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“Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid? 

Fuck, they had nothing over Billy and me!”

 —mickey mantle  
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Prologue

“Is That Fucking Mickey Mantle?”

I consider myself lucky—no, scratch that, blessed—to have met and befriended my childhood idol, Mickey Mantle. Our friendship was forged over burgers, beer, and the occasional golf shot that veered wildly off course, thanks to too much of one, the other, or both.

It was the spring of 1970 in Dallas, Texas, where I was settling into my first newspaper job after college at the Dallas Times Herald. Mickey was still figuring out life after baseball, having retired two years earlier. He was a hero in limbo—still Mickey Mantle, but now out of New York, removed from the headlines, and waiting for that inevitable call from the Hall of Fame. Meanwhile, the Yankees were a shell of their former selves, just another mediocre American League team struggling to fill Yankee Stadium. They even brought Mickey back as a first base coach, though, as he’d be the first to tell you, the base runners might as well have been getting advice from a department store greeter. Coaching? Managing? That wasn’t Mickey. He knew it, and so did everyone else.

But Billy Martin? That was another story.

“Ya know, Billy’d make a fuckin’ great manager here,” Mickey said, draining the first of what would be many beers. “Didn’t get near the recognition he deserved for managing the goddamn Twins to a fuckin’ division championship. Hell, all he had was Killebrew and a bunch of goddamn singles hitters. Stingy-ass management, that’s what’s killin’ baseball. Fuckin’ front office assholes.”

The peanut shells crunched beneath our feet as a few heads turned. We were sitting in a trendy Turtle Creek burger joint on the outskirts of downtown Dallas, the kind of place where the beer came in Mason jars and the waitresses all looked like they were training to be Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders. Mickey, of course, didn’t go unnoticed.

Dallas was football country. Mantle had retired to Dallas in 1969, and Dallas during this period was like a baseball purgatory for him. It was a big city in America without a Major League Baseball team. As the country finally exited the troubled sixties and entered the seventies, Dallas was also a city still in mourning for the most defining event of the recently completed decade, or of the century for that matter. The Kennedy assassination had left Dallas not only with a civic black eye but also at a loss for a national identity beyond the Dallas Cowboys, the city’s National Football League franchise. Dallas was a big enough city to have its own professional football franchise, two of them, in fact, when the Dallas Texans of the old American Football League had been around before their move to Kansas City where they became the Chiefs. However, it wasn’t a big enough city to have its own Major League Baseball franchise. When big league baseball did come to the area in 1972 with the move of the Washington Senators, Dallas would share the franchise with Fort Worth, and the games would be played in Arlington, midway between the two big cities. Mantle, though, was hardly a newcomer to Dallas. He had lived there since the 1950s and in that time had irked local sportswriters more than any other sports figure in town. His drinking and carousing in the heart of the American Bible Belt—a sports star’s bad boy exploits that were then rarely reported in newspapers or television—had already become legendary in Dallas, where he had also earned a reputation for his boorish behavior, especially toward members of the news media.

In 1970, Washington Senators owner Bob Short was openly negotiating to move his team to the Dallas–Fort Worth area. Radio stations were even running contests to name the franchise. And, naturally, speculation had begun: If the Senators relocated, wouldn’t the obvious choice for manager be Mickey Mantle?

Mickey wanted no part of it. Whenever someone brought it up, he’d shake his head and point to his best friend. That’s the guy you want. Billy Martin. Only problem was that even in Texas, where patience is often extended to the worst of desperados, Billy Martin’s reputation might have already qualified him for the wrong kind of wanted poster. As my late colleague at Sports Illustrated Frank DeFord once said of Billy: “He is a kind of Sir Walter Scott knight errant cast loose into this strange modern world of compromise and convention, where duels are frowned upon and damsels in distress can be put on waivers.”

Billy had just been fired by the Twins—despite leading them to the division title in his first year—because, well, Billy was Billy. He punched out the team’s traveling secretary and, in the heat of the pennant race, knocked out his own pitcher, Dave Boswell, outside a bar in Detroit. The Tigers quickly snapped him up for the next season.

“Best manager in baseball,” Mickey said between sips. “Hell, back in the fifties, half the big games we won, it was ’cause Billy was secretly telling us what to do. But it was Casey getting all the credit.”

Mickey wasn’t just making idle chatter—he was selling Billy hard, as if I were one of the hiring managers. Never mind that I wasn’t even on the Dallas Times Herald’s sports desk—I was a general assignment reporter covering local politics and urban affairs. The only reason I even got to this conversation was because, one day, I spotted Mantle’s home address and phone number on a Rolodex at the city desk.

So I called, introduced myself, and explained that I was a halfway decent golfer, along with being a writer, and that I’d love to profile him for one of the golf magazines. When we met, Mantle shook my hand like he was trying to crush it, which was no surprise. The man was massive—built like a linebacker, with arms that could bench-press a Buick. He was only a couple of inches taller than me, maybe five-ten, but he was all muscle and attitude. Also, he was sloshed. Slurring his words like he’d been in a drinking contest with an Irishman.

What broke the ice was golf. He played almost every day, and I had been a golfer growing up in Waco, Texas. I also now lived with my wife in a townhouse community in North Dallas with a golf course off it that Mickey said he knew.

As we waited for our burgers, one thing was obvious. Mickey Mantle was drunk. Just how drunk I didn’t realize. He was trying to balance peanuts, still in their shells, on his nose. He would perfectly balance a peanut on his nose, snap his head upward so as to pop the peanut in the air, and then catch it between his teeth. Mickey had wanted to bet ten dollars that he could catch ten peanuts in a row that way, but so far he hadn’t been able to make it past six. It was amazing he could even get that far given his condition. I had heard stories of Mickey having slugged prodigious home runs while hung over, so perhaps catching half a dozen peanuts in a row between his teeth shouldn’t have been so amazing, but it was. We also had attracted the attention of the patrons sitting at the tables around us, and they were all now engrossed in watching a grown man behaving like a drunken adolescent. Worse, a couple of the men looking on appeared to recognize him.

“Is that fucking Mickey Mantle?” one of the men excitedly whispered to me as Mickey began making another run of peanuts.

I ignored the guy and could hear him and his lunch partner whispering as to whether it was.

“That’s Mickey Mantle?” the other man said, disbelieving. 

“Yeah, it’s gotta be him. Look at his arms.”

“Nah, I don’t think it is. What would he be doin’ here?”

It was a late spring lunch at which I was supposed to be meeting my childhood hero. Instead it felt like what I imagined having lunch with my father would be like when he was on one of his drunken binges, which had been often when I was growing up. The restaurant served its beer in sixteen-ounce Mason jars, and Mickey had insisted each of his beers be served in a fresh jar and that the jars be left at our table, as if some marker of what we had drunk.

“What the fuck!” Mickey finally gave up trying to make it to ten peanuts in a row. “I feel like I’m in some god-awful dream where the peanut man at Yankee Stadium’s been using me as a fuckin’ dart board.” I had to be drunk myself, I thought, to be sitting here watching Mickey Mantle play a silly peanut catching game and listening to him talk about some baseball peanut vendor in a nightmare. “What the fuck!”

The afternoon had been full of what the fucks. “What the fuck” came out of Mickey’s mouth the way other people use “You know,” as in “What the fuck, this has been the shittiest year. What the fuck, how long’s it fuckin’ gonna take to get these fuckin’ burgers?” 

Mickey spoke the words flowingly, though, not in an angry, off-color way, but as if they were the name of a country tune on some imaginary jukebox that the restaurant didn’t have. He said it a decibel or two just above a whisper. What the fuck. Half wonderment and half frustration. I could imagine not even paying attention to him saying it after a while. This was Mickey fuckin’ Mantle, after all—easily recognizable, even out of uniform, in a football town at that, and no one seemed to mind it, least of all the waitresses who likely assumed that a star this big and with people sending notes to our table was tipping big.

Actually, I left the tip that afternoon after Mickey had insisted on paying and snagged the check from my hand. “Let’s see how you tip,” he said. Mickey noticed a photograph of a woman behind a plastic cover in my wallet and motioned to look at it.

“What the fuck; who’s that knockout?” he demanded.

“That’s my wife, Mickey.” I pulled the photograph out of the wallet so that he could get a better look.

“What the fuck, she looks like a movie star, Waco,” he said. I had told him I was from Waco, Texas, south of Dallas, and that had been a mistake because he started calling me Waco after that. “Talk about marrying the hell up! Tell me about it.”

“We got married two years ago,” I said. “Secretly.”

“You eloped?”

“Yeah and no.”

“What the fuck, you did, or you didn’t.”

“We did,” I said. “We’d been dating secretly for a year. Then got married and kept it a secret for almost another year.”

Mickey let out an unexpected laugh and lost the gulp of his last beer. I began telling him my crazy story of being twenty, in college, falling in love with a high school cheerleader who was only sixteen, and whose parents objected to her dating me.

“I would, too, Waco. You’re lucky her old man didn’t shoot your fuckin’ ass off.”

“That’s why we decided to get married,” I said. “So if they found out we were dating, we could say, ‘Hey, we’re married. Fuck off. You can’t do shit about it.’”

“What the fuck, Waco, you fucker, you’re fuckin’ lucky her old man still didn’t shoot you!”

Then, for what seemed like an eternity, Mickey Mantle continued to give the photograph a cross-eyed stare. He turned it around and studied the picture as if it were a puzzle he had to decipher. A smile darted across his eyes, as endearing as the crooked grin that had been locked on his face for much of the afternoon.

“She’s awfully purty,” he said, his words growing more slurred every time he spoke. “She reminds me of my first.”

“Merlyn?” I asked, thinking he was talking about his wife.

“Naw, Merlyn wasn’t my first,” he said. “I’m talking about a girl I met in New York my rookie year. Her name was Holly. She was a redhead like your wife.”

Years later, I would thank the heavens that Mickey had seen this photograph I carried of my wife—ex-wife by then—because Mickey’s Holly, who I would luckily meet some four decades later, would open up a fabulous vault about Mickey Mantle in those great years of his in the 1950s. Imagine if you could meet Lola, the mythical girl from Barry Manilow’s opening line from his memorable song “Copacabana,” if she were real and alive: “Her name was Lola / She was a showgirl . . .” 

Holly Brooke—that turned out to be the stage name of Mickey’s Holly—would put it this way herself: “I became the showgirl who tried to scam Mickey Mantle. Oh, if they had only known. I loved Mickey. Mickey loved me. Mickey had great years in his career. I was with him in New York those years, too. Many of his fans would tell you that 1956, when he won the Triple Crown, was his favorite year. And it was his best season, of course. But if you had asked him, he would have said that 1951 was his favorite year. It was his favorite year because it was our year.”

And whenever she heard Barry Manilow’s “Copacabana,” I imagine in her mind she might have heard him croon, “Her name was Holly / She was a showgirl.” The Copacabana, the famous nightclub in Manhattan, had been one of Holly’s and Mickey’s special places in 1951, as well as in other years. But that’s getting ahead of the story.

If there was any doubt that Mickey was drunk on the day we met, his story about the redhead of his life was a dead giveaway. My wife—now ex-wife—was a blonde, and the color picture I had shown Mickey had actually made her hair look even lighter than it was. So there was no reason for Mickey to mistake her for a redhead, unless he was seeing only what he wanted to see.

“Mick.” As I spoke his name, I mentally pinched myself. I was sitting here talking to my childhood hero, calling him “Mick” as if I had known him for years, and talking about women in a way I had never spoken to anyone. I’m not sure how the interview, whatever there was of an interview, had taken a turn in which Mickey had begun quizzing me about being new to Dallas, about having recently graduated from college, and about my wife. He had noticed my wedding ring, and he had wondered why I had married so young. He should talk. I reminded him he had gotten married after his rookie season, when he had barely turned twenty.

“I know, but that was a long time ago,” he said. “We were kids. We were foolish. I don’t know if we woulda done that today.”

Then he went back to looking at the photograph of my better half. I wouldn’t understand until years later when I finally saw a picture of Mickey with a woman named Holly Brooke in that year when he was young, in love, and happy.

Right then and there, though, my concern was getting Mickey out of this restaurant without any kind of incident that would embarrass him. 

Lucky for me, I had grown up in a family where alcoholism was as common as bad advice at a family reunion. My dad and his brothers could’ve taught classes on it, though none of them would’ve admitted to their alcoholism. When my mom finally called him out on it, it changed her life—and ours—dramatically. This was all triggered one Sunday afternoon in 1957 when my dad got so drunk at a semi-pro baseball game that he ended up passed out in the back seat of our 1949 Chevy. Problem was, the game had been in Austin, over an hour and a half away, and by the time we were ready to head back, everyone else had already cleared out. My mom and I tried waking him up, but he was gone—out cold. My little sister was already asleep in the back. My mom didn’t know what to do. I was ten, not like I could drive us home. She had never driven a car in her life, and that Chevy had a manual transmission with a stick shift. But she was determined that she was driving us home or to hell.

If there was one thing I learned from my father and his two brothers, it was this: never try to fight an alcoholic. You just roll with them, surfing through whatever storm their booze has whipped up. The reason I showed up early to meet Mickey was that I had a feeling I’d need a strategy. I was pretty sure he’d be in no shape to talk straight, so I made arrangements with the bartender and waiter to water down our drinks. Add some tea and sugar, and voilà, a beverage that’s mostly alcohol but not enough to get noticed by a man already two sheets to the wind.

Mickey had three cheeseburgers and several beers, and after a moment of contemplation, he declared himself sober enough to drive home. Of course, he wasn’t. I ended up driving him home, though it was tricky figuring out where he lived. At one point, I pulled into a service station and had to make a quick call to the Times Herald city desk to get Mickey Mantle’s home address.

Our afternoon turned into a surreal experience, driving my childhood hero—who was in a drunken stupor—home. Mind you, Mickey was never completely passed out, though I’m not sure what would’ve happened if he had been. He’d been a big guy in his prime, and I doubt I could’ve carried him anywhere. But I knew that when a drunken man is passed out, it’s usually best to leave him be. I was pretty sure Mickey was still half-awake, though—his condition made him appear like he could swing at anything, including a baseball, if the mood struck him. Still, I didn’t want him accidentally taking a swing at me, though imagine sporting a shiner compliments of Mickey Mantle: Hey, would you autograph this for me, Mick?

I could easily imagine Mickey in his prime, sloshed but still hitting home runs. I had heard stories of Mickey coming off the bench, hungover and blurry-eyed, but still managing to hit a pinch-hit home run. One teammate recalled how Mickey once said, “I just hit the one in the middle,” after claiming he saw three baseballs. He was legendary in that way—able to perform feats of greatness, even under the influence.

Another time, Mickey had been so out of it, thinking he was still on the DL, that he staggered up to the plate only to be told he was active. Former teammate Hank Bauer was now a coach of the opposing team, the Baltimore Orioles, and knew Mickey was both rusty and hungover. Calling a timeout, Bauer went to the mound to tell pitcher Mike McCormick that Mantle would never be able to get his bat around on a fastball. Mantle swung at McCormick’s first pitch—a fastball—and hit it out of the park. He circled the bases with Bauer looking on from the Orioles’ dugout in stunned silence. In the Yankee dugout, Mickey slumped back down on the bench next to teammate Whitey Ford.

“Kid, great hit,” said Whitey. “I dunno how you hit that.”

“Hitting the ball was easy,” Mickey shot back. “Running around the bases was the tough part.”

It was that combination of hilarity and humility that made him an enigma.

I learned that the first time I drove him home. Mickey staggered inside, and his wife, Merlyn, showed me the look that only someone married to Mickey Mantle could give. She had a whole routine for dealing with his drunken episodes. She’d ask where Mickey’s car was, where his keys were, and—this one always made me laugh—whether his wallet was with him. Not for the money, but for his ID. “It’s just too much trouble for Mickey to get his driver’s license replaced,” she said, “and once people know it’s Mickey, there’s a line a mile long for his autograph.”

This, of course, was before the memorabilia boom struck a decade later. There were no baseball card shows, to speak of, in 1970. Few people knew the value that would later be attached to Mantle’s cards, especially those of his rookie season that would eventually sell as high as $100,000—his salary with the Yankees when he retired. I had a couple of those rookie cards myself—not to mention dozens of duplicates for each season up through the mid-1960s—when I stopped collecting. It never occurred to me to ask Mantle to sign any of the memorabilia, nor to mug for photos with my boyhood hero. This was just something I never did as a writer. The only time I’d ever had a photo shot with a subject of a story had been when I was in high school and interviewed Don Trull, the Baylor All-American quarterback. I recall the lectures from my Baylor University mentor David McHam, even then when he had seen that picture of me with Trull. Detached reporters never did that, he said. 

Merlyn never worried when Mickey left his El Dorado at Preston Trails Golf Club in far North Dallas. The exclusive new course, designed by golf legend Byron Nelson, was where he played two or three times a week. At other times, Merlyn insisted on personally retrieving Mickey’s car, usually having a girlfriend drive her there. On a few occasions, I drove her myself and was surprised to learn just how much she loved country music. The moment she got into the car, she took control of the stereo, pulling eight-track tapes of Willie Nelson and Waylon Jennings from her purse and singing along as we drove.

In her late thirties, Merlyn was entering a new phase of life, one she hadn’t quite prepared for. Her children were now in their teens or preteens—Mickey Jr. was in high school while David and Billy were fourteen and twelve, and Danny, the youngest, had just turned ten. They had their own friends, their own lives.

“The only child I have to take care of now is Mickey,” she told me one afternoon as we drove to pick up his car—another night, another round too many. She didn’t say it with resentment, just matter-of-factly, the way I imagined my mother would talk about my father when he came home drunk.

I once asked her what it was like having Mickey home during the summer—something that had never happened until he retired the previous year.

“Well, we’re still getting to know each other again!” she said with a wry smile. “We’ve never had this much time to ourselves.”

Years later, Merlyn would write in her memoir that this was one of the most difficult periods of her life. Trying to keep up with Mickey had led her to develop a drinking problem of her own. But in 1970, she didn’t show any signs of it—at least not to me. She was always concerned when I brought Mickey home, though she was sometimes angry, especially if he had forgotten they had plans that evening.

Mickey, for his part, rarely mentioned her, not that he necessarily should have. When he did, it was usually in passing—“Merlyn and the boys.” I suspected that’s how he thought of her: the mother of his children. Despite his reputation as a womanizer, I never once saw him try to pick up another woman. There were plenty of opportunities—the clubhouses at the golf courses, the restaurants we frequented. Sure, there was the expected flirting with waitresses and the women who brought their sons over for autographs. Some women, either alone or with friends, would catch his eye, possibly hoping he’d get up from the table and introduce himself. But he never did.

The only real affection I ever saw him show a woman—sober or drunk—was toward Merlyn. She still had that shock of blonde hair and the cheerleader’s beauty she’d had at Picher High School in Oklahoma, where she’d been a star in the late 1940s. She met Mickey in 1949 when he was a star athlete at rival Commerce High.

“I developed an instant crush on Mickey Mantle,” she wrote in her 1996 memoir, A Hero All His Life. “And by our second or third date, I was in love with him and always would be.”

They married two days before Christmas in 1951, after Mickey’s rookie season with the Yankees.

Like many women of her time, especially the wives of successful men, Merlyn’s identity was inextricably tied to her husband’s. She was Mrs. Mickey Mantle. Her life, as she saw it, was about taking care of Mickey and his legacy.

When she asked me once what I did for a living, she was horrified to learn I was a journalist.

“A reporter?” she said, eyes widening. “Does Mickey know that?”

I told her the story of how we met, how I had called him out of the blue.

“Are you going to write about us?”

“No, ma’am,” I said. “My editors at the paper weren’t interested.”

To my surprise, she looked disappointed. Even she couldn’t understand why a Dallas newspaper wouldn’t have an immediate interest in Mickey Mantle.

“Well,” she finally said, “if you ever do, I would just ask that you be kind—and wait until we’re dead and buried.”

In the weeks ahead, I began to understand what Merlyn was dealing with. Living with Mickey Mantle in retirement required certain strategies. I quickly learned it was best to get him talking about golf and to avoid bringing up baseball. The game still haunted him. He had just recovered from one of his most embarrassing Yankee-related injuries—slicing his hand open on a glass door at the St. Moritz Hotel in New York while trying to get into his suite. He needed stitches, and the injury put an end to the idea of him coaching first base for the Yankees that season—a public relations disaster from the start.

“I wasn’t naive—I put extra people in the stands, that’s all,” he later said about his brief coaching stint. “There I was, pacing back and forth in the first base coaching box, saying, ‘Let’s get it going now!’ And then Bobby Murcer drew a leadoff walk in the fourth inning, called time, and asked me what the signs were. I said, ‘Mine look good. I’m a Libra.’”

He laughed, but there was something in his voice—an awareness that he had been little more than a gimmick, a reminder of the Yankees’ past glory rather than a part of their future.

For all the legends and larger-than-life stories, Mickey Mantle was a man trying to figure out what life looked like after baseball. And Merlyn—still beautiful, still devoted—was trying to figure it out with him.

In Dallas, Mantle now lived in virtual anonymity.

“It was like Mickey Mantle had died,” he said about life after retirement. “It was weird. I’m thinking, ‘Geez, what did I do?’ It seemed like nobody cared what I was doing.”

Well, some people at Preston Trail Golf Club—an exclusive retreat for Dallas’s elite—cared. They knew Mickey as a fun-loving guy who sometimes gave them unexpected, awkward moments. Like the time he strolled into the club’s restaurant completely naked to order a drink. Or when he shocked members of a nearby country club by going skinny-dipping in their pool. Eventually, Preston Trail’s committee had enough and instituted “The Mickey Mantle Rule,” prohibiting anyone from entering or lounging in the restaurant in the nude.

“The problem with people in Texas,” Mickey said, “is that they’re so busy trying to be taken seriously, they’ve forgotten how to have fun.”

I suppose that made me the perfect choir member. A wide-eyed young reporter who wanted to talk to him about golf was just what Mickey needed at the moment. It didn’t hurt that I worked the early shift at an afternoon newspaper, could hold my own on a golf course, and had the flexibility to duck out early for nine or eighteen holes. More importantly, I had the nerve to bet on golf without folding under pressure. Then again, it wasn’t my money.

Mickey loved to gamble—on the round, on holes, on putts, even on mine. If a putt was six feet or shorter, he was betting.

“Hey, Waco. You wanna keep playin’ with me, ya be sure to make those putts.”

I missed a four-footer once, and he didn’t talk to me for two holes.

“Waco, I was thinkin’. Blow another putt like that,” he said. “Then be damn sure you make the next one.”

“Mick, I won’t miss another one,” I assured him.

“Nah, miss the next one.”

I didn’t understand, but I intentionally missed the next short putt. He lost the bet. But when I faced another short putt, it all made sense—Mickey tripled the stakes, and when I sank a seven-footer, he cleaned up.

I never felt like I was playing hooky from work as much as I did in the weeks that followed. I was in the office by six in the morning, reporting one or two stories around town, often dictating them to a rewrite man at the city desk. By the time the early edition of the Dallas Times Herald hit the streets at 10:40 a.m., I was four cups of coffee deep and ready to disappear for the rest of the day. Technically, I’d put in my hours, but it still felt like skipping school.

When we weren’t playing rounds in Dallas, Mickey would drag me halfway to Oklahoma, to an old driving range he loved, surrounded by mesquite trees and the occasional armadillo. That’s where he put my Ben Hogan graduation gift clubs through a power test they were never meant to endure.

The ear-piercing sound of Mickey striking a golf ball was unlike anything I’d ever heard. KAH-WHAAACK! It was the same echoing rifle-shot sound you’d hear in a cavernous ballpark during batting practice. Good Lord, how the man could hit—and loved to. After every tee shot, I found myself glancing at my driver, half-expecting it to have cracked in half from the sheer force. I even started wondering if I would return it to the Ridgewood Country Club pro shop in Waco and demand a replacement if it did break. Or would I frame it over the fireplace, a trophy of sorts: The Ben Hogan driver Mickey Mantle broke.

“So you said you interviewed Orville Moody?” Mickey asked one day while we were talking about pro golfers.

“Yeah, my senior year, I was working in Temple,” I said.

“Imagine being in the Army, qualifying for the US Open, and then winning that motherfucker,” Mickey said with a chuckle of admiration. “That’s something you’d expect Mickey Mantle to do, ain’t it?”

I learned within days that Mantle could slip into talking about himself in the third person with surprising ease, as if he were discussing Mickey Mouse. Later, I’d understand it was his way of coping with a fame so immense it must have felt like a burden, crushing in a way most of us could never comprehend.

“Now batting . . . number seven . . . Mickey Mantle.”

Bob Sheppard, the longtime Yankee Stadium announcer, once said that Mickey Mantle was his favorite name to say. Of course it was. How could it not be? “The center fielder . . . Mickey Mantle . . .” He announced it the same way for every at-bat after he had already batted once

“I knew he was talking about me,” Mantle told me when I brought it up, “but I couldn’t put myself there, you know?”

He explained it another time, putting it even better:

“When I was playing, I used to feel like everything was happening to some other guy named Mickey Mantle, like I was just me and this guy called Mickey Mantle was another person.”

In 1970, the toast of the golf world was Orville Moody, another Oklahoma guy two years younger than Mantle. In 1969, he’d stunned America by coming out of nowhere to win the US Open. A career soldier, he had left the military to chase his dream, grinding through the brutal qualifying process just to enter the tournament. Then, at the Champions Golf Club in Houston, he defied all odds and won by a single stroke. It would be the only title he ever won on the PGA Tour.

Mantle’s glory had lasted much longer—twenty All-Star selections, eighteen seasons with the Yankees, seven World Series titles, a Triple Crown in 1956, three MVP awards. But every time he brought up Moody’s US Open victory, I got the sense he might have traded everything for just one day like that.

He had once confided to his teaching pro, Marshall Smith: “I wish I had become a pro golfer instead of a pro baseball player.”

“Why?”

“I’d still be cashing paychecks, and my knees wouldn’t hurt so goddamn bad.”

Yogi Berra, Mantle’s old teammate and frequent golf buddy, would later recall, “Baseball was Mickey’s first love, and then he fell in love with golf. . . . He never felt pressure [playing golf] like he did as a Yankee.”

So how serious was he? Would he really have traded places with Orville Moody?

“Nah, nothing like that,” he said. “But it makes you wonder. Fuck, I don’t have the putting game for something like that.”

As it turned out, neither did Moody. Plagued by poor putting, he never won another PGA tournament—at least not until he turned fifty and started racking up titles on the Senior Tour.

“Golf can be crueler than baseball,” Mickey said. “Out there all alone.”

The self-pity was getting thick.

“Yeah, no third base coach,” I said, pushing back. “No Casey. No Whitey. No Yogi. No Billy.”

“Well, fuck you too!” he shot back in mock anger. “Did you ever even see me play? Besides on a fucking color TV?”

“Yeah. When you christened the Astrodome. Sixth inning. Center field, past the 406-foot sign. Remember the pitcher?”

He thought for a moment, puzzled.

“Turk Farrell,” I said.

Still nothing.

“In the on-deck circle, you were taking practice cuts like you were about to hit right-handed.”

“Aw fuck, I think I did.”

Mantle roared with laughter.

He was wearing a canary yellow polo and navy slacks, a couple of days’ worth of stubble on his face. His white golf shoes were the kind Jack Nicklaus had made famous. In person, he looked bigger than he was—maybe six feet tall, though probably just under. But he had shoulders like an Olympian god, a nineteen-and-a-half-inch neck, and arms like Popeye. No one looking at him would suspect he couldn’t play another season. Then again, we weren’t the ones who had to run.

“I can still hit, and I could always catch a ball—but now you’d have to hit it right at me,” he said, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. “But the good Lord only gives you one pair of legs. There was a time, though, when I could run all day.”

One day, he asked me to show him Waco. That seemed like a quick fifteen-minute tour. What was there to see? The Baylor Bears mascots? The old suspension bridge over the Brazos? I underestimated my hometown. He wanted to see where I’d learned to play golf, but that course in South Waco was long gone. So I took him to Lake Waco Golf Club, where we played nine holes in smothering 97-degree heat, with practically the entire golf course to ourselves.

I wanted him to meet my parents. My mom, especially. She had always ragged on me for the giant posters in my bedroom—Mickey Mantle and Joe DiMaggio looming over a small crucifix in between them.

One night, she’d tried to shame me when Father Antonio, our priest from St. Francis on the Brazos, came to dinner. She marched him into my room, hoping he’d denounce my “idolatry.” Instead, he admired the posters. Worse, he actually praised them.

When we sat back down at the table, he told my mother, “Señora, I think these are just innocent representations of the role models close to Tony’s heart, each with their symbolic pieces of wood . . . ”

Mom was horrified.

“You, your father, and this godforsaken priest must think I’m crazy!” Mom said after Father Antonio left. “That your idolatrous Mickey Mantle is holding his piece of wood piously like Jesus on the cross? What did your alcoholic father put in the wine tonight? I took Father Antonio in there to shame you, not to have him act like he was about to genuflect in front of Mickey Mantle!

“And then for him—an ordained priest of God!—to come back here and say that to me? Symbolic pieces of wood? What does that man think he is, Yogi Berra?! Symbolic pieces of wood! If he weren’t a priest and I weren’t a religious woman, I’d show him a real piece of wood!

“And you listen to me, Antonio,” she momentarily turned her wrath on my father. “I swear before God, I will never again take Holy Communion from that priest!” Then she poured out more of her anger at me. “Your father and I were married at his St. Francis Church. You were baptized there. But if your father knows what’s good for him, he’ll come with me to the meetings for the new church they’re building on our side of town. And before I pledge a single dime for its construction, I’ll make sure the bishop assigns us a priest who has never heard of Mickey Mantle!”

Maybe it was for the best that Mom and Dad were still at work when we stopped by the house that afternoon. We had picked up some fajitas from a Mexican café on the Circle not far from home, and Dad always kept a couple of six-packs in the fridge. But Mickey wanted something stronger—his famous Breakfast of Champions.

Fortunately, Dad had some Kahlúa and brandy stashed away, and Mickey was quick to find them. I told him he was welcome to both, but he’d have to wait to make his Breakfast of Champions since we didn’t have any cream in the house. Or so I thought.

Later, we were just about to leave when, of course, Mom showed up—with her friend and neighbor Caridad in tow. I braced for a scene, but Mom was gracious, treating Mickey like any other guest—except maybe Father Antonio. She invited him to come back and visit, and to my surprise, Mickey said he would. I had no idea he was serious.

Then Caridad stepped forward. She wanted to bless us for a safe drive back to Dallas. I had no clue how Mickey would react. He wasn’t a religious man, but I figured a blessing couldn’t hurt. I also thought it was best not to explain who—or what—Caridad really was.

And with that, we hit the road, trying to outrun the never-ending traffic on Interstate 35 that always became worse late in the afternoon and early evenings. Mickey was quiet. I thought it was going to be a peaceful, if long drive back to Dallas. Then I heard Mantle begin to moan.

Now, according to local folklore, the highway from Waco to Dallas is cursed, by any or all of three possibilities: the spirits of the Hueco Indians, driven from their land along the Brazos; the vampire witches of the Seminole, who fled Oklahoma after the Trail of Tears; or the runaway Confederate slaves who brought Caribbean voodoo with them. Take your pick. The karma is bad in every direction. Telling Mickey about any of this had been a mistake.

“I’m dyin’,” Mickey groaned as I drove his El Dorado onto the access road. Construction had stalled traffic to a crawl. “I’m not well. I’m seeing stikinis! It’s that goddamn curse you told me about. I’ve been cursed.”

“Stikinis?” I asked. I knew about murciélagos and chupacabras, but stikinis were a new one.

“Fuck, yes—stikinis!” Mickey said. “Shapeshifters. I grew up with ’em in Oklahoma. They feast on human hearts.”

“We can turn back,” I offered. He sounded like he believed this nonsense more than I did.

“No, no, keep going,” he said. “Shit, I always knew I’d die before forty, but not like this.”

“Mick, you’re in a brand-new Cadillac. The only way you’re dying tonight is if I crash this car.”

“Fuck, don’t do me any favors,” he groaned. “I meant the woman. I think she cursed me.”

“My mom?” That was a possibility. My Uncle Roy swore up and down that she was a sorceress and lived in fear that she’d cursed him. He took that belief to his grave. He also claimed he’d been abducted as a child—either by aliens or the Rosicrucians, depending on the day.

But Mickey Mantle accusing my mom of putting a hex on him? That was something else.

“No, no, goddammit! Not your mom—the other woman! What the hell did she do to me?”

“She blessed you, Mick.” I tried to calm him down. He was just drunk. And probably battling a bad stomachache. “That’s all it was—just a blessing.”

Except . . . Caridad was a Santería priestess. Technically, yes, it had been a Santería blessing. But a blessing just the same.

“Fuck, I think she cursed me,” Mickey moaned. “My stomach’s killing me.”

“Mick, I don’t think it was the blessing,” I said. “I think it was whatever you drank in my mom’s kitchen.”

“Fuck, I make that every night—brandy, Kahlúa, cream.”

“Yeah, but I told you, Mick—that wasn’t cream.”

“It was in a cream bottle in your mom’s fridge!” he protested. “What the hell was it?”

“Mexican crema,” I said.

“Cream! Right.”

“Well . . . not quite.” I should never have left him alone in the kitchen. “Crema is more like crème fraîche—but it’s got buttermilk to thicken it up.”

Mick stared at me.

“Mick . . . it’s basically sour cream.”

He gagged. So did I.

The Breakfast of Champions would never be the same.

But at least he’d survive. Well, after he got over his fear of the stikinis—Seminole vampire creatures who turned into owls at night to hunt human hearts.

I didn’t have the heart to tell him we still had another hour of cursed highway ahead of us.

“They say the stikinis were the Seminole curse,” Mick said. “Their revenge for being forced off their land and dumped in Oklahoma.”

“I get it,” I said. “Most people would be pissed if they had to move to Oklahoma.”

“Fuck you!” That woke up Mick’s native pride. “Oklahoma’s a great place.”

“But you chose to live in Dallas.”

“Yeah, well . . . Growing up there wasn’t so bad,” he admitted. “In Commerce, my momma used to tell us to stay inside at night. Said if you heard a stikini cry, you were as good as dead.” He turned to me. “Y’all don’t have stikinis in Texas?”

“Nope, I was deprived of that nightmare,” I said. “Thank God. We don’t do shape-shifting monsters here.”

Mick exhaled and shook his head. “Count your blessings. Stikinis—born killers.”

I merged onto the open stretch of Interstate 35 and glanced over at him.

“Yeah, well. Here, we just have our goddamn heroes.”

    


    
One

PRIDE & Privilege

New York City, 1950 

The evening air was thick with the kind of energy that could only come from the city that never sleeps. Neon lights flickered in the distance, and the hum of Manhattan’s nightlife filled the streets. The Copacabana, the legendary nightclub at 10 East Sixtieth Street, was the place to be if you were anyone worth knowing in New York. It was a shimmering world of velvet ropes, white tablecloths, and stars that glittered both onstage and off. Patrons were greeted by tropically themed Latin decor. There were tiers of palm trees everywhere, and guests were made to feel as if they were in Brazil—a throwback to the massive resort of the same name in Rio de Janeiro that inspired the moniker for the New York club. For Billy Martin, a rookie second baseman for the Yankees, it was a world he was just getting used to, but with a little help from Joe DiMaggio, he was learning fast. And the great Joltin’ Joe knew Billy had the one secret ingredient that was going to help him achieve his dream.

“A ballplayer has to be kept hungry to become a big leaguer,” DiMaggio was fond of saying. “That’s why no boy from a rich family has ever made the big leagues.”

DiMaggio had taken the young Martin under his wing almost immediately after Billy arrived in New York. Both men hailed from California, both were Italian American, and despite the gap in their fame, there was a connection. For Billy, it was more than just a mentor-student relationship—it was like being introduced to a secret club where the perks of being a Yankee were almost as extraordinary as winning the World Series. And tonight, DiMaggio was taking Billy to the Copacabana for his first taste of what it meant to be a true Yankee after dark. And for that, there was no better Yankee to make the introduction to nightlife in New York than DiMaggio.

“There was never a guy like DiMaggio in baseball. . . . Everybody wanted to meet Joe, to touch him, to be around him,” famed New York restaurant Toots Shor once said of bella figura, as the Italians called DiMaggio. “Joe was a hero, a real legitimate hero. The way he plays, the way he works, the way he is, the way other people related to him.

“Joe could halt business on Fifth Avenue by walking down the street.”

DiMaggio was unusually close to Frank Sinatra, perhaps the biggest headliner at the Copacabana. It had been DiMaggio to whom Sinatra returned for support after his painful breakup with Ava Gardner in 1953. In return, the next year Sinatra joined DiMaggio in what became the “Wrong-Door Raid,” as it came to be known, though it was quickly covered up. DiMaggio and Sinatra were having dinner at the Villa Capri restaurant in Hollywood on a November evening when they got the tip: A private eye phoned to say the baseball legend’s estranged wife, Marilyn Monroe, was inside a nearby apartment building, possibly with a lover. Without bothering to pay the bill, DiMaggio stormed out of the eatery, followed by Sinatra and various associates. A few minutes later, the group kicked in an apartment door where they found not Monroe but a lone resident, Florence Kotz, who was in her bed, screaming in terror, witnesses later related, according to author J. Randy Taraborrelli’s book The Secret Life of Marilyn Monroe. When DiMaggio finally broke his seclusion from the heartbreak, it was to join Sinatra in catching Andy Williams performing at the Copacabana. 

“And Joe said he told Sinatra that he wanted to sit at the exact table where he first told Marilyn he loved her,” Billy later recalled.

And on Billy’s first night there, the Copacabana was everything he had imagined. The low-lit room was alive with the clinking of glasses, the muted laughter of men in sharp suits, and women in cocktail dresses that shimmered under the lights. The world-famous Copa Girls, one of the biggest attractions, were staples of the club. A profile of them in Life magazine called them “the most beautiful showgirls currently in New York.” The band was warming up, and a few familiar faces from Broadway and the movie industry were already holding court at their favorite tables. DiMaggio, calm and cool as ever, walked in with the confidence of a man who had done this a thousand times before.

“Stick close to me, kid,” DiMaggio said with a smile, giving Billy a friendly slap on the back. “You’re not paying for a thing tonight. They’ll never give you a bill at this place if you’re with me.”

DiMaggio was sincere about it. Billy said he thought it was because outwardly he was everything that Joe wasn’t. Joe was shy, moody, rarely showing his emotions—and he became even more inward, if it were possible, as he became a big star and protective of his image. Billy, on the other hand, wore his personality and his emotions as if they were pinstripes on his uniform. DiMaggio especially remembered Billy’s first time at bat as a Yankee when he banged a double off Red Sox Pitcher Mel Parnell. It produced a big inning and then Martin came up again with the bases loaded and hit a single. 

“Pretty good way to break in, kid,” said DiMaggio. And Joe’s championing of Billy helped to break the ice with some teammates who were slow to concede that he had just taken over the team. 

“They tried to ride me,” recalled Billy. “Johnny Lindell—guys like that. All the other rookies would grin and wanted to act as though they liked it, but I gave it back to them. I found out some of them couldn’t take it so good. After a while they left me alone.” 

Ah, and then there was Billy’s bravado. When Stengel batted him eighth in the lineup he screamed at his manager: “What is this, a joke? Next thing you’ll be batting me after the groundskeeper.”

So Joe showed him all the ropes, such as how to enter the Copacabana after hours. The main entrance was at street level. When you entered, the coat room was straight ahead, and to the right was the famous Copa Lounge. The stairs on the left took you down to the basement, which was where the showroom, along with its huge bar, was located. Also, in the basement were two kitchens: one with American cuisine, the other specializing in Chinese food.

Billy grinned. It was good to be in the orbit of DiMaggio, good to be a Yankee. He could feel it already, that invisible aura of fame that came with wearing the pinstripes. The Copa was more than just a nightclub—it was a second home to the Yankees, a place where victories were celebrated, defeats were drowned, and friendships were solidified.

As they were shown to their table—right near the stage where the night’s entertainment was about to start—Billy couldn’t help but take it all in. The Copa had a mystique. This was where Sinatra might swing by after a gig, where Broadway stars rubbed shoulders with ballplayers, where the lights of the New York stage were dimmed only by the brighter glow of the nightlife.

DiMaggio, ever the gentleman, nodded to the maître d’, who knew him well. Within moments, the best champagne was on ice at their table, and Billy watched, wide-eyed, as the waiters moved with the grace of dancers, attending to every detail. The night was just beginning.

“You see, Billy,” DiMaggio said as he took a sip of his drink, “being a Yankee isn’t just about what you do on the field. You’re part of something bigger here in New York. This is where the legends live. The fans adore you, and places like this? They take care of you. You’re family now.”

Billy nodded, trying to act cool, but inside he was buzzing. He was a rookie, just trying to prove himself on the diamond, but off the field? He was learning the ropes of what it meant to be a star in New York.

Martin immediately hit it off with one to the bouncers, Joey Silvestri, who could’ve been his little brother. He was from Queens, who, even at his young age, was responsible for determining who got into the Copacabana, as well as keeping them in line once they were there. Joey also took care of the special entertainers, among them Sammy Davis Jr., whom he had befriended. And also Joe DiMaggio and whoever happened to be with him. You might have been able to say that Joey Silvestri was the Copacabana’s version of Billy Martin: undersized but tougher than any other guy around. He grew up to become one of New York’s most respected mafia muscle men. They called him Joey “The Fixer” because he had a talent for making problems go away. In his book, A Family Business: The Life and Times of Joey “The Fixer” Silvestri, Joey wrote that he knew how to use his fists when necessary, and he always followed Mob protocol when having a sit down with an adversary: “You never break bread with the enemy.”

“I’ve been fighting since I’m fourteen or fifteen years old,” Silvestri loved to say. “I had more fights than, say, Rocky Marciano, for cryin’ out loud.” 

So Joey was the perfect bouncer to have at the Copa whenever a big headliner, such as Frank Sinatra, entered or exited, when he and another guard locked their fists over his head like a tiara. Or like whenever Sinatra had to relieve himself, Joey went on ahead, chasing out everyone from the men’s room so he could have the place to himself.

And on that first night, Billy would later recall, the evening rolled on with the band playing Big Band hits, and the floor show kicking into high gear. Showgirls twirled and glided across the stage, their sequined outfits flashing in the lights, while the crowd cheered and clapped. At the Copa, everyone was somebody, and for Billy, that realization came with every passing minute.

As the hours slipped by, Billy and DiMaggio found themselves surrounded by friends, new and old. Broadway stars drifted to their table to chat with DiMaggio, who was a god in this town. Movie stars, lounge singers, and the big names from New York’s upper crust mingled around them, treating them like old friends. Billy, though young, was catching on quickly. He didn’t need to pay for a drink. He didn’t need to worry about anything. The Copa looked after its Yankees.

It was no secret that the Copacabana had Mob ties. So, too, did a number of other nightclubs in Manhattan. In Joe DiMaggio: The Hero’s Life, the late Pulitzer Prize–winning author Richard Ben Cramer detailed Joe’s ties to the Mafia including that mobster Frank Costello set up a “trust fund” for DiMaggio at the Bowery Bank, to which was regularly added funds every time DiMaggio made an appearance at nightclubs like the Copacabana, the Stork Club, and El Morocco. “Costello loved Joe,” Cramer told the New York Daily News, “and he felt it was the gentlemanly thing to do—to put a couple of bucks in the Bowery for Joe’s retirement. Of course, the irony of this arrangement is that years later, Joe did all those commercials as the spokesman for the Bowery. When he told us how safe your money was with the Bowery, he knew what he was talking about.”

No wonder that DiMaggio might have felt so invincible; by midnight on his evening out with Joe, Billy was feeling invincible, too. He had already decided that the Copa was going to be his second home, just like it had been for DiMaggio. “This is the life,” he thought to himself as the band played a slow tune. The champagne was flowing, and the buzz in the room was electric.

As the crowd began to thin out, DiMaggio leaned in and said, “There’s more to the night, kid, if you can handle it.” He gestured toward the door, where a guard stood ready to escort them to wherever Joe wanted to go. Sometimes, as he had recently, Joey Silvestri escorted him and his friends, including Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier, to the bar of the Hotel Fourteen next door. On this night, DiMaggio wanted to go to the Harwyn Club on East Fifty-Second Street, a quieter, more exclusive spot where the night could continue in style.

Billy was hooked. “Let’s go,” he said with a grin.

The two of them, along with a few other Yankees who had drifted in after the game, made their way through the dim streets of Manhattan, laughing and joking as the guard led them to their next stop. The city was quiet now, the hustle of the day games behind them, but for Billy and the Yankees, the night had only just begun.

The Manhattan night air was crisp as Billy Martin and Joe DiMaggio stepped out of the Copacabana, escorted by their ever-attentive guard. The lights of the city twinkled around them, and though the streets had quieted compared to the bustling hours earlier, there was still a pulse. This was New York City after all—a city that never truly slept, not even in the small hours of the morning. For Billy, still riding the high of the Copa, the night felt like it could stretch on forever.
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