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Praise for the fiction work of William Fredrick Cooper


For the award winning, Essence magazine bestselling novel
“There’s Always a Reason” (2007)


“There’s Always a Reason” is a good read for anyone looking into the psyche of the sensitive African-American male.”


—Ebony MAGAZINE (MARCH 2007)


“William McCall’s unapologetic emotional vulnerability forms the book’s refreshing heart and through him, [William Fredrick] Cooper conveys both an understanding of and a frustration with the games men and women play.”


—Publishers Weekly (JANUARY 2007)


“Bringing out so many deep-rooted feelings as I was reading it, I was so overwhelmed with emotion that I could barely see...”


—ZANE, New York Times BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF Love Is Never Painless, Afterburn, Addicted, Skyscraper AND Nervous (JANUARY 2007)


“William Fredrick Cooper strokes his paper with heat and passion! Heartfelt and intense! Seldom does a male writer dive so deeply into the well of human emotion.”


—TRACY PRICE-THOMPSON, 2005 WINNER OF THE ZORA NEALE HURSTON/RICHARD WRIGHT AWARD FOR CONTEMPORARY FICTION


For the critically acclaimed, national bestselling novel
“Six Days in January” (2004)


“Six Days in January is a wonderful story, emotion filled from a man’s point of view...It was a pleasure and honor to read.”


—AWARD-WINNING, NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR DONNA HILL


“Six Days in January is an eye-opening read into the inside of one sensitive yet strong Black Male who strips his soul bare and rebuilds his character from the ground up into an indestructible edifice that any woman worth her mettle would love to meet.”


—EMMA WISDOM, Chattanooga Courier


“Six Days in January is an emotionally complex story with an unforgettable main character; a man whose unbridled romanticism leads him through many trials in his search for love.”


—DAVID MCGOY, Black Reign News


“William Fredrick Cooper is a fresh new voice who gives voice to what the African-American Male is not only thinking, but feeling as well. Six Days in January is a story that I think will appeal to everyone. He’s a dynamite writer!”


—SUZANNE COLEBURN, THE BELLES AND BEAUX OF ROMANCE


“William Fredrick Cooper’s a very different voice, a powerfully dramatic voice, and a voice to be reckoned with. Move over, Omar Tyree, Eric Jerome Dickey and Carl Weber; Sir Fredrick is coming through.”


—AWARD-WINNING, NATIONAL BESTSELLING AUTHOR GWYNNE FORSTER
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TO RENARD MANLEY
(May 6, 1948 – October 8, 2010)
You were the most courageous and loving man I ever met.
I’ll always remember you, brother.
See you again, when God calls me home.





PROLOGUE: THE PLANS GOD HAS FOR YOU
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Unlike many of the stories I have written in my past, this one starts with a real-life protagonist, William Fredrick Cooper, at church.


Cleaning a church.


Dreams that come true always start with obedience to the Most High, even when you don’t realize it.


But as with everything we do in life, only God knows the plans He has for all of us.


We’re the last to know, what He wants us to know, when He wants us to know.


Such was the case in December 2008, when I took on a temporary assignment as a sexton at my dwelling place, Harlem’s First Corinthian Baptist Church. Like a desert needing a torrential rainstorm in the worst way, I was desperate for some sort of income; any income. Let go from an Assistant Managing Clerk position at a midtown law firm in March 2008, my nine months of unemployment took me to South Carolina and back, looking for something, anything to restore order to a world in disarray.


“I got your back,” Cheryl Smith, my future fiancée, said after my return, then turned her words to action by splitting her salary into two as I continued searching for work.


Going from agency to agency, I was met with the aftershocks of a failed Bush administration: No one was hiring clerks in the legal profession; in fact, many law firms were in the process of offering buyout and layoff packages to long-tenured employees. Even returning to my occupational roots by becoming a foot messenger for a day, I was unceremoniously canned after one day, because I was overqualified.


Through it all, my better half remained steadfast in her encouragement. But even then the wells once plentiful in supply slowly diminished; the resourceful waters having been replaced by growing debt, tension and frustration. Though nary a discouraging word was spoken, the shine in her eyes, once sparkling like enthusiastic diamonds, was slowly fading. The glow having been replaced by sadness, the new story was now of a woman growing weary of carrying a burden alone.


When you reach the end of your rope, that is when God swoops in, for you cannot be a vessel He can use if you are filled with resistance; and more importantly, too much of yourself. My favorite scripture, 2 Corinthians 4: 7-9 speaks of being in troubled, trying times while living in perplexing uncertainty, but knowing God will direct our steps when we’ve thrown our hands up. I seriously doubted that portion of Paul’s letter to the Corinthian congregation on December 8, 2008, when my senior pastor, Michael A. Walrond, Jr., gave me the responsibility of maintaining a 50,000-square-foot, ninety-five-year-old landmark building, with a three-tier balcony and 1,800-seating capacity.


Having no prior cleaning experience, save the childhood experience of weekly mopping and waxing floors, cleaning restrooms and washing walls in my mother’s Staten Island apartment, all I could rely on was God’s strength, and hoped that He was happy with my efforts. After all, He had shown me in my literary travels that with a mustard seed of faith, I could accomplish anything.


So for nine-to-twelve-hour days for three months, (two of which were spent substituting for the absent/injured custodians) the Trustees of the church and I maintained the landmark building to the best of our abilities. And what began for me as a humbling experience turned into one of transformation; a healing place for my soul.


And mind.


And body.


And spirit.


Something I had been running from for years.


Something God was now forcing me to do.


Like a river running in many directions except the right way, I was so consumed in my efforts at becoming “the next big thing” in African-American literature that I forgot who was in charge of my life. Slowly losing my virtues and character while becoming obsessed with this endeavor, my poor judgment in terms of associations often led to critical mistakes when pursuing my dreams.


That should have been a strong indicator that I had morphed into someone I didn’t recognize.


More importantly, I wasn’t paying homage to the source behind my writing gift. While the purpose behind my books, delivering messages to adults about men of color and their feelings concerning issues of the heart, was pure, that my teenage daughter was unable to read some of my compositions should have delivered the message that I was astray. Maybe the reason why my literary success was uneven—each triumph was met with an even greater personal setback—should have screamed volumes.


Refusing to heed all warning signals that things were awry, perhaps the brutal things said about my character by literary peers, family and friends—words like “weak,” “selfish,” “self-absorbed,” “pretentious,” and “phony” were bandied about—and vicious, hurtful rumors that were shooting distress flares into the night should have said something.


Those things combined with a fragile psyche feeling unworthy of God’s blessings of greatness led to the most bittersweet moment of my life:


On March 20, 2008, exactly one year after the publication release of my second novel, There’s Always A Reason—and the very same week it made the April 2008 Essence magazine bestsellers list—I checked myself into New York Presbyterian Hospital. Battling an emotional meltdown, for two nights my life played like an endless movie. Running the good, bad and ugly of the past year, the film always ended with a blank screen, like some purpose in my life remained inconclusive.


Emotionally drained, a painful truth had to be faced: It was obvious that God wasn’t steering my vessel to abundance. While my intentions were noble, my passion, career and life were like the Titanic after it hit that iceberg: sinking fast. Discombobulated while dwelling in defeat, dejection and despondency, debris and darkness surrounding my depression, God intervened just before I reached the bottom of an ocean of wasted talent, where many lay after the Most High has taken back His gift.


Taking refuge in His comforting embrace, hour upon hour was spent with Him in His sanctuary. Whether I was cleaning the church interior, shoveling snow outside during Sunday service in tears, praying in worship, or giving praise alone at the altar after a long day, I begged for one last chance with the gifts of love, life and passion He had blessed me with.


More importantly, help me be a better man, I asked Him repeatedly during those ninety days. And like a recovering alcoholic taking one day at a time, I asked Him daily for my continued growth.


In some weird way, after my assignment ended at First Corinthian Baptist Church in early March 2009, I felt like a new door was about to open in my life, one that I would stroll through and enjoy what appeared on the other side. About a week later, I came across an advertisement in the New York Post concerning maintenance work at the newly constructed Citi Field ballpark.


The home of the New York Mets, I sighed.


Though I was a New York Yankees fan at heart, at that particular juncture I was more of a fan of having a job.


Having no other options to weigh, I took the #7 train to Flushing, completed the application, and Express-mailed it before I returned home.


With this move, I had taken my first baby step on the path God was constructing.


When you take one step toward Him...


God takes two to you.


How else could I explain the phone call I received from the Alliance/First Quality Maintenance Management Company while playing Scrabble one Saturday afternoon three weeks later, telling me to report to the new Yankee Stadium?


“It would be an honor to work there,” was my instinctive response. While those words escaped me, the words “pride,” “tradition” and “excellence” flowed through my mind. So many recollections of my youth flashed before me: early morning high school sports arguments in the cafeteria over breakfast; Phil Rizzuto birthday wishes to any and everyone over eighty during the WPIX-11 television broadcasts; trips to the old stadium by way of my Staten Island Advance newspaper route in the late 1970s; and how I baffled high school gym teachers and local sportswriters with my extensive knowledge of sports history along the way.


And with this job, I concluded, I would finally be able to contribute my small part to its storied history.


Arriving early at the new stadium on April 1st, I took a ten-minute walk around the place before entering. The stadium exterior, a sturdy combination of limestone, granite and concrete, featured the building’s name above each gate entrance in bold V-cut and gold-leaf letters. One particular opening, the GATE 4 entrance, was more prominent than others. Accentuated by its concrete, dark gray background, the famous interlocking NY insignia appeared on the ground.


This must be for premium season-ticket holders, I deduced.


Completing my tour on River Avenue, I saw a blue “Housekeeping Entrance” sign and the long line of future colleagues. Eventually inside, the three hundred or so applicants that were chosen out of over five thousand were seated in right centerfield section 103 for orientation. Immediately noticing that the seat width and leg room was wider than at the House That Ruth Built, a three-minute scan of the surroundings told me that Jeter’s House incorporated many of the elements that made the previous stadium so special.


Adorning the interior of the stadium were hundreds of photographs capturing the history of the Yankees. The grandstand seating, beautiful in its rich blue, stretched well beyond the left- and right-field foul poles.


In contrast from the original Yankee Stadium lay the seating tiers. Inversely opposed to the stacked appearance of yore, the Field, Main, Upper and Grandstand Levels spread outward like a rising bowl, placing the paying customers further back from the playing field, but lower to it. In sacrificing seats for better sightlines and more leg room (in 2008, the seating capacity at the Old Stadium was 57,936; the second coming seats an approximate total of 51,000), about two-thirds of the stadium seating looked to be in the Field and Main levels.


Peering upward in wide-eyed admiration, I gawked in awe at the re-created trademark that lined the roof of the new facility. Restored in its entirety to a familiar location, the frieze at the apex of the original Yankee Stadium from 1923-1973 was replicated perfectly, yet enhanced with steel and zinc to protect it from rust. (In the original stadium, the frieze was copper.) Returning my vision to the bleacher seats, I loved the space behind the white walls that showed #4 subway trains as they passed by, just like at the old place.


Another throwback from the old Stadium was the manually operated auxiliary scoreboard built into the left- and right-field fences. Seeing it situated in the same locations it existed in the pre-renovation model of the old ballpark, the image of Don Larsen’s ninety-seventh and his last pitch of his ’56 World Series perfect game immediately came to mind.


Modern machinery, construction and technology meets the Yankee way, I enthusiastically concluded. Oblivious to the dreary morning sky and numb to the drizzle coming down, the kid in me couldn’t stop taking pictures of the ballpark on my cell phone. Once I finished soaking in the novelty of my surroundings, those childhood memories and high hopes I owned were replaced with the fortune of having a job.


About ten or so minutes later, another reality set in...by way of the responsibilities of the job. After Alliance Company President Michael Rodriguez detailed his ambitious journey from high school flunky to affluent business guru and how it could happen to anyone of us present, one by one the many Alliance staff supervisors addressed the daily upkeep of this big ballpark in the Bronx.


Speaking in English and Spanish, their tongues translated an authoritative unison. Painting a truthful picture about what the maintenance positions entailed—restroom cleaning assignment responsibilities; the daily wipe down of the Yankee Stadium seats section by section; the power-washing and scrub-brushing of everything concrete; massive wipe downs of the many blue stadium columns; major squeegee work on rainy days; the transport of large bins of food and trash to garbage and recycling dumpsters—the brush they used on the job description disrupted my rose-colored canvas.


From their view, being a maintenance attendant at the new Yankee Stadium was a monotonous mixture of madness in janitorial, custodial and sanitation form.


“We want this stadium looking brand-new every day,” one of the main bosses sternly directed. Then he gave the ultimate marching order: we were instructed to focus on the job, not what happened between the white lines of the beautiful baseball diamond in their background. The intimidating manner in which he, and the ensuing controllers, spoke altered that initial feeling I had of being blessed.


Surveying the blue seats and studying the faces of my colleagues, I wondered if anyone else shared the feeling of discouragement now running through me.


In return, I saw listless looks of defiance, hopelessness and “I’m-just-here-for-the-paycheck” mentalities.


In different shades and ethnicities, the pain was the same.


I don’t know about this, I texted to Cheryl.


Give it a shot, came her reply. God wouldn’t put you in a position to fail, William. He has you here so you can glorify Him, with your goodness and love. Remember our mission statement at Church. It applies to everything we do.


The passion in her text leapt from the screen and into my heart, causing me to recite the declaration.


We are an ever-evolving community of visionaries and dreamers who have been CALLED BY GOD to live the lives we were created to live; COMMANDED BY GOD to love beyond the limits of our prejudices; and COMMISSIONED BY GOD to serve!


For the next five minutes, the last portion of our statement, COMMISSIONED BY GOD to serve, blocked out the voices of the supervisors. Forming a protective shield from the pain-filled neighboring eyes and destroying whatever cynical thoughts I may have developed about what lay ahead, a smile fortified by faith creased my face. The task, as unenviable as it may have been to many of the people sitting in those stadium seats—including me for a short span—was an opportunity given by God for me to shine.


And given the dreary unemployment climate, I was grateful.


From that point forward, I approached job responsibilities with a mentality to serve, with everything that God had given me to work with. The road ahead would have its bumps and potholes, but I was determined to make the experience fun to whoever crossed my path.


Feeling blessed to be a Yankees fan working the inaugural season at this new stadium, I thanked my Heavenly Father for this opportunity with a quick prayer.


Once that mindset was established, the very next day God again intervened. After being given a maintenance uniform (blue slacks, pinstriped blue shirt, matching bowtie and vest with the Yankees logo) I was assigned to a men’s room area in left field.


Immediately, I went to the maintenance office for supplies.


“Where do I find the cleaning agents for my restroom?” I asked.


A distinguished-looking gentleman wearing a blue suit with thin white pinstripes, one I would later find out was an administrative official from the company’s Manhattan office, looked me over imperceptibly, searching my eyes for sincerity.


Then he turned in the direction of one of his well-dressed peers.


“Do you think he’s cool?” he asked his partner.


Fighting off a sudden rise in my heartbeat, cool for what? I thought.


Before his colleague could utter a word, he faced me once more and said, “Come with me.”


With a blatant hesitance, “Are you sure he can handle it?” the other man asked coyly.


“I think so,” his partner responded.


Growing weary of all the “around-me-but-not-to-me” chatter, I finally spoke.


“With all due respect, could you let me in on the decision process? Maybe I can share some input about who I am.”


Where that query came from is anyone’s guess, but in hindsight, the direct yet professional manner in which the words left me served as confirmation to the powers-that-were.


Smiling, the brown-haired Caucasian man, now proud that he endorsed his own intuitiveness, escorted me down a stairway, then through a long, concrete tunnel-like corridor. Though his name presently escapes me, he introduced himself and told me about the sudden reassignment to the 000 level of the stadium.


“I think you can handle the cleaning responsibilities of this area, William. Many of the players’ families will come by, and on occasion you’ll see a celebrity or two.”


“I’m honored that you chose me,” I humbly replied.


Taking me to a premium, all-inclusive lounge area along the first base line complete with private restrooms, high-definition television monitors and grab-and-go dining foods, The Ketel One Lounge became home number one. Working there during the season’s introductory batting practice and two exhibition games against the Chicago Cubs—both Yankee victories, I might add—I established an immediate rapport with the bartenders, waiters, security guards and fellow cleaning colleagues.


Chris, aka Buddy Love, one of the recycling dumpster runners, and I connected immediately. A holdover from the old stadium, his smooth wit, innate sense of humor and easy rapport eased away whatever trepidation I may have owned about my promotion.


“You’re the ‘Chosen One,’” he kept calling me that Saturday afternoon. “There’s something special about you.”


Startled while lowering my head in humility, “You think so, man?” I mumbled.


“Pick your head up, brother. You have what it takes, man. I can just tell.”


Hearing those words was like good gumbo for my soul, though on this particular game day, I couldn’t visualize his assumption:


April 4 was a tough one.


About the seventh inning of the exhibition game versus the Cubs, a part of the sewage system malfunctioned, causing half of the lounge to be flooded with water, urine and...


Let’s just say it wasn’t a fun day.


Trying to clean as much of it as I could, sadly my efforts were futile. But they weren’t unnoticed. On April 15, a day before the home opener, I was moved once more, into the lower level of an exclusive area demanding premium cleaning and care.


In an irony that paralleled Yankees lore, I was the benefactor of some timely fortune: Like Lou Gehrig substituting for Wally Pipp, I was replacing someone who had called in sick.


“Do you want to man this area during the season?” Angel Chavez, my new supervisor, asked me. “It’ll take a lot of work to clean this place.”


Not wanting to usurp the job of another, I hedged.


“What about...”


“Don’t worry about him,” Angel assured me. “I like your work ethic.”


Like the office representative, he, too, went on a hunch. However, upon closer examination, maybe, just maybe, he, too, was a sign from above.


After all, his name was Angel.


God sure works in many mysterious ways.


Surveying the spacious lower region of the restaurant, then the dimly lit restroom, its five ceramic urinals and three stalls, I paused for five seconds, said my fastest prayer ever, then smiled at my boss.


“Let’s do it,” I responded.


Finally adjusted to the rigorous details of my occupation, it wasn’t one behind a desk like in my past, but it was a job nonetheless.


Unbeknownst to me, it was the beginning of a season where dreams came true.





HOME SWEET HOME?
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Moving slowly along the infield grass of a brisk November evening, the ground ball hit by Philadelphia Phillies outfielder Shane Victorino took forever to reach second baseman Robinson Cano. In those precious milliseconds before the World Series-clinching putout was recorded and Queen’s “We are The Champions” replaced Frank Sinatra’s New York theme throughout the stadium, I tried to imagine what Joe DiMaggio must have felt in 1936, or Derek Jeter some sixty years later.


Like those pinstripe legends, I was a rookie with my favorite professional sports team, the New York Yankees, and about to celebrate a world championship.


To say that my one season working as a maintenance attendant in the exclusive Legends Suite Club at the new Yankee Stadium was merely a job is a tremendous understatement. Right at the season’s inception, from those initial April exhibition games against the Chicago Cubs, a voice from somewhere told me that I would be part of a special experience that would alter the course of my life. Principal Owner George Steinbrenner had built the Yankees a spanking new, $1.5 billion construction complete with state-of-the-art amenities, and Alliance/First Quality Management, the cleaning company contracted to maintain the newness of the ballpark, stationed me in the lower men’s restroom of their exclusive, bi-level restaurant.


Cognizant of the less-than-glamorous duties that came with the position, I felt fortunate to have been chosen to provide service in one of the most important venues of the sports ground; for the Legends Suite Club was a breathtaking provider of service that transcended any entertainment or dining venue. Embodying the spirit of The House That Ruth Built by blending Yankees tradition with the new millennium, seeing a century’s worth of Yankees images posted throughout the extravagant event space made employees and patrons feel as if they were a small part of history.


Discussing that point with Kevin Michaels, a Yankees historian masquerading as a Legends bartender, I could see from the gleam in his eyes that he too had taken residence in pinstripe paradise.


“Man, this makes up for all those games I longed to go to,” I told him Opening Day.


“I want to show you something,” Kevin responded. Flipping open his cellular phone, he punched the keys that led to his pictures section and showed me two bleacher seats from the old stadium.


“These cost me a pretty penny,” he crowed.


“Trust me, buddy, this season you’ll get back your return handsomely.”


Sharing a knowing smile, we embraced.


A black man from Jersey City, New Jersey and a bearded white man from Suffolk County, walking different lives yet on the precipice of sharing a season-long bond of Yankees love through trivia tests, T-shirts and championship pins. As if our union was ordained, I had found a kindred spirit, a blood brother in faith willing to join me on the magic carpet ride.


What was the color of the blood running through our veins?


Yankee Blue, of course.


For me, the opportunity to contribute to the hallmark of greatness that was the New York Yankees for one season was a dream come true. And with that honor came the responsibility of making all that I associated with feel right at home in that restroom.


After all, I thought, we’re family.


And sometimes being part of a family means recognizing that its members need reassurance that no matter what happened in the upcoming baseball season, it would be one to remember. Sensing the trepidation of Yankees season ticket-holders paying exorbitant prices, supreme optimism and faith shielded the nervousness I possessed about the task ahead.


Besides, I knew the Bronx Bombers had history on their side: Herb Pennock, Joe Dugan, Wally Pipp, Bob Meusel and some guy named George Herman Ruth christened the Old Stadium with a world championship in 1923, some eighty-six years earlier when John McGraw evicted the future dynasty from the Polo Grounds.


Despite this nugget of information, I could understand the tension many felt: After an off-season in which the Yankees missed the playoffs for the first time in thirteen years; and the management threw caution to the wind and shelled out almost a half-billion dollars on free agents C.C. Sabathia, A.J. Burnett and Mark Teixeira, anything short of a 40th American League Pennant and 27th World Championship banner flying amongst the façade would have been unacceptable.


Championship perfection was also the expectation of the hundred or so servers, busboys, hosts, in-seat waiters, the Food Network performance cooking chefs, kitchen staff, bartenders and maintenance team of the Legends Hospitality LLC unit, as per the directive of its manager, Margaret Ann Quinlan. Firmly entrenched in her commitment to excellence by way of thirty-plus years of experience, the woman affectionately known as “Mugsy” preached chemistry, togetherness and teamwork all season long during her inspirational pre-shift meetings. Wanting the whole staff to be a shining example of the very best Yankee Stadium offered to ownership, CEOs, entertainers and hard-working season-ticket holders, the end result was a finely tuned two-tiered, dining extravaganza that made for an evening of comfort watching what Yankees faithfuls hoped would be the best team in baseball.


Or so we hoped.


Many positive feelings for the upcoming season were transformed to cynicism and fear with the March 5th report of Alex Rodriguez’s torn hip labrum. That he would miss the first twenty-eight games only added insult to a rapidly diminished legacy in desperate need of an overhaul. Already mired in grinding times, his mid-winter encore to a 2008 season where he was a magnet of distractions and turmoil was the startling revelation, then tearful admission, of a failed steroids test five years earlier.


A Hall-of-Fame reputation has gone up in smoke, with a torn hip to boot. What a way to start a season, embattled Yankees Manager Joe Girardi must have thought. A man of strong Christian faith, he too, was under intense scrutiny. Replacing former skipper Joe Torre, a man whose resume had ten American East Titles, six American League Pennants, four World Series Championship Rings and a postseason berth for all twelve years he managed the Bronx Bombers, Girardi’s inaugural campaign at the helm of sports’ most successful franchise consisted of 89 wins, a third-place finish in the American League East, and a spot next to me on my sofa as we watched the playoffs without pinstripes for the first time since 1993.


With all the money spent on the new ballpark and player acquisitions, he understood the unspoken ultimatum:


This was the first year in a fancy, pricey new stadium.


A half-billion dollars of new talent was brought into the fold.


The Yankees had a third-place finish in the best division in baseball in 2008.


You had better win the damn thing this year.


Or else.


Other than Mayor Bloomberg, Joe Girardi was easily the most watched man in a city that never sleeps.


While many fans were blown away by the wide array of services in this new version of the old stadium, many of the guys relieving themselves in my home away from home wanted to take their eyes off the product on the field; especially after the Yankees’ opening series to the Cleveland Indians. Bookending a 6-5 Friday afternoon victory were two humiliating losses. Our 10-2 homecoming loss on April 16th had fans emptying out before the seventh-inning stretch after the Tribe put up a nine-spot in the top of the frame.


“I paid all this money for this?” one patron asked sarcastically.


“It’s a long season,” I responded while cleaning out a flooded stall. (How’s that for stadium initiation?) “Have some faith, man.” Before that first home game, I boldly said to all that I hoped our season would end on November 4 or 5, with us winning that last game for our 27th World Championship and holding our seventh Commissioner’s Trophy. (The trophy, initially awarded to the last team standing in baseball in 1967, was given to the Yankees in 1977, 1978, 1996, 1998, 1999 and 2000.)


After a 22-4 nationally televised embarrassment two days later left the Yankees with a .500 record (6-6), my autumn aspirations looked particularly gloomy. Playing a mock psychotherapist when the Indians lit up a struggling Chein Ming-Wang and others in a 55-minute, 13-hit, 14-run second inning, I heard many a disgruntled fan voice their displeasure in that men’s room that afternoon.


“Two hundred million doesn’t get you very much these days,” one man said.


“We better make the playoffs this year, or I won’t be back,” another added.


Calmly hearing the frustrations of many, then, bravely speaking optimism to the early-season cynics, “It’s a long season,” I again encouraged to all that listened.


Others, finding solace in the exquisite services provided in the Legends Club, shared in my levity by accepting consolation hugs.


Oprah Winfrey would have been proud of the many I talked down from their ledges.


Somehow, I knew the Yankees would be okay. Despite early season heroics by outfielders Johnny Damon, Nick Swisher and Melky Cabrera, slumps (Mark Teixeira: 3 home runs, 10 RBIs and a Mendoza-line .200 Batting Average, C.C. Sabathia’s 1-3 record in his first four starts); injuries (Jorge Posada, Ian Kennedy, Chein Ming-Wang, Brian Bruney, Damaso Marte, Xavier Nady and Jose Molina were all disabled); home rainouts; and losing skids (which included five straight defeats at the hands of the hated Boston Red Sox, something that hadn’t occurred in twenty-four years) left many impatient fans wondering if the team would ever locate its groove.


A rare blown save by Mariano Rivera (via back-to-back ninth-inning homers by Tampa Bay Ray stars Carl Crawford and Evan Longoria) in an 8-6 loss left the team in fourth place in the AL East with a 13-15 record, some 5-1/2 games behind the first-place Toronto Blue Jays. Further amplifying the early-season woes was a sluggish 6-7 record in their new abode, the House That George Built them.


Skip Bayless, a well-respected sports columnist turned controversially opinionated debater on ESPN’s First Take show, gleefully predicted on his First and 10 segment of the program that the Yankees wouldn’t make the playoffs, even audaciously suggesting that Joe Girardi might be fired by mid-season.


And to top it all off, the archenemy Boston Red Sox were surging.


The outlook on a season filled with promise looked bleak, and a bad taste was forming in the mouths of an entire organization.


The date was May 7.


On May 8, one swing of a bat by a tormented man determined to reclaim everything he had lost turned it all around.





FINDING THEIR STRIDE...
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How did the Yankees jump-start their season?


The answer is simple.


With a single swing.


A single swing coming from a man searching for peace and happiness.


On his first swing of the season, at the very first pitch he saw.


Amazing.


That one word describes the skill set of a man, when focused and hungry, rivals St. Louis Cardinal slugger Albert Pujols as the most imposing hitter in the game.


That man was Alex Rodriguez.


What goes through the mind of superstar baseball player stepping up to home plate for the first time, twenty-eight games into a season after arthroscopic hip surgery? Could he be effective, or would he be a shell of the player he once was? Could he remove the stain of a damaged legacy and restore credibility under harsh media scrutiny? Could he overcome destructive chatter his name brought after a year of being a tabloid punch line?


With a team steeped in winning tradition, one would think that redemption stories wearing Yankees pinstripes are hard to find.


However, they do exist.


One account that comes to mind is pitcher Ralph Terry. Best remembered for serving up the Game 7 round-tripper to Bill Mazeroski that won the 1960 World Series for the Pittsburgh Pirates, the Yankees’ gods smiled on him two years later. Given the ball in another Game 7 against the San Francisco Giants, he did some serious soul-searching and took the mound with a fierce determination in his eyes.


Silencing a raucous Candlestick Park crowd, he wasn’t a San Francisco treat that afternoon. Completely stifling the home team’s powerful lineup, he went into the bottom of the ninth inning protecting a slim 1-0 lead. Giants pinch hitter Matty Alou led off the frame with a bunt base hit. After striking out the next two batters, Willie Mays laced a hard double into the right-field corner, putting the tying and series-winning runs in scoring position.


Facing Willie McCovey with two outs, Terry’s second-pitch fastball was hit on the button by the Giants’ slugger, who later said it was the hardest ball he ever hit.


Initially, the line drive appeared headed to right field, over the head of second baseman Bobby Richardson.


Would Ralph Terry be a goat once more?


Intervening quickly, the Yankees’ gods said no. Not allowing Terry to revisit Heartbreak Hotel, somehow the hard-hit missile sank fast, and Richardson made the catch without leaping to end the game and series.


Yankees redemption, on that October day in 1962, was named Ralph Terry.


And on May 8, 2009, nearly forty-seven years later, a special season-long meal of redemption was prepared by the Bronx Bombers for the rest of the American League. One person in particular, Alex Rodriguez, began serving the dish with one incredible appetizer in Camden Yards.


Lee Riley, the father of Hall of Fame basketball Coach Pat Riley, once said, “Somewhere, someplace, sometime, you’re going to have to plant your feet, make a stand and kick some ass. And when that time comes, you do it.” As a first-inning, 97-mile-per-hour fastball from Baltimore pitcher Jeremy Guthrie approached A-Rod, you couldn’t help wonder if during his Colorado rehabilitative stint, his girlfriend, Kate Hudson, had given him Riley’s Fire From Within novel as reading material.


Maybe he simply realized that it’s an honor being able to play the game of baseball at the highest level.


Or, maybe, just maybe, those screaming Oriole fans seated behind home plate in Camden Yards waving rubber foam syringes pissed him the hell off; so much so that he felt the need to shut those sonofabitches up with action.


They pissed A-Rod off so much that a combination of past frustrations and a newfound focus resulted in a swing unencumbered by months of personal baggage; a swing that not only produced solid contact, but put Major League Baseball on notice with this message:


To cynics, pundits, and whomever this may concern: I am Alex Rodriguez, and my chosen identity is that of a baseball player. Contrary to the reports of my demise, not only am I focused on being a great one, I’m also trying to be the best teammate that I can be. More importantly, I’ll be the best human being I can be, and go from there. You can conjure up my past all you want, but you won’t see where I, or the New York Yankees, are going.


Peace.


Leaping up from my living room sofa in my Jersey City apartment, I watched the ball land in the left-field seats some 375 feet away. Unable to stifle screams of amazement, that intuitive thought I owned about something magic in the Yankee air was confirmed.


My fiancée, Cheryl, positioned in the back of our railroad flat listening to gospel music, ran into the room.


“Are you okay?” she asked, her eyes wide-eyed in worry.


Smiling, my response was this: “God must be up to something very special, honey.”


After telling her about A-Rod’s storybook start to the season, with the coolness I have known and loved throughout our journey together through life, all she said was this:


“So when are you going to write a book about the season? You know as well as I do that the Yankees are going to win the whole thing.”


Looking at her with a scary, maybe-you’ve-been-reading-your-Bible-too-much-look, I shook my head.


“I wouldn’t go that far just yet,” I responded.


She then quoted a scripture that stayed with me throughout the season.


“Faith is the substance of things hoped for, and the evidence in things not yet seen.”


“Hebrews 11:1, Cheryl. And...”


With a sly yet glittering grin, as if she knew something I didn’t, “Enjoy the game, baby,” she said in an unfamiliar, tender tone.


Now at this point, I know you readers are thinking exactly what I was at that moment. The following letter, written in my mind, went as follows:


Cheryl Faye Smith,


I’ve known you for years, and we’ve had a relationship over the years that transcended logic. In fact, one might say that we rival the union of Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn in that only those two knew the depth of their connection, and couldn’t give a damn about what others thought. I love you with all my heart, so that gives me the right to say, in complete, transparent honesty, what I think.


I think that you’re nuts.


Now your temporary insanity does not diminish my affection for you. But your May prognostication of Yankees victory in November based solely on faith is, dare I say, unrealistic.


Baby, baseball is a funny game. Big innings and rallies end with sudden swiftness, as one swing of the bat can produce two, and on those rarest of occasions, three outs. Perfect games and no-hitters aplenty, defeat can be snatched away from the jaws of sure victory with homers, hits, errors, balks, blunders and Lord knows what else; for each day on the diamond brings joy for one team and pain for the opposing squad. Crowds that have cheered in anticipation of baseball’s ultimate victory have been rendered moot, mute and melancholy in milliseconds.


The beauty of baseball is in that wonderful three-hour-a-day roller-coaster experience that lasts from the onset of spring till the leaves fall in autumn. America is addicted to the agony and ecstasy between the lines of its diamond, and nothing illustrates this more than the euphoria players, coaches, an entire organization, its rowdy fans, and an entire city feels when the last team standing after 162 regular season games and eleven postseason cliffhangers is the team from your city.


But you can’t predict who’s going to win the whole thing in May, that’s all.


So again I state, while the conviction of your prediction might be a little off, I still love you.


Love Always,


William


So there I was, about to lick my mental envelope and leave the missive on a pillow next to Cheryl with a rose; when a funny thing happened.


Following A-Rod’s spectacular cue, C.C. Sabathia pitched a complete game, four-hit shutout.


And a five-game Yankees losing streak was gone, just like that.


Alex Rodriguez, a constant point of interest once obsessed with securing his place amongst baseball’s greats, took self-inventory while in Colorado and decided to do things differently in 2009. Liberated from a lifetime’s worth of drama crammed into twelve months, he felt a need to be “just one of the guys.”


And in this one instance, being Clark Kent and fitting in with a team instead of trying too hard to carry one, was a whole lot better than wearing a kryptonite green Superman outfit tailored by a media looking for its next story.


Something else happened with that swing: the switch to a dark room that was the Yankees’ season to that point was located. Flicked on, the missing piece to an incomplete jigsaw puzzle was immediately found, and things fell into place for the team as a whole.


The deep early-season fog now lifted, our Yankees started to jell.


This season’s about to get interesting, I muttered aloud. Our next home stand couldn’t come soon enough.


That would start on May 15. Returning to the stadium for a 10-game stretch with a .500 record (17-17), the Bombers increased a modest two-game win streak at the expense of the Minnesota Twins. Developing a penchant for in-the-nick-of-time heroics, the Yankees had three straight walk-off victories that weekend, courtesy of Melky Cabrera (two-run single), Alex Rodriguez and Johnny Damon (game-winning homers). Every win in their final at-bat was punctuated with a celebratory “pie-in-the-face” towel of whipped cream, compliments of pitcher A.J. Burnett.


Completing the series sweep on Monday with another triumph, three more wins against the Orioles followed, and the winning streak swelled to nine games.


Another incredible thing that happened around this time the Yankees were finding their stride was the connection being made with many of the season ticket holders whenever they visited my restroom.


In hindsight, the common link to us all was the New York Yankees.


But, oh, what a connection it was.


Before working at the new Yankee Stadium, a small part of me couldn’t understand why fans paid stratospheric amounts of money for expensive season-tickets. But the more I interacted with people from all walks of life: Former Yankees ballplayers and executives, entertainers and celebrities, professional athletes from other sports, CEOs of some of America’s major companies, Armed Services officials, major city politicians, and fellow colleagues in service, one thing became clear to me: The baseball team at River Avenue and 161st Street in the Bronx united us all.


And like a fairy tale under construction, the shared romanticism for the New York Yankees brought us together to share what could be a special moment in all of our lives.


Young and old, black and white, the haves and have-nots: they all love the New York Yankees. Rich, poor and everyone in between live or die with every pitch, fielding gem, blown-save opportunity or game-winning home run. While doctors, movie directors and dentists engaged in animated debates about team strategy, bartenders and construction workers argued with the affluent about the definition of a “True Yankee” and the unique toughness needed to, in Sinatra’s words, “make it here.”


Just the way I studied their history through the years like it was a required lifetime course, the man owning an important role in society may not have, yet loves the Bronx Bombers so much he’s willing to pay the hefty ransom for as many games in the beautiful new ballpark as possible.


And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with the indulgence of watching the best team in professional sports in the best seats money can buy.


Additionally, in those seats lay business opportunities as well. Simultaneously enjoying a perennial winning franchise and utilizing networking skills, an important transaction can be completed; or, alternatively, a key client acquisition can be garnered because of a mutual passion: the players in those pinstripes.


The rich history of the New York Yankees resides in many of us, so much so that we’ll go to great lengths to maintain this passionate love fest. Words cannot fully describe the joy that filled my bones when father, son, and many times an entire family visited me in my deluxe “hole-in-the-wall” completely decked out in pinstriped paraphernalia. The beauty of seeing generations of Yankees fans coming together to enjoy: a dining experience from the best chefs our city offered; the thrill of our new ballpark; and of course, the daily excellence of Derek Jeter, Jorge Posada and the rest of my favorite team, sent chills down my spine. Hearing the amazing tales of lore from elder statesmen about Ruth, Gehrig, Dickey, DiMaggio, Rizzuto, Berra, Mantle, Ford, Munson and Jackson were illuminating and inspirational. Interacting with fans that were in attendance at some of baseball’s most historic games, and living vicariously through their exciting memories, did more to my spirit than you can ever imagine.


It was easy for me to transform what one might view as a thankless job of restroom attendant into an exhilarating experience, because I am a passionate Yankees Fan that inhaled its hallowed tradition, exhaled the love I possess for the organization, and thoroughly enjoyed the presence of finding a long-lost extended family.


And when in the company of family, people you love, making them feel right at home is innate.


Finding joy in helping people wash their hands, cleaning a floor, commode or the restaurant’s lower level (family always needs a clean home, I surmised); exchanging passionate hi-fives; remaining animated, optimistic and upbeat whether the Yankees won or lost; sharing life stories through jokes and insight; offering advice and wisdom to those in need; talking sports; and basically constructing a lounge out of a restroom was as effortless as a smooth dance step.


Playful jousting with the opposition only added to the fun we Yankees fans had in the restroom. Engaging in witty games of verbal one-upmanship with visiting baseball owners and fans from other American League cities, respect was earned when I recognized their allegiance and loyalty was on par with the passion we shared for the home team. The other team was given their props...but not until after a little teasing from the regular patrons and their resident lounge host.


That I experienced moments that I’ll share for years to come with people from all walks of life merely confirmed that the most famous and expensive franchise in professional sports is public trust; a stock bond owned by a special place in all our hearts.


But for every Yankees fan, the satisfaction of quenching a nine-year thirst for a championship remained unfulfilled. In spite of the club’s recent fortune, they were right where they finished the year before.


Third Place.


And the defending champions were coming to town.





PHILLIES, METS AND FIRST PLACE FOR A TICK. OH MY.
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Perhaps it was the way Jimmy Rollins announced the end of our nine-game winning streak by sending the first thing he saw from A.J. Burnett, the initial pitch of this three-game clash of interleague titans deep into the night, way over the right-field scoreboard.


Perhaps it was the pitch Jason Werth blasted into orbit later in that game that found its resting place in the left-field second deck.


Perhaps it was the way they recovered from the Yankees’ 5-4 come-from-behind walk-off Saturday afternoon special by delivering a Sunday punch of their own: a thrilling, 11th-inning, 4-3 victory that clinched the series.


Perhaps it was the way they strutted their championship swagger around our ballpark like they were the baddest baseball team on the planet; and for some portions of that series, played like it.


Perhaps it was the way a strong contingent of Phillies fans, many of whom made the two-hour Turnpike trip to the Bronx, had transformed Yankee Stadium into Citizens Bank Park with their invasion.


Perhaps it the way I said to our season-ticket holders that we would see this team again while respectfully saluting Philadelphia fans visiting the restroom by announcing the end of our friendship in late October.


Perhaps it was simply blind faith, but I was aware, way back in May, that the culmination of all championship aspirations would go through the Philadelphia Phillies.


Perhaps I knew, right then, with about 115 to 120 games left, that my one season of work at Yankee Stadium would include World Series baseball.


Kevin, my bartending brother, had the same premonition.


“We’ll be playing them in the Series,” he announced during our post home stand chat.


My eyes grew wide.


“You know, I was about to tell you the same thing. There’s something about them that I respect too much.”


Kevin nodded.


“They’re a tough bunch that plays the game right, a throwback team with a championship mentality.”


“Like us, right?”


“Which year? There’s so many to pick from.”


“1996. Over the Atlanta Braves, four games to two.”


“I was thinking 1943 or 1978,” Kevin said.


“The Cardinal series of ’43? How’s that possible? That was a rematch series, Kevin. After the Cardinals won the first game, we ran the table, much like they did to us the year before.”


“The same with the 1978 World Series, Will.”


“We lost the first two there,” I argued.


“You don’t get it, do you?” Before I could respond, Kevin continued. “When we get to the series, we’re going to encounter a minor problem, figure them out quickly, and put them away. It’ll take five or six games.”


Understanding his Yankeeosophy completely, I nodded in agreement. “You’re right. Then again, you could have chosen 1958 as a better example.”


“The Milwaukee Braves, when we were down 3-1, and came back. That was Stengel’s sweetest series victory; his finest hour.”


“His last one, too,” I added. Next challenging him with trivia, “Who was the pitcher that bailed them out?”


“C’mon, William, give me something harder. It was Bullet Bob Turley. He lost in Game 2, pitched a shutout in Game 5, saved Game 6, and pitched 6-2/3 innings of two-hit ball in Game 7.”


“Okay, so I tried.”


Sharing a laugh, another embrace and knowing glow, if anyone walked by us and overheard the conversation, they would have thought we were joined at the hip.


We were. Kevin Michaels was my blue blood brother, sharing my hope for October Yankee glory.


Still, work on the playing field needed to be done to make it possible. Despite winning eight of ten games on the home stand, we remained in third place, a game behind the first place Red Sox and a half-game behind second-place Toronto.


Somehow I knew we wouldn’t remain there.


Toronto usually fades away right about now, I assumed.


Further confirming my assumptions was a unique newness about the 2009 New York Yankees being constructed that captured the affection of millions in the Big Apple. Maybe it was the whipped-cream walk-off pies, or the awarding of a toy-replica WWE championship belt to the hero of each victory; but I noticed this group of Yankees was different from the last few teams in that it seemed looser, more supportive and comfortable with one another than in previous years. New personalities A.J. Burnett, Nick Swisher and C.C. Sabathia seamlessly meshing with old stalwarts Jeter, Rivera, Posada and Andy Pettitte (a fact confirmed as early as spring training when C.C. generously purchased Orlando Magic tickets for his new teammates; A.J. Burnett’s fishing trips; and Manager Joe Girardi’s bond-building billiards parlor excursion), the chemistry on this club was easy to see in their willingness to sacrifice for one another.


Another thing under transformation was the way Yankee baseball was being played. For so long, the perception was that they bludgeoned opponents into submission with a balanced long-ball attack. Given the additions of Nick Swisher and an awakened-from-April hibernation Mark Teixeira (thirteen homers in May); and the early-season, record-setting pace balls flown over the stadium fences, the Bombers could in fact, bomb away. Lethal from one-to-nine in the batting order, by season’s end, eight Yankees would reach double figures in home runs.


However, the reality screamed that team, in spite of its production at home plate, needed late-game toughness, timely hits, and clutch fielding as much as the air needed to breathe.


Whether it was with offense or defense, the New York Yankees of 2009 were relentless. Early-season pitching, however, was another story.


Because of the struggles of end-of-the-rotation hurlers Joba Chamberlain, Chien Ming Wang and Phil Hughes, there was no depth in the starting alignment. Supplying the Yankees with his usual reliability, Andy Pettitte, the fifth starter coming out of spring training, played a more prominent role in the mix as he moved into third place on the franchise all-time wins list. Filling in with superb mid-season long relief, Alfredo Aceves and his cut fastball ate up innings as he kept the Yankees in games in which the starters bombed. Aceves joined a long line of pitchers who provided double-digit victory support from the bullpen: Luis Arroyo (15 wins, 1961), Ron Davis (14, 1979), Sparky Lyle (13, 1977), Goose Gossage (13, 1983, 10 1978), Dave Righetti (12, 1985), Lindy McDaniel (12, 1973) and Lee Guetterman (11, 1990).


A two-time Gold Glove first baseman, Mark Teixeira solidified an infield that went eighteen straight games without an error—a Major League record. Whether he was flipping balls to first base or turning double plays with ease, silky-smooth second baseman Robinson Cano fielded so effortlessly that many times it seemed unfair, and in the words of many pundits, nonchalant. Derek Jeter ignored all statistics saying he was one of the worst fielding shortstops in baseball and produced a Gold Glove caliber season. And upon his return, third sacker Alex Rodriguez produced only nine errors, his fewest since moving to third base in 2004.


The glue to the Yankees’ improved infield defense however, was Teixeira. Whether stretching or leaping to receive an errant toss, or scooping up a short-hopped throw, his stabilizing presence was undeniable to the infield.


And, of course, there were the walk-off wins. A direct signal to the fans to maintain their enthusiasm and faith, the end-of-the game triumphs were momentum builders of confidence and chemistry between New York City and its ballclub. Victories at home in this fashion helped a legion of fans who couldn’t come to the games because of more pressing commitments (rent, school tuition and outstanding bills) embrace this team; for they needed the joy of the Yankees to absorb the hurt of jobs lost and a failing economy.


For a respite, a thrilling Yankee victory was an enjoyable distraction.


Additionally, a fear was put into the mind of opponents that in spite of any lead, the Yankees were never out of any game. Restoring the “five o’clock lightning” days of yore, the notion that the losing team could play well and have the game won until a dramatic comeback proved damaging to their psyche. In some instances, the Yankees won two games: the walk-off victory that unfolded; and the day after, if the losing team remained forlorn.


If you made a mistake against the Bronx Bombers, sooner or later they made you pay.


May 24 would be the Yankees’ last day in third place; taking two of three from the AL West-leading Texas Rangers on the road would see to that. With the Blue Jays permanently in our rearview mirror, by week’s end we moved atop the division for the first time since the end of the 2006 season, passing those hated Red Sox on May 29.


Those antagonists from Yawkey Way passed us again, flexing their baseball muscle with yet another three-game sweep in Fenway in early June. As much as were playing good baseball, it seemed like the Yankees were clueless when handling their biggest problem: how to beat the Boston Red Sox. Inclusive in their eight-game win streak was one of every kind: We lost to them in extra-inning games, blowouts and all demoralizing fashions in between. The Pinstripes hadn’t experienced such misfortune against their bitter rivals since 1912, when they were losing fourteen straight as the New York Highlanders.


For the next fifty-five days, the disturbing notion that we couldn’t win the games that mattered most would be a continuous thorn in the Yankees’ side as they fell two games behind in the American League East.
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Every now and then, the game of baseball gives you a moment that reveals a certain destiny. If your intuition is on high alert, as mine was after that conversation with my fiancée, you’ll gladly accept the gift moment with a smile, keep the premonition others might find as absurd to yourself, and keep it moving.


Having said that, it’s now time to share a moment of destiny you might find amusing.


Consider the date of June 12, 2009 as my initiation into the spirit of the Subway Series:


My workday at the stadium was proceeding as normal when I took my daily half-hour break. Leaving through the Legends Suite entrance, I walked east, along 161st Street with my supervisor and colleagues, greeting Yankees fans awaiting the opening of the gates with hi-fives and enthusiastic cheerleading. Noticing the blue-and-orange T-shirts as well as black or pinstriped replica jerseys of our cross-town rivals, the New York Metropolitans, all I could do was smile.


The New York Mets.


Saying their name softly as I continued my stroll, I couldn’t help but think about how Sports Illustrated had picked them to win the 2009 World Series; this coming after they gift-wrapped the 2008 National League Eastern Division with a late-season collapse for the second year in a row, and presented it to Philadelphia Phillies Fanatics in a neat bow.


Also coming to mind was a team embroiled in controversy, bickering, inner turmoil and confusion.


The way they terminated Willie Randolph in June 2008 left a rancid aftertaste with me as well. Fired because the speculation of him losing his job created a tense atmosphere around the ballclub, the move was announced via e-mail press release at 12:14 a.m. Pacific Standard Time (3:14 EST) when the Mets were on the coast.


What made this move appalling was the fact that Randolph, as classy an act in baseball as there ever was, and realizing his inevitable end was near, had asked team General Manager Omar Minaya for his release prior to him flying west with the ballclub.


“I know there’s a lot of pressure on you, but if I’m not the man to lead this team, then please don’t let me get on that plane,” Randolph said.


How honorable is that request? A man calmly asking for a blindfold and cigarette before bravely facing the firing squad, I seethed.


Imagining the class in which a spiritually and emotionally worn-down Randolph handled the situation, the memory of how this whole thing played out, an abomination to the Mets and the organization as a whole, left me feeling nauseated. Couple that with the fact that long before Willie Randolph was a manager, he was a Yankees second baseman, a co-captain, then bench and third-base coach after his retirement, and...


You never screw over a Yankees legend, a captain nonetheless, when the Yankee gods are watching, became my battle cry.


At that point, my silent musing was interrupted by the shrill of an annoying tone.


“The Yankees suck! They suck! Go back into the Stadium and watch the Mets kick ass tonight! The Yankees suck!”


Why this bad-breathed, caramel-skinned fool, wearing a faded Mets T-shirt and an even dingier Red Sox cap, made the decision to pick me out of the thousands entering the stadium of fans to go nose-to-nose with is beyond me.


But he picked the right Yankees Fan to pester that day. Moving past him briskly, the memory of a blue T-shirt with orange-and-white script lettering being sold by a River Avenue street vendor came to me.


Feeling a surge of “benevolence” run through me, He needs a new shirt, I thought.


Seeing the mischievous dance of my eyes, “Don’t do it, William,” my supervisor, Angel, ordered, laughing when seeing me pull a crisp twenty-dollar bill from my wallet. My other colleagues, futile in trying to conceal their humor, nearly doubled over in hysterics.


After purchasing the top, we went to McDonald’s, where we devoured our meals in record time and hoped my tormentor was still by the Stadium gates with his shtick.


He was still there, torturing hundreds of Yankees fans with his blistering combination of halitosis and hatred.


Politely tapping on his shoulder, with all the goodwill I possessed in my heart, I said, “This is for you. Please have a nice day.”


Then, I handed him his gift.


Opening the shirt in front of hundreds, I watched his chest heave in frustration and his face redden in humiliation as he threw the shirt down.


Ever the gentleman, I picked up the object of my affection, and gave it to him once more.


“No, sir, I insist you take this shirt as a token of my appreciation of your hospitality.” By now a cluster of Yankees fans, curious to see why passersby were laughing, gathered around.


The Yankee agitator dropped the shirt once more, and this time, one of my colleagues joined in the fun.


“Sir, sir, you dropped this.” Picking up the shirt, he made sure all that neared saw its inscription:


The New York Mess. 2007 and 2008 Back to Back NL EAST Collapses: Let’s Go, Mess!


Smiling as I walked away and hearing the laughter left behind, I silently thanked the Yankee gods for giving me a cool wit. Returning to my work post, about an hour later, five Yankee fans entered the Lower Legends restroom, laughing about what they had witnessed.


“You should have seen the look on the guy’s face when the worker handed him the shirt. That was classic,” one of them said.


Then, he saw me.


“That’s the dude that did it!” he screamed.


All of them, after washing their hands, hugged me.


“Thank you so much,” one said. “Hearing him hate on the Yankees got under my skin.”


After they left, I pointed to the sky and said, “Thanks.”


Stuff like this only occurs during that one season when dreams are coming true.


More strange things happened that evening: In what had to be one of the most unlikely, utterly unbelievable ways to lose a baseball game, Mets second baseman Luis Castillo dropped a pop fly and apparent final out against the Yankees, giving us an improbable 9-8 victory.


Down by one in the bottom of the ninth with runners on the corners and sitting on a 3-1 fastball, a slumping Alex Rodriguez lofted a pop-up to shallow right field, slamming down his bat in disgust. But Castillo, staggering like a drunk to his left to make the play, had the ball pop out of his mitt, scoring Derek Jeter, the runner from third. When Castillo compounded his error by throwing the ball to second base, Mark Teixeira, who had been intentionally walked, motored around the bases with the winning run.


I laughed for at least five minutes immediately afterward, as well as on the southbound D train to Manhattan.


My night got even better once I arrived at the Port Authority Bus Terminal.


Boarding my bus home to Jersey City Heights, I saw a sea of blue and orange; Mets fans who had come across the Hudson to watch the game.


Giggling while finding a seat in the middle of the vehicle, for the duration of my twenty-minute ride, I was the subject of merciless taunting by the psychologically wounded legion of Mets fans.


And like a notorious villain wearing Yankee pinstripes, I loved every second of it.


As the bus made its way through Lincoln Tunnel, through the maze of streets and hills that was Weehawken, Union City, then Jersey City Heights, I pointed to the interlocking NY logo on my vest.


“They don’t like where I work very much,” I said with a smile to the attractive woman next to me.


Meeting my smirk with a wide grin of her own, the gorgeous blonde put on her Yankees cap, then extended her hand for a hi-five.


“Don’t worry. They don’t like me much either.”


Laughing together for the remainder of the ride home, all we kept saying to those within earshot of our chatter is that you never screw over a Yankees legend, a captain nonetheless, especially when the Yankee gods are watching.


By the end of the fourth inning of that Sunday game (the Mets won the middle game of the series 6-2), it was apparent to everyone that the two New York baseball franchises were taking trains in opposite directions. The Yankees never let Mets ace Johan Santana out of the frame, blasting him for nine runs and nine hits in a 15-0 shellacking.


After a three-game sweep of the Mets in their new Citi Field ballpark later in the month, the Mets were never the same. Santana bravely pitched with low velocity on his fastball until mid-August, when it was discovered that he had bone chips in his elbow. He had season-ending surgery. Infielders Carlos Delgado and José Reyes had already suffered season-ending injuries, and All-Star center-fielder Carlos Beltran missed half with a deep bone bruise on his knee. The one person Mets fans could cheer about, third-baseman David Wright, went into a deep power drought. Though he finished amongst the National League leaders with a .307 average, he only hit ten home runs.


The Mets would finish the season with a 70-92 record, good for fourth place in the NL East, while the Yankees continued their hot pursuit of the Red Sox.


You never screw over a Yankees legend, a captain nonetheless, especially when the Yankee gods are watching.


Yankees fans found solace in the misery of the Mets; that is, until they figured out a way to beat Boston.





500 AND COUNTING: THE SANDMAN KEEPS ROLLING ALONG
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One of the beautiful things about sports is watching a great athlete and their method to success. While we remember Michael Jordan and Kobe Bryant captured mid-flight, soaring toward a basketball rim in a pose that breathed life into the illusion that man could fly, most of their damage was done on the hardwood by humiliating those guarding them with a dazzling array of highlight-reel moves.


You gave Gale Sayers, Marcus Allen, O.J. Simpson and Barry Sanders a football and eighteen inches of daylight, and instinct and intuition took over. Possessing electrifying elusiveness, startling stutter-steps and spectacular stop-and-start movements, their success was magnetically magical and mesmerizing all at once.


To watch Pernell “Sweet-Pea” Whitaker practice the sweet science of boxing was akin to watching a three-card monte player take the money of a hapless sucker. Pure poetry in motion as he taunted, teased and tamed opponents while paying tribute to the timeless hit-but-not-be-hit mantra, his controlled contortions left fans paying homage to his now-you-see-him-now-you-don’t antics.


These great athletes are defined by their variety.


Other great ones, however, don’t just have a style. Thriving in simplicity and solitary repetition on a stage when everyone’s watching, they have a distinct, permanent stamp that signifies exactly who they are. Seeing the signature play over and over again, everyone knows what’s coming, yet are unable to stop the end result.


Like the monster in the horror movies, you can lock all the doors, barricade all the windows, grab a sawed-off shotgun and hide in the basement. No matter what you do to avoid the inevitable, it still gets you.


For some, the stamp might be performed by many thinking as one. An example of such is Vince Lombardi and the Green Bay Packers’ famed power sweep. Transforming that one play into something innate, part of their reflexive being, it symbolized the example of eleven minds and bodies working as one to achieve the ultimate goal of an NFL championship; something that happened five times in the 1960s.


While not the inventor, whenever you think of the skyhook, you can only see Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and the image where: his left leg is straight, his right knee comes up, the left arm extends out, the right arm rises up with the ball and with a casual flick of his wrist, a basketball rotating through the hoop.


Continued success with a go-to play or bread-and-butter move can not only build a team’s confidence, but instill a sense of calm in an entire city as well.


Sometimes, in the example of Yankees closer extraordinaire Mariano Rivera, the signature to history is in one pitch.


Carl Hubbell’s devastating screwball led him to 24 consecutive wins between 1936 and 1937, the longest such streak ever recorded in Major League Baseball. The big curveball of Sandy Koufax produced four no-hitters and one of the best six-year runs (1961-1966) a starting pitcher ever had. Nolan Ryan’s blazing fastball produced 5,714 strikeouts, 324 wins and seven no-hitters. Bruce Sutter’s split-fingered fastball produced a Hall of Fame career as a reliever.


All those great pitches by great pitchers were complemented by a secondary pitch in the chamber, one of a different spin and velocity. Ryan had the circle-changeup, Sutter a brilliant curveball, and Koufax and Hubbell brought heat.


For Mariano Rivera, it has, is, and always will be that dastardly darting, dipping, devastating cut fastball.


The same pitch, from the same easy delivery, for a decade and a half.


Here’s the anatomy of that one pitch: From its release, the fastball comes in hard, almost always in on the hands of an opposing hitter. Then suddenly, the ball moves as if it has a mind of its own. Breaking late, as if it were scuffed or defaced, the late movement rivals the infamous spitball, a pitch banned more than eighty years ago. When he adjusts his fingertip pressure along the seams, Rivera can determine how dramatic the break is. Usually, the right-handed batter gives up, and the left-handed hitter stands frozen as a called third strike blows past him.


And if you swing and make contact, the end result is a feeble ground ball or pop-up; or alternatively, a broken bat. Yankees fans have lost count in the number of bats he’s shattered; though, by estimation, it’s probably enough wood to keep scores of fireplaces lit forever.


In the long history of relief pitching, Mariano Rivera is considered by many baseball experts and past and present bullpen specialists to be the greatest relief pitcher in baseball history. While the role of the modern closer has come under heavy criticism for becoming too specialized (in the past they often entered games at crucial points and pitched multiple innings, while modern closers are usually called upon to only pitch the ninth inning), his combination of focus; self-discipline (no matter what, he sticks to his routine of arriving to the bullpen in the sixth inning of close games, stretching in the seventh, the weighted ball arm circles to loosen his arm, then hard throwing after a few warm-up tosses in the eighth inning); durability (in a role best known for its high turnover rate, his decade-and-a-half tenure as the Yankees’ stopper has exceeded the ordinary lifetime of a closer); consistency (he has an almost 90% success rate on his save opportunities); and professionalism (avoiding the New York City limelight, this God-fearing man is as quiet off the field as he is calm on it), it seems fitting that he will be the last Major Leaguer to wear the uniform number 42, which was retired throughout baseball in 1997 (in honor of Jackie Robinson), he has won over everyone with his near-automatic efficiency.


While he’s been successful in the regular season, what makes Mariano Rivera transcend generations is his impact on October baseball. The proud owner of numerous postseason records, (lowest ERA (0.74), most saves (39), most consecutive scoreless innings pitched (341/3), most consecutive save opportunities converted (23), and most appearances (88)), his dominance in postseason games has seen him utilized in many two-inning appearances, where he has recorded a record 14 saves of this variety. If ever there was a peace within the ninth-inning storm, it is the sight of a batter flailing away in futility at a cut fastball.


If there is one expression that defines Yankee cool, it would be Mariano Rivera in the ninth inning. As Metallica’s “Enter Sandman” fills the stadium with anticipation, the Yankees’ bullpen door swings open, and a slender frame wearing the home pinstripes trots slowly to a job that requires his trademark pitch, incredible focus and steely determination to slam the door of hope for many a team. Taking the mound while the crowd roars its approval and opposing players dread, instead of flashing menacing looks at the batters he must face, the countenance of the best closer in the history of baseball wears the same peaceful look.


That same peaceful look, throwing the same unhittable pitch over and over; from the same fluid delivery; producing the same result time and time again.


On May 17, 1996, Mariano Rivera induced a double play ball from the Angels’ Garrett Anderson for his first save.


On June 27, 2009, against his cross-town rivals some thirteen years later, he delivered a message to Yankees fans that all’s well for the 500th time, the second most all-time.


Five hundred saves.


And more fires to put out.


More peace for Mariano Rivera to deliver to the city that never sleeps.





A TALE OF TWO BASEBALL TEAMS



[image: image]


The fuel that an emotional hurricane brings to sports can, in the words of the Spinners in their hit song “Mighty Love,” make a weak man strong. The byproduct of a tragedy of some kind, an unearthly force takes over, infusing an athlete, or alternatively, an entire franchise, with purpose. Driving and fortifying that reason with an unprecedented fearlessness, laser-like focus, unrelenting, rock-steady resolve and incredible intensity, the mission to fulfill a dedication can inspire lesser-known underdogs to reach dreams once thought unattainable.
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