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In loving memory of my brother, A. Paul Di Ionno





Induction Day






Prologue


The guy came unnoticed because all eyes were on Joe Grudeck.


But Grudeck saw movement in the far periphery of his catcher’s eyes. He knew the geometry of throwing angles and running lines; he knew the large man moving fast against the oblique light of the white tent would get to the stage before anyone could stop him.


The guy was bootlegging something; when he saw it was a sledgehammer and not a gun, he decided to stand his ground. Joe Grudeck, tough as a lug nut. That’s how a Globe writer once described him.


The guy vaulted onstage and went right for Grudeck’s bronze plaque. The 12-pound sledge bounced off, leaving a deep dent in the bronzed Red Sox hat on Grudeck’s likeness. The second swing came from the heels with the fluid grace of a practiced arc; chin tucked, big shoulders and hips rotating as one, arms extended but tight. The hammerhead hit the bronze Grudeck’s throat, shooting off sparks and leaving a jagged fracture down the middle. The plaque fell to the stage in two pieces, and the crash reverberated through the audience, silent in a collective gasp.


This guy was no terrorist, Grudeck thought. No crazy fan. He was dressed oddly, like a mountain man, but he sure knew how to wield that stick. Grudeck didn’t waste time thinking who or why, it was go time and the competitive rage that made him a star of several “Basebrawl” DVDs took over. It’s why the fans called him Joe Grrreww, like a growl. So here we go, he thought, another SportsCenter clip.


He shoved the podium over. The sheets of his speech fluttered down. The full water glass bounced on the stage floor, leaving a large puddle. The microphone came down with a feedback shriek. The piercing sound fed Grudeck’s blood-rush anger, like flint igniting a grill pent up with propane. Whoosh! Grudeck charged and tried to tackle him, but the guy sprawled back and his fists came down on Grudeck’s head and neck—one, two, three, four—like a sock full of nickels. Grudeck got a buzz in his ears, like the static hum from power lines at night when all else was quiet. Five, six, seven. The punches connected like an ax on dead wood and Grudeck’s neck felt rubbery. He slid on the wet floor and went to one knee, stuck under the guy’s weight, helpless. He took in air deep and got a noseful of the guy’s body odor; stale sweat, firewood smoke, and something oily, like gasoline.


Grudeck gasped and coughed, and felt his thighs involuntarily quiver from muscle fatigue. So this is what weak in the knees feels like, he thought. A lifetime of leaving blood and guts on the field and Grudeck never before felt his knees go weak. He wondered if his pants, now sticky with sweat and spilled water, were hanging off his ass. He was afraid of how comical, how stupid, he looked. With his next breath he pulled in the guy’s legs and drove up, and they both fell straight back, quaking the stage floor when they fell. Now Grudeck was on top and straddled the guy, set to strike down, but the guy got hold of Grudeck’s throat with both hands. Grudeck tried to punch, but couldn’t get through the guy’s arms. So he, too, went for the throat, and their arms intertwined like cable strands on a suspension bridge. It was then that Grudeck felt the guy’s true strength. He pushed Grudeck up with scary, surprising ease. Grudeck dug his fingers into the guy’s throat, but the guy only dug deeper. Grudeck fought to breathe and swallow. He felt a stab under his skull and his arms tingled and went weak. But then came more arms, these in blue sleeves, to the rescue. Then came a billy club pressed against the guy’s throat, another across his chest. He let go, hands up in surrender. Cops picked up Grudeck and hustled him away; his shaky legs just went for the ride.


There was a woman in white. “You okay, Mr. Grudeck?” He had that tin-can taste of blood in his mouth; he was put in a chair. “Mr. Grudeck?” He felt water running behind his eyes, closed them, then saw the bleeding blue daylight, and opened them quick to make it stop.


Grudeck watched the cops lead the guy out. Young men pushed through women and children and overturned chairs to get closer, throwing balled-up programs and plastic cups at him. The staid induction ceremony was history. The crowd was now part of the evening news. Violent, unexpected news; cell phones recording it from all angles.


Now chairs went airborne. Two cops broke from the phalanx, nightsticks at chest level, but the mob engulfed them. The fans came in tight, fingers like daggers in the guy’s face, screaming curses.


Grudeck’s mother was led to him. Sal, his agent, on one side, two Hall security guards on the other.


“Are you all right, Joey?” She sounded like she was in a fish tank. “This crazy world . . . I don’t understand,” she said, taking his face in both hands.


Grudeck looked back at the crowd and saw the bat, a bobbing mast on a roiling sea of chaos. It was his, a genuine Joe Grudeck model, red-wine-stained ash, high in the air. It made Grudeck think of the gleaming silver crucifix he held high, arms above his head, when he was an altar boy at St. Joe’s, leading the Mass procession.


His heart banged harder at the thought of his life flashing by. He saw a young first-aid worker step in front of his mother, her white uniform glowing. Angel of Mercy. He saw two girls bathed in dawn light, long-haired angels limping out of his dark Syracuse motel room. Silhouettes in the doorway. One had her panties balled up in her fist, the other trying to snap her jeans, tear-streamed mascara on their faces.


Is that what this is about? Grudeck thought. After all these years. His Induction Day, fucked up. His Hall plaque, busted. His speech, never delivered, never recorded for posterity, in a puddle of spilled water, ink running. Tear-streamed mascara.


“Mr. Grudeck . . . Mr. Gru . . .” It was the girl in white, voice far away in the upper deck.


He saw his bat, blood-red, waving crazily, now at the head of the procession, and then, like a whip, he saw it come down hard on the big guy’s head, the sickening crack of wood on skull. The big guy staggered but stayed on his feet. Tough as a lug nut, Grudeck thought. You had to admire the bastard. The big guy twisted away from the blow and looked back at Grudeck. Mutual respect. Blood ran down his face in one jagged stream and dripped off his chin. Again Grudeck flashed to St. Joe’s, the painting of Christ bleeding from the crown of thorns, near the entry where he led the boys in from recess, sweaty and laughing, ties and shirttails everywhere.


This was not good. He was drifting away.


“Mr. Gruuu . . .” A translucent green mask on his face, the red stretcher straps tight on his chest, the muted wail of the ambulance siren. He saw the IV bag, and felt the needle go into his arm. Catcher’s eyes, still taking it all in, blurred.


The ceiling lights of the ER, the brown face of the doctor. But then the runny, bloody bright blue color of daylight sky came back, and it all got too bright. Everything got whirly, like the lights at Fenway the night he got beaned, only spinning faster.


He was in and out, like airplane sleep, all those road trips. He felt a heavy hand on him, moving a blanket. He heard the bouncing blip of a machine turn to one steady note, the curtain ripped back, hurried feet squeaking on the linoleum floor. He heard the words swelling and cerebral as his clothes were cut with scissors. He was powerless to object. In and out, paralyzed. So, so tired. He tried to see Stacy’s face. She should have been here, he thought. Then there were more lights, round like those at the ballpark but right up close, blinding bright, bleaching everything white. Another needle in the arm, everything dissolved. And he was gone.





Winter






Chapter One


Each morning in the black before the Otsego Lake dawn, Horace Mueller took his hands out from under the “Odd Feller” quilt Sally’s mother made them as a wedding gift twenty-some years before. The cold air felt like ice on a bruise. Horace was not a religious man, not in the church-kneeling way. But there in the dark he prayed silently to calm the turbulence in his head. “Thank you, God, for letting me wake another day, whether it brings sorrow or joy. And continue to guide me, Lord, to who I am, and what I stand for.”


He would lie still and recite those words until he felt a presence; a warm visit in his chest that always made him think of glowing embers of a dying fire suddenly fueled by a gust of fresh air, rekindling. It was God, partnering in his existence, urging him to take on another day.


And then Horace went to work on his hands. He did manual labor, and they hurt, every morning, in some way. Sometimes it was arthritic grating of the knuckles. Sometimes it was nerve numbness burning his palms. Either way, he had to work them back to use. He flexed and extended them, stretching tendons and ligaments, feeling metacarpal bones rise and fall beneath his skin. He bent his fingers back, pulling the skin on callused palms. He cracked each knuckle; the small ones made a snapping sound like twigs underfoot, the fist knuckles made a deeper crack, like bat on ball.


Then it was time to get up and throw an armful of logs into the woodstove. This was Horace’s winter ritual: the dawn warming of his drafty farmhouse, circa 1910. It was a headfirst dive into a frigid lake.


On this morning, after a few minutes of hand yawning, Horace put them back under the blanket. The pattern of muslin patches rose and fell as he moved his hands—an invading army under the cloak of darkness—until they found their target: the bunched-up hem of Sally’s nightshirt gathered just below her behind. He went under it, then approached the waistband of her flannel pajama bottoms, deftly as he could. He knew his touch was rough; cracked calluses irritated her skin, soft as when they met at Cornell. Horace tried to file them down with an emery board, but it only scuffed the hardened skin, creating little needles that scratched Sally like cat claws. He tried to soften his hands with Sally’s moisturizing cream, but it only left his skin plump and vulnerable to the next day’s labor; a failed marriage of a woman’s lotion and a workingman’s hands.


Horace pressed into her, sliding the nightshirt up over the guitar curve of her hip, trying to draw her warmth. He listened as the frigid lake winds leaked through the weathered clapboard siding; the kind of dry cold that sucked moisture out of wood, making the coals in the wood-burning stove burn hotter and faster. He had to get up and get the fire going. But first . . . He arched his back like a waking lion, pushing himself into the humid crevice of Sally’s underside. Sally stirred, and backed into Horace with a slight twitch, the faint promise of intimacy. Somewhere, somewhere in her sleep, she remembers, Horace thought. He cupped her butt and pushed forward, leading with his erection, which parted her thighs and ran the full width of her flesh. He reached around her and grabbed the head, and nestled it against the silky fabric of her panties.


Back in college, Horace’s favorite time was the heavy-lidded mornings, when Sally woke him with a tug, or her lips. She would fall into him, with that skinny little body. Thin, but strong, the kind of woman that never falls out of shape. Horace would sink into her tenderness. Once there, he tried to lessen his weight. He held himself off Sally the best he could, staying up on his elbows. She would rise up to him, and accept him into her body.


After he became the blacksmith, things changed. He tried to keep his rough fingers off her skin, caressing her head and hair, using just his mouth on her breasts, shoulders, neck, face, and ears, unaware his beard irritated her. Sometimes weeks went by. After Michael was born weeks became months, months became half years. Colicky as a baby, and needing Mommy’s middle-of-the-night comfort as a toddler, Michael was between them so much Horace nicknamed him “the human chastity belt.” He was almost five when she finally removed him from their bed. But then Sally was afraid their noises, heard through the thin walls of the farmhouse, would wake him. She had a harder and harder time relaxing, and Horace had a harder and harder time convincing her it was all right. And now that she was working out four times a week at a fitness club, well, it reminded Horace of the old saying about boxers who stale by fight time. “They left it in the gym.”


So now, on this cold January morning, Horace moved into her . . . if only to prove he was ready.


“Don’t, Horace,” she said when his prodding woke her. “It’s too early. And cold. I’m always cold. Did you stoke the fire yet?”


“Going now.”


“I wish to God we’d put more real heat in this house. It gets colder every year.”


“I wish to God you’d let me warm you up,” Horace wanted to say, but instead squeezed himself out from underneath the covers to not let more cold air in. On quickly went the flannel shirt, long johns, and Wigwams he kept piled on the frayed rush twine chair next to the bed. He tiptoed down the hall barely wide enough to contain his shoulders. The wide-plank floors cried under his weight. He reloaded the stove from the small indoor stack, the wood bone dry, warm and ready to burn, and then went out the back door, to get more from the porch cord. The outside air was nature’s cold shower; it shrank his nuts and killed his erection. It was no use to him, anyway. The hard, splintery edges of the split logs dug into his skin and brought new pain to his hands. Just once, he wished his son, now fourteen, would get his lazy ass out of bed and do this. The kid had no problem getting up for early practices in whatever sports season it was. But chores? Or old-fashioned work? Forget it.


Horace stoked the fire, and it spat a few embers onto the floor, which Horace snuffed with his feet. He shut the furnace door and stood, warming his hands, admiring his piece of cast-iron Americana. He found it a couple of summers ago, at an estate sale in a Cooperstown Victorian that was being converted to a B&B. It was rusting away in the garage, junked long ago when oil heat was put in. Horace saw it as a restoration project for Michael and himself. They’d move it home, strip off rust, sand metal back to silver bone, then black-coat it back to good use. But it was baseball season then, and Michael was too busy practicing or playing. After school. Weekends. Always.


So Horace did it alone, like most things these days. He pivoted it from the garage, moving leg by leg, then tilted it into the back of his old Ford Escort wagon. The 489 pounds of cast iron pancaked the car’s rear suspension, which creaked and cursed all the way home. It was backbreaking, for car and man. The whole time he was busting his nuts, he cursed Sally for not making Michael help. Mikey had a Legion Ball practice, then Babe Ruth practice. God forbid he miss.


“What’s more important? Helping his father on the rare day he really needs it, or going to yet another of a million sports practices,” Horace argued.


“What’s more important to him, is the question,” Sally said. “Not what’s more important to you.”


That was always the question, and the answer enforced by Sally bitterly defined Horace’s fatherhood.


Horace stood in the dark, the room lit only by fire glow peeking through the furnace grates. He warmed and flexed his blacksmith’s hands, the palm lines indelibly darkened with the dirty gray stains of bituminous coal. Coal shoveled into the hearth, ash shoveled out, just part of a strongman’s work; wielding hammers and pressing bellows and stacking pig iron. His was a lost, ancient craft, with roots older than written history and tools invented in the smoky dawn of civilization. He was an authentic blacksmith, and had the aches to prove it. But he was also an actor, “a living historian” as they said down at the Farmers’ Museum in Cooperstown, and an educator. The smithy was first stop on the re-created-village tour. Sparks flew and hammers rang as Horace forged a new horseshoe for groups of scouts, senior citizens, or kids on class trips and delivered this soliloquy.


The blacksmith is a living reminder of a day when strength and function were inseparable; whenever and wherever God’s great beasts were domesticated to do heavy work, the blacksmith was the man who kept them pulling, and in the process, forged himself into a beast of a man.


From the discovery of flint and coke and iron, the blacksmith was the strongman who understood earth’s metals and minerals, who carried the world forward on his broad shoulders. He was the first to understand the abundance of these God-given gifts in the earth, the first metallurgist, the first maker of weapons, the father of heavy industry, the grandfather of all technology. From the horseshoe to the iron-banded wagon wheel, it was the blacksmith who helped push mankind’s transportation forward. From the ancient Hittite blacksmiths came Damascus steel, and the ’smith became the swordsmith and, then, the gunsmith. The blacksmith is ancient, but he endured, because he is the epitome of self-reliance. And here, at the Farmers’ Museum, you will see the self-reliant family farm, the self-reliant rural village, the self-reliant America, the one of work and prayer. One that should not be forgotten.


He delivered this with theatrical enthusiasm, reveling in his role of eccentric throwback. He was the star of the village. Anyone could dress up and play chicken farmer, milkmaid, or preacher, or run the apothecary or general store, but Horace put on a show. He made flames leap, like magic, from lumps of black coal, then played in that fire with gloved or bare hands. Horace, the giant, the circus strongman, clanged his heavy tools off red-hot metal with delight. With his dark hair long, his face perpetually tanned and leathered by the constant heat of the forge, Horace saw himself as a mythic figure, the revered subject of Longfellow’s ode, an American working strongman like Paul Bunyan or John Henry. He was hardened from the years of wielding heavy tools. At forty-five, with shoulders broad, chest and abdomen firm, arms and legs thick and sculpted, he had never felt physically stronger. The smith, a mighty man is he. He could snap a quarter-inch strand of pig iron over his knee, walk a 500-pound anvil across his shop floor, and work an easy eight hours chopping wood or banging out steel. He moved the Glenwood by himself and had to replace two porch stairs at home that splintered under the weight of him and stove. And yet all that muscle could not beat back the encroaching despair that his family, his country, and all the things he wanted to think true were slipping away. So he prayed for purpose, and fought the good fight.


Horace Mueller’s hands weren’t always black. He had a double master’s in history and rural sociology from the ag school at Cornell, but the degree certificates were merely paper extensions of what he learned at home. His grandfather was the last of the New York State hops farmers, and his father tried running an Empire apple orchard, but eventually went to work in tool-and-die for a Syracuse company that made intricate locking mechanisms for bank safes. Competition from Asia drove the company to the brink, saved only by defense contracts. But hatch molds for Navy ships did not require the art of tool-and-die, and Horace’s father was let go, into early retirement. Now here was Horace, the next chapter in a family narrative of changing American economy: rural to industrial to information, though Horace was proud he delivered his the old-fashioned way, not through the Internet. Face to face. Americans should know where they came from, he sang out to visitors over the ringing echo of hammers. And know how to grow their own food and make their own goods. Self-sufficiency is a lost art, but you never know when we’ll have to go back, he said with wry humor. Not with these days of killer storms and tidal floods, and a financial industry that could come crashing down at any moment, like some hollowed-out, termite-infested oak. Cash could dry up. Food distribution could come to a halt. Then what?





NOW HORACE LET THE HEAT from the stove all but scorch his hands and melt the stiffness. This was the most peaceful moment of his day, and his own excuse for not making Michael get up. Alone, with the glow, in a silent room still dark but now warm. He pulled up a chair and sat, his feet stretched toward the stove, and closed his eyes. This was the life he wanted: simple, with quiet time to pause and reflect. Contemplate. Dream. Be in touch with his spirit, not run from it. He took a few deep breaths, letting his chest expand with air touched by a hint of smoke.


The abrupt sound of the TV from Michael’s bedroom killed it. All the years Sally muzzled their sex and now he was over there, TV cranked loud enough to drown out a Roman orgy. It was the morning all-sports highlight show, high-pitched, high-drama, high-volume.


Horace walked away from the fire and down the cold bare floor to Michael’s room.


“Michael, hey,” he said, knocking gently on the door.


“Michael, hey, Mikey,” he said louder a few seconds later. “Mikey, lower that thing.”


“COME IN,” Michael yelled.


In one step through the doorjamb, he entered the world he’d wanted to escape.


The covers were up to Michael’s chin. Only the arm holding the remote was exposed, aimed at his entertainment center with the high-def, flat-screen TV and DVD player, his laptop, and a tangle of phone chargers and iPod earplugs, or whatever they call them. There was the Xbox and Wii, and the gadgets and guns to play them. All of which necessitated a 220-volt line being wired into the house to replace the 110, a few years back. Horace protested the excess, from an intellectual and environmental standpoint, but Sally gave Michael his way. And here, Horace saw, in his own family, the latest chapter of economy: diversion. Disconnection from self and earth through the chronic, electronic connection to entertainment and sports, sometimes disguised as “communication.” On Michael’s walls were posters of his favorite athletes, captured in some moment of glory. Modern pagan gods, Horace always thought, as he looked around the room.


Michael’s shelves held more trophies than books, by far. Every season, every sport, memorialized in stick-on wood veneer, faux marble, and gold-plated-plastic baseball, football, and basketball players. Michael was a good player, and some larger trophies were for more than run-of-the-mill participation. He made all-star teams and travel teams and went to off-season camps. Horace wanted nothing to do with it; it was Sally’s thing. When Horace questioned the expense, Sally said they could afford it, but he knew a sucker’s game when he saw it. All these private coaches and clinics were a new industry, a modern twist on the old baby-model scams inflicted on the parents of the Baby Boom. Now, instead of dangling Gerber commercials, they dangled college scholarships for sports. And parents paid for the long shot, because everybody thinks their kid is something special.


“Dad, what up?” Michael said, not taking his eyes off the TV.


“Could you turn it down? Your mom is still sleeping.”


Michael lowered the TV.


“Want to get up and help me bring in some wood?”


“Nah . . .”


“It’s good exercise . . . it’ll put some meat on them bones,” Horace said, hating his own placating tone, and meek attempt at humor.


“Nah, Dad . . . that’s okay.”


“C’mon. Help out your old man.’’ Horace reached down and shook his covered toe.


“Dad, no. It’s too f’en cold.”


Horace let it drop. He stood for a few seconds, frozen by colliding emotions, watching Michael watch the TV. Part of Horace boiled up to want to force the issue. But part of him was deflated. He wanted a boy who wanted to help—to be with—his dad. Michael was no longer that boy.


“So how’s school going?” Horace finally just asked.


“You know, all right,” Michael said.


“What are they teaching you these days?” Horace said.


“You know, the usual,” Michael said.


On the TV, in dated blurry color, was a baseball player, clearly from the early 1990s with his longish hair and tight polyester uniform. He was trotting down the first-base line pumping his fist in the air, as his teammates ran out of the dugout, jumping up and down like little boys.


The announcer was all but hyperventilating, . . . and who can forget this HISTORIC shot . . . tenth inning . . . Game Six, World Series. Joe Grewww jacks one. GET OUT OF TOWN! Red Sox Nation goes WILD . . . Joe Grewww directing “Bedlam in Beantown” with the fist pump . . . an IMMORTAL moment . . . Of course, the Sox lost the Series, but what the hey, Joe Grudeck’s going into the Shrine . . .


Historic shot, immortal moment. A home run in a baseball game, for Christ sakes, and they’re making it sound like the Surrender at Appomattox, Horace thought. The hyperbole in this day and age was getting increasingly meaningless. The Shrine . . . a baseball museum. He was about to say so, when Michael disarmed him.


“Hey, Dad, you remember that guy, Joe Grudeck?”


“Yeah, a little,” Horace said, suddenly thankful his son had initiated any conversation at all. “I was never big into sports, but I remember him a little. I guess he’s an old-timer now. Like me.”





Chapter Two


February in Jersey was dismal, year in, year out. Back when he was playing, Grudeck never bitched about pitchers and catchers reporting by the fifteenth, two weeks before everybody else. He couldn’t wait to trade the dull gray of Jersey for the calypso colors of Florida. Now that he was retired, he didn’t go until the last week of March. They called him “hitting instructor,” but he knew the truth. He was a glad-hander. Just like here, at the club.


On these heavy, damp winter mornings, Grudeck woke in more pain than usual. It woke him, circulating in his body like renegade cancer cells. But not silent. Screaming. Waking each day for Grudeck was like coming out of surgery. One minute, you were deeply and comfortably unconscious, helped there by a four-dose of Advil. The next, your nerve endings were on fire. When Grudeck came to, he felt every piece of worn tendon and torn cartilage, all the places where joints now scraped bone-on-bone, hinges weakened by years of overuse. Rotator cuff in his throwing shoulder, shot. Elbow bumped out like Popeye’s. Ball joints of hips worn down like struts on a junker. He slowly flexed his stiff hands, trying to bring blood back. He looked at his left hand, his glove hand, the humped back where the metacarpal bones had snapped and sown themselves back together around a couple of surgical pins. His right hand wasn’t as ugly, but looked curved even when relaxed, rounded from all those years of gripping baseballs. A hot tingle burned his palms during sleep. Carpal tunnel, they told him. A practice golf swing or drying off with a towel or reaching for a coffee cup could rip a shot of paralysis through his arm, or a buzz of pain muted only by the pins and needles of dulled nerves. His hips, especially the left, his catching side, seized up when he sat too long, ached when he stood too long. Same with each knee. Humidity, or the tail end of eighteen holes, made him limp a little. The Red Sox orthopedist told him he was looking at double replacement somewhere down the line.


“Hips or knees?” Grudeck asked.


The doc laughed. “Both.”


And that was before Grudeck retired.


“Don’t wait too long past sixty, if you make it that far,” the doc said. Now he was forty-six. Sixty was coming.


But his hands, he had to live with. No robot parts for them. They were battered after thirty-some years behind the plate, from Little League to the Bigs. Thirty-some years, hundreds of thousands of pitches hammering his left palm, hundreds of foul tips hitting his unprotected throwing hand. Want to know pain? Split a fingertip.


All that punishment, and Joe Grudeck kept coming.


That’s why Boston fans loved him, all-time.


First was Ted Williams, then Yaz. But lumped in the next pack, with Foxx and Doerr and Pesky, was Grudeck.


They serenaded him each time he stepped to the plate or threw out a runner or made a tag at home. Joe GRRR-eww, Joe GRRR-eww, the “grrr” sounding like a growl because of his pit-bull tenacity.


They loved him for that toughness. They loved him for being white. They loved him for the extra-inning walk-off homer that gave them life in the only World Series he played in. He was just a kid then, a boy hero.


Mostly, they loved him because he stayed. A Red Sock till he tipped his cap good-bye. He was a Jersey boy, and moved back to Jersey when he was done, but Boston still called him its own.


Now he was up for the Hall. First time on the ballot. He knew he deserved it. The fans, and most sportswriters, were for him, because he was a throwback, old Joe Grrreww. Not only in the way he played, but because he never ran off with a big-market owner throwing big bucks at him. Sal called him “the last of the Mohicans,” whatever that meant. Other big stars sold themselves, three, four, five times to the highest bidder, but Grudeck stayed. To the end. Just like Williams, Yaz, and the rest, Joe Grrreww was old-school. Last of the company men.


But you get old quickly when you play a young man’s game. He held on longer than most, especially for a catcher. Still, he was only forty-one, an age when most men hit their best years, when Grudeck knew he was done. Yesterday’s news, except for today. The Hall vote.


Five years since he retired. It went by slowly, slower than all the years he was playing. Five years, waiting for this day. The last big go ’round for Joe Grrreww. His hands hurt more than regularly. What were they trying to tell him? In, or out?


Grudeck ran the numbers through his head: 2,796 hits; 301 home runs; 1,924 RBIs; .289 career batting average.


That was the bottom line. The numbers. Unless you got caught cheating, and Grudeck only used stuff that was legal at the time.


Grudeck was a shoo-in. Wasn’t he? The only bad thing was long in his past. Buried by time. Things were different then. The girls were probably ashamed, thought nobody would believe them. Small-town, International League groupies, Grudeck figured. Probably did every guy on the Syracuse Chiefs. But then, they didn’t act that way. A little timid. Delicate, too. Either way, the cops never came that morning in Syracuse, or ever, even when his name got big. Joe Lucky.


He looked at the clock . . . 9:00 a.m. Still too early to know.


He was alone with his thoughts, on the edge of his own bed, an arm’s length away from a sleeping woman. Janine? Janie? No, Joanie. Joanie MacIntosh. The Cadillac guy’s wife. Ex-wife. Soon-to-be ex-wife. Whatever.


He had to get rid of her. When the Hall news came—one way or the other—he wanted to take it alone. He slowly opened and closed his hands, feeling all the moving parts: joints and knuckles resisting, tendons pulling, veins flattening out. He closed his eyes and listened to his hands creak. Like someone walking down wooden steps to a basement. He rolled toward Joanie and shook her, his left hand feeling like a meat hook on her smooth, naked shoulder. The bed smelled like sex and perfume. He was still musky down there, but dead.


“Joanie . . . Joanie, baby, you got to go.”





TED WILLIAMS. For some reason, his hand pain always made Grudeck think of Ted Williams. Those were the days, Grudeck always thought. No lockouts, no agent negotiations, no “baseball is a business” talk, even though it was. No constant SportsCenter analysis. No national media types in the locker room, watching like vultures, twisting words. Just a handful of friendly newspaper guys. No fans up your ass every minute. Grudeck knew guys from Williams’s day had off-season jobs and lived in regular middle-class neighborhoods. He remembered his dad taking him past Phil Rizzuto’s house over in Hillside, the town next to Union. Nice place, but in a neighborhood. It was Chuck Grudeck’s way of saying, “See. It can happen to you, too.”


Man, Grudeck wished he’d played in Ted Williams’s day.


Baseball then seemed . . . sunnier.


Grudeck remembered the last time he saw Ted Williams, wheelchair-bound with slurred speech, but at Fenway for the opener in ’97 or ’98.


“There he is, Mr. Red Sox,” Williams said to Grudeck through a crooked smile. Williams, a legendary prick, had softened over the years. Got sentimental, even.


Grudeck remembered shaking Williams’s cold, clawed hand, a hook of wooden flesh. The “Splendid Two by Four,” he thought. It reminded him of dead people’s hands, wrapped up in the Rosary, laid eternally on their chest. His dad . . . Coach Rillo . . . his grandparents.


Now, on this cold winter morning, in his luxury condo alongside a world-championship golf course, Joe Grudeck looked at his hands as if they weren’t really attached to him, and saw mortality coming for him, too. He would go in the Hall, if not this year, then the next, or the next, and then he would be trotted out once a season for old-timers’ day, decaying a little more each year, until.





HE LOOKED AT JOANIE. In the morning light, he saw the dark and gray undersides of her blond-streaked hair. The sheets clung from her shoulder to hip line. She wiggled her ass a little in her sleep. Any other time . . . but right now, somebody was counting the baseball writers’ votes, and soon it would be over. He had to get her out of there.


Grudeck sidled up to her, under the sheet. “Joanie . . . Joanie, baby . . .”


“Hmmm . . .” She rubbed that ass of hers up against him. Joanie MacIntosh, with the apple-shaped ass, Grudeck thought.


“Joanie . . . C’mon. You got to go.”


He shook her shoulder, then ran his hands down the curve of her hip and gave her a light slap on the rear end.


She fell into his lap at the club bar the night before, and after she threw back a few martinis, they drove to his townhouse overlooking the sixth fairway. Grudeck liked them younger, but there was nothing like a recent divorcée spreading her wings. Especially nowadays, when there’s Viagra in the medicine cabinet bull pen.


When they got inside, Grudeck peeled Joanie off him long enough to sneak the little blue pills. “I’ve got to piss,” he said.


“Say pee,” she said. “Piss is such an ugly word.”


As he locked the bathroom door behind him, he thought about all the girls who used the same ruse to slip in the diaphragms they hid from their mothers back in the day, or took those morning-after pills now. Mighty Joe Grudeck, hiding like a schoolgirl.


Now here he was in the morning, numb and rubbery down there, while so much of the rest of his body throbbed with daily aches and pains.


She pushed up against him, harder and with more wiggle.


“No, baby. Not now. Another time. You got to go.”


But Grudeck knew there would be no other time. This was a one-nighter, like most. A way to kill boredom, to kill the time between last night and this morning. A way to not be alone. Besides, she was a sponsor’s wife, and a club member, to boot.


Grudeck met Joanie a handful of times at the club, usually at some pricey charity fund-raiser where Grudeck glad-handed and signed autographs. Grudeck remembered her because she was a nice-looking bottle blonde, health-club maintained. She was the wife of Jimmy MacIntosh, a local Cadillac dealer. She was tall and elegant and Waspish, and clearly married for money. Her husband was the third-generation owner. What do they say? The first generation builds, the second expands, the third fucks it all up. That was Jimmy Mac. Pudgy and short-fingered, with a monkey face like one of those old-time Irish caricatures from the rag sheets. He spent his days playing golf in Jersey and Florida, while managers ran his business into the ground. The chain his dad built retracted to the original dealership his grandfather started. When Grudeck first met Joanie, he remembered thinking this was the kind of woman—the doctor’s wife type—that men like Jimmy Mac married to prove they were making it in life.


Grudeck met Jimmy Mac fifteen years earlier, after he invited Grudeck, through Sal, to play a round at Baltusrol one late October.


“There might be a deal,” Sal said.


Grudeck agreed only because he would be home anyway, and was new to golf. He’d never played Baltusrol, but knew it was fancy and challenging enough to host the U.S. Open once in a while. Besides, it would help him take his mind off another World Series without him. On the ninth hole, Jimmy Mac made his pitch. Grudeck never forgot the sight. Jimmy Mac was dressed in a shamrock-colored sweater and sun-yellow pants, and swung a one-iron like a friggin’ shillelagh, face blazing red, frustrated by Baltusrol’s wicked fast greens as much as failing in the global car market.


“The Germans and Japs are kicking my ass. It’s like we never won the Big One. When my father built this business, the only luxury cars worth a turd in the whole world were American cars, except for Rolls and Bentley. Now we’re scrambling for market share in our own country. I need to restore American pride. Something’s gotta change. I need a little red, white, and blue. That’s where you come in.”


He made a name-in-lights motion with his hand. “Joe Grudeck, local sports icon, as American as baseball and Cadillac.”


Jimmy Mac spelled out the deal. The cash, off the books, and use of a new, fully insured car, for a couple of TV spots and newspaper ads, and a little glad-handing at dealership parties in the off-season. No more than an hour at the Christmas Sales Event and Presidents’ Day. Only an hour, Jimmy Mac promised, to meet preferred customers.


“One or the other, each season,” Grudeck countered. “And the car is good. I don’t endorse anything I don’t use.”


This was Sal’s rule. He always said, “First, you don’t want to look like a hypocrite. Second, you don’t want to come cheap.”


“I wouldn’t want it any other way,” Jimmy Mac said as he stuck out his fat hand. “Welcome to the MacIntosh family, buddy.”





AND NOW HERE HE WAS, fifteen years later, still in the deal, endorsing Jimmy Mac’s wife.


“Joanie. Wake up. Time to go.”


She turned toward him and started to grab. Grudeck turned and headed to the bathroom. He pissed, took another Viagra, then tugged at himself until the blood flowed. Joe GRRR-ewww, he thought. A man like him had appearances to keep up. Men got the bone-crushing handshake, women got this.


In the full-wall mirror under unforgiving halogen vanity lights, Grudeck saw himself. Still big and broad-shouldered, still strong and sinewy in the forearms and calves. But a thickening layer of soft flesh covered his shoulders and arms and thighs. Gravity tugged his chest, and time stole some muscle density in his biceps, quads, and abdomen. His gut was settling, his hips getting wide. Fat fuck, Grudeck said to himself. He grabbed a handful of belly and saw cellulite. All that club food. Time to seriously get back in the gym, maybe go back on andro, to trim up quick.


Grudeck reached for the giant-sized bottle of Advil and threw down three.


Now he stood before Joanie in his full Joe Grudeckness and gently shook her shoulder.


“Baby . . . Joanie, baby . . . you got to go.”


Her eyelids opened and closed, and she looked him up and down with a sleepy gin-and-vermouth hangover smile.


“Omigod, look at you. Uummm. Just the way I remember. Were you like that all night?” Her voice was husky and she came up, mouth first.


He backed away.


“Baby, not now, you got to go. You got to go before the neighbors start talking.”


“Oh, shit ’em. Let ’em talk. Serves Little Jimmy right.”


Grudeck didn’t want to hear it: trophy friend of husband becomes revenge fuck for wife. Not that he was a victim. He just didn’t want to hear it.


She grabbed at him, open mouth closing in.


“No, no, no, you don’t,” he said as he caught her head. “Joanie, I got to get going here. Please.”


The Hall news was coming in by mid-morning.


He put on a robe and went to the kitchen and pressed the button on the automatic coffeemaker. The thing roared to life and began to steam and spit. Grudeck looked out the window overlooking the fairway on this cold January morning. The course was empty, the trees around it naked and shivering in the wind. God, Jersey was gray in winter. And barren.


Joanie came out dressed and they had coffee.


“Call me,” she said over her shoulder as she left.


Grudeck stayed in his kitchen, looking out the window. Maybe he should call Sal? No, Sal was on top of it.


He turned on the TV. Maybe there was news.


On SportsCenter they were talking about him, the same over on Fox. Joe Grudeck, first time on the ballot. Let him in or make him wait? Our baseball analysts decide.


Analysts. Like baseball needed to be analyzed. Like it was the world financial markets, or action in Congress.


“Anal-ysts. More like asshole-ysts,” Grudeck said out loud, pretty proud of himself for thinking it up.


The first guy—a former Globe writer who always acted like a friend—said first-year entry was reserved for only the greatest of the greats. Cobb. Ruth. Williams. DiMaggio.


Look, Joe Grudeck is a Hall of Famer, no doubt about it. But a first-timer? No way. That’s the tradition. I know Joe Grudeck, I covered him for years, and if there’s one thing Joe Grudeck respects, it’s tradition.


The second guy—a TV guy Grudeck knew never left the studio—went the other way.


You just said he’s a Famer, no doubt, right? So if he deserves it, he deserves it. First year, second year. What is the difference? Why make him wait?


The serious, combative tone embarrassed Grudeck. Terrorists were beheading people, the country was going back to war, the world was fucked up, but here on SportsCenter, Grudeck was the urgent issue. Grudeck knew what was coming next: the online poll and the tweets, so anonymous assholes could give their worthless opinions on Grudeck’s career. Tweets. Stupid word.


Grudeck shut it off. The only thing that mattered was the actual vote, and Grudeck would know soon enough. He sat in the quiet, massaging his hands.





Chapter Three


Immortality came at 10:37. So said the digital clock on the convection oven Grudeck had never once used. His cell phone rang.


It was Sal.


“Joey. You’re in . . .”


“By how much?”


Joe Competitive, right to the end.


“Almost unanimous, Joey. Eighty-five percent. And wait, it gets better. No one else made it. You’re alone. Jenks and Struby just fell short. No veterans, either. The whole party’s gonna be for you.”


A few seconds passed. Grudeck didn’t know what to say. In his head, “I’m in the Hall” was not shouted with dream-come-true disbelief, but said in quiet matter-of-fact reflection. Expected. Anticlimactic. But real. Like death after a long illness.


“You there?” Sal said.


“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here.”


More silence.


“Hey, kid, you know how proud your father would be?” Sal finally said. “He would’ve never dreamed of this . . . I mean, he dreamed, but you surpassed his wildest expectations.”


“I know, Sal, thanks.”


“Back when you started, he was happy you just got drafted. When he asked if I could look at that first contract, he was hoping you’d earn enough to buy yourself a little house in Union, before you went to work in a real job . . . like high school coach. That’s what he was hoping for. When he got sick and came up to my office to fix his will, the last thing he said was, ‘Sal, make sure Joey takes care of what he earns, and make sure he takes care of his mother.’ Then you became a star, then a bigger star. Now look at you.”


“Thanks, Sallie. Thanks. I couldn’t have done it without you.”


“Ah, bullshit,” Sal said. “But, hell, I did my best, for a small-town lawyer.”


“You did great by me, Sal, I have no complaints. Look at my life.”





GRUDECK LIVED AT FAR HILLS national, on a Tom Fazio–designed golf course in a free townhouse, which he got in exchange for a little glad-handing and playing with members once in a while. Sal got him the deal with Dom Iosso, a billionaire developer, who built the course on the former estate of the car designer John DeLorean, “in the rolling hillsides of New Jersey’s estate region,” the brochures said. “The equestrian country where Jackie Kennedy Onassis, Malcolm Forbes, Doris Duke, Joe Grudeck, and many other ‘rich and famous’ made their homes.”


Joey Grudeck, son of a Polack sheet metal fabricator and his Italian housewife from down in blue-collar Union, was now one of them. Iosso added him to the brochure when their deal was done.


Rich. A millionaire a few times over. His last contract paid him $8 mil a year for three seasons, all deferred because he was still living off deferments from his previous contract, a six-year deal at $9 mil per. In all, his deferments would pay him at least half a mil per year until the day he died.


And famous. A big name, bigger than any of the CEOs or CFOs he met at the club, the kind of guy his father would have hated. But they weren’t household names like Jackie O, Forbes, and Duke, who were all dead anyway. These guys weren’t personalities; they were just finest-school corporate game-winners. Guys who got rewarded by their boards for skimming quality, reducing work force, and outsourcing jobs, until they couldn’t cut it anymore and the boards found new blood. Some were retired, golden parachute guys who failed at places like AT&T and Merrill Lynch. But who knew them? Joe Grudeck, everybody knew.





“CALL YOUR MOTHER,” Sal said, “before she hears it somewhere else.”


“Sal. Do me a favor. Call her for me. Tell her I’ll ride down in a little while. I just want to, you know, absorb it, for a little while.”


“No, you should do it, Joe. She should hear it from you. I mean, I’ll do it if you really want, but . . .”


“Yeah, you’re right, Sal. I’ll go.”


“Okay. What about the media? I’ll write a statement, for now, but do you want to do a presser? Your contract with the club says you got to do it there, but screw that. Do it where you want. Commissioner said you could do it on Park Avenue. Whatever you want.”


“I’ll go into the city. But I should do one here.”


“Like, what, three or four? They’ll all want it for the five o’clock news.”


“Whatever.”


“I’ll call Dom and let him know we’ll set something up at the club for tomorrow. He’ll want his face in there.”


“Fine. Good idea.”


“And you know, your stock just went up. All the deals we have in place, and the merchandising . . .”


“Another time, Sal. Just give me a few minutes now.”


Grudeck put the phone down and thought of a schoolboy joke.


What do you do after you climb Mount Everest?


You climb down.


He was going into the Hall of Fame.


Now what?


This wasn’t what he’d expected. He’d expected to be thrilled, elated, choking back tears, all that other stuff. Instead, he felt uneasy. Part of it was what happened in Syracuse. His name would be back in the news, the target on his back. Maybe one of them would sell her story. But probably not.


The bigger part was this:


Now what?


The question he feared most.


He saw it coming a few years ago, playing golf and glad-handing for a living; living off his name. So now what? Five years retired, and still no clue. He’d used the Hall vote as yet another excuse not to answer that question, but here it was.


He shut the ringer off on his phone, and just sat there awhile.





Chapter Four


Horace was in Pompey, sixty-eight miles west of Cooperstown, loading the museum’s beat Ford Econoline with some dead farmer’s junk: a moldy cider press, a dried and torn leather harness, and a plow so rusted the blades were flaking.


This was a growing pain-in-the-ass of his job. Every time some old farmer or farmer’s widow died, the children wanted to donate the “antique” tools forgotten on the property. Horace knew the deal; it was a cleanout before barns, sheds, and farmhouses were razed and land sold to developers. And it helped assuage the guilt for selling Pap’s land. His old tools were kept for posterity, they reasoned. At least we did that.


Because of cuts in government arts funding, the museum laid off most of the maintenance staff, so while they were home collecting unemployment, reenactors and craftsmen were asked to do the donkey work. They could choose one of their off days—the museum was closed on Mondays and Tuesdays—for straight time, or do it on regular workdays. Horace took the sixth day. First, he needed the money. Second, if he missed a day, they might find a part-time blacksmith to do his job while he was out collecting junk, and might decide a part-timer was all they really needed. Horace resented this, a double-dagger to the spectrum of the middle class. Not only did he have to work a six-day week to make ends meet, but as a historian with a master’s degree, he was taking the job of a Cooperstown townie with (maybe) a high school GED.


Not only that, but these trips never yielded artifacts of value. Anything discovered in these barns, the museum already had in triplicate, at least, and the stuff went from one forgotten corner to another—from some decrepit barn to the museum’s huge storage sheds in Cooperstown.


When he made this observation, the bosses countered: “We can’t purport to keep farm tradition alive, and then tell well-meaning country folk they should haul Grandpap’s cider press to the landfill.”


So here was Horace, layered up in Carhartt, hauling junk out of a sagging barn more gray than red, where the surface inches of exposed, weathered wood well outnumbered the chips of remaining paint. The farm was vacant, the barn empty. Everything of value had been sold at auction, the animals sent to slaughter. Inside, the smell of matted, unpitched hay and the acrid residual stench of cow manure was ingrained in the rafters and hung in the damp winter air. It stung Horace’s nostrils and his eyes watered. He was alone, on 300-some acres, the sole pallbearer for yet another farm funeral, mourning the dying simplicity of his grandfather’s time. This one hit home; Pompey was in Onondaga County, where Horace was from. He tripped on a pitchfork covered by a clump of hay, and stumbled enough to flame his temper. “God damn it,” he said under his breath, even though no one was around to hear him.





HORACE GREW UP IN LAFAYETTE, a town off Interstate 81, just a thirty-minute commute north to Syracuse. It had been one of a dozen farm hamlets off Highway 20’s east-west route through New York State’s rural midsection, but when the north-south interstate came through, the city spilled out. Factory workers, looking for yards and driveways, wanted cheap housing off I-81, and developers found a new market for old farmland. The town went from burg to ’burb, just like that. The Muellers lived in a plain split-level on a 75-by-150 lot, surrounded by houses built in the 1950s, with the same property dimensions, and the only evidence of their agricultural ancestry were stories Horace’s grandfather told and a backyard hops patch where the old man grew just enough to brew his own beer.


The grandfather, Helmut Mueller, Horace’s “Opa,” was the last of the German hops growers who worked for the Busch family in Otsego County. His great-great-uncles brought the know-how with them from the Hallertau region of Bavaria in the 1820s, and transplanted their crops to supply America’s growing lager industry. Opa grew up in Germany, but came to the United States as a young man at the turn of the century. But in 1909, a “blue mold” wiped out most of the Hallertau variety, by far the most common in New York State. What the blue mold didn’t kill, Prohibition finished off. By the time the taps reopened, the hops industry became entrenched out West. New, disease-resistant varieties were blossoming in the Sonoma Valley, and the long California growing season made West Coast hops cheaper for even East Coast brewers. Helmut Mueller was barely out of his thirties when his livelihood became extinct. He moved out of Otsego County and found orchard work in Cortland. After World War II, those jobs, too, began to disappear as mechanized farming and the new Interstate Highway System made it impossible for local growers to compete with conglomerates. Washington State apples came East faster, and were genetically engineered to be warehoused longer.


When Horace was a boy, Opa taught him to build a hops arbor, and how to tie and nurture the plants, and pick the buds. But the old man’s enthusiasm for it was a shallow last gasp, and at night, Helmut Mueller would sit on the back deck, looking lost and detached, like a nursing home patient staring out a picture window into a world he no longer recognized. He would sit, still, with his hands folded in his lap, and look down at the fireflies settled in his hops patch. Next to him would be his homemade beer in a tall glass, covered in running sweat beads, as the contents grew warm and undrinkable.


Horace’s father, Hans Mueller, who fought against his ancestral homeland in World War II, came home to technical school on the GI bill, then got work as a tool-and-die machinist at the bank-safe plant in Syracuse. The family moved again, this time to LaFayette. When Hans was laid off in the 1980s, he rented a dormant apple orchard from a grower’s widow. With old Helmut’s help, he tried to return to agriculture. Horace remembered stacking bushels as a young teen, listening to his father and grandfather grunt to each other in German. But the Macoun apples the dead guy had grown were old-fashioned by then, replaced by sweeter and prettier varieties like Jonagold, Jonamac, and Empire, all developed by Cornell’s ag school. Hans Mueller gave it ten years, then quit. Early retirement, he called it, and Horace saw the same resignation on his face that he’d seen on his grandfather’s. When Opa died, Horace’s father inherited that complete look of the lost; the generation between a man and mortality was erased. He measured his life differently; no longer day-to-day, but in sum total. And so Hans Mueller, like Helmut Mueller, left no legacy of land, or handed-down craft: just a house in LaFayette owned by a distant bank, and a tool-and-die skill for which there was no factory home.





TO UNDERSTAND WHAT HAPPENED, and why it happened, Horace chose history. It came to him one day, thirty years before as a teenager, while he sat under a tree overlooking the valley and snuck a few of his father’s cigarettes. It was a late-September twilight, and cloud breaks in the western sky looked lit by torches. Sun rays shot heavenward from the ridge lines on the horizon, like spokes of dusty orange and gold. The beauty of it moved Horace, then a high school senior, to never leave. It was a sign from God, a call to vocation. A revelation.


This land is my land. This home is my home.


Horace sat until twilight became night. The infinite blackboard of stars, and blue wisps of cigarette smoke dissipating like a last breath, made him desperate to find something to hold. What did he have? He had history. Family history, right here. He would stay, and dissect the failures of his father and grandfather and find justice for them through the long lens of historic perspective. They were good men, but men in the wrong place and time. He could redeem them through the study of the unkind unraveling of Rural America by Industrial America in the early twentieth century, followed by Industrial America’s postwar shuttering by Global Economy America. Horace knew the national story could be told through one family narrative. When it came time for college, he could see his future in his past.


Horace was smart and got accepted into Cornell’s Agricultural College, the land-grant, public part of the university. He was a rural sociology major walking in the door, and out. For the next six years, he collected data, studied trends, and explored theories. He became educated and armed to write and teach, with reverential knowledge, about America’s lost agrarian past. His master’s thesis, called “The Rise and Fall of the Hops Industry, and Its Lasting Economic and Social Impact on New York Farm Regions,” was written from a firsthand perspective, seen from the sullen rooms of his father’s split-level.


And his talks at the Farmers’ Museum were a continuous update on the loss of small-town country life and character.


In the last ten years, forty million acres of farmland was converted to strip malls or housing development. . . . In the 2010 census, less than fifteen percent of Americans worked in agriculture. In 1910, only fifteen percent of Americans worked outside of agriculture. . . . The rural village spawned small businesses, like the blacksmith shop, which embodied the spirit of invention. Thomas Edison, Henry Ford, the Wright Brothers, all started with small shops in small villages that shaped our nation’s industry and history. . . . Invention turned into manufacturing and factory towns were born and thrived . . . and, well, you know the rest. Now they’re in China.


And now here he was, Cornell-educated, a craft blacksmith, moving junk out of a barn in Pompey, named like the lost city buried under Vesuvius. The farm, to complete the dismal metaphor, was on Cemetery Road, and overlooked an old graveyard where sandstone markers of the settlers were worn beyond reading. The old church next to it had been abandoned for years; now the building held an antiques shop. Horace found a warped scythe with a rusted blade—there must have been a hundred in the “collection.” He broke the splintered handle over his knee and threw it down in the hay. He found an old butter churn, the wood rotted and soft, the tin bands brittle and cracked with rust. He figured it dated back to 1910, the same vintage of three on display at the museum and another half dozen in storage. He tossed it into a stall. Fewer things to move. The rakes and pitchforks went into the same pile. He was tired of lugging dead people’s junk.


He loaded the Econoline with just enough stuff to prove he was there, and drove out to Route 20 East. The winter winds infiltrated the van’s door seams, shaken loose by miles and time. The heat was blasting lukewarm air and the sweat that soaked his long underwear turned chilly on his back and chest. To make matters worse, the clutch was shot, and Horace had to pump it two or three times on every shift, as the choking smell of burning automotive fluid filled the cab as he headed back to Cooperstown.


Cooperstown, Horace liked to say, was the birthplace of American mythology. James Fenimore Cooper started it with Natty Bumppo, the lone wanderer, the great white conqueror, the “rugged individualist going against the grain.” The cliché was built on Natty Bumppo’s broad shoulders, from The Deerslayer to The Last of the Mohicans. Every frontier legend—Daniel Boone, Davy Crockett, Wyatt Earp, even the outlaw Jesse James—was a Bumppo knockoff. Hollywood followed with Gary Cooper, John Wayne, Clint Eastwood, one for every generation. But in Cooperstown, baseball overran that history. Even now in the dead of winter, when the lake ice was ten feet thick and snow-covered golf courses looked like a barren Saharan landscape with airborne white particles whipped up by the Otsego Lake winds, baseball was king.


It was on Route 20, some ten miles out of town, that he saw the new “Cool, Cool Cooperstown” billboard, and it spat right at him. Surrounded by winter’s gray and bare-limbed trees, the color and summer theme were even more assaultive and ridiculous; like a puked-up splatter of Day-Glo colors on a subdued Hudson School painting.


They were putting up dozens of them, on every road into town, and Horace fantasized about torching them all on some windy night, to make the fiery point that his staid, historic town would never stand for a cartoon spokesman.


But there he was, “Coop,” the grinning baseball, with black shades and a hat on sideways, popping out of a sky-blue background.


“Cool, Cool Cooperstown” was printed in brushstrokes of race-car yellow on royal-blue background; NASCAR colors for the camper crowd, Horace thought. Below it, in smaller letters, were the words Home of Baaaseballl! That was the signature line, played on the TV and radio versions of the ads; a comic scream by a cartoon character. The image belonged in some Jersey boardwalk town or a Daytona spring break beach strip, not in Horace’s old, dignified, steepled Cooperstown.


The old tourism signs cast Cooperstown in a shadowy Victorian streetscape; a line drawing of an Italianate mansion with a mansard roof and widow’s walk, fronted by a wrought-iron fence and gate, all illuminated by a gas lamp. “Welcome to Cooperstown, the Village of Museums,” it said, in understated, elegant script. Other old signs had a collage of the museums themselves: the Ivy League–like facade of the Baseball Hall of Fame, the neo-Georgian mansion at the Fenimore Art Museum, and the edifice of the massive stone dairy barns of the Farmers’ Museum. Back then, those museums counted. Not now. Not in the Home of Baaaseballl!


The museums were run by the Clark Foundation, started by the first family of modern Cooperstown. Stephen C. Clark began the Baseball Hall of Fame, and the Farmers’ Museum was converted from the estate of Edward Severin Clark. All were first-class operations, but only the Hall of Fame paid its way. School groups made up most of the farm museum traffic, yawning at exhibits on barn building, crop planting, and family life.


Past the barns were a dozen transplanted historic buildings, laid out to be a typical—but compact—New York rural village, circa 1845. It was all there: the church at the center, the general store, an apothecary, a print shop, a schoolhouse, a physician’s office, and the blacksmith shop, all painted in conservative shades of the day. Living historians like Horace, dressed in period clothing, worked their shops. Others performed traditional chores in the working farm just beyond the village. Fields were plowed by draft horses and reaped by antique tools. Cows were milked hand to bucket. And the chickens roamed free before bedding down in the henhouse. It was a beautiful place, a valley hamlet with a view of the lake and the mountain beyond, where Horace lived.


Horace, the historian, started in the archive, thinking the foundation’s deep pockets all but guaranteed him lifetime work. But the economy tanked, taking foundation money and donations with it, and Horace, now the blacksmith, entered the modern world of the American workingman. Insecure and changing. The guy who played pastor was first to be cut to part-time with no benefits, and the church became a “special event” facility, booked by corporate event planners as a quirky place to hold a meeting. Next to go were the schoolmarm, the doctor, and the apothecarist—actors, like the pastor, with no special craft or skill. They were replaced, if at all, by interns—usually undergrads or even graduate students from SUNY, working on some obscure mid-state thesis.


The message of the new “Cool, Cool Cooperstown” ad campaign was clear. The Village of Museums—educational, cultured, genteel—no longer appealed to families. Sports had taken over, so the town doubled down on baseball. The old signs were left to fade, battered by the Otsego winters, while the Chamber of Commerce plotted a new direction. When the signs were sufficiently wrecked—demolition by neglect, as they say in historic preservation circles—they were torn down and replaced by the screaming Coop cartoon, a twenty-first-century ad campaign for a nineteenth-century village. And on this winter day, the cheesy signs, with their forced sunny merriment, blared against a backdrop of steely skies and cold, snow-drifted fields, where dead hay and cornstalks poked up like some broken promise of summer.


Cool, Cool Cooperstown.


Home of Baaaseballll!


Not home to anything else.


Just baseball. Out on Route 28, just a few minutes outside the village in Milford, a pantheon to kids’ baseball called Cooperstown Dream Park was carved into two hundred acres of fertile valley soil. Horace remembered the dairy farm there; maybe there were two. Yes, one had yellow barns, he recalled, and also had a Black Angus herd for meat. But the verdant pastures were turned into twenty-two lighted fields, with manicured infields with red clay base paths and green outfield fences, and snack bars, souvenir shops, a youth baseball Hall of Fame (whatever that was), and bunkhouses for teams that came from all over America. At least ten thousand Little Leaguers swarmed the place, from June till Labor Day, with their parents, coaches, and siblings. The stretch of highway around it became an alley of chain hotels, pizza, and wings and ice cream joints. They took shuttle buses into the village, toured the baseball museum, and, along with all the other baseball tourists, dropped millions into the economy. Cooperstown counted the money, but you couldn’t put a price on what was lost, Horace thought. The soul. The culture. The mission. The nuance of art. Americana. America itself. Call it what you want. It was dying. Worse, nobody seemed to care.


Home of Baaaseballl! bugged Horace on two fronts.


First, it was historically inaccurate propaganda aimed at souvenir-buying tourists. Like Yankee hats made in China, the label was ironically counterfeit. This offended Horace as a historian. Baseball, the so-called national pastime, had no singular home. Cooperstown could not lay claim to being the Home of Baseball any more than Yankee Stadium, Fenway Park, or any Little League or sandlot field in America could.


And Cooperstown’s claim as “birthplace of baseball” was long ago exposed as a fraud. Horace actually enjoyed telling visitors to his shop the truth.


“If you want to see the real home of baseball, go to the intersection of Washington Street and Eleventh Avenue in Hoboken, New Jersey, and look for a marker in the road,” Horace would say. He told them that Cooperstown’s life as “Home of Baseball” was not only built on a lie, but the Hall of Fame was built on an artifact from that lie: the “Doubleday Ball.”


Stephen C. Clark bankrolled the Hall after he bought the “Doubleday Ball.” It was a Frankenstein-stitched, misshapen sphere of leather stuffed with wool and cotton yarn, found in an attic down the road in Fly Creek. Somebody hoodwinked old Clark into believing it was used in the historic first game, which, of course, never happened. Its only historical significance, Horace said gleefully, was this: it was the first piece of junk to be sold as “baseball memorabilia” at a price far exceeding its value. This always got a laugh from the silver-hair crowd.


But, like it or not, the hard truth was baseball is what brought people into town. The Hall drew an easy quarter million a year, ten times more than the Farmers’ Museum and the Fenimore Art Museum combined. Worse still, most visitors to Farm & Art were only in town to visit the Hall, which generated 85 percent of the hotel and restaurant revenue. “Farm & Art only” visitors were school groups or geezer bus trips (Farm & Art for old farts, as they said in Clark Foundation circles), none of whom stayed overnight or ate in Cooperstown’s restaurants.
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