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PROLOGUE


It was always a soft ball, a tennis ball. At the age of three I would stand in front of the three lines chalked on to the garage door or in front of real cricket wickets on our bumpy lawn and Dad, Mum or my sister Becky would bowl at me. For hours on end. For catch or for cricket it was always a soft ball.


Then Jamie, a teenage boy who lived with us, let me try on his motorbike helmet. I stood on a chair in front of the mirror in his room and peered at myself. It was so big on me that I could hardly walk. But I picked up my bat and wobbled out of the door and stood in front of the garage and asked Dad to bowl at me with a hard ball. He wouldn’t. But I wore him down. Looking troubled, he went into the house and came back with an old scuffed one. He held it up.


‘Are you sure? A hard ball?’


‘Yes.’


‘It’s hard, mind. It could hurt you.’
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BASEBALL? YOU MUST BE KIDDING


Cricket and baseball are like parents and their teenage children: they have so much in common and yet remain a total mystery to each other. The similarities are obviously profound: the isolation of pressure on an individual within the context of a team game; the duel between bat and ball; the rich, and often romanticised, aesthetic aspect of both sports; their capacity to inspire literary attention; the view that each is somehow more than just a game, a metaphysical symbol of something more important – America itself, or the British way of life.


And yet baseball fans – those who have heard of it – think cricket is a tedious, class-ridden English anachronism, ‘baseball on Valium’. And cricket fans return the compliment by viewing baseball as a typically populist and vulgar American bastardisation of a minor English game played by girls.


Until recently I lined up wholeheartedly with the Brits in the cricket versus baseball debate. I used to consider American sport to be an introspective, nationalistic joke. Super Bowl, World Championships, World Series – who were these Yanks trying to kid? No wonder an American team always won; only Americans played their damned sports.


Baseball scarcely even warranted a mention. My childhood friends were mostly cricketers, so baseball was tarred with the brush of rounders – a game for girls and wimps who were scared of hard cricket balls. Watching baseball, as everybody knew, was more boring than watching grass grow.


Nor was I much enamoured with America in general. Despite the fact that I had never set foot in the country, I used to laugh about gung-ho American nationalism, ghetto shoot-outs, paltry literacy levels and its all-pervasive litigiousness. I’d heard that 60 per cent of Americans couldn’t name one of their senators; Ronald Reagan frequently answered a question entirely unrelated to the one he had been asked; Dan Quayle, his vice-president, couldn’t spell ‘potato’, and an American woman, it was reported, had successfully sued a manufacturer of microwave ovens after she blew up her rain-drenched poodle by trying to dry it off with a few minutes on ‘defrost’. Knocking the States as uncivilised was all so easy.


So what happened to me? How did I go from ‘Americanophobe’ and arch-baseball cynic to writing a book about America’s ‘national pastime’?


Chance played a big part. Although I was probably slowly changing my mind about America anyway, it was only when I made an unscheduled trip to New York that I started to understand what these Americans saw in their silly summer obsession. And the only reason I went to New York was because of a fateful cricket match.


*


In the summer of 1998 I was playing for the British Universities against South Africa at Fenners in Cambridge, a match I had been looking forward to for months. While I was batting in the second innings, on a pitch that I had come to know as placid and reliable, the fast bowler Steve Elworthy managed to find enough life and lift to hit me flush on the right hand. Broken – I knew it straightaway. I batted on badly for about twenty minutes before taking off my batting glove. One finger was twice the width of the others; once the glove is off you can never get it back on over the swollen finger.


That game and that particular dream were over: there would be no hundred for me against the touring side, just a broken finger and the certainty of missing a month’s cricket with Kent, the county side I had been due to rejoin for the rest of the season.


In the taxi on the way to hospital I remembered something my history tutor had said to me the previous evening. ‘If ever you get an unexpected week off,’ he had offered, with donnish ignorance of the professional cricket season, ‘buy a cheap flight to New York – it’s a different world from anything you’ve ever seen up until now.’


Looking back, it seems absurdly spoilt – after one setback, immediately planning to get over it with an impromptu holiday – but I decided to ask my Kent coach, who would scarcely be able to find any use for me with a broken finger, if he minded if I went away for a few days. He agreed. On the condition that I went jogging in Central Park, looked after myself, and came back in plenty of time to get the necessary physiotherapy on my finger, I was free to fly. So I did.


After seven hours trapped in ‘cattle class’ with my right hand suspended near my left ear, I was in serious need of being cheered up. The Manhattan skyline, in those days still adorned by the twin towers of the World Trade Center, would do the trick.


I’d seen the view, as everyone has, so many times before – not in real life, but in countless films, books and magazines. Manhattan’s jagged silhouette, its skyscrapers improbably bunched like upturned matchboxes, has been reproduced so relentlessly that it is an inescapable part of our everyday aesthetic experience. In reality, it couldn’t be that different, could it?


But it was. Manhattan might not be exactly beautiful from 10,000 feet, or even closer up, but the evident bravura self-confidence of building that on a tiny island only twelve miles long and five miles wide sent an electric charge down my spine. I had caught the New York buzz and I hadn’t even touched down yet.


Since that first trip to New York, I have been back every year, staying for weeks or months at a time, and bored my friends at home with endless eulogies about New York’s energy, eccentricity and Downtown scene. Nor have they failed to point out the irony of my sudden U-turn on America.


It might be forgivable, even inevitable, for an Englishman in his early twenties to fall in love with New York. But falling for baseball? Hardly. I am now used to English people asking me, just as I used to ask baseball fans, how I could possibly take seriously ‘this rounders stuff’.


But it deserves to be taken seriously, not only as a great game, which it undoubtedly is, but also as a metaphor for America. The philosopher Jacques Barzun was surely exaggerating when he wrote, ‘He who wants to understand the heart and soul of America must first understand baseball.’ But only slightly. Baseball and America are as closely tied together as any other country and its national game.


Perhaps the timing of my first trips to the States helped me get hooked on baseball. The year 1998 was the summer baseball had been waiting for, the year of the legendary home run race between Sammy Sosa and Mark McGwire, who were both vying to break Roger Maris’s season record of sixty-one runs. After decades of being overtaken by basketball and American football, baseball was putting itself back at the top of the sporting agenda, particularly in New York.


It was the summer the Yankees ‘swept’ (won 4-0, in layman’s terms) the World Series, and even in July the city seemed to sense a triumphant season. I found myself loitering by the TVs in New York delis, fascinated by baseball words like winningest – ‘Pettitte is the winningest pitcher in New York this year’ – wondering if a pitcher would ‘get out of an inning’ despite the ‘bases being loaded’. Everyone was into baseball. Perhaps it wasn’t quite so bad after all.


Americans are great salesmen and the presence of a cricketer among them prompted them to try selling baseball. When I went to a store called Nobody Beats the Wiz, and the young black salesman found out I was an English cricketer, he immediately invited me to play baseball with him and his friends in Brooklyn. ‘We’ll have you playing baseball instead of that cricket stuff in no time!’ he said, as he wrote down the name of the park in Brooklyn. That was typical of the way I was treated by vast numbers of supposedly ‘cold and selfish’ New Yorkers.


I had caught the Manhattan bug. When the cricket season ended in England in September, I went back as soon as I could, arriving just in time to watch the Yankees’ legendary World Series ‘sweep’. The victorious Yankees were treated to an orgy of kitsch celebrations. When I stumbled into the ticker-tape parade, I began to understand how seriously the Americans take their ‘good ol’ ball game’. It would have made even the vainest Roman emperor blush.


Baseball was everywhere. So many DJs were asking fans to call in with their personal tributes to the Yankee heroes that the radio seemed to be tuned to Yankees FM at every frequency. Getting into a cab, the recorded voice of the Yankees manager Joe Torre beseeched me to ‘buckle up for safety’. Every other person I passed in the street appeared to be wearing specially printed ‘Yanks Are the Champs’ T-shirts. Others brandished broomsticks to emphasise the 4-0 ‘sweep’.


I was finding out the way they ‘did’ sporting success in America. The champs are certainly made to feel like champs. When the dreams of American athletes come true, reality can scarcely be any less vivid and exuberant than in their wildest adolescent sporting fantasies. In a winner-take-all society, being on the right side of the line must feel quite something.


My next extended trip to New York was even more fortuitously timed. There’s only one thing New Yorkers love more than one of their baseball clubs being in the World Series: it is when both of their teams, the Yankees and the Mets, are competing for what they consider to be the title of World Champions. That was the situation in the autumn of 2000 when I arrived in Manhattan with the half-formed idea that I wanted to write a book about baseball and cricket. The baseball frenzy I witnessed made up my mind about the project.


They even have a special name for an all-New York World Series: a Subway Series. You can watch all the live sport in the world that really matters just by taking the Number 7 or the Number 11 to Shea Stadium or Yankee Stadium.


A Subway Series! The magic those words conveyed. The very phrase evoked the 1950s – baseball’s golden era, an age of innocence, of legends, an age of baseball supremacy. That was what baseball needed, some magic from the 1950s – when the dynastic Yankees battled the upstart Brooklyn Dodgers; when not only fans but the players travelled to the games by subway; when the New York Times not only edited but printed its newspapers in Gotham’s Midtown; when photographs were in black and white but memories were indelible; when baseball was king among sports and New York ruled baseball.


Between 1936 and 1956 there were ten Subway Series, and seven from 1947 to 1956. It was a good time to be a baseball fan in New York. But then nothing: a forty-four year hiatus, during which time, heaven forbid, other cities got their hands on the World Series silverware.


How New York made up for those lost years. The parades and broomsticks of 1998, I would quickly find out, would be nothing compared to Subway Series baseball fever. The New York papers, usually thick even on quiet news days, were now bursting with extra pull-out, fold-out and pin-up sections devoted to every conceivable facet of baseball – the history of New York baseball, the evolution of the Subway Series, the clash of the managers, the key head-to-head player battles, the rivalry between the stars’ supermodel girlfriends. Discovering who had the edge in every department became an epic challenge. A Yankee might be dating Miss World, but the Mets catcher was going out with the Playboy Playmate of the Millennium! ‘Let’s Get Ready to Rumble!’ the front pages roared, ‘It’s Showtime!’


Mayor Rudolph W. Giuliani, conservatism’s hard man and a lifelong Yankee fan, joined the frenzy. Two days before the series began, he ended a speech about a new cancer project by saying, ‘Now I’m going back to think about the Yankees, because that’s all I can think about today.’ The next day, he devoted twenty minutes of a thirty-minute news conference to the Yankees. It is difficult to imagine London’s Ken Livingstone, whose office is considerably less powerful than Mr Giuliani’s, so openly putting his private sporting affiliations at the top of his agenda.


Sport was so dominant that it was easy to forget that there was also a presidential election around the corner. Election? What election? In its last edition before the presidential election, the New York Observer, playing on the title of Roger Kahn’s epic baseball book The Boys of Summer, led with the headline: ‘Bush and Gore: The Boys of Bummer.’ It struck a chord. Many New Yorkers did prefer to contemplate their own two baseball teams competing for the World Series rather than watch two Southerners fight it out for the presidency. As movie director Nora Ephron put it, ‘We got a chance to say what we all secretly believe – that we don’t need anyone at all in the rest of the country, even to play baseball.’


I had walked into the most talked about sporting event in New York’s recent history. I could scarcely believe my luck. Even baseball atheists were getting caught up in the city’s celebration of its own World Series. If you hadn’t enjoyed it at first, before long so many people told you that they were loving it, and that you had to be loving it too, that you got swept along on a tide of communal enthusiasm.


As for me, even though I was really only a visitor in the most fluid society on earth, I was feeling a strange, generalised sense of community. I was beginning to feel part of something! Was this really a special moment? Had Gotham come together? Or had my bullshit detector been switched off?


If the theatre and extravagance of baseball were new to me, in many other respects I recognised the game as cricket’s bastard son. For a start, both games are fundamentally a duel. A cricket coach used to tell me to look at the bowler before every ball and say to myself: ‘This ball is a contest between me and you, and I’m going to win it.’ Baseball is the same. Every pitch is a direct contest between the pitcher and the batter – a battle of wills and skills. In the final reckoning, no amount of support or teamwork can actually throw the ball for the pitcher or hit the ball for the batter. As with cricket, it is a team game played by individuals with a collective goal.


But the duels in baseball and cricket – unlike the boxing match or the rugby front row – are somewhat abstracted. It is possible to win it without appearing to be overtly pugilistic. At some level you need to be a fighter to succeed in either baseball or cricket; but not necessarily obviously so. Both games take all sorts – from quiet, reflective types to up-and-at-’em aggressors.


They are both slow, fluid games – criticised by non-believers for being boring – with plenty of in-built pauses for the players and spectators to think about the next moment of confrontation. Rather than breathless, non-stop games, they are ‘what do you think will happen next?’ sports. Both baseball and cricket grow on you, seduce you, absorb you. ‘A good football match is a good film,’ as Simon Barnes of The Times put it, ‘a good Test series is a great novel – that is to say, it becomes something you live with.’


The past, too, is omnipresent in both sports. Of all games, cricket and baseball have been most preoccupied with their ‘golden ages’, and a sense of lost innocence or perceived betrayal of the past. That history so informs the two games deepens their appeal; but at times their obsession with the past may have led them to neglect the present and the future. Their public images have certainly always been conservative.


They have also both inspired more than their fair share of writers, a testament to their reputations as high-minded and heavyweight sports somehow removed from the mass of undifferentiated sporting experience. There is lots of good cricket writing, from the West Indian C. L. R. James’s Marxist theories to Alan Ross’s elegant perceptions, and still more, as I would discover, about baseball.


Baseball also has the same multisensory mystic appeal as cricket. The crisp crack of the ash bat on baseball hide is one of baseball’s great talking points, just as cricket fans eulogise about the calming sound of willow on leather. ‘I’d wake up with the smell of the ballpark in my nose and the cool of the grass in my feet,’ W. P. Kinsella wrote in his novel Shoeless Joe, ‘the thrill of the grass.’ I, too, as a cricketer, wake up with that feeling. Even now, when I play so much, I haven’t lost that boyish excitement so many of us felt as children when we smelt the grass being cut for the first time in spring.


I would, I’m sure, have been a baseball player – at some level – if I had been born in America. I sensed that from the first few pitches I saw and the first lines I read about the game. It is cricket’s spiritual cousin. Before I even went to a major league ballgame, I was seduced by baseball’s rich culture: the literature, the precision and relentless scrutiny of baseball statistics, the quirky articulateness of the commentary, and above all the extraordinary devotion that baseball inspires among all different types of Americans, from philosophy professors to bartenders. It is a connoisseur’s game for everyone.


Though most cricket fans would probably immediately appreciate that ambience, they might not pick up baseball’s rules quite so easily. Cricket is notoriously difficult to explain, and I am only marginally more confident about clarifying the rules of baseball to the Brits.


The equivalent of the wicket is the ‘strike zone’, an imaginary area directly over the batting plate, between the height of batter’s knees and his chest. The batter stands alongside the plate, and usually tries to hit pitches thrown into the strike zone, and, if he is sufficiently disciplined, seeks to leave those which miss the strike zone (known as ‘balls’). The batter has three ‘strikes’.


If a batter receives four ‘balls’ (balls that aren’t in the strike zone and therefore unhittable) before he has conceded three strikes or hits in the air to a fielder, he is allowed to ‘walk’ to first base – a fourth of the way towards his team scoring a run. So the score immediately relevant to the head-to-head battle between the pitcher and the batter is expressed as the number of balls relative to the number of strikes. Scores of 1-0, 2-0, 2-1, 3-0 and 3-1 (pronounced one-and-oh, two-and-oh) mean the batter is happy and the pressure is on the pitcher. 0-1, 0-2, 1-1 and 1-2 mean the pitcher is ahead. 3-2 is a ‘full count’ – and one error either way will decide the issue.


But the pitcher doesn’t want to throw into the middle of the strike zone. That is what the batter is looking for: a ‘hanger’ right in his hitting arc. He wants to pitch into the outer edges of the strike zone – inside, outside, high, low – where it is difficult for the batter to make contact. The umpire’s interpretation of what constitutes the strike zone varies between the American and National Leagues and from umpire to umpire. It is of the utmost importance. It determines what the pitcher can get away with. All of which makes baseball a game of strategy as much as instinct; as Roger Kahn put it, it is ‘chess at ninety miles an hour’.


That is the hardest part to understand. The rest is more obvious and relatively analogous with cricket. There are three outs (wickets) per inning, but nine innings in all – so there is a total of twenty-seven outs in all, rather than the twenty wickets in a two-innings cricket match. But rather than four or five days, a baseball match only takes about three hours (it always finishes on the day it begins), proof of how much easier baseball outs are to come by than cricketing wickets. (There has to be a winner and a loser, of course. Try explaining to Americans that some five-day cricket matches end in a draw …)


Outs are two-a-penny in baseball; but runs are like gold dust, as typical scores like 1-3, 4-0, 5-3 demonstrate. Soccer goals probably constitute the highest valued currency in the world of sport, but baseball runs are not far behind.


That means batting, or ‘offense’ as it is called, must be pretty difficult. And it is. The best batters in the League only hit .300, the benchmark of absolute quality. That does not mean they hit .300 of the pitches they receive, which would be superhuman. It means they have a .300 likelihood of hitting safely (without being caught or thrown out at a base) in their entire ‘at-bat’ – what a cricket batsman would call one innings. One run, three times in ten! Hitting .300 means you fail seven-tenths of the time, and that’s if you’re one of the best. Imagine that prospect hanging over you as you get out of bed and go to work each morning.


As a batsman in cricket, the difficulties of baseball hitting immediately caught my attention. But if failure is that common and inevitable, I worked out that it had to be less traumatic. In baseball you might fail 70 per cent of the time, but you have more ‘lives’ (because you are allowed three strikes) in an ‘at-bat’, more ‘at-bats’ in a game, and more games in a week. In cricket, where you are expected to get thirty or forty on an average day, you have only one life – as any batsman will morbidly explain. During a series against the West Indies, Mike Brearley referred to the bench where the next batsman sat as ‘the condemned chair’.


The odds might be heavily in favour of the cricket batsman surviving this ball, or this over – but the guillotine of dismissal always hangs over us. One mistake, one unplayable ball, one bad decision, and our day is probably ruined and possibly completely over. Baseball’s .300 looks a bit rosier when you think about that.


The equivalent of the cricket batsman, then, is not the hitter but the pitcher. He lives in fear of conceding a run, of blotting his copybook, letting the side down. He is more likely to be hit if he pitches badly, but he might also throw the perfect pitch only to see a man mountain of creatine-enhanced muscle launch it into the back row. Then he has nowhere to hide; the rest of his team-mates on the field are all primarily hitters first, fielders second, and none of them pitchers. Now we all have to get a run ourselves, just to get even, they are thinking, and we all know how difficult that is, don’t we! You have done this to us. You and you alone.


Even if his team-mates have no such thoughts, it is easy for the pitcher to slip into that paranoid mentality. Every head that goes down in the outfield is an implicit attack on his failings. Poor old pitcher.


For the first time in my life I was beginning to feel sorry for the guys who start with the ball, and try to deliver it as fast as they can, rather than the guys who, like me, try to hit it.


Quite apart from having to decide if I preferred pitchers to hitters, I inevitably considered whether I would enjoy the life of a major league baseballer. I’d enjoy the money, for certain. The New York Mets’ minimum salary is $200,000 a year. You can buy a lot of good cricketers for $200,000.


But there is a price to pay, and it comes in the form of relentless media scrutiny. The New York media, in particular, expects only the best from its ballplayers. The merest slip in performance will be talked to death on every all-night radio phone-in, and turned into a hundred graphics in the following day’s papers. The culture of American sport is as unforgiving of failure as it is extravagant in its praise of success.


County cricketers, in comparison, get neither the cash nor the ticker-tape parades; but nor do they have to deal with the relentless glare of media attention. More often than not, even after a thrilling Sunday League match, they can slink off into the night without hearing their shortcomings discussed on the radio all the way home.


So how would I feel, as a sportsman unused to that level of critical scrutiny, if the zoom lens were suddenly pointed at me? I hope one day it will be.


And the second big question in my mind? Would I actually be any good at this baseball business?
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THE SUBWAY SERIES, NEW YORK, OCTOBER 2000


By the time the World Series started I had become a fully signed up Mets fan, for partly noble, partly cynical reasons. The nobility came in the form of the familiar English habit of supporting the underdog. The Yankees had not only won the last two World Series, they were also a world famous sporting franchise. They are baseball’s aristocrats.


The Mets are a relatively new franchise compared to the Yankees. When the much-loved Brooklyn Dodgers relocated to California in 1957, becoming the Los Angeles Dodgers overnight, the Mets filled the baseball vacuum left in New York. The Dodgers had always had a blue-collar following in comparison to the Yankees, and the Mets inherited some of that underdog spirit. The Yankees, like Manchester United, have legions of foreign fans (and plenty who don’t live in New York). They scarcely need any more. So I deduced that supporting the Mets was the only discerning and honourable choice.


The second, more pressing reason to follow the Mets emerged during a chance conversation at a friend’s birthday party in Massachusetts. When I explained to a fellow guest about my plan to write a comparison of cricket and baseball, she offered to introduce me to her friend, Nelson Doubleday, who co-owns the Mets franchise. That was a ‘no-brainer’, as managers say. And I guessed it might not be tactful to turn up at the Doubleday house and say, ‘Wasn’t it great that the Yankees won the World Series all over again!’


In the shorter term, I looked into buying tickets for the Subway Series. The black market was my only chance, where $1500 would buy me a moderately good seat for one of the games. ‘Bite the bullet and buy one,’ a friend suggested, ‘for the history of it, you know.’ I was lukewarm about history at that price.


But even from the living-room armchair rather than ringside seat, the hyped-up opening game didn’t disappoint. ‘All tied up’ until the twelfth innings, the third phase of ‘extra innings play’, Jose Vizcaino – who rarely made it into the Yankees starting line-up – finally settled the issue with a two-out bases-loaded single to leftfield.


Game 2, aside from being the second game of the most hotly anticipated World Series in years, had extra special baggage. It was the grudge game, the rematch between Yankee pitcher Roger Clemens and Mets star hitter Mike Piazza. During the ‘regular season’ Mets–Yankees game, the scowling, straight-shooting, hard-throwing Clemens had ‘beaned’ Piazza with a vicious ‘inside’ head-high fast ball that thudded on to Piazza’s helmet at about 97 m.p.h. Piazza retired concussed; Clemens didn’t apologise; many thought it was deliberate – and baseball, of course, unlike cricket, prohibits intentional head-high pitching.


Yankees manager Joe Torre tried to calm everything down the day before Game 2. ‘I’d like to believe,’ he suggested diplomatically, ‘that the fans would rather watch the World Series than to see if Roger Clemens is going to hit him again, or if Mike is going to throw the bat at him.’ As it developed on the night, Torre had it the wrong way round. In Piazza’s first at-bat against Clemens, his bat shattered on contact with a fast ball. When the barrel of the bat, about two pounds of splintered but solid wood, landed near the pitching mound, Clemens promptly picked it up and hurled it at Piazza, who was jogging casually towards first base. It missed him by a few inches. But in true baseball spirit, both dugouts emptied into a mass confrontation, where, despite considerable hectoring and gesturing, no one actually threw a punch. ‘I thought it was the ball,’ Clemens helpfully explained.


The game was now subsidiary to the Rog-goes-batty incident. The handling of the mini-drama was a classic example of the evolving American news story. Even when it isn’t actually evolving any more, you just keep repeating the story so far. The TV producers played it, replayed it, replayed it in reverse angle, queried the motivation behind it, counterqueried the motivation, imagined the reaction, challenged that imagined reaction, then went back to the first replay to see if it had become more conclusive with the passing of time. It hadn’t – so they tried to reverse angle again. Within half an hour I’d seen the batty-bat-hurl so many times I knew which way the splinters on Piazza’s shattered bat were pointing.


Feeling battered by the replays of the incident, and with the Yankees seemingly out of sight at 6-0 going into the last inning, I decided against watching the last rites and headed off to my girlfriend’s place in the Lower East Side of Manhattan. The short walk from East 9th Street to Suffolk Street – past the body-piercing parlours and leather shops of the East Village, then the converted lofts of NoHo, and finally through the once infamous but now ultra-cool Alphabet City – only takes about twenty minutes, the typical length of one full inning of a baseball game. By the time I got there, the Yankees would have won, and I wouldn’t have to suffer any more – though I knew that I wouldn’t be able to resist checking the final score in the deli across the street.


About halfway, when I was crossing Avenue A just north of Houston Street, huge cheers erupted from three bars on the other side of the road. More Mets strikeouts, surely, more Clemens victims, more Yankee bullying. But it wasn’t the cocksure cheer of fans already certain of victory, a ‘let’s really savour this, lads, because we’re home and hosed’ sort of cheer. It was an ecstatic, surprised, elated noise – like the cheers from supporters of minor footballing nations when their boys knock one in against Brazil in a World Cup game. They weren’t cheering victory: they were cheering the chance of victory, and the survival of their dreams. So it had to be runs for the Mets.


And it was. I stopped outside the window of Ed’s Bar on Houston, and just in time to see the replay of Piazza – Piazza! Justice! – hitting one of his improbable home runs. Let it be off Clemens, I thought, let it be off Clemens! It wasn’t; sadly, it was hit off Rivera.


In true American style, Ed’s Bar was neither a Mets joint nor a Yankees stronghold. Unlike English football fans, American sports fans don’t seem to think that watching a game with opposition fans spoils the occasion. In fact, they seem to like the diversity. It’s not unusual to see two friends walk to the same game wearing different baseball strips. And in Ed’s Bar, alongside little pockets of flag-waving Mets or Yankees fans, I could see several couples sitting together who were supporting different teams.
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