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For Sarah







 

This book represents a group effort at capturing the flavor of a single baseball game between the Boston Red Sox and New York Yankees at Fenway Park on August 30, 2003. Jorge Arangure, Andres Cala, Pete Danko, Pedro Gomez, Tom Keegan, Brian Lee, Sean McCann, Brian McGrory, Amy K. Nelson, John Plotz, Samantha Power, Sarah Ringler, Gaku Tashiro, and Mitch Zuckoff were more coauthors than researchers. The author takes sole responsibility for all questions of interpretation and style, but dedicates the book to this All-Star team of reporters, who followed different people around for the day or contributed other important research.






CAST OF CHARACTERS

(IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE)


 

JOE TORRE, MANAGER, NEW YORK YANKEES: Torre was born in Brooklyn and batted .297 and hit 252 home runs over eighteen seasons in the big leagues, and had also managed the New York Mets, Atlanta Braves, and St. Louis Cardinals.

JOHN HENRY, OWNER BOSTON RED SOX: A former soybean farmer in Arkansas and Illinois who never graduated from college, but did study philosophy at UCLA, UC Riverside, and Victor Valley Junior College in Victorville, California, Henry started out in the futures market. Known among his peers as the Bill James of currency traders, for his skill with mathematical modeling, Henry was a part owner of the New York Yankees and sole owner of the Florida Marlins before buying the Boston Red Sox.

LARRY LUCCHINO, CEO, RED SOX: Once an attorney, Lucchino was general counsel to both the Washington Redskins and Baltimore Orioles before spending more than five years as Orioles president, starting in 1988. He was president of the San Diego Padres from 1995 to 2001, and took over as president and CEO of the Red Sox in February 2002.

BRIAN CASHMAN, GENERAL MANAGER, YANKEES: The Yankees’ longest-serving general manager since George Steinbrenner bought the team, Cashman grew up in Kentucky as a diehard Dodger fan (“Ron Cey was my hero, because he was short like me, but still he swung a big bat and did a lot of damage”). He worked as Yankee farm director and assistant general manager before taking over as GM after Bob Watson quit in February 1998.

DEBI LITTLE, WIFE OF RED SOX MANAGER GRADY LITTLE: She was active in charity work along with players’ wives and was also working on a children’s book about going to a game at Fenway Park.

GEORGE MITCHELL, RED SOX FAN: A former Democratic senator from Maine, Senate majority leader, and diplomat, Mitchell was a lifelong Red Sox fan and owned a small piece of the team.

RAFAEL AVILA, RETIRED DODGERS EXECUTIVE: The father of Detroit Tigers assistant general manager Al Avila, Rafael Avila spent twenty-nine years working for the Los Angeles Dodgers, much of that time as director of the club’s Dominican Republic academy, founded by Avila and Al Campanis in 1974.

RICH MALONEY, SCOREBOARD OPERATOR, FENWAY PARK: Since 1990, when he was a sophomore at Boston College, Maloney worked inside the Green Monster at Fenway Park, putting up scores by hand. He had a day job, too, working as a printing-services salesman.

PETER FARRELLY, RED SOX FAN: The writer and director (or codirector, with his brother Bobby Farrelly) of seven movies, including Dumb & Dumber, There’s Something About Mary, and Shallow Hal, Farrelly grew up in Rhode Island as a Red Sox fan.

THEO GORDON, YANKEE FAN: A Navy lifer, born in Trinidad but raised in New York, and a committed Yankee fan.

JANE BAXTER, RED SOX FAN: An archeology professor at DePaul University and a Red Sox fan since she was a girl, she had a dorm room at Boston University with a view of the Fenway Park infield.

MARTY MARTIN, RED SOX FAN: The product of a broken home, he kicked around from foster home to foster home and never had time for sports, but finally made it to Fenway Park for the first time at age thirty-five, and was looking forward to a return visit.

SPIKE LEE, YANKEE FAN: Known as a New York Knicks fan given to jawing with opposing players, especially Reggie Miller, Lee grew up a baseball fan long before he turned to directing movies, breaking through with She’s Gotta Have It in 1986 and directing seventeen more.

THEO EPSTEIN, GENERAL MANAGER, RED SOX: The son of a novelist and grandson of one of the cowriters of Casablanca, Epstein graduated from Yale and added a University of San Diego law degree. His first job in baseball was summer intern for the Baltimore Orioles, in 1992, and later he moved on to the San Diego Padres, working up to director of baseball operations. The Red Sox named him vice president and general manager in November 2002, one month before his twenty-ninth birthday.

ELEANOR ADAIR, RED SOX FAN: A highly regarded scientist with a Ph.D. in physics and physiology from the University of Wisconsin, she started attending Red Sox games in the late 1930s, and went on to build an international reputation as an expert on the physiological effects of microwave radiation.

BOB ADAIR, RED SOX FAN: Physics professor emeritus at Yale, where he started in 1960 and for years ran a large particle–physics group, Adair wrote The Physics of Baseball and consulted for Major League Baseball on the physics of bats, high-tech systems for training umpires, and other topics.

HIDEKI MATSUI, YANKEE OUTFIELDER: Called “Godzilla” back home in Japan, where he has the cult following of a rock star, Matsui was a Yomiuri Giants star for ten years, and hit fifty homers in 2002, his last season before signing with the Yankees for the 2003 season.

DAVID MELLOR, GROUNDSKEEPER, FENWAY PARK: Author of two books on grass, including The Lawn Bible, Mellor grew up a third-generation Red Sox fan, smashed up his knee in high school, ending any hopes of a playing career, and earned an agronomy degree at Ohio State University. He became director of grounds at Fenway Park in early 2001.

EUCLIDES ROJAS, BULLPEN COACH, RED SOX: Known as the Dennis Eckersley of Cuba for his record as that country’s all-time saves leader, Rojas fled Cuba on a raft in August 1994, along with his wife and young son, and spent six months at Guantanamo Bay. He joined the Red Sox as pitching coach before the 2003 season.

BILL MUELLER, THIRD BASEMAN, RED SOX: A fifteenth-round pick (San Francisco Giants) after playing at Southwest Missouri State, Mueller went on to hit .290 or better for the Giants four straight seasons, playing third base, before injuries threatened his career. He joined the Red Sox in January 2003.

LOU MERLONI, SECOND BASEMAN, RED SOX: Born in Framingham, Massachusetts, Merloni grew up a Red Sox fan and played baseball at Framingham South High and Providence College, and was a tenth-round draft pick of the Red Sox in 1993.

MARIANO RIVERA, CLOSER, YANKEES: The Panamanian-born Rivera had been the Yankees’ closer, or ninth-inning specialist, since 1997, when he took over after serving a brief apprenticeship as setup man to former closer John Wetteland.

MARK CARLSON, UMPIRE: A former United States Marine, Carlson was born in Joliet, Illinois, and was a catcher on the Parkland College baseball team. He graduated from the Brinkman-Froemming Umpire School in 1993, and umpired in six different regional leagues before calling his first major-league game in June 1999.

GRADY LITTLE, MANAGER, RED SOX: The Red Sox manager since March 2002, Little was born in Abilene, Texas, and after a brief minor-league playing career, spent time as a cotton farmer, and then managed sixteen years in the minor leagues.

HEO SAE-HWAN, HIGH-SCHOOL COACH, SOUTH KOREA: As the coach at Kwangju Jeil High School in South Korea, he had been a major influence on the submarine pitcher Byung-Hyun Kim, and had also coached Hee Seop Choi and Jae Weong Seo.






SNAPSHOT:

THE LAST OUT


 

The game had gotten to Joe Torre. He sat in the visitors’ dugout at Fenway Park and watched Red Sox catcher Jason Varitek ground out to end the thing, then turned to hawkeyed pitching coach Mel Stottlemyre, because Torre always turned to Stottlemyre after a game and shook his hand.

“Should we sit here for a minute just to make sure the game is over?” Torre asked Stottlemyre.

Torre did not mention it to the reporters who asked afterward about Mariano Rivera almost self-destructing in the eighth inning, but the kind of exhaustion Torre felt that day in Boston reminded him of what it had been like four years earlier, going through his fight with prostate cancer.

“That eighth inning was probably the toughest I’ve ever had to endure,” Torre confided the next morning. “We have the best closer in baseball. To see it starting to fall apart makes for a very uneasy feeling for me. Once I get Rivera in the game, there is no other strategic thing I can do. I have to sit and watch. It’s like sitting at home waiting for the doctor to call and tell you you’re all right.”

 

Red Sox owner John Henry had written the game off in the top of the ninth, and his thoughts went to his counterpart, Yankee owner George Steinbrenner, who earlier that season had cried after the Yankees came out on top in another wild Yanks-Sox game.

“You think George will cry after this one?” Henry asked.

He directed the question to Red Sox CEO Larry Lucchino, sitting nearby in Henry’s nearly empty luxury box behind home plate. Lucchino, notorious for his “Evil Empire” taunting of Steinbrenner and the Yankees the previous off-season, could only muster a tight smile.

Like Joe Torre, Henry and Lucchino were so depleted by the time Varitek grounded out to end the game, they did not know what to do with themselves. Lucchino squeezed an empty plastic water bottle so hard it cracked, and finally stood up slowly, as if he were testing his joints.

“This is the way the game ends,” Henry said. “Not with a bang but a whimper.”

 

Yankee general manager Brian Cashman got up from his seat behind home plate and let loose with a sound like air being released from a tire. His stomach felt hollow. He thought to himself that if he did not eat something soon, he might pass out. They would love that in Boston.

“Oh my God,” he said.

The night before, he had left Fenway Park after the Red Sox soundly thrashed the Yankees and fielded a phone call from Steinbrenner. The owner wanted to know if his general manager was really at the game.

“I didn’t see you,” Steinbrenner said.

“Well, I was behind home plate,” Cashman said.

That was not good enough for Steinbrenner. He wanted Cashman to sit right by the Yankee dugout so the players would be reminded every time they ran back in from the field that he was there keeping an eye on them.

“I want you where I can see you!” Steinbrenner said. “I want you by the dugout! You sit in my seats!”

But Cashman had not sat in Steinbrenner’s seats. He had sat behind home plate, just as he had for Friday night’s opener of the three-game series, and if the Yankees had lost the game, Cashman knew he would have had to listen to more shouts of “I didn’t see you!” No wonder he felt relieved.

 

Down the first-base line, a few rows back from the field, Debi Little tried to avoid the obvious thoughts for any wife of a big-league manager, especially a Red Sox manager. Every win was one more day without worry, and every loss meant it was time to wonder where she and her husband would be next year. Her husband was more philosophical about the uncertainty than she was. He knew he would be second-guessed, disparaged, and dismissed. He knew that if his team did anything less than win the World Series, he would be to blame.

Grady had learned patience during the five years he spent driving a tractor through his cotton fields in Texas, cranking the country tunes and sometimes working right through the night. He knew better than to think the criticism a manager faced in Boston really said that much about him. Heck, Grady Little liked to tell people about how he could lay claim to being the first manager ever fired by George Steinbrenner, and that had been thirty years earlier. He knew how things went. One of his strengths as a manager was his lack of illusions, and that applied to himself and his own prospects, too.

For Debi, it was impossible to gain any distance. Sometimes she thought back to those first weeks after she and Grady started dating. He introduced her to his father, who had an immediate challenge for her.

“Hi, how are you?” he asked her. “Do you know what a triple is?”

Grady’s father wanted Debi to know she would be marrying baseball, too.

“Yes, sir, I do!” she had told him.

Debi would not have it any other way, all these years later, but sometimes she did feel worn out by all the ups and downs. Mariano Rivera took the flip from Nick Johnson and stepped on first base and the game was over and Debi, too, sat and waited. It took so much out of her, putting all this emotion into a game. She needed a few minutes to catch her breath and put on a brave smile before she could walk up to the Family Room near the Red Sox clubhouse and try to set a good example for the other wives.

 

Senator George J. Mitchell was not a man who liked to hurry, but he was in a hurry now. His airline would call his name if he did not report to the gate for his flight to London and on to Belfast. So far he had checked half a dozen sets, and had no luck. Up ahead was a small lounge that was sure to have a TV. Mitchell, never sentimental except where baseball was concerned, allowed himself to hope for a break. But this TV, too, was tuned to a news channel.

Mitchell had been at Fenway until the sixth inning and pulled himself away for the drive to Logan. Post–September 11 security headaches forced even former Senate majority leaders to make adjustments in their schedules. The taxi ride from Fenway brought immediate disappointment: no radio. How could a taxi not have a radio? All Mitchell could do was ask the driver to hurry. He made it to Logan with time to spare, and changed cars and drove with his friends in giant circles through the maze of the Logan parking structure. They hunted for patches of good reception to follow as much of the eighth inning as possible. Now Mitchell was out of time. But before he handed over his ticket and took his seat, he called the Red Sox switchboard to ask what had happened.

“The Sox lost,” he was told.

Once on the plane, Mitchell let his thoughts wander. Somewhere near Newfoundland he was finally able to tell himself, “Oh well, we’ll get them tomorrow and next weekend in New York.” And with that, the chief negotiator of the Good Friday Agreement in Northern Ireland drifted off to sleep.

 

One thousand, six hundred and forty-seven miles south of Boston, the game playing out at Fenway Park had come to feel a lot more distant to the people watching from the Champions Sports Bar in Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic. The sports bar had TV sets sprouting up in every nook and cranny, but none had shown Rafael Avila anything he wanted to see. He was the one who had first seen what Pedro Martinez was, and what he would be in baseball. Avila did not discover Pedro Martinez. No one discovered Pedro Martinez. Pedro just was.

Avila still smiled thinking of young Pedro, a skinny fourteen-year-old kid who was always tagging along with his older brother Ramon, another future big-leaguer. Pedro carried Ramon’s bags, ran errands, anything at all, just so long as they let him hang around with the Dominican junior national team that Avila was managing. Young Pedro was always asking to play, so they would send him out to fill in at shortstop, or left field, or second base, anywhere and everywhere. He soaked up as much baseball as he could and listened closely to anything Avila said. Back then he was all promise. But now as Avila looked around at the kitsch on the walls of the Champions Sports Bar and nursed his Campari and ice, he knew that Martinez had started down the long, slow slide that sooner or later pulled all great athletes back toward ordinary.

 

Out in left field, inside the Green Monster, Rich Maloney was not taking it well. You had to be a fan to work in the empty space behind the left-field Wall game after game after game, putting up numbers by hand, and Maloney had been working out there thirteen years. He was not thrilled with Grady Little’s managing choices that afternoon. He thought he had let Joe Torre dictate events. Maloney looked out through his small peekhole and saw two doves touch down on the warning track just outside. He hoped it was a sign. The doves glanced at each other quickly, and flew off.

 

As Joe Torre was not shaking Mel Stottlemyre’s hand, and Larry Lucchino was crunching his spring-water bottle, and John Henry was staring silently out over the field, and Brian Cashman was exhaling, and Debi Little was collecting herself, and George Mitchell was hurrying around Logan Airport, and Rafael Avila was looking around the sports bar in Santo Domingo, Rich Maloney was reaching for a metal rectangle painted with that most inarguable of baseball figures, the zero. He was almost in a hurry to hold it up. Like many fans, he had a perverse desire to get on with it and accept the worst outcome as soon as possible. But instead of putting the figure up on the board for the bottom of the ninth inning, once Rivera touched first base, he turned to a visitor spending the game with him behind the scoreboard in left field.

“Want to do the honors?” he said with a sly smile, handing over the white zero. “Put a fork in it.”






COUNTING THE DAYS:

BUILDUP TO THE LAST

SATURDAY IN AUGUST


 

To most of the country, September 28, 1960, was a date that carried no magic and no baggage. Presidential politics had lurched into the television era two nights earlier with the first Kennedy-Nixon debate. Cue up black-and-white images of young Jack, tanned and confident in his narrow-lapeled suit, squinting commandingly at haggard, dodgy-looking Nixon. Nikita Khrushchev, the round little Russian premier, was one day away from disrupting a U.N. session with one of his fist-pounding tantrums. Fred and Wilma and Dino would make their network debut on The Flintstones two nights later. But in New England, time might as well have stopped on September 28.

Time only worked right when it had somewhere to go. Ideally, the future got to be the future and the past knew its place. But to any New England baseball fan, which was to say, just about anyone in New England, the past long ago overflowed its banks. People believed, really believed, that the pain and disappointment they held as a kind of collective birthright offered a reliable foretaste of what came next. It all went back to losing Babe Ruth to the Yankees for a wad of cash back in 1920, of course, and lived on in countless late-season collapses and Game Seven reality checks, summed up with coded phrases like “Bill Buckner” or “Bucky Dent.” The pain and disappointment were what people talked about most, but it might have been true that no single moment better summed up the mix of emotions that come with being a Red Sox fan than Ted Williams’s last game.

Peter Farrelly was there that day in 1960. His dad, Doc Farrelly, would always remember the time his own father first brought him through the tunnel into Fenway Park, just as Ted Williams was batting, and the chills he felt all down his spine. Doc was actually a Braves fan—dating back to his boyhood love of the Boston Braves—but he was sure Williams’s last game would be something special, and he had made a point of bringing Peter and his younger brother Bobby to the game.

The Farrellys sat down the first-base line, a few dozen rows deep, and the boys followed their father’s lead. He had often told them how special Williams was, and what a graceful, fluid hitter he was. Every time Williams came up to the plate, the boys noticed the way their father watched Williams and they, too, could not take their eyes off him. Peter was almost four, Bobby barely two, and neither had any clear recollection of the game. But to say they did not remember would be wrong. Every real Red Sox fan remembers that day: the cold, dreary weather, the scattering of fans at Fenway, and of course the tremendous home run Williams hit in his last at-bat.

“Lo and behold, he didn’t disappoint,” Doc Farrelly said.

More than forty years later, the day stayed with Peter as one of the three or four most indelible of his life, almost up there with the time in first grade when he heard that JFK had been shot. He started to think about taking his own son, Bob, to his first game at Fenway. The boy had been to a game in Los Angeles, and another one in Miami, but never in Boston.

Unlike Bobby Farrelly, who somehow wound up as a Dodger fan (a Dodger fan!), Peter Farrelly had always been a Red Sox fan. He thrilled like a Red Sox fan, dreamed like a Red Sox fan, and cursed his own tormented faith like a Red Sox fan. Growing up in Rhode Island, his friends would call and say, “Let’s go to the Fens.” That was the destination of choice, like Wrigley Field in Chicago. Farrelly found that even into his thirties, as he threw himself into making movies for a living and scored successes with Dumb & Dumber and There’s Something About Mary, his love for the Red Sox was somehow a constant. It still unleashed in him a thrillingly confused mix of emotions and still prompted him to strange outbursts.

Take the Fourth of July party at actor Jim Belushi’s house on Martha’s Vineyard, for example. One minute Farrelly was standing there blending into the crowd as much as a Farrelly brother ever blends into a crowd. The next thing you knew, he was across the room bear-hugging a thin, reserved man in his fifties who had no idea what was happening. It could not be helped. It was just something that had to be done.

“Man, I’m so grateful for what you’ve done!” Farrelly kept repeating.

The thin, reserved man was John Henry.

“I’m still sick about the Boston Garden being gone,” the millionaire movie director told the billionaire baseball owner. “It makes me sad to think about the Fleet Center, which is a soulless place. The Red Sox always change. It’s been twenty years since Yaz. But the one thing that has stayed the same is Fenway Park. That’s what we go to see every year. You’ve saved this place.”

Like many longtime fans, Farrelly worried when Henry and Tom Werner—the producer of Cosby and Roseanne—bought the team in early 2002 for a cool $700 million, the most ever paid for a baseball franchise, and put Lucchino in charge as CEO and president. Who were these guys? Could they be trusted? They could, it turned out. Henry and Lucchino came in with open minds and open hearts. They were smart enough to know when they had a winning hand to play, and Fenway was that. The trick was having the guts to make changes.

No one talked about it now, but when the new owners first said they were putting seats on top of the big green wall in left field, the famous Green Monster, a lot of people thought they were crazy. The Monster was what gave Fenway its character. All those pitchers twisting in bed at night, sweating out visions of medium-deep fly balls landing for homers, and all those crazy only-at-Fenway, line-shot-off-the-wall singles—you couldn’t mess with something as special as that. Actually, you could. The new group put a few rows of seats on top of the Monster, and they were a huge hit. No one missed the netting that was there before.

To Farrelly, John Henry was a genius, and the Green Monster seats proved it. To Farrelly, the new seats and the other home-improvement projects under way at the old ballpark somehow made the place more like itself. They kept it how it was in all the important ways, only more so. They somehow made it seem a little more green, a little more compact and intimate, and a little more quirky and eccentric.

Every year, no matter what else had been going on in his life, the old buzz kicked in for Farrelly the first time he walked through the tunnel and back inside Fenway Park. The old ballpark was as much a part of the family tradition as tangerines in their Christmas stockings, and this year Farrelly would be taking Bob to his first game there. They would be catching a Saturday game in late August on what would have been Ted Williams’s eighty-fifth birthday. The Yankees would be in town, facing Pedro Martinez. First place in the American League East might or might not be at stake, but Farrelly knew he would be giving his four-year-old son an unforgettable look at baseball as a happening, an event to breathe in and slowly exhale. Farrelly hoped that when it was all over, Bob would not be quite the same. Come to think of it, he hoped he wouldn’t be, either.

 

Theo Gordon was tired of the lies. He had never told so many in his life, and it kept getting harder all the time—even if a lot of them were so trivial, it was almost a stretch to count them as lies. Gordon kept track of all of them, to keep himself honest, if you could call it that, and so far he had told Jane forty-five. The more you told, the more you had to remember, and the greater chance you had of forgetting and tripping yourself up.

It was hard to believe Theo and Jane had met only five months earlier. That meeting had not exactly been storybook, or at least not storybook in the way one of his relatives back in Trinidad would have thought of it. They met playing dominoes online. Not that Theo was the kind of man who had trouble meeting women, but Navy life did come with certain realities. He was at the base in Virginia when Jane read his online profile and struck up a chat session with him. Now they were planning a future together. He had served sixteen years so far, and soon enough he would reach twenty and early retirement.

His thirty-sixth birthday was coming up in August, and he expected it to be quite a day. Jane had bought them a pair of tickets for a Red Sox–Yankees game at Fenway the last weekend of the month. Baseball was one of their common interests, or maybe obsession was the word, but they had to make certain allowances, considering their one big difference. Theo was born in Trinidad but moved to New York at age two and grew up a committed Yankee fan. Jane was a lifelong Red Sox fan.

An archeology professor at DePaul University in Chicago, Jane Baxter had been raised in the town of Lunenburg, Massachusetts, less than an hour’s drive west-northwest from Fenway. Her father loved to take her and her friends to games, and had fun encouraging the kids to stay alert. He had a standing rule that he would buy a hot dog for the first kid to notice that someone hit the switch on the big orange triangle up on the famous CITGO sign.

Later, when Jane went to Boston University to study archeology, she had a room in Myles Standish Hall with a clear view of the infield. This was no accident, and no ordinary dorm. Originally a hotel, it was built in 1928 in the shape of a boat, and had rooms with names like the Captain’s Cabin and Silver Lagoon. Babe Ruth himself used to fancy the place, and often stayed on the eighth floor. (Suite 818 was said to be his favorite.) He liked the view of the Charles River and, of course, Fenway Park. Jane couldn’t quite swing a year in Suite 818, but she came close. She wandered the halls looking for what seemed like the best available view, and knocked on the door of 927 for a look from inside. The young women living there the year before her were not Sox fans.

“I knocked on the door and asked them if you could see the park,” Jane recalled. “They said, ‘Uh, maybe you can. Take a look. We have no idea.’ ”

She did, and you could, and she spent many happy afternoons in that room. She would keep the TV tuned to that day’s game as a backup, and watch as much of the action as she could follow by looking out her window. To say that Fenway was in her blood was an understatement. The place was almost family, which was why she had been excited about surprising Theo Gordon with a visit to Fenway to celebrate his birthday, but he had found out weeks before. Now it was his turn to try to keep a secret. So far, at forty-five lies and counting, his luck had held out.

 

Fenway Park sits only 120 miles away from Bristol, Connecticut, where Marty Martin had spent most of his life, but he would never have seen the inside of the place if not for his neighbor. Martin was thirty-five when he visited Fenway for the first time. That had been one year earlier, during the summer of 2002, thanks to a group bus trip his neighbor Bob organized. Martin liked what he saw and heard and smelled. He liked the feeling of sitting in the crowded old ballpark surrounded by giddy fans. It almost made him feel like a kid again, which in Martin’s case took some doing, since he never much felt like a kid when he was a kid.

His home life had been rough. His father drank and his parents fought often and loudly and Martin suffered from asthma. His parents divorced when he was twelve and he bounced from institution to institution, eventually becoming a ward of the state. Later he was in foster care, but again, nothing lasted for him and he was sent from one foster family to the next.

“I was out partying a lot,” he said. “I was always out running away from the family problems, instead of learning how to deal with them.”

His father had always been a Red Sox fan, and passed that along to Marty, but he had other things on his mind than sports.

“I was in friggin’ hell,” he said. “The institutions never let you watch TV unless you earned it.”

The experience left Martin with an almost clinical detachment about what he had lost out on, and a certain durable cheerfulness about whatever came next in life. He had worked for American Medical Response since 1995 driving a wheelchair-equipped van painted red, white, and blue (“Red Sox colors,” he said). He liked being around old people. “The job fits me, because I try to be friendly. When I pick up an eighty-year-old who no one ever talks to, I talk to them and try to cheer them up. I learned how to be cool during all those keg parties we used to have. I say, ‘Hey, how you doin’?’ ”

That March, Martin’s neighbor Bob told him he was organizing another bus trip to Fenway. They would be going to a game against the Yankees on August 30. Martin wrote out a check for $146 to cover the bus ride and tickets for him and his brother, marked the date on his calendar, and spent months looking forward to the weekend. He tried to watch as many Sox games on television as he could in preparation. He wanted to be ready for his second visit to Fenway.

“Being a Red Sox fan makes you a big-hearted person,” he said.

 

Let Boston deal with him, right there on their turf. Spike Lee could hardly wait. He had a summer house on Martha’s Vineyard and spent a couple months there every year. He checked out the schedule and saw that the Yankees would be at Fenway the day before he and his family were going home to New York, so he called his man in Steinbrenner’s office and lined up tickets. This was going to be great. He had not been to Fenway in years, and wanted to see the seats they had installed on top of the Green Monster.

“I always thought they should put seats there,” he said.

Spike Lee was almost as well known for loving sports as he was for making movies, and he had fun with his image as someone who took special pleasure in cheering on New York teams against Boston teams.

“We have a scene in Summer of Sam where this guy bumps into this other guy and he says, ‘Where are you from?’ and he says ‘Boston’ and they jump him for no other reason than he’s from Boston,” Lee said. “I have never really had any love for any Boston team. I don’t like the Celtics. I have to give respect to the Patriots because Jim Brown is a good friend of mine and he raves about Bill Belichick. So my hat’s off to the Patriots. But I hope I never see the Red Sox win in my lifetime.”

Lee knew what he knew. He had seen the way Mo Vaughn was harassed and undermined. He remembered the Jim Rice situation and Oil Can Boyd and the lawsuit with Tommy Harper. Lee knew all the history. He knew the Red Sox had been the last major-league team to put a black man in uniform. As Boston Herald columnist Howard Bryant wrote in his book Shut Out, “During the 1980s, the Red Sox would field the fewest number of blacks of any major league team and would not sign a single black free agent.”

Lee thought Shut Out was a great book. People could talk all they wanted about the Curse of the Bambino. That was not the real curse that had kept the Red Sox from winning a World Series since 1918. How about the Yawkey curse? To Lee, the Yawkey curse was all about karma. It was about what goes around comes around, and being so nearsighted in your prejudice and your racism that you cost the Red Sox countless championships.

The history was painful to remember, but Lee could never forget what had gone down. Sam Jethroe and Jackie Robinson showed up for a tryout with the Red Sox and a club official shouted, “Get those niggers off the field.” They wouldn’t even take a look at Willie Mays. But people wanted to believe that the Red Sox didn’t win because no one had gotten around to lifting Babe Ruth’s piano up from the bottom of Willis Pond in Sudbury, Massachusetts.

Lee could maybe go along with some of that Curse of the Bambino stuff up until 1947, but the game finally changed that year. If Lee had been around in Jackie Robinson’s day, he would have been a huge Dodger fan. What counted to him was everything that had happened since 1947. The Yankees had won twenty-six world championships, but the ones that mattered to Lee were from 1947 onward. Jackie hit .297 that year with twenty-nine stolen bases, The Sporting News named him Rookie of the Year, and he helped the Brooklyn Dodgers make it all the way to Game Seven of the 1947 World Series. But the Yankees won that year, and they had won it fifteen more times since then, the most in baseball.

People talked about asterisks. Well how about putting asterisks on every single major-league record before 1947, because African-Americans were not allowed to play before then? That would be legitimate. It would mean putting asterisks by just about everything the Red Sox had ever accomplished, if you thought about it, but so be it.

“The fact that the Red Sox, with ample opportunity to sign talented ballplayers, refused to do so—that’s a curse in itself and it still haunts them,” Lee said. “There comes a point where if you want to win, you’ve got to put that shit aside and go for the best athletes. As everybody knows, the Red Sox were the last team. They don’t deserve any world championships as far as I’m concerned. There’s a thing called karma, and when you do fucked-up things as an organization, that shit haunts you.”

Red Sox fans spent all their time worrying about George Stein-brenner and taking shots at him. It made Lee sick to see Ben Affleck crying about what the Yankees had and the Red Sox did not have. Some people were winners, and other people spent their time whining. To Spike Lee, George Steinbrenner was a winner.

“I would work for him,” Lee said. “When you have an owner like that, who will do what he has to do to make the team win, you can’t hate on that. Look at Wayne Huizenga and how he broke up the Marlins after they won the World Series in 1997. Steinbrenner is an owner who wants his team to win and will spend the money. Don’t hate on that. If the Yawkeys had been like Steinbrenner, they would have had a lot of world championships.”

 

Like another general manager, Billy Beane in Oakland, Theo Epstein had a personal style that was so exaggerated, everyone talked about it. Beane was low-key and charming most of the time; he was funny and personable, sometimes all but asking, “How am I doing?” But he was also famous for his explosions. His face twisted all over the place and he broke things. Beane avoided the middle ground between his extremes of charm and frustration, but Epstein was all middle ground. He was all cool calculation on the outside. He liked to sit behind home plate at Fenway, looking the very picture of a smart, composed man whose face revealed nothing. Many assumed this reserve was a mask Epstein wore to hide his fear of making a mistake. His own father even thought so. But no, Epstein’s poker face was there to keep the world from knowing how sure he was in his own abilities. He was making good decisions, and he knew it. He wanted to hide not his insecurity, but his security. Sometimes, in quiet moments, Epstein had to laugh about it.

“He’s extremely talented and very bright and he’s a huge Red Sox fan,” Brian Cashman said. “Unfortunately, they’ve got a great one for themselves. My impression of him is right from the start he was someone who knew what he wanted to do. He was very comfortable that he could do the job. He’s just a very smart, confident individual that has his eyes on the prize, which is a world championship, and I have no doubt he’s going to have one at some point. I’ve told him I just don’t want it to be on my watch.”

Epstein was not cocky. He was far too open-eyed and canny to fall into that trap. Anyone whose mistakes were scrutinized by so many thousands of people learned soon enough that even triumphs came with trade-offs. Epstein knew what he had and what he did not have. He was baseball smart in a way many executives were not. He brought a fresh intelligence to the job, and far more experience than seemed possible for someone his age. He had already put in more than ten years of work for different teams, and learned from savvy decision-makers like Lucchino and San Diego general manger Kevin Towers. People who thought Epstein was uncertain at twenty-eight, when he became the youngest GM in baseball, just did not know him.

“What keeps me sane and honest is the routine of daily life,” Epstein said. “I don’t take myself too seriously. The whole job is such a joke. I mean, there are 162 games. If you take yourself too seriously, you’d be in huge trouble.”

Balance was important to Epstein. He knew it would take years in his job to master all the details. He wanted everything right now, but he also had a curious kind of patience. His sister had bought him a guitar a few years earlier as a birthday present, and he did his best to play for an hour or two every day.

“If I get fired or win a World Series, whichever comes first, it has definitely crossed my mind to grow an Afro and become a roadie,” he said.

You could even say guitar was Epstein’s way of showing how confident he was in his Red Sox job. That time on stage with Eddie Vedder and the rest of Pearl Jam was fun, but it was more than that. The two had hit it off. Epstein was in awe of Vedder, and had a computer screen saver that showed him on stage with Pearl Jam. Vedder was intrigued by Epstein’s combination of surface calm and poised intensity, which struck him as a refreshing contrast with record executives.

“He’s got a lot of gears in there, and they all seem to be working together,” Vedder said.

The Red Sox had played a series out in Seattle just two weekends before this three-game series at Fenway with the Yankees, and Vedder and his drummer stopped by the ballpark before a couple of the games. Epstein and Vedder converged on the infield and talked like old friends. They grinned when they first saw each other, and listened to each other the way you do when you can’t think of anywhere else you’d rather be. Vedder was wearing long, baggy khaki shorts, a green L.L. Bean shirt, and rock-climbing boots, and it was easy to miss him, but no one did. Epstein strolled over to first baseman Kevin Millar and told him “Kev, Kev, when you’re done hitting, Eddie wants to talk to you.” Millar almost hopped up and down with excitement. Vedder had a dreamy intensity in conversation, and that day in Seattle, Epstein seemed to soak up some of his rock-star magnetism.

 

Eleanor Adair first started going to Fenway Park not long after new owner Tom Yawkey decided in 1934 to tear down the wooden grandstand and replace it with concrete and steel. The ballpark had been basically the same ever since. Eleanor’s father would take her from nearby Arlington to see Ted Williams and Johnny Pesky and other Red Sox stars of the late 1930s and early 1940s. Other events mixed with her recollections of baseball back then. Lefty Grove ran off an amazing twenty-game home winning streak the same season that the Great Hurricane of 1938 hit Boston in September. Eleanor’s father had just put up a big new neon sign at his Dodge dealership, and he was worried sick that it had been toppled by the high winds. He dragged Eleanor and her mother along for a wind-whipped walk down Massachusetts Avenue to check on the sign. Along the way they saw trees falling on both sides of the street, wires snapping, and a church steeple collapsing, but the neon sign survived the storm.

Sixty-five years later, it surprised Eleanor a little to realize how much she was looking ahead to another visit to Fenway Park, and how much she could still tap into that first girlish enthusiasm she had felt for the game sitting at her father’s side at Fenway. Her life had been far too busy for baseball ever to crowd out her other interests and take over as an obsession. She earned her Ph.D. in physics and physiology at the University of Wisconsin and developed an international reputation through her work on the physiological effects of microwave radiation. Among her responsibilities over the years was a spot on the board of directors of the American Himalayan Foundation and her current post as chairman of the executive committee of the International Committee on Electromagnetic Safety. She had been a dedicated traveler for many decades, and when she and her husband, Bob, lost the youngest of their three children, James, in a 1978 climbing accident at Yosemite, she honored his memory by trekking great mountains all over the world. She had visited at least forty-three countries, including Nepal, where she trekked Annapurna. She had met the Dalai Lama several times and knew Sir Edmund Hillary.

“She calls him Ed,” her husband said. “He calls her Ellie.”

Bob Adair grew up in Depression-era Milwaukee, where his father worked in a factory as a stocking maker. He graduated from high school in 1941, finished three years at the University of Wisconsin, and in 1943 volunteered for the war, winding up serving under Patton’s command in the 94th Infantry Division. He was leading a night patrol along the banks of the Rhine in March 1945 when heavy German machine-gun fire left him badly wounded. He spent the next year in hospitals, and came back to the United States determined to follow his passion for studying physics. He was teaching at Wisconsin when Eleanor transferred there as a graduate student. She had applied to Johns Hopkins, but was rejected with a letter that said, more or less, “We regret to inform you that we do not accept women because they are a poor risk.” Their first date went well and Bob asked Eleanor if he could see her again. She wasn’t sure. She didn’t want to be distracted from her studies.

“Call me next spring,” she said.

Bob persisted, and later they married and moved to Long Island, where he worked at the Brookhaven particle accelerator. Bob had been planning to go to Chicago to work with the great Enrico Fermi and his team of nuclear physics researchers, but a chance meeting with the famous scientist changed his mind. Adair spotted Fermi all alone in an airport, reading Catcher in the Rye, and dared to walk up and introduce himself. Fermi was brusque and rude and brushed him off. That settled the issue for Bob Adair: He went to work at Brookhaven instead.

Baseball had always been important to Bob. He was close to his grandfather, who had played sandlot baseball in the 1890s. Every time Bob visited his grandparents in Fort Wayne, his grandfather would buy them tickets to a semipro game for a dime apiece and they would always sit behind third base, since Bob’s grandfather had been a third baseman. Back then, minor-league salaries were so low that many top players just could not afford to play in the farm system. They could make a buck playing semipro instead, and the baseball was at the level of Single-A or Double-A. Some of the best games were against visiting Negro League teams, and Bob would always remember the thrill of watching the Indianapolis Clowns or the Cleveland Buckeyes. Bob would later write a famous little book called The Physics of Baseball, which explored many riddles of the game, such as the question of whether a rising fastball really rises. But as much fun as he had with the physics of the game, it could never touch those afternoons behind third base with his granddad.

 

All ballplayers had superstitions, and for Hideki Matsui and most Japanese players, there was no doubt that eating fried pork before a game brought good luck. The reason was simple enough: Through an accident of language, the Japanese word for fried pork was the same as the word meaning “to win.” Eating katsu worked for Matsui that spring, his first playing ball in the United States, when he ate katsu and hit a home run in Tampa. That homer made a big impression on everyone and helped ease his transition. This weekend in Boston would be a good time for another home run. Matsui knew this three-game series was crucial. It was all new to him, so he had to go with his instincts and watch the faces of the people he trusted. He had noticed that his manager, Joe Torre, a good man who was strong and unafraid and had always shown Matsui respect, suddenly had a different way of walking. He was slower and almost hunched over. Matsui would have liked to relieve some of that pressure from his manager’s shoulders.

The Friday night game in Boston had started well. Matsui came up against Derek Lowe in the first inning with Derek Jeter at third and Jason Giambi at second. Matsui made sure not to swing at any bad pitches, and once it was three balls and two strikes, he got a good pitch to hit and lined it to left field for a double that scored both runners and gave the Yankees a 2–0 lead. But the Boston hitters answered in the bottom of the inning with three runs of their own. Later, Matsui walked after Bernie Williams’s leadoff double in the fourth and helped start a three-run Yankee rally that inning. But again, the Red Sox answered immediately, scoring four runs in the fourth, and led the rest of the way. Matsui grounded out his last two times up, and did not even get to step out into the on-deck circle in the ninth. Derek Jeter was the Yankees’ last hope, and Scott Williamson struck him out. Matsui couldn’t remember the last time Derek Jeter had struck out to end an important game. Come to think of it: How often did Jeter make the last out of any game?

Matsui was out of Fenway Park by 11:30 that night, and joined a couple of television reporters for a late meal at a Japanese restaurant. Matsui had sashimi, steamed green beans, soft shell crab, and, most important, the katsu. He was back at the team hotel by 1:50 a.m. and was glad to see there were no messages waiting for him. He liked this time of the early morning. If it was 2:00 a.m. in Boston, it was 4:00 p.m. in Tokyo, so he could catch up on his e-mails and send off replies before the end of the workday back in Japan.

He read a few articles online, and spent the most time on one about Phil Mickelson’s pitching tryout that day with the Toledo Mud Hens, the Detroit Tigers’ Triple-A farm team. The left-handed golfer offered three hundred dollars to anyone who homered off him, but none of the eighteen Mud Hens he faced could do that. Then again, most of them were pitchers. Matsui would have liked a chance to earn that three hundred.

Once he was through with his reading, he changed into the pajamas he always took on the road with him. It was important to feel comfortable and sleep well. That was why he brought his own pillow, too. He set the alarm clock for quarter to nine the next morning, just half an hour before the team bus would be arriving at Fenway, and turned out the light at 3:00 a.m. and drifted off into deep, dreamless sleep.
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