixties, heady comparisons, soft fame, but then a book deal went wrong, addictions emerged, and the spotlight moved on. The requisite poetry came next, bitter and unreadable, and then nothing. Two decades of silence. For a while, in the mideighties, he’d started work on a new book, a history of everything left unsaid. But then his wife left him for a banker and he withdrew again, became the Joe Gould of Twenty-third Street—a sad loner spinning tales that never were. Arnold said I shouldn’t listen.


But I can’t help it. The man looks past me out the window and speaks of ghosts. Heroes of that New York. Leonard Cohen and Bob Dylan, William Burroughs and Gregory Corso. He was here the night Sid shot Nancy, the night Mapplethorpe met Patti Smith. Leaning forward, he describes Edie’s skin, how the pills made it pale, how all that speed had her running in circles. He talks with his hands, conducts a symphony with every sentence, and when he’s done, when the only story left to tell is his own, he gets up, looks solemnly at the pages piled on my desk, and walks out.


I’ve been toying with the idea of turning him into a character. But the thing is, I can’t remember what the hell he looks like when he’s gone. He vanishes into these thick, silent walls and I’m left with a vague impression of a Vonnegut gone to seed, a beard framing cracked yellow teeth. Anyway, this is no novel. He’d have to play himself. And I don’t want the story to end like that.


My room was once a servant’s quarters. There’s just enough space for a desk, two chairs, and a bookcase full of dusty essays on the nature of things. On sunny days like this I open the window and let the city in. A half mile north the silver towers of Midtown push against the sky. Beckoning, even now. My father, my brother, my friends, they’re all up there somewhere, surrounded by infrastructure. There is safety in numbers, wealth in billable segments. But I’ve learned I can’t live like that. The hours fall too lightly.


Mine is a crowded city of loners and opportunists. Street-level music, played out of tune. I’m chasing the clunky promise of a life with a purpose. But it’s risky. Live too fast and you end up running in circles, too. You tell unending stories to strangers, mumbling names from liner notes. Forgotten people from some other New York.


So I keep my head down, focus on the page. This is a haunted hotel. It’s a beautiful place. I’ve been trying to get here for a long time.





PART ONE

Baseball as Metaphor for Life


“Some day — a day now postponed by my recent luck — I am going to retire from baseball and not knowing anything else, I plan to become a writer. So I start this account of my latest travels … and I am trying to remember the advice a friend gave me when I told him I had ‘literary aspirations.’ He advised me to read a lot and learn the new clichés. I like the old ones best myself. They are almost like a song.”


—HOKE NORRIS, “Voo and Doo”





One



WE’RE ON A SUPERHIGHWAY in Ohio, racing past strip malls and industrial parks and billboards the size of city blocks. There were some fields before, miles back, clusters of discolored grass, but now just this gray steel and concrete. It’s a warm Monday in May, and Kyle is driving, veering in and out of rush-hour traffic as if we’re between heists. We’re in a 1965 Mustang convertible—big, red, and loud. It’s a fast car built for slower times, and it attracts attention. Kids wave from station wagons. Commuters glance suspiciously—longingly—from Toyotas, from Hondas, and I imagine them thinking back to when they were like we are now, two young men a week out of college, entering that first great summer of unknowing. Sometimes I catch a flicker of regret in their eyes at the moment they turn away. There’s nothing worse than unscheduled nostalgia. It’s almost like passion.


“… if this doesn’t work out?” Kyle is shouting through the stiff breeze.


“What?”


“If you don’t make it?”


“What kind of question is that?”


“I’m just saying.”


I know what he’s saying. And he’s right. Professional baseball … it just doesn’t seem possible, even now. We speed past a sign for Singing Hills, another for a town called Maud. For a short time the factories give way to farmland again, spotted here and there with trailer homes and tract houses. Kyle lights a cigarette, looks around for an ashtray.


“We’re in a convertible.”


“What?”


“You can ash in the air,” I shout. He turns the radio down.


“If you’re asking what I’m going to do, I’m thinking about sales.”


“Sales of what?”


“I don’t know. It doesn’t matter. I just think I’d be good at it.”


“Probably,” I say, feeling slightly depressed. Talk of the future makes me uneasy. At school, people were always going on about singing or painting or poetry. I have a friend who wants to bottle air and call it art, another who sings Canadian sea ballads at empty folk clubs. One of my closest friends writes postmodern short stories so vividly that the sentences stand up and live, completely on their own, without support or context. And yet she can’t find a job, so she’s going to grad school. Creative people have no place in the real world. So it’s only logical that Kyle would embrace that world without pause. He’s never been pestered by imagination. He’s lucky that way.


I had cheery notions of becoming some kind of writer myself … until all this happened.


We pass the ring road on the outskirts of Cincinnati, and I bite my lip and lean forward, looking for signs of the city but seeing only rows of storage units stretching away toward the dull silver distance. I want to find the ballpark, maybe get out and walk around so we’ll know what we’re doing in the morning. But Kyle tells me not to worry. He’s from Dayton and has been coming to Reds games all his life. Besides, he says, we’ll see Riverfront Stadium from the highway, and a turn or two later we do, a massive concrete structure rising out of the Ohio River. It looks cold and unfriendly in the diminishing light, like an old photograph of Three Mile Island. We drive past in silence.


THE SCOUTS CALL ME a prospect. I like the word; it sounds unlimited. But it’s misleading. Real prospects spend their college careers in weight rooms and field houses, swallowing supplement pills and studying slow-motion swing analyzers under buzzing halogen lights.


I went to Kenyon, a small New England college that got lost in the cornfields of central Ohio. The guidebooks rank it right up there with its elite East Coast cousins, but they’re talking academics, not sports—certainly not baseball. The Kenyon College baseball team—we were the “Lords” and the women were the “Ladies”; that’s the best they could do—was a curious mix of longhaired boarding-school benchwarmers and frat boys who needed a noncontact filler between parties. We wore purple uniforms and were cheered on by overzealous professors who kept careful score. Even our stadium wasn’t quite right. It had an all-grass infield until eight of us were caught smoking pot during spring training in Florida. A week later they put dirt in to stop the jokes.


I wasn’t much of a player until halfway through my sophomore year when, during a 6:00 A.M. indoor practice in the dead of winter, I turned around for no particular reason and started hitting left-handed. Suddenly I couldn’t miss. That spring I transformed myself from a weak-hitting second baseman into a power-hitting center fielder. And we went from winning three games to beating some of the best Division III schools in the country. We developed a fan base. Girls came to our games with vodka-filled Evian bottles and short skirts, and the history teachers switched seats to get a good look at them. Fraternities had barbecues behind the left-field fence. The local paper started coverage. We became a cause célèbre. Still, baseball was a hobby for me, a diversion. I kept hitting line drives, kept diving for fly balls, and for a while I led the league in stolen bases. But this was Kenyon, not Florida State, and I wasn’t fooling myself.


As graduation approached, I did what seniors do: drank bourbon and made vague plans to move to New York. My friends were all moving home—to New Canaan, Chevy Chase, Lake Forest—where decisions regarding futures could be made carefully and deliberately, from rooms still filled with prom dresses and Little League trophies; or they were breathlessly running off to Prague or Florence or Paris for museum internships or a summer with distant relatives; or they were driving to Austin or Boulder, in rusting Volvos with shoeboxes full of Jane’s Addiction bootlegs and adopted dogs named Max. For four years we had heard how bad the economy was, and now we all believed it. Why look for a job when you could take the summer off? But my plan was New York. Move to the City and become a writer.


It was why I’d gone to Kenyon: the lure of a literary existence. Kenyon has a well-earned reputation for sending young wordsmiths into the world, but I’d gotten lost along the way, taken an easier route, majored in history. A high school interest in books became a college concentration in bars. I left the real writing to the real writers, the earnest students who carried Proust around in paperback and interned at The Kenyon Review. I couldn’t compete with them. Call it a lack of confidence, call it laziness, call it college. I spent four years in the cornfields of Ohio without writing one creative word, until the very end, when I suddenly had no choice.


I was taking one of my special courses, The History of Baseball in American Culture, a seminar that met once a week for three hours. It sounded perfect. I’d spent my teenage years reading baseball books; I knew the sordid back story of our pastime, the names and dates, their small and wide significance. I knew the Red Sox really were cursed; I knew the old Brooklyn Dodgers made grown men cry. And I knew that baseball was bigger than a game. It was and is America, a stage where we can view the best and worst of ourselves—the heroics, the glory, the eternal optimism, and so, too, the cheating, the racism, the greed. I knew all the answers. Hell, I knew all the questions. That, and I played the damn sport, was captain of the team, doing my best to lead Kenyon to its first play-off appearance in years. It was an easy A, I thought, but the two wire-rimmed intellectuals who taught the class didn’t see it that way. It was a problem of attitude, they said, but more so of attendance. As the Kenyon Lords went on their late season run, I was forced to miss two, three, four seminars in a row, including the final class, a bizarre exhibition contest against a group of middle-aged men who toured the Midwest re-creating 1860s baseball games.


My professors made the class practice for weeks. They laid out a small ballpark on the main lawn, read up on century-old rules, equipment, uniforms. They became completely obsessed, and so the news that I, the only athlete in the class, wouldn’t be playing was greeted with minimal enthusiasm. That I needed to play a very real baseball game, a play-off game against nationally ranked Wittenberg University, was lost on them. There were pleas and then threats, awkward calls made from athletic offices to academic buildings. Deans got involved, but my professors held firm. I would play 1860s baseball or fail the course, and failing meant not graduating. Then a compromise was suggested, a last-minute deal negotiated by the dean of academics: I could write a research paper that expounded on some topic we’d covered in class. Determined to play center field in Wittenberg the following week, I agreed. I had no other choice.


But when I sat down to pound the thing out, I couldn’t think of an appropriate subject. All our classroom heroes had proved hollow. I could write about Jackie Robinson, the paradigm of integration, or Joe Jackson, that tragic figure who played his heart out while his teammates threw the 1919 World Series, but Robinson inconveniently became a Republican, and Shoeless Joe still took the money even if he didn’t earn it. Nothing is ever so sweet, so simple, as in the later telling. No, I’d write a different kind of American story, a fictional tale of a boy playing baseball in the bush leagues, my own fantasy future. I holed up in a corner of the library and wrote for two days, straight through, and finally came up for air seventeen pages later. The story was serviceable, would get me a diploma, but it was the process itself that stayed with me in the days that followed. For the first time in four years, I had gotten lost in something. And the result—the entire exercise—struck me as worthy, almost genuine.


I handed it in and got my C. We lost to Wittenberg, the class lost to the traveling sideshow act, and then, as the various seasons wound down and I turned toward the longer season of my life, it occurred to me that writing might be some kind of answer. I’d move to New York, where artists go, then find a job in a restaurant and figure it out from there. It was a plan.


But then my imagined life, my short-story existence, caught up with reality. It showed up in my mailbox wedged between credit card bills: an invitation to try out for the Cincinnati Reds.


IT HAD BEEN a chance encounter: a double-header against a school three times our size. A group of professional scouts, charts and radar guns in hand, were wedged into seats behind home plate, watching the other team’s pitcher, a left-handed star in the making with a fastball in the upper eighties and an overhand curve he could throw for strikes. In a cold drizzle, the Kenyon nine, with their violet flannel jerseys and detached bohemian style, got shut out 9–0. In the second game I hit two doubles and a home run, but it didn’t matter; we still lost 14–1. They were a national powerhouse and we were just filling out their schedule. But as we trudged back to the vans, one of the scouts approached me. He liked my swing, he said, and as I stood there shivering he produced a business card embossed with a raised Reds logo and asked about my plans for the future. I wiped the rain from my face, told him they were flexible.


He was only the first. By graduation I’d been invited to professional tryouts across the Midwest. It’s a strange feeling when your dreams start coming true: you move more briskly through time and forget how much you cared before. No one from Kenyon had been drafted since the 1950s, but here I was, hugging my parents at graduation, then running down to the batting cages to practice while my friends packed up their young lives. They slapped me on the back, wished me luck, and said they’d check the box scores. Then they drove off in happy bunches, leaving me alone.


THE LOW RUNGS on the ladder of professional baseball are muddy with the famous footsteps of those climbing higher. Each major-league organization owns several minor-league teams, spread out like Wal-Marts across America. The journeymen, young and mostly going nowhere, ply their trade in near-anonymity, in seasonless suburbs and crumbling county seats. The truly talented pass through these places like rumors, glimpses of better selves, on their way to Louisville, Tucson, Pawtucket. Still, I couldn’t think of anything more thrilling than playing in one of those small-town bandbox ballparks for people paying to watch, for coaches holding keys to stardom.


There were two routes I could take: get drafted by a major league organization (then report to one of its farm clubs) or get drafted by a small-town independent team and play well enough to sign on with a big-league club later on. The former was preferable, of course, and the Reds were my chance, but the road to Cincinnati was paved with the latter. If nothing else, the independent tryouts would be good practice.


The first stop was Chillicothe, Ohio, an hour and a half from campus. A week after graduation I drove south in a beat-up Pontiac station wagon, through rolling valleys scarred with barren fields. The towns had greeting signs with population figures, but the original numbers had been painted over—four figures changed to three, three to two. People were disappearing. Downtown Chillicothe was empty. A deserted gas station, its pumps uprooted, stood slowly decaying. I waited at a lonely traffic light, the only person on the road. There had been a time, I’m sure, when this corner was crowded, when there was too much traffic for stop signs alone. Now it was so quiet I rolled down the window and heard the click as the color changed, red to green.


I didn’t make the lunchtime cut. I ran fast, threw as well as I could, but the hitting: You only got ten swings and mine were sluggish, the bat dragging itself lazily through the strike zone like the walk to class on so many mornings. It was an adjustment problem—metal bats to wooden, half-hearted throwing to real pitching. And I’d underestimated the talent level. These players were the real thing: Latin shortstops turned smooth double plays like they’d been born with baseball gloves on their hands; outfielders leaped over fences to steal home runs; rangy pitchers wound up like Juan Marichal and delivered effortless ninety-mile-per-hour fastballs. And the hitters: They all looked too big, as if on loan from some other more brutal sport. They lunged at every pitch with furious intensity, and the ball made such a perfect sound when it came off their bats that I kept flinching, like a rookie cop at a firing range.


But each tryout went better than the one before. I played well in Parkersburg, West Virginia, then drove to Zanesville, Ohio, where I made the most of my ten swings, hitting three home runs. I started making it past lunchtime. I was never the best player, but some days I was among them. After a strong showing in Newark, Ohio, the manager pulled me aside and asked where I’d come from.


“Kenyon College.”


“Never heard of it.”


“It’s a half hour down the road.”


“What’s your plan after this?”


“I have a tryout with the Reds in a few days.”


“If they’re not interested come back and see us. We might have a spot for you.”


I slept in roadside motels and ate in boxcar diners. I read old paperbacks and thought about grand New York, about exposed-brick lofts and pensive girls with choppy hair. And for the first time in my life, I felt alone. My father had given me $10,000 for graduation and told me not to spend it, so I stopped at a car auction in Lancaster and bought the Mustang for $6,000 (I threw in the station wagon to seal the deal). I felt it important to travel in style, and the vintage Ford looked and sounded flawless. Sure, I only had $4,000 left, but I’d be signing a contract soon.


The Reds tryout was on a Monday, two days away, so I pointed the car toward Dayton, where Kyle lived. Kyle had been my roommate and best friend in college, and when he found out about the Reds tryout, he had insisted on coming along. The Mustang sputtered and backfired its way west, then died at the side of a road near a town called Washington Court House. I didn’t understand; when I’d test driven it, the engine had hummed with expectation and the farmer who owned it said he hadn’t had an engine problem in years. He told me how he loved the car like a child but needed money to feed his real kids. It was a good story, poignant and all, and when it came time to negotiate, he named his price and I said fine. Now, $600 worth of repairs later, it was raining and the canvas roof was leaking, one of the doors wouldn’t close, and the stereo was making strange humming sounds that increased and decreased along with the accelerator. I didn’t care. It was all just thrilling, this early chance to make it on my own. I turned off the Interstate and drove through the winding heartland of the country, the back roads, the blue highways, where people watered lawns and sauntered down sidewalks. They waved as I passed, unknowing witnesses to the origins of another American success story. Seeing so many families, I realized I hadn’t spoken to my own since graduation. But I’d planned it that way. I’d vanish for a few weeks, then emerge phoenixlike from the ashes of my education with a classic car, a signing bonus, and my future all figured out. I’d fly my parents out to opening night, wherever it was, and there they’d sit under the lights in a cozy ballpark with green trim, together for the first time in years. They’d share peanuts and sip beer while they watched their eldest son as he started his journey to the big leagues, and how could they not take pride in that? Here, they’d say softly, we did something right after all.


And my friends, wandering through the pockmarked landscape of postgraduation, college products on the bargain shelves of the working world. I pictured them in cubicles and crowded subways, in grad-school classrooms and messy painting studios, and it was fun for a while, building other people’s lives, but then I stopped. The back roads were confusing, and besides, who could predict anything anyway? So much would happen, was already happening, fates and coincidences forming, millions of them, the tiny twists that lead lives one way or the other.





Two



THE OMNI IN DOWNTOWN Cincinnati is one of those grand, marble- and brass-filled hotels that still pepper the hollow insides of midwestern cities. The lobby is impressive but forlorn, and there’s an air of slow submission, as if the building, the city, the whole state, has seen much better times and that we’ve showed up for part of the long, relentless decline. We walk up to the counter, and Kyle starts leafing through the brochure rack while I check in. I ask for a room and the pale-faced clerk looks me up and down, then leans over the counter and looks at Kyle.


“We’d prefer you take two rooms,” he says, “but if you insist on one, we ask that it have two beds.”


“Well, that’s what we want.”


“Good, then,” he says, looking relieved. He punches my credit card number into the computer, then produces two keys.


“Hold on. Did you think we were …”


“What?”


“Gay?”


“Excuse me, sir?”


“Gay. Is that what you were saying?”


His face turns red and he clears his throat. “It’s not my business what people do behind closed doors.”


“As long as they do it in separate beds.”


“I didn’t make the policy,” he says.


“It’s a policy?”


“Sir, there’s no need to raise your …”


I walk away, letting his words die in the stagnant air. Kyle’s reading a flyer about caves in Kentucky. I tell him what just happened, and at first he laughs, but then he sees how annoyed I am. We walk toward the elevators, and as we pass the front desk, he blows the feckless clerk a kiss. The guy freezes for a moment, then glances quickly around the lobby. He doesn’t have to worry. We’re the only ones there.


ACTUALLY, KYLE HAS SLEPT with more girls than anyone I know. He showed up at school freshman year with a reputation clattering along behind him like cans on a wedding car. The girls didn’t care, though. Drawn by his All-American looks, his athletic prowess, his love of a good party, they appeared at our dorm-room door in late-night waves, lubed up with shots, with drugs, with designs. Kyle was recruited to play tennis, and he did, for a year, until the parties ran into practice time and something had to give. Classes had become obstacles, scheduling mishaps, and we worked hard to get around them. Sometimes we avoided daylight altogether. But enough of the same thing—even gluttony—becomes monotonous. The drinking was getting to me. Time became a meaningless sequence of events; I began to forget what had happened the day before. The weather, the assignments, the next girl’s name—these became the only signifiers of change. Then spring came, and with it baseball. I took it seriously and it saved me. Kyle plowed forward without tennis, without me, and the trail he left behind became more and more destructive.


By sophomore year he needed rescuing, and it came in the form of a rich girl from a horse-breeding family. She took him home to Maryland for a weekend and he came back converted. He stopped drinking, stopped going out, and soon they were living together in her freshman dorm room. For the next year, on the few occasions I saw Kyle alone, we’d stop and try to catch up, but there was nothing to say. It was as if he’d had electroshock therapy—his eyes were glazed, his mind elsewhere. Among a certain jaded segment, Kyle became a punch line, a living testament to what relationships could do to a young man.


The girl broke up with him the summer before our senior year, then dropped out of school to marry a Thoroughbred trainer. And sure enough, the following fall, Kyle reappeared. He picked up his old habits as if he’d just left them on a shelf, and apart from a new fondness for the horse track, it was like he’d never left. He rejoined the tennis team and drank until dawn. He joked about having spent his junior year abroad, and we all laughed and opened the next beer, but somewhere underneath, it wasn’t so funny. He had just dropped his life for a girl, and then, when it didn’t work out, he pretended it hadn’t happened. I’d never seen love up close. I think it scared me.


UP IN OUR HOTEL ROOM, Kyle’s leafing through the newspaper.


“There’s a good band playing in Over-the-Rhine,” he says.


“Sounds like a German disco palace.”


“It’s not a club, you idiot, it’s a neighborhood. It’s the … the seedy backwater of Cincinnati. In high school we used to go there to score drugs. They keep talking about gentrification and all that shit, but it’s still pretty sketchy.”


“Sounds good,” I tell him. And it does. The seedy backwater. Addicts and artists, desperation and desire, the day-to-day existence, where people and ideas come and go in unexpected bursts of living. I think of New York that way, as some grand experiment in finding oneself, and it scares and thrills me in equal measure. Why do I keep thinking of one life while I’m living another? The most important day of my life is tomorrow and I’m thinking of street scenes in Tompkins Square, of hipsters dripping in self-awareness. I pull the Reds invite from my pocket and read it one more time. “Just remember, we need to be at the stadium by nine tomorrow.”


“Don’t worry,” Kyle says, “it’s like two minutes away.”


“Because it says here the workout starts at nine-thirty.”


“We’ll hit the hotel bar, then check out the band. We’ll be back by midnight.”


“You’ve never been back from anywhere by midnight.”


LIKE SO MANY HOTELS of a certain age, the Omni has an exotic, heyday feel. The rooms are large, the ceilings high, the hallways oddly spacious. We head down to the bar off the lobby, Kyle off on some monologue about the history of the Reds, trying to get me focused on the significance of the event. But he’s just making me nervous. Then the elevator opens and before I can stop him he’s walking back up to the check-in counter. The same clerk is there. Kyle says something and the man physically recoils.


I wait until we’re safely seated at the bar before asking what just happened.


“I asked him if he had any condoms.”


“You’re an asshole.”


“Did you see him, though? You’d have thought I just killed someone.”


“Try not to get us kicked out of here.”


We order two drafts and make our way to the pool table. I was expecting a tranquil, old-world scene—well-dressed travelers with martinis and foreign magazines, married men making promises in shadows—but it’s more like a sports bar. The Allman Brothers are playing on the jukebox. Reds and Bengals photos hang crookedly on water-stained walls. Kyle scans the room, then gets back to his history of baseball: “You know, the Reds started back in 1869 or something. And now we’re here. Think of what that means. I remember when my dad took me to my first game when I was three or four. I think my parents got divorced because my dad was addicted to baseball.”


“I’m sure that was it.”


“He wanted to come watch you tomorrow, but I told him …”


Kyle’s voice trails off. He’s looking toward the door, where two girls are walking in. They’re wearing eighties outfits—blousy shirts pulled off one shoulder, tight jeans, necklaces, bracelets, rings. Their hair is what one of my more snobbish prep-school friends calls “Midwestern blond,” which is actually dark, teased, full of clips and curls.


“Cleveland Browns,” Kyle says.


“What’s that?”


“Good uniforms, bad helmets.”


But not bad enough. Kyle downs his beer, orders a Jack and Coke, and wanders over to introduce himself. I watch him go to work. When he’s on, there’s no one better. He picked up the “hard listen” by studying President Clinton on TV, and he’s doing it now as the girls start talking. He’s leaning over with a look of grave earnestness, as if the words they’re speaking may be the most important he’s ever heard. Then he’s talking again. He points at me and I give a meek wave. He could be saying anything. I order a third round, four drinks, and soon we’re all crowding around, speaking over one another, while Kyle grins, like a modern-day Eddie Haskell. We play pool. We play the jukebox. We switch back to beer and play a sloppy game of quarters. They go to school across the river in Kentucky, some community college near Lexington. They’ve come to Cincinnati to find summer jobs. Instead they’ve found Kyle, who’s going on about baseball again. Between the talk and the music—Little Feat now, the same crap I’ve been hearing for four years—and the pitchers of beer that arrive one after another like planes in a landing pattern, the girls are confused and I realize after a while that they think we’re both ballplayers. One of them keeps asking what it’s like to play for the Reds, whether we have groupies in every city.


Kyle refines his efforts, as every good player must, and starts zeroing in on the taller, prettier girl. He keeps touching her hand and she resists for a while but gives in after a round of margaritas, and soon the two of them are slow dancing in a corner to an Elvis song. I sit at the bar with Donna—I got her name from her license; I told her I didn’t believe she was twenty-one—and watch them grope each other.


“I have a question,” Donna says. “Aren’t the Reds on the road this week?”


“Do you want another margarita?”


“We’ll all be really hungover tomorrow if we keep mixing drinks.”


She has a point; I’m getting drunk. And Kyle, bless him, is dancing with his head buried in his partner’s shoulder—for stability. I should slow down. I order two Buds, then tell her the truth—that I’m only trying out and the guy over there licking her friend’s ear is just along for the ride. But Donna doesn’t seem to care. She leans in close and tells me she wants to be an actress. There’s a Greyhound bus that comes through her hometown once a week, and for years she’s watched it drive away without her. But all that’s about to end, she says, firmly. She reminds me of the unlucky kid in an after-school special. I doubt she could even make it in dinner theater, or porn. Still, the idea of a person’s dreams boiled down to a seat on a bus, a fresh chance at freedom every week … And so we talk like that, in broad strokes, until the lights come on and our two lovebirds emerge from a corner, like bats at sunrise. The girls gather their purses. Kyle mumbles something about everyone coming upstairs for a nightcap, but he can barely stand. Donna thanks us and we all kiss good night and Kyle follows them out to the street because he’s thorough like that. I raise my glass to a 1990 Reds World Series pennant hanging on the wall, then down the rest of my beer. It’s two thirty in the morning.


There’s noise coming from the lobby—shouting, drunken slurs. I run out and sure enough, Kyle is at the front desk again, staggering back and forth as he reaches his arms over the counter. The clerk is speaking loudly into the phone, something about security. I run over and drag Kyle toward the elevator, but both of us are weaving like tangled puppets and it takes a little while. We must look ridiculous.


“What the fuck are you doing?” I ask, when we’re finally in the elevator.


“I don’t know,” he says, helpfully pushing all the buttons so we stop on every floor. “All I did was ask for a wake-up call. Then the guy freaked out.”


“What else did you say?”


“Nothing. Hey, let’s go to that club.”


“Tell me.”


“Well, … I said we needed some lotion to make things go more smoothly.”


“Oh, Jesus. There’s no way that phone’s ringing in the morning.”


“It’s okay,” Kyle says, slumping into a corner. “I’ll wake us up.”


When we’ve finished our tour of four, five, and six, I drag my friend down the seventh-floor hallway and into our room, where he promptly passes out on the floor. Too drunk to lift him onto his bed, that’s where I leave him.


In the darkness, Kyle snoring, I think of races and drills and coaches with clipboards. My head is spinning. What happened to a few beers and bed by midnight? I want to call someone and just talk a while, but I can’t think of anyone who’d want to hear from me at this hour. I start playing that game where you try to think about nothing. You empty out your mind, but it never works, because even when you’ve blocked everything else out, you’re still thinking about whiteness or space or an ex-girlfriend who seems perfect in hindsight. So it’s back to baseball and that nervous sensation of succumbing to fate, my future whittled down to a few quick swings in a big-league ballpark. On the road the last few weeks, the sweeping sense of life moving from abstraction to reality has grown stronger with every tryout. What if I wake up in a few hours and run faster and hit it farther than everyone else? What then? Is it like that, life, where it just works out sometimes, where the choices are made for you?


I toss and turn, falling in and out of dreams. At one point I wake up with a start and realize I was just on a childhood beach on Long Island, catching pop flies hit with an old Donnay tennis racquet. My father was hitting them, higher and higher into the sun, until the wind picked up, capricious gusts blowing in off the ocean, and the tennis balls blew around in the high sky like lottery balls in a sorting machine. I kept running and diving in the hot sand, making every catch, until the entire beach was watching in stunned admiration….


I open an eye and it’s still dark. Kyle is talking to himself about horses. I put a pillow over my head and close my eyes again, and soon we’re walking to the Quogue Beach Club, my father and I, and I’m tugging on his long arms, asking the same question over and over: What are the chances I’ll make the major leagues? He laughs because I’m always asking stuff like this, always living in some more exciting future. But today I need an answer. I pick up a piece of beach glass and sidearm it into the water, watching it skip across the surface. I promise I’ll never ask again if he’ll just tell me. So then he does: if I work hard and still love playing, he says, the chances are one in ten. And that’s all I need. Now there’s a purpose to my young life, a timeline of goals and events, an arc of years falling neatly into place. The Beach Club that always seemed so far away materializes out of the horizon and the sky is full of falling tennis balls and I could catch them all if I only had the time….


IT’S LIGHT OUTSIDE. There’s snoring coming from the floor beyond the bed. I roll over and read the blurry digits of the digital clock: 8:55. I look up at the ceiling, realize slowly where I am, then turn back to the clock and watch it flip tauntingly to 8:56.


And then confusion, panic. We’re so fucking late! I jump on Kyle, then race around the room searching frantically for baseball belts and stirrups. Kyle saunters into the bathroom, complaining of a stiff back and asking what happened to the wake-up call. He doesn’t remember his last conversation with the desk clerk. I yell through the bathroom door, try to get him moving faster, then start looking for the invite. Did it say the tryout started at 9:00 or 9:30? Miraculously, Kyle emerges mostly dressed, in a bright red T-shirt and jeans, and heads down to get the car while I gather the rest of my equipment like a disheveled little-leaguer who’s late for his first practice. There’s no time to pack or check out, so I leave the room a mess and am in the elevator when I remember that Riverfront Stadium has Astroturf. I’ve never played on a carpet and I don’t know if I should wear sneakers or spikes. Sneakers, I decide, which are back up in the room, so I turn the creaking elevator around and head back upstairs to grab the shoes and the valet ticket that Kyle must have forgotten. This time I take the stairs down, jumping entire flights like they do in movies, and that’s when it hits me, a sidesplitting headache that thumps like an amplified backbeat with every landing.


There’s a different clerk in the lobby this morning, a short woman who watches me run past like a madman, my arms filled with gloves and caps and jerseys. I yell something about the wake-up call, but she stares back blankly. Out front there’s no car and no Kyle. People are standing around with valet tickets. It must be almost 9:20. Then I hear that familiar stuttering rumble and suddenly the Mustang is roaring up from the depths. The top is already down and the sun is sparkling off Kyle’s blond hair as he slows down. I try a Bo Duke jump over the door but catch my foot and land headfirst in the foot well, and that’s how we strike off, all turned around, in a cloud of exhaust.


“There was only one guy on duty,” Kyle says, “and I didn’t have our ticket so I grabbed our keys from the little house of hanging keys then ran down the ramp and—”


“Do you remember if this starts at nine or nine thirty?”


“It says in your letter.”


“I couldn’t find it.”


We merge onto the busy highway, Kyle sliding unevenly through the morning traffic. People start honking; a woman flips us off, but Kyle, veering across lanes, doesn’t notice. I watch him casually light a cigarette; it’s wonderfully out of context, a simple act in a moment of chaos, and I’m not sure why but it settles me down. Up ahead, I can make out the river and the stadium, smaller now in the daylight. I slip my sneakers on without untying the laces.


We’re there but we’re not there, and it’s another tense ten minutes of missed exits and wrong-way ramps that we should have figured out last night before we finally descend on a cluster of cars parked near the players’ entrance. I jump out with my gear and start sprinting into the depths of the concrete mass. Up ahead the sounds of baseball come echoing down the tunnel, and I run even faster until I reach the daylight and a scene that stops me short. It’s the field I notice first, a green spectacle a shade shy of real grass, absorbing the morning heat like a giant sponge. Forty or fifty overgrown kids are split up in small groups, running and throwing and stretching, while coaches stand around barking instructions. The upper deck wraps around the entire stadium, and at any other time the sheer size of the place would have me questioning the exaggerated importance of sports in American society, but a man with a mustache and a Reds windbreaker is brusquely asking my name. He hands me a number and a safety pin, then tells me to get out to right field to do sprints. I drop my stuff in a pile and do what he says. Despite the headache and the lateness and the dozen other things that have gone awry, all I can think of at this moment is the future, firmly in my hands, just a few sun-filled hours away.


The sprints are my best—perhaps my only—chance to get noticed. In 1921 my grandfather, running in a Chicago high school track meet, set a world record in the 220-yard dash. The headline in the next day’s Tribune proclaimed, “Goodwillie World’s Fastest Human.” He missed qualifying for the 1924 Paris Olympics, the Chariots of Fire Olympics, because he pulled a tendon in the trials. I didn’t know him well—he died when I was three—but I think about that headline every time I run.


When I reach right field, a coach is already explaining the rules: we’re to line up on the foul line ten at a time, and race sixty yards to another coach standing in center; the top six will run again, then the top four, then one final race with the winners from each group. I try my best to stretch but there’s no time. My number is called and a moment later I’m crouching low behind the wide white stripe, watching heat rise off the turf in waves. I can see contours, the gentle arc of the field, and the size of everything—the outfield wall, the red-clay warning track, the seats that climb toward the sky—


“GO!” I catch it perfectly and in a few quick steps I’m out front, running full speed. But I can feel people right behind me, pumping, breathing … gaining. I almost hold them all off, but someone slips by at the very end. It’s good enough to advance, but as I walk back, trying to catch my breath, I know I would have finished in the middle if I hadn’t gotten such a good jump. I was running as hard as I could and they were catching up. Someone yells my name. It’s Kyle, waving from a seat twenty rows up. He’s by himself, a section away from the parents and young girlfriends sitting closer to home plate. His red shirt is tied around his head like a bandanna, his feet are spread over the seats in front, and it looks, if I’m not seeing things, like he’s drinking a beer. I give him a little thumbs-up, and he raises his arm in response and it is a bottle he’s holding. How did he … ? Another group sprints past in a blur so fast I can’t focus.


I survive another round. With Kyle cheering loudly, I finish third this time, and now I’m in the semifinals. I’m the only white guy left in my group, a fact I hope might get me noticed in some kind of reverse affirmative-action way. We line up again. The heat is coming up through my sneakers and my eyes are watering. The last race was close and I think I can stay with these guys if I get another good start. At “GO” I come out of my crouch flat-out flying, my mind picturing glorious sprints on barren North Sea beaches. I shut my eyes and run faster than I’ve ever run before. We’re closing in on the end when it happens—a twinge in my right hamstring, a little pop of disconnecting muscle, and though I haven’t snapped it, it slows me by a half-step. I stagger through the finish a yard behind the others, and watch the final race from foul territory, with everyone else.


Still, I think I did well enough to get my name highlighted or starred or whatever it is they do when they see someone they like. I hope so, because throwing is next. I’ve never had a strong arm, a fact I try to make up for by hitting cutoff men and being as accurate as possible. They start marching us out to dead center field. We’re halfway there, walking slowly to conserve energy, when there’s a commotion in the stands. We all turn around to see three security guards surrounding someone with a red shirt on his head. Kyle’s still holding a beer, and that’s what the guards are pointing at. But he isn’t handing the bottle over. The drills stop abruptly as all eyes shift to the impending altercation. For almost a minute it looks like the guards might make a move, but then Kyle chugs the rest of the beer, drops it loudly on the ground, and moves slowly toward the exit. A mock cheer goes up from the players. But just as everyone is turning back around, there’s another eruption. Kyle tries to run, but they grab his arm, and to my horror I see him point at me with the other. He’s cursing loudly and the guards are practically lifting him up the stairs. The last thing I see before he vanishes into the tunnel is his red shirt, whipping through the air like a flag of defiance. And then he’s gone.


“What a fucking asshole,” someone says.


I try to forget what I just saw, try not to wonder if he’s being carted off to jail. A coach announces we’ll each get three fly balls to throw all the way to home plate—without a cutoff man. With all the tryouts in the last few weeks, my already average arm has been throbbing every day. I’ve tried to ice it as much as I can, and I should have last night, but there’s a lot I should or shouldn’t have done last night. All I can do now is hope I have one or two good throws left. Through the heat waves on the horizon I can just make out the padded mirage of a catcher standing and waiting at home plate. My hamstring is tightening up. My head is still hurting. And my arm isn’t loose because I didn’t warm up.


The five players ahead of me are wearing crew cuts and practice jerseys from Division I schools. They’re weight-room regulars, all progress charts and protein diets and, from the look of it, those naughty little needles with their hormone-enhancing concoctions. Still, there’s no arguing with the results, and I watch in wonder as they throw baseballs on a line from the warning track to the catcher, each throw bouncing once, efficiently, between the mound and the plate. The throws are as taut as tightropes and just as straight, and as I move up the line I can hear the sound of the ball, the low hum of a hovering insect. It’s a sound the baseball has never made for me. And I notice, too, how the best players get a running start as the balls fall from the sky. They catch them moving forward, momentum already driving them toward the plate, and crow-hop as they make the shift from glove to bare hand; then the arms come around, the legs push off, and the balls launch into the air.


When it’s my turn, the coach hits a shallow fly ball, and I run in hard, catch it in stride, and try to get rid of it quickly. But the transfer isn’t quite right and I never get a good grip on it. When my arm comes around, the ball isn’t in my fingers but back in my palm. It’s the way pitchers throw changeups, and that’s exactly what I throw now. The ball sails out of my hand and heads skyward, tracing a flawless rainbow through the humid air. When it bounces, eventually, it is not with a sexy skid in front of the plate but with a wounded thud on the uphill part of the mound. It bounces straight up and straight back down, then slowly, ignominiously, trickles off the dirt and onto the turf, where it reaches its final resting place—sixty feet short of its target. Back in deepest center field, there is silence, the kind that speaks volumes. I have two more throws, but after that first effort they’re more perfunctory than anything, and although they both eventually reach the catcher, they do so delicately.


We take a short break as the grounds crew wheels the batting cage onto the field. A lot of the players seem to know each other, because they’re sitting and talking on the top step of the dugout. There’s no sign of Kyle. I walk over, grab two bats from the rack, and start swinging them slowly, trying finally to loosen up. Then, with my first free minute of the day, I wander over to home plate and just stand there looking at the field spread out in front of me. It could be good, this baseball life.


Batting practice starts with what we call a “shot.” A kid the size of Kansas hits the first pitch 450 feet to dead center. When bat and ball make contact, every player on the field turns instinctively as the ball shoots up and up and out. It lands in the Gods. Someone claps. The players, all of us, put our heads back down and go to work.


My number isn’t called until an hour later, an hour filled with searing line drives and majestic home runs. When it was first wheeled out, the bat rack was filled with dark-stained Louisville Sluggers of all shapes and sizes, but now, as I jog in from the outfield for my star turn, all the good bats are broken. The few remaining specimens are far too heavy, but I have no choice. I pick up the lightest bat I can find, and it feels like a sledgehammer. It’s like swinging through a clothesline hung with damp sheets. The batter in the cage hits one last bullet back through the middle, then adjusts his helmet and struts past me. My number is called again and I step in. I wonder what it would be like to describe all this on paper, years from now, from a desk with a view overlooking the Hudson River. It would be a small scene in my second or third book, the Americana novel, and still, a decade removed, I’d sketch the moment perfectly, the sounds, the heat, the overwrought emotions of the very second a life changes forever—


Come on: Focus. Breathe. The pitcher winds up and delivers a fastball right over the plate, but I don’t swing. I’m gauging the speed. The difference between a good hitter and a bad one is his ability to see the pitch. Bad hitters guess; they guess curveball or fastball, inside or outside, and when they’re wrong—and they usually are—they swing and miss by a foot. The good hitters adjust; they see what’s coming when it’s in the air, then react. They recognize a fastball on the outside corner, then drive it to the opposite field; they pick up a breaking ball and wait that extra split second before pulling it down the line. Ted Williams said he could see the seams on the ball as it left the pitcher’s hand, and knew from the spin what pitch was coming. Doubtful, but he had quick hands, strong arms, and he never had to guess. My problem, I quickly realize, is that I will. The tree trunk I’m holding leaves me no choice but to start swinging as the ball is coming out of the pitcher’s hand, and committing before I know where the pitch is going. Sure enough, the next one comes in high and hard, just below my shoulders. I swing early, unable to stop myself, and foul it back into the netting. The bat stings my hands and I step out to collect myself. From the corner of my eye I can see the Cincinnati coaches watching intently from the side of the cage. They’re writing things down. I take another breath, try to block them out.


What I think of is the sound of solid contact, a sound rooted in hundreds of games, thousands of practices, tens of thousands of swings. Muscle memory: a culmination of moving parts coming together in one perfect moment. I can do this. This is my future: it found me naturally, the way all great talent is discovered, and so I’ll let it lead me where it will, and other naively worthy aspirations will become footnotes, background romances. The third pitch is the same speed as the first two, only lower and over the inside corner. It’s the kind of pitch I can turn on and drive to right center. I swing with a clear mind, and for an instant I can feel the contact, ball meeting bat, then violently reversing directions. Then there it is, the sting, moving up my arms like high voltage, followed by a feeling of weightlessness. I’ve hit it on the handle again. The bat is too long, and instead of getting it out in front of the strike zone, I’ve jammed myself. The ball is rolling slowly up the first base line, a perfect sacrifice bunt on another day, but it’s something else that catches my eye, a flash against the sun, the barrel of the bat, spinning through the air like a rotor. I look down at my hands, and they’re holding the jagged remains of the handle. A second passes, then the bat comes down with a quiet thud in front of the second baseman. It’s traveled farther than the ball.


“Next hitter,” someone shouts.


“But what about the rest of my—”


“Next!”


Ten swings. Ten chances to change my life. I’ve taken two and now I’m done. I look over at the coaches and they look back dispassionately, like postal workers. I’m still holding the thin, tapered bat handle in my right hand, the physical evidence in the mounting case against me. In a daze, I walk out of the cage and over to the dugout, where I pick up my glove, and try to disappear into the anonymous outfield. For twenty minutes I stand there, wondering how it could all be going so wrong. What was I thinking, going out last night, carrying on with Kyle like all this was some forgone conclusion? I don’t deserve this, haven’t worked for it. I watch the farm boy phenoms and inner-city superstars going through their drills with determined confidence. They all came ready to play. But I think I can still make it. The sprints must have caught someone’s eye, and my college season … they have the scouting report, must know what I can do. Even if I’m not so sure myself.


Fifteen minutes later the cage is wheeled away and the coach in charge calls us all together near home plate. Spitting tobacco, he starts reading the names of those who will come back tomorrow. I watch the black juice sizzle as it hits the turf near his feet. All around, players pump their fists when they’re called and head toward the dugout where—wouldn’t you know it—someone has wheeled out a rack of new bats. The names keep coming, first, then last, one rolling into another. I look dead-on straight, listening for syllables, early sounds. Half the players are gone and the coach is coming to the end. He winds through the last few names, each a celebration for someone, and then the last one, strung out by the asshole for suspense … and it’s not mine. He says something about keeping our heads up, other days and other tryouts, twenty-six teams looking for talent, keep working, keep in touch, thanks for your time and leave the way you came in.


The walk to the dugout is long. They’re wheeling the batting cage back in place, a massive cave of netting that suddenly looks like a barrier, a wall protecting the prospects from the outsiders. I pick up my glove and take one more look around. The pitchers are pitching, the hitters are hitting, and the coaches are writing it all down. It’s tough to watch. I start down the tunnel that leads from this world to the real one, and at the end I see Kyle’s silhouette just outside the gate. I’m walking toward him, halfway down the tunnel, when I hear the sound from the field behind me. The crack of the bat. It echoes all around, and I can just imagine the ball soaring up and out and away. Oh, that sound; it’s what I’ve been searching for. But it’s coming from somebody else. 





PART TWO

The Spy They Left Out in the Cold


“Wisdom is dead. Long live information.”


—MASON COOLEY, City Aphorisms





Three



THE BULLETPROOF GLASS DOORS open onto a sinister reception area—gray walls, gray carpeting, and miniature gray cameras tucked into the corners above my head. The place looks like an underground bunker, and the receptionist could be a marine. He’s a tall, barrel-chested man who at the moment is speaking into a headset and watching a bank of monitors built into his desk. I wonder if he’s armed.


I’m in the seventh-floor lobby of Kroll Associates, the world’s largest private investigative firm. The exotic office locales listed on the back wall—São Paulo, Moscow, Miami, Hong Kong, Paris, New Delhi, Los Angeles—hint at a corporate empire of espionage extending from this nondescript building in midtown Manhattan to every corner of the globe. I wander back behind the receptionist for a closer look at this great wall of cities, and when I turn around I glance at his embedded bank of monitors and in the middle—the one he’s watching—I see myself, looking startled in a colorless version of some Big Brother future.


“Mr. Jeffries will see you now,” he says, abruptly, though I haven’t spoken yet.


“How do you know who I am?”


“If you would follow me, please. I can take your coat.”


I’m led down a dim hall and into a windowless office. Jeffries is sitting behind a desk reading a folder. He’s small and wiry and has a protruding mole on his cheek. There’s a chair but he doesn’t offer it, so I stand there in my ill-fitting suit and tie and wait for him to speak.


A WEEK AGO I stopped by my father’s law office to tell him I’d sold the Mustang. I’d been in New York for two months, scraping by as a food runner at a Greenwich Village theme restaurant. When I walked in he was meeting with Jim Hawthorne, an old friend of his from London. My family had lived in London for most of the 1970s, and the memories of my childhood still come back like scenes from old movies: languid, unhurried frames of sophistication. My parents and their friends seemed so worldly. The men wore dashing suits and spoke in guarded voices; the women wore slim dresses, smoked long cigarettes, and spoke best with their eyes. I came up to their waistlines, my younger brother leveled off much lower, and during smoke-filled dinner parties in high-ceilinged rooms, we sat on laps and tugged on coattails and grew up to the talk of politics, oil, and England under Thatcher. Sometimes, when the women were in the kitchen, the men would turn grave and earnest. Even the football scores became serious business, the news of Arsenal beating Liverpool delivered like some solemn state secret.


One night, after a cocktail party of murmurs, I said, “Daddy, I think your friends are all spies.”


“You do?” he said, arching an eyebrow, suppressing a smile.


“I think I want to be a spy.”


Now, fifteen years later, I listened from the corner of my father’s office on Sixth Avenue as Jim Hawthorne pitched security services—risk assessments, terrorism warnings, and international executive protection. My father nodded absently and said he’d think about it. Hawthorne turned to me. He said he hadn’t seen me since I was this tall. Then he asked what I was up to. I told him I’d just moved to the city after being unceremoniously released from a professional baseball team. I left out the food running and told him I was thinking of writing. My father rolled his eyes. Hawthorne gave me a sympathetic smile, the kind people give babies.


“You should come talk to us at Kroll Associates,” he said. “We’re always looking for promising young investigators who can write. It’s an interesting place, and if nothing else, you might find good material for your literary or journalistic … endeavors.” Then he said his good-byes and walked out.


I looked at my father: “So you did hang out with spies.”


“It was a different time. Ex-pats did things when they were asked.”


“Did you do things?”


He smiled. “Your mother and I went to a party at Hawthorne’s flat in Kensington once. Four or five couples, all American. This must have been seventy-five, when we had just moved there. I remember, as the night went on, the conversation took a turn. I thought it was the wine, but finally your mother leaned over and asked why people were speaking in code. By dessert, they were all drunk and talking openly about safe houses and double agents, and I looked around and half-jokingly asked if everyone at the table was a spook. The room went silent. Then someone said, ‘Jesus, you’re not?’ and they all burst out laughing. But I noticed they stopped talking shop.”


“Maybe I should take Hawthorne up on his offer.”


“A lot better than writing. When’d you get on that kick?”


“It’s not a kick. And anyway, I sold the Mustang for ten grand. Doesn’t that cut me any slack?”


“I hope whoever bought it paid you in cash.”


I’VE SPENT THE LAST few days researching Kroll Associates at the public library on Fifth Avenue, and now, as I stand there waiting for Jeffries to stop ignoring me, I go over what I’ve learned one more time.


Investigating the investigators was easier than I thought: they’re practically media darlings. I read about how a former prosecutor named Jules Kroll started the company in the early 1970s as a tiny agency specializing in employee theft. He scraped along, then found a niche as the economy picked up a decade later. Wall Street firms began hiring Kroll Associates for everything from employee screenings to major business fraud, and the more Jules Kroll dug up, the more important he became. Soon he had hired a full team of investigators and opened almost a dozen offices. When the market crashed in 1988, Kroll kept rolling ahead, moving past the boundaries of domestic finance to cases of a more global nature. His investigators became international bounty hunters, following money and people around the cities of the world. By the early 1990s Kroll Associates had become the largest investigative company in America. The Times called it a “CIA for hire” and dubbed its founder “the world’s most famous gumshoe.” Today the company has expanded into every conceivable area of information gathering and surveillance, and its executives include ex-FBI and CIA operatives, terrorism and computer experts, high-ranking ex-military personnel, investigative journalists, even the former commissioner of the New York police department.


But I don’t remember any mention of a Mr. Jeffries.


“I’ve perused your résumé,” he says, finally. “There’s not much on it.”


“I just graduated from college last spring.”


“And you’ve been … what … recuperating since then?”


“I was playing baseball.”


“Professionally?”


“Yes, sir. It’s on the résumé.”


“What does that have to do with being a private investigator?”


“I don’t think anything.” He still hasn’t looked up at me. “I’m sorry, have I done something wrong?”


“Are you being smart?”


“Probably not. It’s just that you—”


“Definitely not. What team did you play for?”


“The Newark Buffaloes. They’re an independent single-A team in Ohio. I tried out for the Cincinnati Reds and a few others, but …”


“What?”


“I guess I wasn’t good enough.”


Jeffries perks up for the first time. “What was it like, playing professionally?”


“You really want to know?”


“Yes.”


“It was really competitive, everyone out for themselves, their personal stats. And the towns we played in: Parkersburg, West Virginia; Erie, Pennsylvania; Zanesville, Ohio…. It was all so … local, you know, PR photos in the town square, signings at the mall, high school girls in—Anyway, I didn’t last too long. With my Division Three background, I was pretty lucky to get drafted at all. I spent most of my time on the bench—pinch-running at the end of games, appearing as a late-inning defensive replacement. I don’t know. I kept wondering what I was missing.”


“Where?”


“Here. In New York.”


“Let me ask you this,” Jeffries says, frowning. “What sort of work would you like to do?”


“I’d like to be a private investigator.”


“Your friend Mr. Hawthorne says you want to be a writer.”


“Oh, no. Private investigator. It’s been a lifelong dream.” I’m not sure what else to say. I glance at his mole right as he looks up at me for the first time. I think he caught me because he turns his head so that I can’t see it, and I get the sinking feeling that I’ve sealed my own fate just as I was warming to the idea of being an investigator or a corporate spy or whatever it is people do here. I’m sick of filling ketchup bottles.


“Well, we have a company softball team that plays in Central Park,” Jeffries says, at last, his head turned completely now so that I have to move forward to hear him. “And I suppose we could use a good hitter.”


FROM THE FIRE ESCAPE outside my bedroom window, I watch my friend Gustavo Chavez inch uptown in his little city-owned Ford. He’s stuck in a rush-hour parking lot of yellow cabs and livery cars stretching down past Radio City. I know what he’s thinking: another five minutes of this and he’ll stick that Starsky & Hutch light on the roof, turn on the siren, and move this snarled mess himself.


I share my apartment on the corner of Fifty-eighth and Sixth with James Knight, a straitlaced Ivy League associate at my father’s law firm. He sips scotch at the Yale Club and doesn’t own a T-shirt, but he travels a lot and pays more than half the rent, so it’s not too bad. Besides, I have this makeshift balcony to escape to when he starts playing Mozart. Out here, far above midtown Manhattan, the horns and jackhammers echo their way up the buildings and the people look like ants scurrying every which way. It’s early winter and the air is raw and clean, almost soothing.


Gus is an hour late. He’s coming straight from City Hall, where he works as an assistant press secretary for Mayor Giuliani—hence the car and its related benefits. He doesn’t have a driver’s license (he’s never bothered to get one). He doesn’t have glasses, either, and that’s the bigger problem, because the world he inhabits is a blurry one. We went to college together, and like Kyle, Gus didn’t exactly have a smooth four-year ride. The social probations could be excused as youthful excess, but when he skipped a week of classes because of “an adverse reaction to the liberal academic establishment,” said establishment sent him on his way. We were sad. He had been the funniest guy in school, the centerpiece of our parties. But we were also worried; he was a financial-aid student, and though he never talked of his family situation, the little we gleaned wasn’t rosy. Gus was a second-generation American. His Cuban father had deserted the family years ago, and his mother had raised him and his sister on a schoolteacher’s salary. Gus was his family’s big chance, and he’d blown it. Now, though, a year later, most of us are jobless and he’s working for the mayor. No one knows how he did it, but that’s part of his charm: he’s always wavering between brilliance and impending disaster.


A block away, his arm comes out the window and the red light starts flashing. He flicks the siren on and off a few times and the cars in front part just enough to let him slide through. He double-parks in front of my building, puts a parking pass in the front window, and nods to my doorman, who thinks he’s a fraud.


Gus strides in looking like a short, plump, Latin version of Robert Downey Jr. circa Less Than Zero. He’s wearing a Brooks Brothers shirt and tie and faded Nantucket Reds. He always dresses like this, like he’s headed for a cocktail party at the Racquet Club. It’s part of his Republican veneer. I chalk it up to some deep-seated Castro resentment, because really, how can someone be so conservative with a background like that? It’s as if he’s playing a part, except he’s never out of character.


“Important goings-on downtown,” he says. “We’re tackling the big issues, moving past partisan bickering and changing the city from the inside out.”


“Kicking artists off the street again?”


“Don’t believe everything you read in the Times.”


“Hey, I think I got a job offer.”


“Do we have any gin?”


“In the kitchen.”


“Where?”


“Next to the refrigerator.”


“No, the job.”


“Kroll Associates. It’s a private—”


“I know what it is. What are they doing hiring you?”


“I’d be a PI.”


“That’s preposterous,” Gus says, locating the bottle of Tanqueray. “Where are the limes? Don’t tell me you don’t have limes.”


“Why is that preposterous? You work for the mayor.”


“But I have a talent for communicating with the people. I can explain the complex machinations of government in sound bites tailored for the common man. You can’t even find your shoes in the morning. And you’re not a friend of law enforcement.”


“And you are?”


“The mayor and police department work twenty-four hours a day to make New York the safest large city in the nation,” Gus says, carefully adding a splash of tonic to his drink. He mixes it with his finger and walks over to the couch. “What’s the latest with O. J.?”


“That he did it.”


“I think he’ll get off,” Gus says, flipping on CNN, where Greta Van Susteren is arguing with a panel of attorneys.


“Aren’t you sick of watching this shit?”


“You’re missing the point. What we’re watching here isn’t ‘shit,’ as you so elegantly put it; rather it’s the endgame of a remarkable cultural shift that began with the advent of television and has blossomed unabated into our current celebrity-strewn, substance-challenged, Clinton-pandering wasteland.”


“And being a City Hall spin doctor is such a dignified profession?”


“It’s called sacrificing for the greater good,” Gus says, settling deep into the cushions, his feet resting on the Ikea coffee table. “So, what’s Kroll paying you?”


“I’m not sure. It was kind of a strange interview.”


“What about the great American novel you keep talking about?”


“Aren’t you double-parked?”


ON THE FIRST BUSINESS day of 1995, I walk into Kroll Associates in a hand-me-down suit from the old Barneys Boys Town. The receptionist hands me a stack of papers to sign, and by lunchtime I’m a licensed private investigator in New York, New Jersey, and Connecticut. It’s that easy: they give me a laminated photo ID stating that I’m “vested with all authorities allowed by law.” I have no idea what that means. My office is a small cubicle lost in a maze of other cubicles. I spend ten minutes looking for my computer’s On switch. I’m on my hands and knees tracing a cord to an outlet when I hear a voice behind me:


“The point of this job is to find things, not lose them.”


“Oh, sorry. I was just—”


“I’m Eric. You’ll be working for me, which is lucky because I get the best cases, the big ones, the ones you see in the news.”


“Okay.” He’s a short, muscular guy, well dressed, maybe thirty. He screams Napoleon complex.


“I don’t know how you got this job, or what you did before, but now you’re on your own. We work like a law firm, on a billing system—at least eight hours a day. If you go to the bathroom, spend your time on the can thinking of a client you can bill. You need to memorize the American court system, learn all the databases we use, and be ready to work weekends or travel at a moment’s notice. And your salary: it’s twenty-five thousand a year, plus bonus. If you’re lucky.”


I sit quietly through the law-and-order speech, guessing it’s partly a scare tactic. He discusses confidentiality rules while I try to figure out if $25,000 is a good starting salary. I guess it could be worse: I have a friend in retail who makes $18,500. She spent her first paycheck on dry-cleaning. Before Eric waves me away, he gives me a list of names and tells me to perform a background check on them. “No problem,” I say.


I go back to my desk and sit there arranging pens. I still can’t get the computer to work. I call Gus at City Hall but he’s traveling with the mayor. At seven thirty, when I hear the last voices trail off toward the elevator, I wait five minutes and then slip out quietly. The lights in Eric’s office are still on.
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“Laugh-out-loud funny....A wondrous debut.”
—STEPHEN J. DUBNER, coauthor of FREAKONOMICS
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