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NEVER MIND

THE LINEUP






SWIMMING IN

QUICKSAND


You never know what’s going to save you. Most of the time, salvation comes from the usual suspects—god, pharmaceuticals, romance—but occasionally, as in this case, it arrives entirely from left field.

I was living in a guesthouse, renting a single room even smaller than the bedroom I had slept in as a kid. The furnishings consisted of an undersized bed, which came with the room, a color television, and my father’s large antique desk. Off to the side was a closet-like bathroom too foul for description and an even smaller kitchen whose sink was stacked high with moldy dishes. Several months before, when I had returned from a short surf trip up the coast, I ventured a look into the sink and was stunned to see some sort of small primordial life-forms with tiny little faces staring back at me from just beneath the water’s surface. They seemed as surprised by my appearance as I was by theirs, and they quickly scattered back into the murky depths of a large casserole pot. At that point, I had decided to let the sink exist unmolested as its own self-contained ecosystem.

It was a scorching weekday in February when I answered the door to find my illustrious screenwriting partner, Teo, standing there, clutching what appeared to be an antique portable typewriter. Teo was in his early fifties and weighed somewhere around three hundred pounds. No matter the weather, he always wore a slightly frayed, blue blazer that looked like someone had hurled a combination pizza across the front. The two of us had been casual friends over the years, and after I graduated from a local film school, Teo asked me to team up with him on a ghostwriting job for his old friend and occasional bail provider, ’70s action-film director Walter Hill. Teo and I existed on the fringes of the film industry like a world-weary screenwriting Abbott and Costello, barely scraping by and always believing we were just one phone call away from success and eternal happiness.

Teo spoke with a mumbling and somewhat faint accent from his upper-crust English boarding school days. “How’s it going?” he asked, slightly out of breath, and then held up the typewriter. “It’s Hemingway’s typewriter. I thought perhaps we could sell it.” I nodded and let him in. Having seen old blackand white photographs of Teo’s socialite expatriate parents arm in arm with a tanned and grinning Hemingway, I had every reason to believe him. On the other hand, Teo had recently used me as an unknowing middleman to sell a forged Andy Warhol Electric Chair painting to the bass player of a world-famous Los Angeles art-rock band. Even worse, Teo had intercepted my most recent paltry paycheck and cashed it to fund what I assumed to be the latest of his seemingly perpetual drug relapses. I hadn’t seen him for several weeks, and I suppose the typewriter scheme was intended as some sort of misguided peace offering.

“Here, look at it,” he said, “I discovered it in Spain after my parents died and I was going through their possessions.” I took the typewriter from him and inspected it. It was housed in a worn leather case that had an old ocean-liner sticker on its side and a portion of the name Hemingway still quite visible. I glanced up at Teo’s eyes to check his pupils, and they appeared normal. “I’m clean,” he offered. “Two weeks this Saturday.”

“You fucking owe me money,” I said.

“I do and I’m really sorry. One doesn’t do that to his writing partner, but I promise I’ll get it all back to you. In the meantime, we can sell the typewriter and you can have most of the money.”

I stared at him and said nothing.

“Also, I recently received a call from Krikes and Meerson about The Jack Artist,” he continued, referring to our latest hard-boiled crime epic. “They want to take it to Quentin Tarantino’s company. They have a good relationship there and really think they can sell it.”

It should be noted that Teo survived for years in the drug netherworld around Hollywood Boulevard as a skillful, almost pathological manipulator. Like the equally rotund Kasper Gut-man character in The Maltese Falcon, he had disarmed a plethora of thieves, dealers, pimps, and prostitutes with nothing more than some well-placed compliments. And true to form, just when I was ready to hurl the cheat out my front door, he slipped in that little tidbit about possibly selling our script, contingent, of course, on the two of us remaining a writing team, which, I had supposed, ruled out a sound beating in the front yard.

The phone rang, and after glaring at Teo some more, I picked it up. My friend Mike Coulter was on the other end, already in midsentence, “… it’s totally coming together. It’s gonna be fucking amazing.”

“Um, yeah,” I answered, as I clocked Teo lumbering through my narrow kitchen, toward the bathroom. I began to wave my arms in frantic protest, acutely aware of the apartment’s lack of ventilation and anemic plumbing system, but he didn’t look back. I slumped against the wall in defeat.

Mike was still babbling on about this baseball idea. Like everything else, it sounded like an overwhelming commitment. I figured that I should probably just come up with some bogus excuse—a bent spine, cataracts, a severe case of gout—and get off the phone as fast as possible. Oblivious to my reservations, Mike theorized that a lot of the guys we knew would never do anything like this: They would fancy themselves far too cool. But the two of us, we were way beyond that. “This will be something great,” he expounded. “They’ll see that later and wish they’d made such a bold fucking move. Trust me on this.”

“You may be right,” I replied. “Keep me posted.” After hanging up, I realized that Teo had been in the bathroom for way too long, even for a man who considered cheese a health food, so I walked over and knocked on the door. There was a long pause, and then he answered through the closed door. “Would you please hold on?”

After another minute, I knocked harder. “Hey, what the fuck are you doing in there?” There was some serious shuffling about, and the door finally swung open. He stepped out, puffing a newly lit Pall Mall. I was always telling him not to smoke in my little apartment.

“Were you fucking getting high in there?” I asked.

He huffed, and puffed, and acted indignant, “I can’t believe you would even ask me such a thing.” But even as he said this, I spotted some blood drops on the floor, forming a little trail back into the bathroom. I shook my head. “Just get the fuck out.”

“What the hell is your problem?” he demanded, so I gestured down at the blood. He appeared momentarily flustered but recovered quickly and announced that he must have simply cut himself while quite thoughtfully trying to open the bathroom window to air out the place. A nice effort, I had to admit, but then I noticed a steady stream of blood that had originated from inside his jacket arm and pooled about his wrist before dripping steadily onto my carpet. Teo noticed this as well and, without saying another word, started shuffling toward the front door. He stepped outside, wheeled around, and glared at me. “You know, you’re not my father!”

I slammed the door in his face.

“You motherfucker!” he yelled from outside, furiously cursing me all the way to his car. I sat down on my bed, trembling with frustration. After a moment, I noticed Hemingway’s typewriter next to me. I carried it over to and carefully placed it inside my closet, beside some rather heinous German porn videos and a seldom-worn pair of black dress shoes. Also there, sitting on a shelf amid all the useless debris of my recent life, was my Davey Lopes, circa 1975 model, baseball glove.






TOO MUCH

JUNKIE BUSINESS


This whole thing really started weeks before, when I walked in and found Mike Coulter sprawled out on my girlfriend’s bed in his underwear. The blinds were drawn and he was only half awake, his heavy-lidded eyes gazing over at the flickering television as two blow-dried stiffs on ESPN droned on and on about the previous night’s baseball games. I had never particularly liked the sport of baseball. It seemed excruciatingly slow and the players always reminded me of cops. Mike, on the other hand, has always loved baseball, and he loved it the most when his life was falling apart.

Mike had been swallowing an assortment of tranquilizers to ease withdrawal symptoms, but his brow was beaded with sweat and the pupils of his eyes were dilated into solid black saucers. His short, messy hair was dyed an unnatural tint of red, but the roots were starting to show, and they were gray. Mike had always been—as they say in department stores—husky. But now his thirty-three-year-old frame was starting to waste away from drugs, and the waif look wasn’t exactly working for him. With a shrinking physique, his already large head just appeared that much bigger, like a balloon on a string.

Mike had just returned from being on tour with his three-piece alternative-pop band that had recently been signed to a major record deal. He was trying to kick the rather predictable drug habit he’d acquired on the road. Knowing there was little chance he could resist his cravings all alone in his messy East Hollywood apartment, my girlfriend took him in. The fact that they were sleeping in the same bed together didn’t really bother me. The two had been friends for years, and there had never been any romantic chemistry between them. I also knew my girlfriend wasn’t too interested in sex lately, because she would tell me so almost nightly before rolling over and going to sleep.

So, while she was off bitterly waiting tables—a job she somehow blamed on me—I babysat Mike, to make sure he didn’t run off with the television or her prized vintage lunch-pail collection. Sitting with friends as they tossed, turned, vomited, and sweated out the drugs was something I had done many times before. I was once on the other side of the equation, so I knew firsthand the intricacies of opiate withdrawal, and that knowledge helped when it came time to deliver the requisite tough-love, “you can do it, stop fucking whining, you pathetic weak bastard” motivational speeches.

Mike pulled himself upright and announced that he needed a cigarette, so the two of us headed out into the large weed-strewn backyard and sat at an old wooden picnic table someone had stolen from a local park. My girlfriend recently quit smoking— again—and understandably didn’t want her house to smell like cigarettes. I noticed Mike’s hand trembling as he retrieved a single, bent Marlboro from his pocket, carefully straightened it out, and lit it. There was a silence as he smoked, punctuated by the sniffling of his constantly running nose. Eventually, Mike looked over at me, wiped his nose with the back of his hand like a little kid, and asked, “Hey, do you wanna play catch?”

The question caught me by surprise. He might as well have suggested we go inside and make love in front of a roaring fire. I knew Mike was a serious baseball fan, but it wasn’t exactly what you expected from a guy with an armful of bloody track marks and a stomach full of black-market pills he’d purchased at some downtown Mexican bakery. We walked out to the alley, where his large passenger van was parked among several knocked-over trash cans. The thing wasn’t even a year old, but the front bumper was already smashed in, a massive scrape ran the length of one side, and the rear window was shattered. A sticker on the back door proclaimed FUCK THE YANKEES. The letter u in the word fuck was actually a baseball, so as not to offend anyone. Mike’s record company purchased the van with the band’s advance money, and the three of them had been touring in it nonstop, trying desperately to promote their major-label debut. Mike told me that while passing through Nashville on their way to yet another sparsely attended show, they stopped and bought baseball gloves, thinking they could play a little catch in their free time.

Mike climbed into the van and began rifling around in the back. Peering in through a smudged side window, I could see layers of garbage—cigarette butts, coffee cups, CDs, pornography, a half-eaten hamburger, and a device that looked like a woman’s open mouth with a cord that plugged into the van’s cigarette lighter. I also noticed a syringe lying beneath the front passenger seat. I was debating whether to grab it when Mike jumped back into the alley clutching two brand-new leather baseball gloves.

“Um, I just thought I would mention that there’s a rig under the seat,” I said, motioning to the syringe.

He nodded and started to walk away. “Could you get rid of it for me, please?” he asked. I reached in and carefully withdrew the outfit, which contained a brownish, caked residue— dried blood, heroin, or a mixture of both. I broke the needle off on the ground, stuffed it into an aluminum can, stomped on that, and threw the whole thing into a nearby trash can. There was a time in my life when even seeing a syringe, let alone holding one in my hands, would have caused my stomach to knot up in reflexive anticipation. But after so many years of seeing my friends’ lives completely annihilated and even prematurely ended by drugs, I now just loathed it all.

Mike and I started tossing the ball back and forth from a short distance, loosening up our atrophied arms. Mike’s mood seemed to be brightening, even though physically he still looked awful, his skin pallid and moist-looking. “Maybe I’ll sweat all the drugs out doing this,” he said with weak laugh. I had to admit, the simple act of playing catch felt good. But my mechanics were terrible and I was throwing the ball like a European. Mike didn’t seem to notice, and he backed up a few feet. He could actually throw fairly well for someone in such a state, and after a few more tosses, he motioned for me to crouch down so he could try to pitch.

I squatted down and, after a rather exaggerated Vida Blue-like windup, Mike hurled the ball straight over my head into a trash can. I retrieved the ball and tossed it back to him, and he went through the same windup again, this time hurling an impressive fastball straight into my mitt. “Nice!” I exclaimed, and tossed the ball back. He fired another pitch, and this time, the ball veered wide but I was able reach out and grab it before it bounced off down the alley. I stood and threw the ball back to him. As I released it, Mike turned his head away and began to choke up some fluorescent green bile. He must have sensed the ball heading toward him, because he reached back and waved his glove limply behind him, as if trying to shoo a wasp away from a picnic. The ball hit him square in the back with a loud thud, and he stumbled forward, coughing and sputtering. As we gathered ourselves and started back inside, Mike grinned sheepishly, wiping spit and vomit from his mouth. “Well, that was kind of fun, wasn’t it?”
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Two weeks later, the drugs were pretty much out of Mike’s system. With a reignited appetite, he had started to cook again, and this particular afternoon, he was making a big simmering pot of his infamous, heartburn-inducing Maryland chili. The rooming-house style apartment where he lived in East Hollywood had no air-conditioning, so he was standing naked in his small kitchen, chopping a mountain of onions and crying.

A Baltimore Orioles insignia was tattooed on the pasty flesh of his right shoulder. He had it inked in a fit of outrage back in 1996, when his beloved Orioles were playing the Yankees in the playoffs, and a pudgy twelve-year-old Yankees fan named Jeffrey Maier reached his hand over the right-field railing and snatched a Derek Jeter fly ball out of Orioles outfielder Tony Tarasco’s glove. The umpires ruled it incorrectly as a home run, and the Yankees went on to win the crucial first game of the series. After screaming at his television, Mike set out into the night and ended up on a seedy stretch of Hollywood Boulevard, among the teen runaways and drunk marines. He paid some leathery old biker to ink the Orioles emblem on him in the hope that it would somehow inspire them to beat the hated Yankees. Of course, it had absolutely no effect, and the Yankees went on to beat the Orioles and eventually win the World Series.

In the time since Mike and I had tossed the ball around in the alley, the three-year relationship with my girlfriend finally ended and I was experiencing an unpleasant dose of near suicidal depression and paralyzing fear. Sitting in my cramped apartment, I was perusing the back-page ads of a local independent newspaper and fantasizing about the various scantily clad masseuses and all that they could do for me, when the phone rang. It was Mike, who was standing nude in his kitchen. He simply uttered, “Batting cages.”

The Glendale batting cages were a somewhat shabby, no-frills facility located on a busy street lined with Armenian wedding shops and hair salons. By the time I arrived in my barely running minivan, I was fortified with an entire liter of caf-feinated soda. Mike was already inside the place, sitting on a wood bench, drinking an enormous iced espresso, and watching a pack of prepubescent Little Leaguers effortlessly knock line drives into the netting.

I hadn’t tried to hit a baseball since the mid-’70s when I played Little League for a grand total of two seasons. Growing up in Southern California, our heroes tended to be young skateboard rebels like Tony Alva rather than ultrasquare pro-ball players like Steve Garvey. In those days, I was a longhaired, perpetually stoned eleven-year-old who had already been hauled out of elementary school twice by the local police, the first time for possessing some rather large firecrackers called M200s and several switchblade knives, the second time for planting marijuana plants in the kindergartners’ vegetable garden. When I look back on those two seasons of Little League, they seem like the relative calm before the storm, a lingering moment of true childhood before I was swept up in a wave of teenage nihilism, petty crime, and punk music.

Mike went over and paid the attendant for fifteen minutes in what was supposedly one of the slower batting cages. Since this had been his idea, I suggested that he could go first. He set his espresso down, snubbed out his cigarette, and sauntered into the small cage, wearing baggy shorts and a black URGE OVERKILL T-shirt. He swung the bat around a few times to loosen up, then planted his feet slightly apart and dramatically raised his hand to signal that he was now ready to the unimpressed teenage Armenian operator. The steel gears of the pitching machine began to turn, pulling a chain that caused a clawlike arm to rear back and hurl a dimpled, bright yellow ball toward Mike at about seventy miles an hour. He lurched forward and swung the bat but made no contact whatsoever. The next pitch was already on its way, and he got the bat back just in time for it to fly past his chin. That sequence repeated itself over and over for several minutes, until he finally managed to foul a ball off into the backstop behind him. Satisfied, Mike stepped out and handed me the bat and helmet. “Your turn, chief.”

I felt confident that I could do somewhat better, but after being in there for what seemed like an eternity and flailing hard at each pitch, I had yet to make contact. Mike sat on the other side of the fence and offered a multitude of helpful tips such as, “Come on, keep your eye on the ball,” “Oh, Jesus, you’re way ahead of it,” and “Don’t step away, you fucking pussy!” All were valid points, but none seemed to help, and the frustration and anger slowly began to build. I hadn’t expected it to be quite so difficult. When I heard a kid off in the distance laugh at something, I was convinced that the Little Leaguers were openly mocking me. Mercifully, the pitching machine ground to a halt; I was left standing there, sweaty and entirely humiliated.

I stepped out of the cage and collapsed onto the bench next to Mike. When I looked down, I saw that my fingers were raw and bloody. They looked the same way years before, when I played drums in the well-known punk-rock band Bad Religion. Back then, the pain seemed well earned, a bloody testament to the youthful fury I had used to propel the loud minimalist beats. Now I just felt stupid for not having worn batting gloves. Mike was looking over and studying the Little Leaguers again, lost in what appeared to be some serious thought. “You know what?” he asked. “We should start a fucking baseball team.” I nodded, more out of politeness than anything. It sounded about as likely as the two of us becoming international super-models or, for that matter, home owners or family men. “Yeah, sure,” I said, and we took off.






BIRDS OF

A FEATHER


Because the numbing effects of the drugs were gone, Mike could suddenly feel everything, and it wasn’t a euphoric experience. Compounding the still-unresolved fat kid/only child/failure issues of his childhood was the fact that he had spent the last few months moving through the world like a shuffling, blissed-out Attila the Hun, systematically burning bridges and destroying every meaningful relationship in his path. Trying to keep a growing panic in check, he launched a serious damage-control campaign, spending the next few days holed up in his little apartment, chain-smoking and calling his band’s new manager, a slick-talking, tanned fortysomething bodybuilder named Doc, whose only other band featured Keanu Reeves on bass. Mike’s record company had promised that it would release another single and even produce a music video, but now the same people who had so recently smiled and assured him he would soon be buying a big, new house had stopped returning his phone calls, and Mike could feel his rock-star dream fading from reach.

Instead of obsessing over the missed opportunity and all he did to sabotage it, Mike found himself replaying a short conversation he had with two strangers at the Glendale batting cages. While waiting for me to arrive that afternoon, he watched two thirtysomething blue-collar types take batting practice in one of the faster cages. Being from the East Coast and therefore capable of speaking to strangers, Mike spoke to them and discovered that they actually played on a team—not, as he initially expected, in some beer-swilling softball league, but a real honest-to-god hardball-throwing baseball league. And when later that day Mike mentioned the idea of starting a team, what I had initially dismissed as some sort of postdetox-induced dementia was actually the beginning of a serious plan. From that point on, for every phone call not returned and every promise broken by the hipster phonies at his record company, Mike says he would simply envision himself standing on a baseball diamond in full uniform, savoring the smell of fresh cut grass and pitching a few innings of America’s greatest pastime.

The league was organized by the city parks and recreation office. The day after our lackluster performance at the batting cages, Mike called the office and asked how he might get on a team. He found out that you either needed to be on the “free agent” list, which existing teams used when they needed another player, or you could form your own team. Mike put his name on the list and waited. Two weeks passed without a single call, so he decided to head to the closest league field in nearby Griffith Park. Mike figured he might be able to expedite the process with his occasionally charismatic personality.

Griffith Park covered more than four thousand acres of hills, forests, and grassy meadows along the northern edges of East Hollywood, Los Feliz, and Silver Lake. It was home to the famous Griffith Observatory as well as the rather dreary Los Angeles Zoo, a functional children’s train, a section of shrubbery known for its rampant anonymous gay sex, and—the parks office assured Mike—a fully operational baseball diamond. Mike drove through the park’s vast picnic grounds, which was populated with lounging gang members, poor immigrant families, an arrhythmic hippie drum circle, and some lost soul in buttless leather chaps and a Civil War cap who stared at Mike as he drove past. At the north end of the park, near a large public golf course and a cowboy museum, Mike finally spotted what looked like a backstop fence rising above a few nearby trees. He turned his battered van onto a narrow service road and, after a short distance, realized that he was driving along a previously obscured valley. It was there, beneath a gently sloping hillside, that he found what he was searching for: a surprisingly well-manicured baseball diamond, complete with grassy outfields and a perfectly sculpted pitcher’s mound. A game was in progress, and he could see a uniformed pitcher standing atop the mound. After a pregnant pause, the man lifted his leg and hurled what looked like an overhand slider toward the plate. It was a baseball game.

Mike says he felt a druglike excitement as he climbed out of the van and headed down the hillside, toward some bleachers. A few rather stout wives and girlfriends were sitting together, eating potato chips and bellowing out blind support for their respective mates, but otherwise not much of a crowd. Mike found a seat high away from the shrill women and took stock of the game. The team in the field was wearing the uniform of the Cincinnati Reds and seemed to be comprised of mustachioed white guys in their late thirties and early forties. Mike guessed it to be a team of grips, gaffers, or electricians, definitely the union types he had encountered while employed to haul props around various Hollywood soundstages. The opposing team, noticeably younger and Hispanic, was wearing Dodger uniforms. All the players appeared to be in pretty good shape, though Mike was relieved to see that a few of them sported the type of protruding potbelly sometimes referred to affectionately as a “party ball.”

As he watched the game, Mike noticed another lone spectator sitting in the bleachers with him and the screeching women. The man appeared to be in his early forties and wore an ultrashort, slightly waxed crew cut, like an FBI agent. He was cradling a baseball glove in his hands, bobbing his head, and half smiling, like he was waiting for an impending conversation, which he was. When Mike made the briefest of eye contact, the man nodded an amiable, “How’s it going?” and, without waiting for a reply, announced that his name was Jordan Mitchell and scooted next to Mike. After fifteen minutes of what was more of a monologue than a two-way conversation, Mike knew almost everything he needed to know.

Forty-one-year-old Jordan Mitchell had been a successful Little League coach in the area and had led his team to three consecutive championships, but now he wanted to take the field and play for himself. More specifically, he wanted to pitch. So he started practicing daily, throwing the ball to his dutiful and somewhat perplexed sons and, when no else was around, would even coerce his wife into nervously catching a few for him. He informed Mike that after extensive research, he actually developed his own pitch, a slow-as-molasses spinner ball that would arch through the air and, at the very last minute, drop right into the strike zone. He called it “Mister Slippy.”

As the two sat there talking, conversation punctuated every few minutes by the ping of an aluminum bat connecting with a ball, Jordan told Mike how he eventually found a team called the Cyclones, made up of some young men who worked at a local supermarket. He was introduced to them through a mutual friend, and in a gesture of kindness no doubt inspired by the large amounts of high-grade marijuana they smoked, they invited the older, almost defiantly square Jordan to join their team. While they didn’t let him start as a pitcher, when the score was irreversibly lopsided, they would let Jordan come in and throw a few innings.

Before each game, Jordan proudly hung a framed picture of his idol, Satchel Paige, in the team’s dugout. Paige was a gifted black pitcher who, after decades of playing in relative obscurity, finally made it into the major leagues at the advanced age of forty-one—the same age Jordan had been that year.

Jordan’s team hadn’t won a single game. He didn’t really care because he was getting to pitch, but the other players became increasingly frustrated and settled on the middle-aged Jordan as their scapegoat. “I remember one of the guys got angry because I was starting a game,” Jordan told Mike, “not even as a pitcher but just playing in the outfield. So I asked him, ‘Well, what’s wrong with that?’ And he ran over and got about an inch from my face and just started screaming that I was the reason the team was losing all the time. I really thought he was going to punch me.” Jordan eventually quit the team, but he immediately started looking for another and had lately begun showing up at the field in case a team needed an extra player, which so far none did.

Mike had his glove with him, of course, so the two of them eventually played catch. As they threw the ball back and forth, Mike told Jordan how he signed up on the league’s waiting list. Jordan just shook his head. “Good luck, but it ain’t gonna happen,” he said. “It’s an old-boy network, and once they have a team, it’s pretty much for good. If they need another player, then they go and get someone they know. They don’t ever look at that list. What you’re really gonna have to do if you wanna play is start your own team.”

“I’ve actually been thinking about that. How hard is it to do?” Mike asked.

“All you have to do is find ten or eleven guys who are willing to play every Sunday, then fill out some forms and pay the fees.”

Mike nodded. “Cool, I’m gonna look into that.”

Jordan was noticeably surprised by Mike’s optimism. “Do you think you know that many guys who would really wanna play?” he asked.

“I might.”

The two continued to throw the baseball back and forth, stopping occasionally to watch the game being played. The Hispanic Dodgers started to mount a late-inning comeback, and the Reds’ cheering section was howling in outrage, convinced the two umpires were committing grave injustices with every call. When one of the wives, a mousy librarian type, loudly referred to the home plate umpire as a “stupid piece of shit who didn’t know what the fuck he was talking about, yeah, that’s right, you fucking heard me, asshole,” the man appeared to have had enough. He stood up, removed his protective mask, glared over at the bleachers, and then turned and addressed their husbands in a thick Cuban accent. “I gonna warn you this whuh time, any more fruh dem and you gonna forfeit da game, understaah-me?” There were sullen nods from the husbands, who then looked over and admonished the women with disapproving stares and the shaking of heads. The game resumed.

Jordan turned to Mike, “So, do you wanna see my pitch?”

Mike nodded. “Sure, why not?”

The two walked over to a bullpen area beside the first-base fence, where there was a half-eroded pitcher’s mound and a weed-covered home plate. Mike crouched down behind the plate and held his glove out as a target. Jordan stepped on the mound, cradling the ball. “You see,” he explained, “this pitch is like an optical illusion. It’s very hard for batters to tell when they should actually start to swing. It can seriously confound people.”

Mike beckoned forward with his glove, “Just throw the pitch, chief.”

Jordan nodded, looking supremely confident, and then erupted into an unorthodox, herky-jerky windup before hurling forth perhaps the slowest pitch Mike had ever seen. Contrary to Jordan’s prior description, the ball possessed absolutely no spin or movement; it simply hung in the strike zone like an enormous steaming meatball before landing as soft as a feather in Mike’s outstretched glove. Jordan smiled proudly and asked Mike if he had noted the backspin. Mike lied and said he had.

Jordan seemed emboldened. “You know, I could go to the league office and get all the forms for us,” he said. “I don’t really know any players, but I could check the waiting list and call up whoever is on it.”

Mike later admitted that he felt a moment of serious hesitation. This was, after all, a complete stranger whom he had met only minutes before in a big-city public park. But his doubts were quickly counteracted by an undeniable gut feeling that Jordan, much like himself, seemed truly to love baseball.

“Yeah,” Mike finally answered. “We should do it.”






PLAYING

SHALLOW


The Mondrian Hotel overlooked the winding traffic and brightly lit billboards of Sunset Boulevard. The hotel’s poolside club, Skybar, was at that time the epicenter of Hollywood star culture, an exclusive gathering of young models and celebrities who traded in money, sex, drugs, and fame as the paparazzi swarmed outside, their flashbulbs lighting up the Strip like strobe lights. Mike Coulter arrived with his friends Johnny and Dave Navarro, two Mexican-American cousins whom Mike knew from both the local music and drug recovery scenes. Dave was, and still is, an intensely photogenic and heavily tattooed, world-famous guitar hero who is frequently referred to in magazines as one of the sexiest men alive. Johnny, on the other hand, has never been referred to as one of the sexiest men alive, though he is not without a certain cherubic and self-effacing charm.

The cousins were in their early thirties and had always seemed more like brothers. They had recently given up their respective drug habits at the pleading of Dave’s father, Johnny’s uncle, who also happened to be Johnny’s boss at the family advertising agency. Since then, the endorphin-depleted duo replaced the rushes of cocaine and heroin with the newest video games, intense workout regimes, high-performance motorcycles, strip clubs, and the services of high-priced call girls.

Mike, Dave, and Johnny had met up earlier that Saturday morning at a particularly fashionable Hollywood AA meeting and afterward went for a late breakfast with plans to catch a big-budget action film. They arrived at the multiplex and purchased tickets, but as they started to walk in, Dave suggested that instead they do something a little more exotic like, for instance, get some hookers. A switch was thrown. Johnny and Mike excitedly agreed and marched back to request refunds for their tickets. On the way into the parking structure, Mike confessed that, while he was certainly up for this new plan, he was somewhat broke. Dave, the millionaire rock star, and Johnny, a successful ad executive, just shrugged it off and agreed to pay for him. Johnny later explained that, in their eyes, Mike was newly sober, so in a strange and perhaps twisted way, it felt like some sort of noble and charitable act.

They spent the next forty-five minutes huddled inside Dave’s black SUV, flipping through the pages of a local adult newspaper and calling the numbers in the ads. Due to the daytime hour and perhaps the fact that there were three of them, no one answered or returned their calls. Eventually, a gruff Russian-sounding woman answered and agreed to give them each a “sensual massage” finished off with what she rather candidly referred to as a “lotion crank.” But when they drove over to her Fairfax apartment and buzzed the door, she didn’t answer. They eventually retreated to a nearby Starbucks to regroup. After another batch of unreturned phone calls, Johnny finally suggested that they call an escort named Lisa, whom both Dave and Johnny had been seeing regularly, ever since she had been recommended to them by a well-known bearded record producer. When Mike asked why they hadn’t just called her in the first place, the other two shrugged, and then Johnny explained, “Because it’s always better to be with someone new.” It was really about the search. It was in those moments of heightened anticipation filled with endless possibility, addicts like the three of them found a fleeting measure of escape.

Lisa, ever the professional, promptly called back, and in her somewhat exaggerated, high-pitched little-girl voice, informed them that not only was she available that afternoon, but she also had a friend who was visiting from New York and could join them. Her friend would be slightly more expensive but— Lisa assured them—well worth it, and she’d be willing do a few more things, including bondage. This immediately interested Dave, who’d recently developed a fascination with the more extreme aspects of human sexuality. So, they drove to the Mondrian, strolled into the hushed lobby, and the rock star tossed down his credit card and requested two rooms.

On the elevator ride up, Mike admitted that he had never actually been with a prostitute. A sympathetic Johnny said, “Hey, me neither until about three months ago. The girl I called and who’s coming over—Lisa? She was my first one ever. I was so nervous I couldn’t even keep my dick hard, but she’s really, really sweet, like your best friend’s cool mom who would invite you in and make you a sandwich, except she’s totally hot and gives great head.”

Dave just smiled and nodded. Lisa was not his first.

The hotel room was spacious and modern, and Mike immediately noticed that price tags were on everything, from the furniture to the decorative artwork—likely the result of too many callow rock-star wanna-bes drunkenly emulating the destructive antics of Keith Moon or a young Led Zeppelin. Always the conscientious host, a role he perfected over the years as his cousin’s nonfamous sidekick, Johnny opened the minibar and handed out chilled bottles of nonalcoholic beer. Mike walked over to a large picture window and stared out, looking west across the city. The sun was starting to set and he could see the ocean turning gold in the distance. As he looked out, he realized just how strange his life in L.A. had become. He thought of a childhood friend back in Baltimore, who was now mowing lawns for a living. What was particularly unique about Los Angeles, besides the fact that people lied like it was nothing, was the perception that anything short of completely realizing one’s dreams was somehow viewed as complete and utter failure.

Johnny looked over and saw Mike staring pensively out the window. “So, are you excited?” Johnny asked, trying to cheer up his friend. “This is gonna be great, really. Trust me.”

Mike just smiled and nodded, remembering how Johnny had aspired to be an actor. He remembered when Johnny told him how he had won a prestigious theater award in high school and had gone on to attend UCLA on a drama scholarship before freaking out and moving back home. He would still occasionally act, doing voice-over work on the radio spots his agency produced for local car dealerships and South American tourist bureaus, but it wasn’t exactly the career or the life he imagined for himself.

Dave was reclining on the large hotel bed and gazing up at the flat-screen TV when an image of himself, shirtless and playing a guitar in a music video, danced across the screen. He waited an appropriate beat, then changed the channel, eventually settling on the ’80s brat-pack classic The Breakfast Club.

Johnny immediately sat down next to his cousin, to watch as a young Judd Nelson berated a doe-eyed, pouting Molly Ringwald. “You know,” Johnny said as he stared at the screen, “I always thought Molly Ringwald was kind of a hot little monkey.” Dave and Mike nodded in agreement.

Mike realized that his heart was beating hard, and it reminded him of how he felt when he was waiting for a drug dealer to arrive. In his nervousness, he began to sing quietly to himself. It was a song that he had written a few years back and that everyone had said would be a big hit. He sang the chorus quietly under his breath. “I want to go back home and mow the lawn for my dad. / I want to walk to school and get high with my friends. / Where is my honey-dipped life and my pretty wife? / Why can’t I leave this town and tell my mom I tried?” There was a knock on the door and he fell silent.

Johnny hopped off the bed and swung open the door. The first girl into the room was Lisa, who hugged Johnny and gave him a friendly peck on the cheek. With her straight, sun-bleached hair, tasteful Laura Ashley dress, and perky breasts, she resembled a model in a J.Crew catalog or perhaps the young wife of some handsome Newport Beach attorney. Behind her was Christina from New York, who looked more overtly sexy, like a porn star or a stripper. Her reddish brown hair was slightly teased, and she was wearing a sheer blouse that highlighted her firm breasts and perfectly flat stomach, while a short, tight skirt revealed plenty of smooth, evenly tanned leg. Johnny was entirely captivated by her from the moment she walked in. “When that girl came in,” he says, “I was absolutely floored. I’d never been in a room with a girl like that who exuded so much pure sex appeal. It was just amazing.”

After the requisite small talk, the wealthiest of the three, Dave, took the more expensive Christina and guided her off to the second room, which had been discussed on the drive over. Johnny in turn handed Mike his pager and sent him downstairs to the bar to wait his turn with Lisa. By all accounts, the sex was perfunctory. Mike enjoyed his first experience physically but found it somehow strange to know that the other person would most likely rather be vacuuming her living room or reading a magazine. Johnny says that of all the times he was with Lisa, that night was the best. “I guess we had been together enough times that she kind of knew what I liked,” he says. “There was this big mirror in the room and I was watching us have sex, and for once, I didn’t see myself and want to vomit. I thought I actually looked okay, so I suppose all that working out finally paid off for something.”

 

[image: image]

As the girls were preparing to leave, Johnny was again spellbound by what he perceived as Christina’s intense sexuality, and so he asked her for her phone number, telling her that he was planning a trip to New York. “I asked if I could call her when I got there,” Johnny says, “and she said, ‘Yeah sure, why not,’ and I just couldn’t wait to see her. I just kept thinking about her and how incredibly stunning she was. I felt almost like I had fallen in love with her.”

Afterward, Mike, Johnny, and Dave went to Skybar to check out the now thriving nighttime party scene. The place was packed, and as the three of them sat in lounge chairs by the pool, Mike noticed some furtive glances toward Dave and a few of the peroxided girls who were trying to catch his eye, but for the most part, everyone seemed desperate to act important. When a cigarette girl in fishnets and stiletto heels sashayed by, Dave said something, and she removed a false bottom from her tray and withdrew three illegal Cuban cigars that Dave purchased and distributed among the three of them. Mike says he felt almost gleeful sitting there at the exclusive Skybar, puffing a fat cigar like some Hollywood big shot. “I realized that the only thing separating me from that whole world was money and nothing else,” he says. “As long as you were able to pay, it didn’t matter who you were. Before that, I thought there was more to it.”

Dave asked Mike how the band was doing, and Mike replied that he was writing songs for their next record, which was technically true. “What about you?” Mike asked in return. “How’s all that going?” Dave shrugged and answered with a well-practiced, diplomatic lie. “Things are pretty good,” he said. “We’ve just been rehearsing for a short European tour,” which meant: Our singer’s using heroin, no one knows if he’s even alive, and our record’s four months overdue. Mike just nodded and politely changed the subject.

“I’m gonna start a baseball team,” he announced.

Johnny suddenly sat up in his chair and stared over at Mike. “You know I used to play on a team, right?”

“When?”

“About two years ago.”

“I’m talking about baseball not softball, Johnny.”

“Yeah, a baseball team. It was in a Mexican league over in Culver City. I joined with a guy from work. It was cool, but we ended up forfeiting a lot of our games because no one would ever show up, and when they would, they would get drunk. Guys would drink beer right in the dugout. They would gamble, too, and sometimes there were fights. One time, they chased the umpires out of the park and threw bottles at their cars as they drove away.”

“Nice. What position did you play?”

“Mostly third base.”

“I just might need a third baseman. Do you think you would wanna play again?”

Johnny grinned and said, “Fuck yeah.”

Mike nodded and, turning to face the rock star, raised his eyebrows questioningly. Dave quickly shook his head and held his hands up in mock defense, his fingernails painted blue and flecked with glitter. “No, but thanks for asking.”
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