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To Carlos “Macaco” Ferreira, Mel Zitter,
 and every coach who has made a difference.























Foreword




By Leigh Montville











It probably is fair to say that more words have been written, more opinions delivered, more beery pronouncements made about the residents of a small stretch of grass in the left corner of Fenway Park during the past one hundred or so years than about anyone at any other address in the city of Boston, Massachusetts. Not mayors, not governors, not Cabots nor Lodges nor Kennedys, not even the assorted members of the Wahlberg family of Dorchester, have come under the same unrelenting scrutiny as the men who have played left field for the Boston Red Sox.




Hemmed in by a thirty-seven-foot wall behind them, the encroaching grandstand to the right, and the consistent expectations for greatness on all sides, a succession of publicly tortured souls has stood in this space, each athlete famous and proud yet ultimately vulnerable, naked as a person could be in a full suit of baseball clothes. Every move has been dissected. Every failing has been exposed. The men of left field, Fenway Park, have been loved and hated (emotions sometimes changed in a flash, then changed back in another flash), talked about, typed about, psychoanalyzed, put on grand pedestals, and often humbled.




None more so than Manuel Aristides Ramirez.






He arrived in the spring of 2001, left in the summer of 2008, a total of seven and a half seasons in a Red Sox uniform. He was a subject of controversy from the moment he signed his eight-year, $160 million contract (an ungodly figure at the time) until he ultimately wriggled his way out of the last restrictions of that contract in its final season. (To be eligible for an even more ungodly figure for his next contract.)




He was cheered and chided, poked and prodded. He was the subject of grand speculation and flat-out gossip. Boston, like every other city in the country besides New York and Los Angeles, operates on a celebrity deficit. Manny Ramirez! Superstar! He was as big as a person could be within local boundaries, where baseball is the king of sports, the Red Sox a well-organized religion. An appearance at, say, a local supermarket to buy food was cause for great excitement. Call your relatives. Tell them the news. Film at eleven.




When things went well, as they did in 2004 and 2007 when his team ended an eighty-six-year drought and won a pair of world championships, he was seen as a sweet-swinging wonder, a force of baseball nature, his face and statistics suitable for framing, hung from the nearest refrigerators. When things did not go well, when he didn’t run out ground balls or disappeared from the lineup with curious maladies, sounds of displeasure were heard from the stands and the talk shows, questions raised about everything from his latest haircut to his fundamental attitude.




His predecessors in left field, subjected to similar pressures, had reacted in negative ways. Ted Williams, the most famous of the lot (1939 to 1960), arguably the best hitter in history, fought an open battle with the forces around him, snarled at the fans, spit toward the press box, was a man in constant conflict against anyone who might say the word “boo.” Carl Yastrzemski (1961 to 1983) always seemed haunted by his situation as he gritted his teeth, squeezed his Louisville Slugger into sawdust, went through all movements with an enormous boulder of responsibility attached to his back. Jim Ed Rice (1974 to 1989) retreated, said little, snarled when he did choose to speak.




Manny Ramirez was different. He gave little public display of angst. To the contrary, he smiled and clowned, acted as if nothing mattered. He resembled nothing so much as a big, goofy puppy dog, especially when he played the outfield or ran the bases. Think Marmaduke of the comic strips. Think Marley of Marley and Me. He ran and fetched. Or sometimes ran and didn’t fetch. He knocked over baseball conventions as if they were many lamps or end tables in a living room. His hat fell off all the time.




Oh, you Marmaduke…




Oh, you Manny…




The dog lovers in the crowd were charmed. They thought he was different, sweet, simply a lot of fun. “Manny being Manny” was the public refrain. His ability to hit a baseball, his greatness in that one act, gave him latitude for anything else he might do. The nondog lovers were not amused. They mostly saw him pissing on the carpet. “Manny being Manny” was not a great thing.




For all the talk, though, all the words in the newspapers, all the public conjecture, not a lot was known about him. The biographical details of his past and present were sketchy. He offered little to fill in the blanks. Like many of the present stars of Major League Baseball, he came from a Spanish-speaking culture, spoke limited English, and mostly spoke not at all. Less was known about him than about Williams, about Yastrzemski, even Rice, less than about certain utility infielders and middle relief pitchers. It was a curious situation. The constant debate had very few facts.




Who was this guy, this character in front of us? Why did he act the way he did? What (on earth) was he thinking?




Now, at last, some answers to those questions have arrived. Dr. Jean Rhodes, a psychologist at the University of Massachusetts at Boston, in tandem with Shawn Boburg, has written this well-researched examination of Manny Ramirez’s life. They have fused a pile of interviews with psychological insights. We learn about his family, his rocky beginnings, about the serious drumbeat that works underneath all of those magic moments and pratfalls we see on the public stage. It is fascinating stuff.




Wow.




Manny, as we say around here in good-bye, we hardly knew ye…


















BECOMING MANNY





















PROLOGUE




Selfish Slugger?











Who is Manny Ramirez?




Reduce Manny to a series of stats, and it’s easy to see who he is: one of the best batters in history. A twelve-time All-Star and nine-time Silver Slugger, Manny ranks seventeenth in career home runs and eighth in career slugging as of this writing. The only players above him on both lists are Babe Ruth, Jimmie Foxx, and Barry Bonds. Manny is also second all-time in gram slams, behind only Lou Gehrig, and has hit more postseason home runs than anyone in the history of professional baseball. He still appears to have several years of baseball ahead of him.




But if you skip the stats, the question “Who is Manny?” gets confusing, controversial, and cultural. A favorite target of reporters and talk show pundits, Manny’s every misstep is exhaustively analyzed and then reduced to “Manny being Manny.” This oblique phrase has come to provide a shared wink of explanation for a player whose laser-beam focus at home plate seems irreconcilable with his periodic gaffes (or “Manny Moments”) in left field and outside the ballpark.




The history of the phrase “Manny being Manny” in the popular press provides a series of thumbnail portraits of Manny at his most bizarre and intriguing, and a catalogue of the baseball world’s struggles to understand him.






Its first mention in a major publication came in 1995, when Cleveland Indians’ manager Mike Hargrove was asked about the young slugger’s carefree-bordering-on-careless approach to money.




How do you explain Manny and Dominican teammate Julian Tavarez asking a Cleveland sportswriter to loan them $60,000, so they could buy a Harley-Davidson motorcycle? And what about forgetting a paycheck in a pair of boots he left behind in the Texas Rangers visiting clubhouse?




“That’s just Manny being Manny,” Hargrove told a Newsday reporter.




Several years later, a Cleveland sportswriter used the phrase to account for why Manny’s old New York City neighborhood still adored him—because of how he showed up at his old high school cafeteria unannounced almost daily in the off-seasons to eat lunch with kids, and in spite of how he forgot promises to childhood friends to leave game tickets at the stadium box offices. But the phrase became less clearly defined after Manny moved to the Boston Red Sox in 2000, and its use grew with the city’s fascination and ultimate disillusionment with their star slugger.




It has been invoked in print and online tens of thousands of times since 2000 as a shorthand explanation for Manny’s mysterious injuries, his absences, his tardiness, his indiscriminate use of other players’ bats and clothing, his silence in the clubhouse, his quiet acts of kindness to friends, his choice of an expletive-riddled song to play over Boston’s Fenway Park sound system, his childlike playfulness, his midinning break inside Fenway’s left-field wall, his failure to show up at the White House to meet President George W. Bush after the Red Sox won the world championship, and, yes, his towering home runs and unparalleled work ethic.




Manny is partly to blame for the mystery. He rarely grants interviews, and reporters who manage to breach his defenses are rewarded with little more than clichés or incendiary one-liners.




So, with little to go on but fielding miscues, baggy uniforms, flowing dreadlocks, big hits, and tired anecdotes, the public is left with caricatures of Manny as a carefree goofball and spoiled superstar.




Yet the question of who Manny really is endures, baffling his most ardent admirers and even some of his teammates. In fact, it was never more pressing than during the 2008 season, in the days before the Boston Red Sox traded Manny to the Los Angeles Dodgers, his third team in seventeen years as a professional. Manny’s dispute with Red Sox ownership over his future—and questions about his commitment to the team—convinced many once-adoring fans that he was selfish.




The day after the trade, Red Sox third baseman Mike Lowell told the Providence Journal, “For me, he’s a sure first-ballot Hall of Famer, and when he gives his speech, he’ll probably give it via satellite because he’ll be in Brazil. That’s him and that’ll be perfect. He’ll be wearing a Brazilian National Team hat when he does it.”




Lowell’s distinction between malice and oddity is insightful. On many levels, Manny and Boston were a mismatch from the start. Nothing excuses Manny’s shoving of sixty-four-year-old traveling secretary Jack McCormick, and perhaps Manny didn’t give the Red Sox his best in 2008. Still, there were reasons for his frustration. And one could argue that if Manny had behaved this way in 2004, the Red Sox front office, not yet emboldened by two championships in four seasons, would have found a way to weather the storm.




If Manny had finished his career in Boston—or simply departed under more amicable circumstances—the grandchildren of today’s vociferous fans might have even driven through the Manny Ramirez tunnel. That may sound farfetched, but Manny’s comments in advance of his exit are comparable to those of Red Sox legend Ted Williams, whose name graces the recently constructed highway that runs under Boston Harbor.




In fact, Williams was so embittered by his years of acrimony with the Boston press, Red Sox management, and fans that he refused to even tip his cap after his final hit. Manny’s “enough is enough” comment, directed to the Red Sox management in the middle of the 2008 season when tensions were at their peak, was less acerbic than Williams’s vituperations. As Leigh Montville described in Ted Williams:








[Williams] said he wanted to be traded. He said he hated Boston, hated the fans, hated the newspapers, hated the trees, hated the weather, hated, just hated. The word “fuck” or some derivative was woven into most sentences. He wanted out. And for most of Williams’ tenure on the team, Boston hated him right back.







Manny’s badmouthing was mild by comparison. Moreover, there is consistency in his teammates’ and coaches’ characterizations of him as a hardworking team player. He was, according to the Cleveland Plain Dealer, “everybody’s little brother” in his early years and, recently, has been more of a role model and source of support to younger players than he’s generally credited for. “He was a mentor to me,” says Red Sox shortstop Julio Lugo, three years his junior. “When I went through tough times, he knew that I had trouble sleeping so he would call me early in the morning, when he knew I’d be awake, and he’d say, ‘Look, don’t worry about it, man. You’re going to do good today.’ That meant a lot to me. There’s no one like Manny.”




“To be honest,” says Pedro Martinez, “I don’t have enough kind words to say about Manny. I think he’s misunderstood.”




But Manny’s teammates are not the only ones capable of shedding light on the vexing question of who Manny is. Conversations with Manny and his coaches, agents, mentors, parents, wife, sisters, and childhood friends, as well as side trips to his neighborhoods, show that he cannot be reduced to a caricature. They illuminate a nuanced, if inscrutable, man who defines himself by what he is least known as—a dedicated athlete, a well-regarded teammate, and a beloved father, husband, and son.




Among the mentors in Manny’s life were his sandlot coach, Mel Zitter, and his then Triple-A manager, Charlie Manuel. But none have been more influential than his former Little League coach, Carlos Ferreira. In his neighborhood, Ferreira is endearingly known as “Macaco”—Spanish for little monkey. A thoughtful, charismatic man who left a medical career in the Dominican Republic to immigrate to the U.S. in 1979, Macaco, now fifty-nine, has coached several Little League teams in the baseball-crazed Washington Heights neighborhood of New York City. He was—and he remains—a de facto father to many aspiring Dominican players.




The story of how Manny came to rely on this gentle, unassuming coach—from their first encounter in the basement of a Washington Heights housing project to their ongoing, daily conversations—is a window into Manny’s development and his hidden essence: his vulnerabilities, his values, his uncomplicated worldview, and what it really means to be Manny.




But to understand the story of Manny and Macaco, we first need to understand another story: that of Manny’s early life with his parents, Aristides and Onelcida, and his three sisters.




























CHAPTER 1




Manny at the Plate











The year was 1993, and Manny and his Double-A team, the Canton Indians, were playing the last-place New Britain Red Sox in their home-opening series at Beehive Field, about nine miles south of Hartford, Connecticut. Manny, twenty, was on deck, immersed in his warm-up ritual. This has always been Manny’s zone—a place where his unrivaled power of concentration seems to create its own force field. He rhythmically twisted his torso from left to right, pushed down the top of his helmet, and lowered his eyes, face expressionless as he prepared for his chance to bat.




The setting sun shone brightly into the stadium’s west-facing press box, where Don Bardlow, New Britain’s blind radio commentator, ran his fingers over Braille sheets, with Gizmo, his five-year-old black Labrador guide dog, at his feet. Taking a cue from his radio sidekick, Bardlow introduced Manny, two years into his minor league career, to listeners: “The legend about this man is that when he hits the ball, it sounds different than when anybody else hits it.”




Below Bardlow, thousands of fans were packed into the modest aluminum and cinder-block stadium, eager to soak in the familiar quirks that returned to Beehive every April: the man in the shabby bee costume who floated around the bleachers; the organist who played “La Cucaracha” when Hispanic players were announced; the silly billboard advertisements, such as the local hotel that suggested, “Have your next affair here.” And, of course, there was the baseball. Beehive had seen its share of greats: Roger Clemens, Ellis Burks, and Jody Reed made their professional debuts here.




But, for Manny, this might as well have been a sandlot, any empty field, or an echo chamber. “Manny would prefer to hit in an empty stadium,” observes former agent Gene Mato. Even as a young man, Manny had an ability to shut out the commotion in a baseball stadium, to ignore the exultations and insults, to remain emotionally neutral regardless of time or location.




But during this at-bat, there was a surprise that snapped Manny out of his spell: the voice of his mother, Onelcida. Oblivious to the sanctity of the on-deck circle, Onelcida marched purposefully along the wooden planks of the bleachers toward the aluminum railing that separated fans from the field. “Manny! Hola, Manny!” she chirped, waving her arms and grinning broadly. Behind her were Manny’s father, Aristides, as well as his three sisters and first agent.




Despite all of Manny’s prior successes, this was the first time Onelcida and his three sisters had ever set foot near one of his games. Baseball and family—two things Manny cared about deeply—had always been kept separate in Manny’s world. Baseball was a game. Life outside the ballpark was something quite different. Manny’s mother was occupied with providing and caring for her family, working long hours at a textile factory for $187 a week. She gave him money for gloves and spikes. His father, Aristides, would occasionally sit in the stands but never seemed that interested in the sport. And Manny did little to involve them. He assumed they had more consequential concerns. He also feared their presence would unnerve him. “You know, my mom was always working. She had to wake up at five or six in the morning and then come home at five in the evening. Because of that, going to a game wasn’t easy for her,” explains Manny. “It’s not like other people who have parents who are professionals and have a good income and can say, ‘This weekend I’m going to watch my son play.’”




That Manny’s family was not involved in his baseball pursuits makes his accomplishments even more impressive. It also explains why Manny has clung to baseball mentors, who have helped bolster his confidence and hone his skills throughout his adolescence and into adulthood. In high school, Manny’s successes as a star third baseman remained hidden from his family. In 1991, when Manny was nineteen, his family had no idea he had been named New York City Public School High School Player of the Year. (He batted .650 his senior year and belted fourteen home runs in twenty-one games.) Manny’s high school coach Steve Mandl remembers that reporters would ask Manny before big games if his parents would be watching. “And he’d say, ‘Why would they come? What are they going to see?’” He was a first-round pick (thirteenth overall) in the amateur draft. He nearly won the rookie-level triple crown in 1991. And he would be named Baseball America’s 1993 Minor League Player of the Year. Yet through it all, Onelcida had never seen her son play.




The plan to take the hundred-mile journey from Washington Heights to New Britain, Connecticut, was hatched by Manny’s then-agent, a young Cuban lawyer named Jaime Torres. During one of Torres’s many visits to the Ramirezes’ apartment on 168th Street in Washington Heights, he learned that neither Manny’s mother, nor his grandmother, nor any of his sisters for that matter, had ever seen him play. Torres made a mental note. As soon as Manny was within driving distance, he made arrangements.




The impromptu family reunion rattled Manny. His two worlds collided. Given the choice, he would have discouraged the visit. Glancing at his exuberant mother, Manny surrendered the trace of a smile. Then he resumed his preparations, stepping into the box. That night Manny had three hits and an RBI.




After the game, Manny walked to the stands for a few minutes of conversation before disappearing into the clubhouse. For nearly half an hour the Ramirez family, dressed in their Sunday best, awaited his return. As the stands thinned out, their disappointment grew. Torres rounded them up and offered to treat them to dinner at a nearby Chinese restaurant. “That was a complete waste of time,” groaned Aristides Ramirez, who is now seventy, as the cramped car pulled out of the empty lot. “He barely even spoke to us.”




But all these years later the first memory of her son on the baseball field still shines brightly for Onelcida, now sixty-two. “Sí, sí, el primer juego” (yes, yes, the first game), Onelcida recalls joyfully, unaware of how unusual, by American middle-class standards, it is to have missed her son’s previous games.




Manny’s oldest sister, Rossy, first saw him play in a Cleveland Indians uniform at Yankee Stadium. “Growing up, we never got to see him play,” she says. “We knew it was one of the things he liked. But we were all into studying and doing our things in school.”




“Let me tell you this,” adds his next-older sister, Evelyn. “When we found out that Manny was drafted, we had no idea. I mean, nobody knew about it. Somebody called us and told us to turn on the television. They told us that there was gonna be this big news. I remember, it was the six o’clock news. So my sister and I, we all sat down there in my grandmother’s apartment and watched Manny on the news. We knew he loved to play baseball, but we had no idea.”




“I honestly don’t remember Manny playing baseball in high school,” says sister Clara, just eighteen months older than Manny. “We never went to any of his games. It was just something he did. That was just his stuff, and he never talked about it. He was just like a regular kid. He never invited anyone to see him play, never said anything about it. Once in a while he’d say, ‘Mom, I’m going to buy you a really nice house someday,’ and he got up early to do his exercises. But nobody paid it any attention.”




Paying attention to his exercises would have been difficult under any circumstances: In high school, Manny’s alarm rang at 4:30 A.M. every day. He rose regardless of the weather and heedless of sleep deprivation. In the dark, Manny dragged himself off his sofa bed and felt around on the linoleum floor for his gear: sweatpants, a sweatshirt, running shoes, and a set of old headphones that invariably pulsed merengue.




Sometimes a teammate or two joined him, but usually Manny ran alone. His route took him up Fort George Avenue, past closed bodegas, restaurants, bakeries, and electronic stores and up the forty-five-degree, half-mile stretch of road that climbed Fort George Hill. It was also nicknamed Snake Hill for its serpentine path, which wound past an abandoned lot and hillside apartment buildings resting on stilts.




Before ascending, Manny roped a twenty-pound tire around his waist, which would drag behind him for added resistance. The residents, although mindful of ubiquitous drug dealers, soon began to recognize the ambitious boy as he struggled against the pull of the city streets, determined to reach the top.
























CHAPTER 2




Dominican Roots











Like an overwrought Hard Rock Café, Onelcida Ramirez’s airy, Spanish-style home in Pembroke Pines, Florida, is a memorabilia-packed tribute to her only son. Framed newspaper articles, going back to his early days with the Indians, and photos of Manny with his three sisters, wife, and babies cover the walls of the library. But perhaps the most striking tribute is the glass coffee table, the base of which is a life-sized, plaster baseball player, sliding into home plate. Onelcida (whose nickname is Kiru) purchased it when she was living with Manny in Cleveland. After Manny autographed the plaster player’s shirt, she had his number blazoned on the helmet.




Manny’s father, Aristides, also advertises his son’s number, in the form of a diamond-encrusted medallion, which often rests against his ribbed, sleeveless T-shirt. Aristides is modest in stature, particularly compared with his son, and his fair-skinned face is framed by two clouds of white hair and a neatly trimmed mustache.




Aristides occupies himself refurbishing a 1954 Buick that squats in the circular driveway. Meanwhile, Onelcida and her mother, Pura, a spry eighty-year-old, display countless laminated newspaper articles mailed to them from Dominican friends. Onelcida’s face beams as she points to the dramatic headlines in Latin American newspapers. The articles are more like a hodgepodge of Manny’s triumphs than a frame-by-frame narrative of his career. This hodgepodge mirrors the family’s perspective on Manny’s actual career; to them, his fame and fortune arrived not as a long-sought culmination, but all at once—out of left field, as it were.




Pura emerges from her bedroom with a stack of weathered photo albums. “Mis tesoros” (my treasures), she says, spilling them gently onto the kitchen table. She turns the pages in search of her favorite: a photo of the smiling one-year-old Manny with chubby little legs, standing backward in his high chair, a mischievous look in his eyes.




Other photos depict Manny’s grandmothers, mother, and sisters at their fifteenth birthdays—a special ceremony called quinceañeras, honoring the passage to adulthood. Large gatherings of extended family embrace and dance—men and boys in blue pastel suits and women in ornate dresses, snug at the top, with bell-shaped, floor-length skirts.




Still more photographs show Manny doted on by his older sisters; leaning comfortably against his mother’s lap; or sitting on the front steps, surrounded by neighborhood friends.




The broad strokes that have been applied to Manny’s Dominican childhood—impoverished and living in barrios—tell one story. But the sum total of these photos and his grandmother’s, mother’s, and sisters’ collective memories tell a richly layered story of a Dominican family whose seasons of love, separations, and, of course, baseball both connect and distinguish it from others.




The family matriarch, Pura, was born in 1928 in Haina, a port city in the southern Dominican Republic, about twelve miles west of the capital, and hometown to Red Sox designated hitter David Ortiz. The only child of a tropical fruit farmer, she still remembers the sweet taste of her father’s freshly harvested mangoes, passion fruit, and plantains. The fruit was profitable, enabling her father to acquire adjacent land and hire day laborers. He eventually sold the farm to an oil refinery, and the family moved to a middle-class neighborhood in Santo Domingo. With her daughter nearly grown and time on her hands, Pura’s mother began caring for the children of the country’s tyrannical dictator, Rafael Leonidas Trujillo. Pura has little to say of these days, or her Dominican childhood under Trujillo’s and his brother’s bloody rule, as if uttering his name might still somehow evoke brutal retribution. She says only that her family “was not critical of him, so we didn’t have any trouble.”




Pura met her husband (and Manny’s namesake), Manuel Sanchez Polonio, while she was still a high school student in Santo Domingo. Although Polonio began his career as a shoemaker, he eventually saved and borrowed enough money to buy a tank truck with which he transported gasoline across the island. As the years went by, Polonio made enough money to buy more trucks. He acquired one after another until he held a small fleet. His company is still in operation today.




Meanwhile, Pura, living with Polonio and his mother, had retired from a short-lived teaching career and given birth to Onelcida, her only child. But Polonio—according to Pura—was a bit of a mama’s boy. His allegiance to his mother, who constantly carped at Pura, drove Pura away. She found a new teaching job and was remarried to a barber, Hermodenes Soto. In 1974, Pura and her second husband immigrated to Washington Heights.




It was hard to imagine that the Washington Heights section of Manhattan in which Pura and her husband arrived in the mid-1970s had once been home to many of New York City’s wealthy elite. Naturalist John Audubon drew inspiration from the waterfowl that nested on his twenty-four-acre summer estate, which stretched from 153rd Street to 160th Street and from the Hudson River to what is now Amsterdam Avenue. It remained home to the white and wealthy through the early 1920s. In The Great Gatsby, narrator Nick Carraway writes, “We went on, cutting back again over the Park toward the West Hundreds. At 158th Street the cab stopped at one slice in a long white cake of apartment-houses. Throwing a regal homecoming glance around the neighborhood, Mrs. Wilson gathered up her dog and her other purchases, and went haughtily in.”




By the late 1920s, however, the extension of the IRT west side train had begun to open the area to Irish, Greek, and German-Jewish immigrants living in cramped quarters on the Lower East Side. The neighborhood’s German-Jewish population increased again in the thirties and forties as refugees fled Nazi Germany.




Washington Heights was also home to many African-Americans, including Duke Ellington, Thurgood Marshall, W. E. B. DuBois, and Ralph Ellison. By the early 1960s, many of the European groups had moved to the suburbs, replaced in turn by waves of Puerto Rican, Cuban, and African immigrants. The Dominican diaspora began in the late 1960s and 1970s and, to this day, Washington Heights remains home to the world’s second largest Dominican population, outside Santo Domingo. Corner groceries sell plantains, and a stretch of St. Nicholas Avenue has been renamed Juan Pablo Duarte Boulevard, after the founding father of the Dominican Republic.




A New York Times article from August 1976, entitled “Spanish Influx Felt in Washington Heights,” captures the anxieties and ethnic profiling of the era. Reporter Richard Severo wrote that the Dominican immigrants had brought with them “the liabilities that contributed to the decline of the neighborhoods they left. These include poor education, a lack of marketable skills, and children who may cause trouble if left unattended.” The article continued:








The melting pot cools and a feeling of apartness asserts itself. At 608 W 187th Street, there is a hand-lettered sign advertising a room to rent. On either side of it are two stars of David. It does not say “Hispanic People need not apply.” For Latinos it doesn’t have to.




But what may have been delightful to the casual observer is something else for New Yorkers who are wary of “changing neighborhoods,” since “changing” has become a euphemism for “declining.” It is disquieting to see the brownstone brick buildings along Audubon and Amsterdam Avenues that seem undecided whether to end up as unredeemed tenements or rehabilitated apartment buildings.







Amid this icy but evolving sociocultural climate, Pura and Soto settled into their third-floor walkup in a brownstone on 168th Street and Amsterdam Avenue. It was the same building to which she later brought her daughter, Onelcida, and, eventually, young Manny and his sisters.




Within a few weeks, Pura was commuting to a sewing factory on the Bowery. Meanwhile, back in Santo Domingo, Onelcida, now in her late twenties, was creating her own family with a man she had met years earlier, while a teenager in Catholic school. It was while waiting for a bus to school that she first laid eyes on Manny’s father, Aristides Ramirez.




He was not among the fellow students with whom she stood in blue and white uniforms under the palm trees each morning. Nor was he a neighbor or family friend. No, Aristides, who had grown up in the Santiago barrios, was an ambulance driver. A slightly older, slightly dangerous, very handsome ambulance driver. And, to the everlasting dismay of her parents and grandparents, he worked his charm on her. “They didn’t like him. Yes, he was handsome, but they wanted better for me. He was poor,” recalls Onelcida.




To this day, Pura has not accepted Aristides as worthy of her only child. Nor has Pura ever resisted the urge to insult Aristides as a ne’er-do-well, even though Pura herself was once the subject of a mother in-law’s scorn. “It’s funny,” says Manny’s sister Clara, “but my dad will drive my grandma somewhere and, as soon as he leaves the room, she’ll complain about him. ‘Can you believe he said this? Can you believe he did that?’”




Manny’s parents are still married after forty-one years, but this longevity is partly attributable to their willingness to take breaks from each other. Onelcida spent many a night in her mother’s third-floor apartment during rough patches in New York, and now takes refuge by moving in with Manny for periods of time. Aristides, for his part, takes frequent trips to Santo Domingo when he needs to get away.




Despite their skirmishes, there is no mistaking the bond that remains between them. When Aristides unexpectedly sits down to lunch, a visibly pleased Onelcida doles out a choice helping of her homemade soup. His amusing little remarks evoke her gentle laughter. But still, Pura stares at him in stony silence.






















CHAPTER 3




Shy Slugger











Onelcida and Aristides married just after Onelcida finished Catholic school. She worked the desk at the Dermatological Institute in Santo Domingo, while Aristides gave up ambulances to drive tank trucks for his father-in-law. By 1969, their first child, Rossy, arrived. Then came Evelyn. Clara followed the next year, and on May 30, 1972, the family welcomed Manuel Onelcida Aristides Ramirez.




Manny was born at the right time, into a tight-knit family with three sisters who, as the photos reveal, were all too happy to take turns holding him. He was the only son of a loving mother who had already suffered three miscarriages on her way to having her cherished son. Researchers have noted that many Latino mothers continue to have children until they have a son, regardless of their health or their financial ability to support additional children. In one study, low-income Latino mothers reported wanting an average of 2.8 sons but only 0.1 daughters. “Boys,” according to a study in Family Planning Perspectives, “are typically more valued in Hispanic families; sons often become ‘little kings,’ whose needs and opinions are placed above those of female family members.”




This was definitely the case for Manny. Everyone loved and spoiled “Nando,” as he was nicknamed. He was the male baby, and he was Manny—exuberant, goofy, and determined. In the Dominican Republic, it was common to consult quasi-spiritual books that revealed the hidden significance of birth dates—even years after the baby in question was born. “When we finally looked up Manny’s,” recalls Evelyn, “it said ‘King.’”




“For me, he was like a doll,” recalls Rossy. “I would bathe him, play with him, tell him stories to calm him down.” She recalls how he would toddle off—from the pediatrician’s waiting room, the grocery store, or anywhere—if they turned their heads. “My mom was very patient, though. She just doted on him. Remember, he was her only son.”




As he grew older, he would spend his time at school playing, and then come home, looking for more fun. His sisters remember him crashing whatever games they were playing, even dolls, demanding to be included.




But that’s not all he crashed. Aristides, while working for his father-in-law, took young Manny in the tank trucks, often leaving him to wait in the idling truck as he and gas station attendants arranged the logistics of the delivery. Never one to sit idly, Manny once managed to grab hold of the stick shift and lunged the tanker into a parked car. Onelcida chuckles, searching for the laminated coverage. “Yes, even as a baby, he was doing crazy things that got him into the newspaper.”




By the time Manny was five years old, his family had moved into a brand-new housing project in Santo Domingo. The neighborhood, El Brisal, consisted of uniform rows of two-bedroom cinder-block units, piled onto each other like military barracks. Although its decaying structures now epitomize some of the most entrenched poverty in the Caribbean, it was, at the time, a symbol of upward mobility for poor families. Such public-housing initiatives, begun in the late 1950s, targeted families and individuals making at least the minimum wage—the more stable segments of the working class.




What mattered to Manny was a vacant dirt lot with a playing field that stood (and remains) directly across the street from his unit. From the start, the field was an open extension of Manny’s floor plan. “He would go out there before school to play with neighborhood kids,” recalls his mother. Aristides has vivid memories of his wife taking meals out to Manny on the field. Sometimes Manny would come home, but only long enough to have his mother prepare his favorite drink: morir soñando (to die dreaming), a concoction of orange juice, sugar, evaporated milk, and ice. “I don’t remember much about those times,” says Manny, “but I do remember that my mom would get upset, because I never came home in time to eat at the table with the rest of the family. I was always at the field playing.”




Manny eventually joined a team. “There was a Little League called Las Americas, and we would play on a field behind the Dario Contreras hospital. We also played in the street, with a stick and a bottle cap,” Manny says. “In the Dominican,” explains Manny, “you play baseball for the sake of playing. You don’t grow up thinking I want to be this or that. What happens, all the kids in the neighborhood, just like when I got to New York, they all play baseball. So you go with them and play.” But Onelcida remembers it differently. By the time he turned seven, Manny had informed her that he was going to be a professional baseball player.




Consistent with this ambition, Manny begged his grandmother to send him a baseball, cleats, and a glove from New York City. “I was a big fan of the Dodgers,” recalls Pura, “so I bought him a Dodgers uniform, number 30, with his name sewn onto it.” She recounted this story in March 2008—four months before Manny got traded to the Dodgers and started wearing number 99.




Manny wore his number 30 uniform night and day—to the field, to practices, even to school. “Thirty is still his favorite number,” Clara says, laughing. And, on the day Manny was traded to the Dodgers, his sisters all invoked Manny’s first uniform. One day he left it on the field and could not find it when he returned to look. Crying, he went home to his mother, begging for another. Never mind that money was tight. When Manny wanted something, he cried for it. “I remember when yo-yos were in style, and Manny wanted one,” recalls Clara. “He just started crying to my mom: ‘Kiru, I want a yo-yo. I want it.’”




Rossy recalls Manny’s temper tantrums if he didn’t get what he wanted—or if Onelcida punished him by confiscating his baseball. “He would throw himself on the ground and just have a fit. I would try to comfort him by telling him stories or telling him that Daddy would be back soon to play with him.”




Although Manny dominated his close-knit family, traces of shyness and anxiety began to surface. Shyness presents an interesting paradox. Because it is most acutely experienced in unfamiliar settings, it can remain unnoticed in the inner circle. A socially anxious child can be perfectly relaxed and talkative at home, yet hold his mother’s arm in a death grip at the threshold of an unfamiliar preschool.




Such was the case with Manny. Onelcida remembers the dichotomy between the carefree Manny at home and the Manny she would hear about on his Little League team. “One day his coach saw me and said, ‘Why is he so quiet? Why does he stay to himself?’”




In future years, Manny’s coaches would also notice. Macaco recalls, “When we had games, all the kids would sit on the bench, teasing each other and throwing gloves at each other. He was the kid who sat at the end of the bench with a very serious look.” Manny’s high school coach, Steve Mandl, adds, “He was shy, unless he was around close friends. Then he’d laugh and open up. But otherwise, you’d never hear a sound out of him.”




It seems that Manny inherited this shy temperament from his grandfather Manuel. “My mother’s father was a lot like Manny,” explains Clara. “He was so shy. If he came home from work and heard people in the house, he’d sneak in a back door so he wouldn’t have to visit with them.”




Psychologists can identify this sort of social inhibition at remarkably early ages. For example, Harvard researcher Jerome Kagan found that shy infants become perturbed when presented with a series of colorful animal characters. Whereas some babies coo and smile as each animal is introduced one by one onto a mobile over their cribs, others see them as unwelcome intruders. They become agitated, arch their little backs, fret, and cry. Two years later, the same babies who shunned the animal characters were less relaxed in social situations. Similarly, children who had been classified as shy at age two were retested at ages seven, eleven, and fifteen. More than a third of the shy children turned into cautious, serious, and quiet seven-year-olds, and these behavior patterns continued into the teenage years.




“The infants’ reaction of thrashing and crying occurred because they were hypersensitive to unexpected and unfamiliar events, due in part to the chemistry of the amygdala,” explains Kagan. “[As they got older] they still had unrealistic worries—the future, new cities, crowds.” The amygdala, the part of the brain that triggers the fear reaction, is thought to be more easily activated in shy children. Others have pointed to right frontal lobe activity, or lower levels of serotonin and dopamine. Whatever the physiology, there is no mistaking the thread of shyness that runs through Manny as well as his sister Clara, who guiltily admits to once climbing out her bedroom window to avoid unexpected houseguests.




Another early sign of his anxiety was Manny’s intense fear of the dark. The ubiquitous power outages, which still plague the Dominican Republic, often left Manny and his friends stranded after dark. Manny would go so far as to pay an older boy a few pesos to take him home from the field rather than brave it alone. “I’d say, Manny, why you always so scared of the dark?” recounts his mother lovingly. “He’d say, because, Mama, I’m a scaredy cat.” Manny has done a good job of masking his shyness. But, where his avoidance of the press (even of the president, whose White House invitation to the world champion Red Sox was rebuffed by Manny) might look like aloofness, it could also be merely a strategy to manage his social anxiety—the public equivalent of entering a back door or climbing out a window. But shyness is only one dimension of his temperament. Although shy and sensitive, Manny was a very cheerful, active boy whose passion for baseball was fueled by his natural intensity.




According to Manny, “By age twelve, my routine still hadn’t changed much—to the field in the morning, to school in the afternoon, and back to the field in the evening.” What had changed, however, was his family. Manny’s oldest sister, Rossy, had moved in with their grandfather, Manuel, who still lived with his mother. Manuel continued to employ Aristides as a driver. Meanwhile, Manny’s sister Evelyn went to live with Pura in New York, at Onelcida’s behest. Onelcida knew that she would be joining her mother and daughter in New York before long. Pura had already set the paperwork in motion. Although this fostering of children might appear to be something from the pages of a Dickens novel, it is in keeping with the fluid boundaries of many Caribbean families.




With Rossy and Evelyn out of the house, Manny and his sister Clara got the lion’s share of Onelcida’s attention—until Onelcida and Aristides immigrated to Washington Heights in the summer of 1983, leaving young Manny and Clara behind. Pura had seized on a vacant apartment on the sixth floor of her Washington Heights building, and arranged a job for Onelcida as a seamstress at the Royal Craft sewing factory. Aristides also took a job in a factory that manufactured dietary supplement products from royal jelly, a honeybee secretion.






Manny and Clara joined their sister Rossy in their grandfather and his new wife’s house. Manny and Clara struggled to adjust to the stricter rules of this new household: homework immediately after school, no baseball after dinner, and regular Sunday mass. Before bed, their grandmother would kneel the three children in front of the bed to recite prayers and sing a hymn. “We couldn’t go out at night because we had a 7:00 P.M. curfew,” says Rossy. “We had to be home when my grandfather returned from work so he could check whether we had done the work we were supposed to.”




In some ways, Manny’s ability to buck his grandfather’s rules foreshadowed how his free-spirit antics would challenge the behavioral standards set by his future employers. On one occasion, Manuel drove his three wards to a resort in La Romana, a tourist city on the southeast coast. As soon as Manuel had finished checking in, he realized that twelve-year-old Manny was missing. After a frantic search, they found him almost drowning in the hotel swimming pool. His arms flailed and he was struggling for air. According to Rossy, “He didn’t wait till we got in the room. He didn’t change his clothes. He just ran to the pool. At first the lifeguard thought he was joking. But he couldn’t swim.”




Or course, it was a painful transition for Onelcida, too. Although reunited with her mother and her second-oldest daughter, Evelyn—and relieved to have some distance from her overbearing father, Manuel—she suffered a deep longing for her other children, Clara, Rossy, and Manny. As she walked Washington Heights’ bustling streets each morning, she thought of them. Tears welled up in her eyes if she saw a boy of Manny’s age on the trains. “It was very hard for me because Manny was so little when we moved, and he was very attached to me.” She burned through phone cards, which she purchased after each paycheck. “I didn’t understand, you know,” recalls Manny, “but there is a common idea of the United States in Santo Domingo. Because everyone wants to come here. I knew they were trying to get papers for me to join them. You know that we Dominicans, many of us, come here to the United States for a better life. There’s more work, you earn more money.”




This leaving behind (or sending ahead) of one’s children is common practice. In their five-year study of immigrant families, researchers Carola and Marcelo Suarez-Orozco found that 90 percent of Dominican children had experienced some period of separation from parents during the transition. Such separations have become part of the narrative of sacrifice and opportunity that surrounds the immigration process.




Eighteen months later, Manuel’s mother passed away. A bereft Onelcida quit her job and journeyed back to the Dominican Republic for the funeral. After several weeks of mourning, Onelcida returned to the United States—this time, with all of her children.




So it was in December 1985 that the entire Ramirez family was united in their two-bedroom walk-up on 168th Street. Evelyn and Pura had spent the week in anxious preparation. For Clara and Manny, they had equipped the apartment’s second bedroom with a bunk bed, purchased from a neighbor. On each sleeping surface they placed hats, mittens, and winter coats, with the tags still attached.




Manny’s memory of the flight up the Atlantic coastline—his first time on a plane—is vivid. “We arrived at night,” he says. “It was great to see all the lights. I was really excited!”




Manny’s sister Rossy, who was seventeen at the time, remembers it differently. “As we drove up to our apartment, I saw a huge ugly building. I thought to myself, this place is horrible. This is nothing like the DR. I thought, ‘Oh, my God, this can’t be it.’ There was a laundromat on one side of the building and a bunch of Dominican guys standing around on the sidewalk, just looking at us.”






Their arrival coincided with a devastating spike in neighborhood crack commerce, facilitated by the convergence of several major interstate highways and bridges in the area. The notorious Zulu Nation street gang claimed Manny’s neighborhood as its turf. Manny recalls passing drug dealers on every street corner as he walked to school. The neighborhood’s police precinct recorded the second-highest murder rate in the city, logging more than one hundred homicides during Manny’s senior year of high school. And it was in this neighborhood that former mayor Rudolph Giuliani and former U.S. senator Alfonse D’Amato dressed as Hells Angels, in an attention-grabbing stunt to demonstrate the ease with which one could buy crack cocaine on the streets.




But Manny only had eyes for baseball. At Highbridge Park, just a short walk from the apartment, he met a crop of like-minded Dominican boys and learned of the upcoming Little League registration. It was at that registration that Manny met Macaco, the man who would forever change his life.
























CHAPTER 4




Enter Macaco











The boys came holding oversized leather baseball gloves, perhaps passed down from older brothers or on loan from an uncle who still lived out his own childhood dreams on the neighborhood softball teams that filled the dusty parks along Amsterdam Avenue on weekends. They came with their fathers, whose banter about Dominican players like George Bell and Tony Fernandez betrayed hopes for their adolescent sons. These boys, and their fathers, came for Little League baseball.




The small man sitting behind a steel desk in the corner of the basement beckoned them with a crescent smile. He introduced himself as Coach Carlos Ferreira to the few boys who did not already know him by his nickname, shouted on summer evenings by neighborhood kids who chased the fly balls he hit to them in Highbridge Park. Macaco, as he was known in the neighborhood, shook hands with each boy’s father, a practice that Ferreira made a prerequisite for playing in the league. It was a rule that rarely needed mentioning, for almost all the boys who entered the basement were accompanied by a parent—except one. This thirteen-year-old boy—thin, yet taller and more physically imposing than the other boys—came alone to register for a baseball team.




Approaching the registration table, he timidly asked the coach for an application. “What’s your name?” asked Ferreira.






“Manuel Aristides Ramirez,” the boy replied.




“All right, Manuel,” said Ferreira in Spanish, handing him an application. “Take this to your house and tell your mom or dad to bring it back to me so I can meet them.”




One week later, Manny brought the complete application back. But again, he came alone. “Where are your parents? I only need to meet one. Just one. Tell them to come and meet me,” Ferreira told him.




Weeks passed. Manny’s parents never came. But Manny always showed up to practice.




Ultimately, years would pass before Macaco met Manny’s parents. By the time Macaco finally laid eyes on them, in 1995, Manny was at the plate in Yankee Stadium, as a Cleveland Indian. By then, Macaco had become a father figure, friend, and hitting advisor to the rising star. In many ways, Macaco is an unlikely confidant to one of professional baseball’s highest-paid stars. A nurse who still works the overnight shift at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital in Washington Heights, Macaco spends his working hours running errands for emergency room staff.




Here’s a typical night in the life of Macaco: He walks through the hospital doors, flashing his badge, and makes his way through the labyrinth of hallways and stairs to the cardiology unit. It was through nearby hallways that former president Clinton took short strolls as he recuperated from a quadruple-bypass operation in September 2004. Macaco remembers how Clinton was set apart from the rest of the staff, patients, and visitors, and how additional members of the hospital’s security staff were assigned to stand vigil with the Secret Service. Thousands of cards, fruit baskets, flowers, and overnight packages were dispatched to the hospital, each carefully screened before being sequestered in a storage room.
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