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Chapter 1



I had always been fond of the bat man’s wife. That’s not to say she couldn’t be somewhat difficult at times. As was the case on the opening night of the Metro D.C. Men’s Recreational Baseball League’s fall season. There she was, standing in the bat man’s driveway, beside the bat man’s gold Navigator, busting his stones when the bat man didn’t need this sort of distraction, not on game day. And so I politely tapped my car horn in hopes of speeding up the process.

The bat man’s wife, Joy, gave me the finger.

“Fuck you, Joe Rice.”

I turned off the radio and hopped out of my ’Vette. Thing was, I had responsibilities to attend to. As manager and catcher for the Whip Spa Yankees (the Spa being my car detailing business), I needed to be at the field thirty minutes before game time in order to fill out the lineup card and still have a chance to warm up my starting pitcher. I clattered up the driveway of the new split-level in my Adidas cleats and offered Joy a smile.

“Do you fucking mind?” she asked. “I’m trying to have a conversation with Gene here.”

“You think maybe Geno could call you from the car on his cell?”

She looked at Gene and nodded. “Do you see what I mean? You’re like a couple of twelve-year-olds. You’re a grown man with a kid of your own, and you insist on acting like an inconsiderate asshole.”

“And you.” She turned in my direction. “Of all Gene’s friends, I would expect better from you. I thought you were different.”

Geno offered me an apologetic look. He was standing there in his Yankees uniform: gray pants and the navy blue BP jersey (number 9 like Geno’s boyhood hero, Graig Nettles). Big as he was, Gene was tilting to one side because of his bat bag, the Louisville Slugger Deluxe Locker model, a marvel of modern luggage that held four bats (a fraction of the bat man’s total collection), a helmet, batting and fielding gloves, cleats, practice balls, two Gatorade bottles, a couple cans of Red Bull, compartments for wet and dry clothes, and still room for a box of baby wipes and half a bird from El Pollo Rico, Gene’s sixth-inning nourishment before Joy put him on a low-fat diet and started cramming omega oils down his throat back in the spring when his cholesterol swelled to 360 (and eclipsed his batting average by a hundred points).

Gene tried to be reasonable with Joy. “It’s the first game of the season. We can see these people any fucking day of the week.”

This was one of the neighborhood clubhouse parties Gene had talked about. Gene usually referred to them as “those fucking snoozefests.”

He turned to me. “They got a fucking dance instructor coming in.”

“What kind of dance?” I asked.

“Tango.”

“That’s a very sensual dance,” I said. “When you tango with a woman, she should feel like she’s in the arms of God.”

Joy snorted. “What the fuck do you know about tango?”

“Hey, I saw Scent of a Woman.”

“That figures. How else would you know about anything? It would have to either be in a movie or a fucking video game.”

She’d never gone after me like this before. In fact, she was usually quite the charmer, touching my forearm when we talked, smiling like we shared a secret. I can’t deny that I enjoyed the attention. She had the darkest eyes I’d ever seen. They were like carbon monoxide: powerful, but in a way that you didn’t notice until after they’d made you light-headed.

“Look it,” Gene said, “I told you, I just don’t like married people. That’s who I fucking am. I’d rather be doing something, not just standing around talking. These people, they’ve got nothing to say that I want to hear.”

Gene had actually heard me say something to this effect in regard to my own marital history. I was full of shit, of course. It was just something to say, as I preferred not to talk about those three long-ago months when I was married. Gene, though, had taken it as some kind of divine wisdom.

“All they do is drink that fucking wine,” Gene said. “Two-buck Jack, or whatever the fuck it is.”

“You are so fucking ignorant,” Joy said.

I went for a positive spin. “This might be fun, Geno. You know, the tango thing. At least you’re doing something. You don’t have to spend all your time talking to people, because there’s an activity involved.”

I turned my attention to Joy. “How about I promise you the bat man will there by nine o’clock. Game starts at six, so it should be over by eight-thirty. I’ll get Ramon to pick up the equipment so we can leave as soon as it’s done. I’ll drive your boy straight home, he can take a shower, and you can be in the arms of God by nine o’clock.”

She gritted her teeth and looked me straight in the eye. “Fuck you, Rice.”

Now I realized the situation was beyond repair, at least by my hands.

Joy crossed her arms and started sniffling.

“Just go.” She looked at Gene. “Just fucking go. I don’t even care anymore.”

Seeing the tears, Gene set his bag down on the driveway. “Aw, come on, Joy. You know I tried. I went to those parties and shit. I did it all for you, but I need a break sometimes. I need to do my thing. That’s how I fucking roll.”

He took a step toward her, but she fired him a look. It had the effect of a well-timed brushback pitch. The bat man stepped off.

“All that time we lived in a shitty apartment,” she said, “this is what I wanted. To be in a real neighborhood, to have friends and to feel a part of something. And now you’ve fucked it up.”

“Nothing’s fucked up.”

“The fuck it’s not. In case you haven’t noticed, we’re the fucked-up family on the street. Everybody knows it. You’re never home, and little Gene bites every kid he’s around. Nobody will even have a fucking play date with him anymore.”

“What have I fucked up?” Gene sounded totally innocent.

“Don’t play stupid,” she said. “You know I find your receipts. You’re too fucking stupid to throw them away. Paying for your little hand jobs with the Visa—and the Ridge Front Bible Church Visa at that. You don’t think that shit hurts?”

She turned to me. I was already backing up with my hands in the air. “I’ll just wait in the car and let you two discuss this in private.”

“No,” she said. “I want you to hear what else he did. He fucking gave me genital warts when I was pregnant. Did he tell you about that? Little Gene could’ve been deformed. He could’ve been born with twelve fingers or something.”

I knew all about the bat man’s propensity for happy endings. I’d never condoned it, but then again I’d also never pointed out to him that Joy might disagree with his belief that hand jobs did not constitute adultery. It bothered me that I’d never said as much, especially now that all this shit was coming between me and opening night.

“Hey, I’m the one who fucking put you in this house,” Gene said. “Don’t forget that. It’s my hard work, not your fucking money from selling that scrapbook shit. And you don’t have to go busting my balls about it either.”

“What hard work?” she asked. “I never know what you’re doing, where you are, who you’re with. You come home with your nose broken and some crazy story about being robbed at work. Do you think I believe that shit?”

The broken nose story was pretty fishy. Even I wanted to know the truth about that one. Gene never could lie worth a shit, so I knew I’d eventually get it out of him. For the time being, I’d just be patient. After all, it was his personal business until it affected my business—or the baseball team.

There were no trees in the subdivision to soften the early-September heat; just scalped earth, patchy sod, and a few saplings. We were damn near in West Virginia, despite the fact that Gene and I worked five minutes outside Washington, D.C. Gene had been telling me I should put my money into a mortgage instead of throwing it away on rent, and move out here where there were fewer hassles, less crime. But I just couldn’t see it. First off, the traffic was shit, two lanes leading to a string of four subdivisions, including Shenandoah Springs, where Gene lived. No fucking turning lanes, so you get stuck behind people making a left into the CVS or the Food Warehouse, and it takes you twenty minutes to go a single mile and you’re still nearly living in goddamn West Virginia, no offense intended.

To the west, out at the edge of the Shenandoahs, a band of storms was stirring, getting ready to roll our way. Half the games had been rained out during the spring season. They were against weak teams, too. We could’ve had a better playoff seed if it hadn’t been for all the rain.

“Come on,” Geno said. “Let’s go play some fucking ball.”

He stomped away from Joy and tossed his bat bag into my car. I stood there long enough to give Joy an apologetic look.

“I’ll get him home by nine. I promise.”

She just stared at me, squinting into the sun, eyes glistening with tears, arms crossed. They really could have used some bigger trees in that subdivision. I felt vulnerable there, wide open, like somebody could take a shot at me from any direction.

Joy didn’t say anything. Another tear streaked down her cheek. A splotch of red shone on her long neck.

“Try to take some deep breaths,” I said. “That always helps me out when I’m feeling uptight.”

She looked at me like she hadn’t heard a word. Her eyes were hazy and sad, all the anger gone from them. “What am I gonna do, Joe? I’m so fucking miserable.”

The way she’d asked, it was like she actually believed I might have an answer. But I didn’t.

“I’m so fucking miserable,” she said again.

She turned to go back inside the new house, and Gene tapped the horn, and there I was standing in the middle, the team manager who had no idea what the fuck he was doing.








Chapter 2



Gene came out of the Porta-John following his pregame dump, lumbering up the hill behind the dugout, looking like a bear in a Yankees suit, carrying his box of aloe-treated baby wipes (“a bidet in a box,” as he called them). I was sitting in the dugout, holding the scorebook, waiting for everybody to show up so I could fill out the lineup card. We were still three players short with fifteen minutes until game time. I feared that complacency had set in among the ranks. I was always fearing that sort of thing.

Our opponent for the season opener was the Devil Rays, whose roster consisted mostly of assholes who’d played college ball, all of them recruited by their asshole manager, plastic surgeon Harry Funderburk. Their brand of ball relied on speed, taking the extra base at every opportunity, even when they were up by twelve runs, and gloving everything you put into play. They had knocked us out of the playoffs four seasons running, including the previous spring. That game ended in a fight after a beanball war instigated by Funderburk’s posing after he hit a pop-fly home run over the puny right-field porch (275 feet) at Shetland High School with the D-Rays leading by seventeen runs in the eighth inning. The shenanigans had prompted the commissioner to threaten expulsion for both teams if we pulled any more shit like that. He had me and Funderburk meet him at IHOP for a sit-down to hammer out a cease-fire. Just to make sure we kept our end of the bargain, he’d paid a pair of off-duty cops to monitor the fall season’s opening night proceedings.

Geno reached into his bat bag, pulled out a pack of Marlboro Lights, and lit one. Then he plopped down on the bench beside me.

“Gimme one of those,” I said.

He shook out another cigarette and handed me his lighter.

“Is Theresa coming to the game tonight?” he asked.

I shook my head.

Gene murmured, knowingly. “She going through one of her phases?”

“I don’t think so. She told me I’d mistaken laziness for contentment. She said we shouldn’t see each other anymore.”

Gene laughed. “Yeah, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that contentment thing.”

“She gets ideas from these books she reads. She’s got this thirty-six-month theory, too.”

“Thirty-six months of what?”

“She thinks that’s the limit of most relationships. In some cases it’s only twelve.”

“So, where were you?”

“Thirty-two months.”

Gene nodded. “That’s pushing the fucking envelope.”

He went into the bag again and pulled out our pregame nutrition: two Red Bulls and a handful of Vicodins. I popped open my can, swallowed the pills, and felt for just a moment that I’d rather be at home on my couch than out on this dusty, piece-of-shit field. My right knee had been aching since February. The doctor said I had a torn meniscus. At that point it was too late to have surgery. I would have missed the entire spring season and been rusty for the fall, which was my favorite time to play. So, I’d been getting by on ice packs and painkillers of various sorts.

The sun was dipping behind the old brick high school beyond the outfield fence. The playing lights were humming, casting a silver light across the rock-strewn infield. One of the cops walked toward our dugout carrying a Starbucks cup. He nodded, took his position at the gate like a guard.

“What about that kid of hers?” Gene asked. “Who’s she gonna find to keep that little shit if she stops seeing you?”

“I told her Louis could keep coming over when she was at work.”

Gene shook his head. “What’s that thing he’s got, the defiant dispossessive property, or something?”

“Oppositional defiance disorder.”

“Jesus, they got a fucking name for everything these days. You ask me, he’s a fucking smart-ass.”

“He’s twelve. I was a smart-ass at twelve, and I’d lay heavy stakes that you were, too. Besides, you’re just pissed that he kicked your ass at Madden.”

Theresa had lost her babysitter a few months ago, and I’d been keeping Louis for her when she was at work. The kid had his moments. But as long as I kept him busy with TV and PS2 he was no trouble. In fact, we got along pretty well.

Gene touched his hand to his nose, felt the bridge and the bump from where it had been broken. His black eyes were just starting to heal.

“So, tell me the fucking truth,” I said. “What happened to your nose?”

He looked at me and shrugged his big shoulders. “I told you already. These black dudes came in the warehouse after you’d left. They had knives, told me to open the safe.”

“Yesterday, you said they were Latino. What are you trying to do, incriminate every minority you can think of?”

Gene shook his head, sucked on his Marlboro. “They were wearing baseball caps. I couldn’t see their faces so good.”

“What about the forty-four I keep in the desk drawer?” I said. “It’s loaded and ready to go. I showed you how to use it.”

“I was scared. I didn’t know what to do. Besides, that flattop’s a fucking antique. I bet it’d blow up in your hands if you tried to shoot it.”

“Don’t try to scam me,” I said. “I still remember that time you were screwing around with the cop’s wife. He thought I was you, came after me with one of those retractable nightsticks.”

“He treated her like an object,” Geno said.

“And he wanted to treat my head like a fucking piñata,” I said.

Funderburk made a point of walking over with his lineup card before we had our full nine on hand. He was grinning and dressed, as always, like a fucking all-star: the Oakleys atop his hat, extra-length sweatbands bearing his jersey number 8 on both arms, ankle-length pants and freshly polished Mizunos with kangaroo-leather uppers ($129 on BaseballExpress.com). He could play a little, I’d give him that much. But give me a fucking break with the fashion show.

Needles to say, I wasn’t in the mood for dealing with him. “What do you want, Thunderturd? You know we don’t have nine yet.”

I reached out and snatched the lineup from his palm. He made a show of pulling out his cell phone and checking the time.

“You still got ten minutes to field a team, and I’ll give you a fifteen-minute grace period after that.” He smiled. “I just hope Immigration doesn’t get wise and pick up your outfield on their way over here.”

“Why don’t you get the fuck out of here, before I break that phone over your head.”

“Joey,” he said. “Where’s the fucking love? What about IHOP? Don’t you remember IHOP?”

About that time, our right fielder, Joaquin, pulled up in his old Toyota truck. Half our reserves were piled in the back. I was sponsoring Joaquin for his green card. He was the supervisor of my car detailing business.

Funderburk laughed. “Looks like the Taliban just arrived.”

“They’re Mexican and Dominican, you dumb shit.”

Gene was offering no assistance, just sitting there looking uncomfortable. He and Funderburk had become somewhat cordial after the doc had given him a deal on Joy’s breast augmentation, the results of which hadn’t entirely pleased Gene to begin with. He’d been hoping for double Ds. Instead, Joy went with full, natural-looking Cs.

Gene had told me Funderburk recently botched a nose job, got sued, and was booted out of his practice. For some reason, I’d promised Gene that I wouldn’t use this as verbal ammo on the field of play.

Funderburk finally granted us his departure. The bat man finished his smoke, flipped it onto the concrete floor, and ground it under the toe of his cleats.

“What the fuck?” I said. “You couldn’t say anything to that asshole?”

Gene shrugged. “So, where we eating tonight?”

“We’re not eating anywhere,” I said. “Your ass is going to dance class.”

“Fuck that shit.”

“Maybe it’ll help your footwork around third base. You’re no fucking gazelle out there.”

“I can’t loosen my hammies anymore.”

Our players were mingling outside the dugout; smoking cigarettes, eating pupusas, talking, doing everything but loosening up. Their bags lay scattered around the dugout, stinking of Tiger Balm and a number of other salves and ointments, both imported and domestic, currently being sold online and at health food stores. Gene’s bag, which had a hook and clasp, was hanging from the chain-link wall of the dugout. Unzipped, it looked like a full-fledged living space: multishelved, organized, a little hinged door. Slap a recliner in front of it and Barry Bonds would not have been ashamed to use that thing as a locker.

I started filling out the lineup card. We had eight of our starters on hand, and I knew that Willie, our ninth, was going to be running a little late. I left his spot open, set down the scorebook, and told Gene I was going to warm up our starter, Ramon. Gene sat down and lit another cigarette.

“What?” I said. “You’re not gonna throw before the game?”

He shook his head. “My shoulder’s got a limited number of tosses on reserve. I’m saving ’em for the game.”

“You should at least jog around a little, loosen up.”

“The fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing. It just might help you out on the basepaths.”

“Once again, what the fuck does that mean?”

“I just want to make sure you can go first-to-third on a base hit to right.”

“That was three fucking months ago. You still haven’t forgotten. What do you do, keep a fucking log on this shit?”

“With all due respect, I’m just saying. That play probably cost us the game and a decent seed in the playoffs.”

“How the fuck is that so?”

“If you’re at third, then you tag up and score on Ramon’s fly ball. We tie the game right there. Instead, you’re stuck at second and we lose by a run and have to face the fucking D-Rays in the first round.”

He couldn’t defend himself. Geno knew the game, how it was supposed to be played.

“You’re dropping me in the batting order, aren’t you?”

“I haven’t decided yet. We’ll just see how things go the first couple of games.”

He stood up, paced a few steps. “I can’t fucking believe it. This hurts, you know. This really fucking hurts.”

“Gimme a fucking break. I’m gonna do what’s best for the team. Wouldn’t you rather bat seventh and win a trophy?”

Gene pulled back like I’d taken a poke at him. “Seventh?”

He picked up his glove and walked away, shoulders slumped, acting like he was headed out to the field. But then he stopped at the dugout door. Funderburk was pinging grounders to his infielders, calling everybody by name, hollering insincere “atta boys” until I wanted to strangle his fat ass. Meantime, our players were still lounging in the grass like we were having a fucking company picnic.

I told Gene to take it easy. “I’m not dropping you tonight. You’re still my cleanup hitter for now. I just want you to pick it up a little bit this season.”

He turned, offered no reaction, then went back to watching the pregame activities, his fingers wrapped around the chain links.

“You may have to find another cleanup hitter.”

“Don’t even start with that shit.”

“I mean it. This is probably my last season.”

Just then, I noticed Willie making his way up the hill. I went ahead and inked his name in the lineup.

Meantime, Gene was going through his “It’s just a game” speech. He trotted it out whenever he was in a slump, threatening retirement. This time he added that I took it all too seriously, which wasn’t entirely true. I wanted to win bad enough, but not at certain costs. The team meant something to me, keeping everybody together, thinking about each other before themselves, working as a unit. More than anything, I wanted everyone to be a good teammate. I wanted harmony and longevity, a genuine dynasty, something you could depend on year after year.

Me and Gene had met through his cousin Richard, who owned a limo service up in Cliffside Park, New Jersey. I was working as co-manager at the Palisade Premium Car Wash while on probation for running numbers with my uncle Phil. Richard was an independent driver, owned a couple of Lincoln Town Cars, and came in a lot for the Super Deluxe when customers puked in his backseats. I told him one day that I was about to come off the paper, and he told me about his cousin Gene, who was trying to get a limo service off the ground down in D.C. “Good kid,” he said, “but he ain’t too hot with numbers. You and him, it might be a good team.”

Gene and I had shared a small warehouse space in Arlington, Virginia, for seven years. He ran his limo service, Dellorso Town Car, out of it, and I ran my car detailing business, the Whip Spa, as well as my ticket brokerage firm, Backstage Pass, Inc. It was a good setup for the both of us, seeing how our businesses tended to intersect on a regular basis, leaving us both to handle the same clients. For example: if I sold Redskins tickets to a high-dollar guy, I’d refer him to Gene, who’d offer a discount on transportation to the game. Likewise, he was always steering D.C. lobbyists and high-tech players in my direction for tickets. I sold them the ducats, Gene ferried them to the stadium, and then I’d detail their Beamer, Audi, or whatever, for free while they were enjoying themselves. We got lots of return business from that type of personalized care.

Most of the players on the team worked for us, which made our success—not to mention our state of harmony—all the sweeter. The players were a blend of cultures and playing styles: Mexican, Dominican, Cuban. They washed cars, drove people to the airport, and sold tickets they’d never be able to afford. Despite the Yankees uniforms we were a small-market contender. And I liked to think of myself as a players’ manager along the lines of Joe Torre and Bobby Cox. I always raised hell over close calls that went against my guys, and I e-mailed a team newsletter to everyone each Monday, noting stats and good plays. The thing was nobody got the same e-mail. I’d write a draft, and then tweak each version to point out the contributions that each of them had made. I noted each guy’s favorite major leaguer and, when it wasn’t completely ridiculous, compared their own play to said superstar. I even beefed up everyone’s batting average by about twenty points just to keep them confident.



We were looking sluggish in the fall season opener, but so were the D-Rays. Down 2–1 headed into the seventh, we had a chance to steal a win from these fuckers. The meat of our order was due up, with Geno’s cousin, Tommy Pumpkin, leading off. Tommy was a spot welder who lived in Salem County, New Jersey. Currently playing a workman’s comp scam over a back injury, he commuted three and a half hours each week to our Friday-night games. He spent the rest of his time lifting weights in his basement. Tommy was our shortstop, a former junior college player who’d apparently had a tryout with the Pirates during the Bonds/Bonilla era but was deemed only a warning-track threat. He could’ve dominated in our league as a hitter if he hadn’t insisted on trying to pull everything. The tall lefty on the mound for the Devil Rays was well aware of this deficiency and had kept the ball on the outer half of the plate against him, resulting in a pop-up and a strikeout thus far.

Gene was parked beside me on the bench, in the hole and wearing his helmet and batting gloves, squeezing the handle of his red alloy bat. Ramon was on deck, standing in the dugout doorway, sorting through the bat selection. The dim, half-assed field lights reflected off his helmet like aspirins.

“Hey, bat man,” Ramon said. “Let me use Big Red.”

Gene handed him the bat. It was a $300 club, supposedly exploiting the benefits of magnesium-enhanced alloy. Everyone on the team, even those mired in slumps, regarded the bat as if it held mystical powers.

I told Ramon he was pitching well. “Let’s keep working off your two-seamer next inning. How’s the arm holding up?”

He rotated his ball and socket, wincing. “It’s okay, but I’m gonna need the Vike after the game.”

Gene gave Ramon the thumbs-up. He always had a stock of pharmaceuticals in his bag: Vicodin, Percocet, Tylenol 3. I never asked where they came from. We all had our connections for various necessities, but Gene was everybody’s backup plan if they couldn’t find what they needed.

Up at the plate, Tommy swung at some junk that was clearly outside.

“Come on,” Gene said. “You gotta wait on that shit. This guy’s throwing puss.”

“Keep your hands inside the ball,” I added. “Take one to right field.”

Ramon took a couple of practice swings, stepped back inside the dugout. “So where’s the post-game meal tonight, Skip?”

I always bought for the team after games. It didn’t matter if we had won or lost.

“I’m thinking chicken,” Gene said. “Black beans and rice, plantains, about eight or nine Dos Equis.”

I told Gene he wasn’t eating chicken, he was going home to tango with Joy.

“She can tango up my asshole,” he said. “I’m eating chicken.”

“You want chicken, I can get you some fucking chicken,” Ramon said. “My girlfriend’s cousin was flying in from Guatemala today. They sell this bird at the airport there, and he brings it in and sells it at the bodega. Ten fucking dollars for a three-piece box.”

Ramon was my number one guy on the ticket end of things, a computer whiz whose grandfather had moved to the States from Cuba back in the forties. He’d designed websites for me and Gene, really helping the business. He also knew his way around a good meal.

“That sounds like some serious chicken,” I said.

“I’m talking about a bird that will make your dick hard.” Ramon knocked twice on his protective cup as if to illustrate the point.

“Roasted?” Gene asked.

“Pressure-cooked,” Ramon said. “Crispy on the outside, succulent in the middle.”

Gene looked at me and raised his eyebrows. “I gotta taste this bird.”

“You’re going dancing, Foghorn.”

Before Gene could argue, his cousin struck out on a pitch at eye level. I asked Gene if the guy even knew what a strike zone was. Then I clapped and said, “That’s okay, Tommy. Get him next time.”

I marked another K beside Tommy’s name in the scorebook. Gene, who was now on deck, stood up and moved to the door of the dugout. He grabbed one of his backup bats, dropped a donut onto the end, and walked back to where I was sitting. He leaned over as if to tell me something in confidence.

“You know it’s over, don’t you? I wasn’t shitting you about me not playing next season. Me and Joy, it’s just a matter of time. Neither of us knows how to end it just yet, but we both know it’s over. We’re well past that thirty-six-month point.”

“What’s that got to do with you playing ball next season?”

He leaned in closer, almost speaking in a whisper. “I’m thinking about shutting down the limo business, maybe moving the cars out to Nevada with Tommy, starting something out there.”

The hollow clang of the bat surprised me. Ramon had jumped on the first pitch and rifled the ball into the gap in right center, way out in the shadows. He turned on the jets and made it all the way to third with a stand-up triple. The dugout was going nuts, guys yelling, banging the tin roof with their hands. I would have been the loudest of the bunch, but I was still trying to make sense of what Gene had just said.

“Are you fucking crazy?”

Gene didn’t say anything, but he didn’t make a move toward the field either.

“My name’s on that warehouse lease, too,” I said. “And about half our business depends on each other. Did you forget that?”

Guys were looking at Gene, wondering why he wasn’t heading to the plate. Somebody called out, “You’re up, bat man. Give it a ride.”

Gene took a deep breath. “I’m sorry, man. It’s hard to explain all of this. I’ll tell you about it later.”

He headed out of the dugout. I couldn’t even think straight enough to record Ramon’s triple. Our backup right fielder, Artie, came over and took the scorebook from me. “You’re on deck, Skip. Let me take care of that.”

Normally, I wouldn’t have let Artie within twenty feet of the scorebook. He was a notorious revisionist where at bats were concerned, always turning his outs into base hits. I’d caught him doing this on more than one occasion. It was one thing to change a reached-by-error to a single. But this guy would change a strikeout to a double. It was ballsy to be sure, but not in a respectable way.

I grabbed my helmet and stepped out onto the patchy grass. The field was a dog track: beat-up, rutted, and dusty. Only high schools with second-rate facilities would allow us on their diamonds.

Gene was a lot smarter than his cousin. He laid off the outside junk and waited for the lefty to bring something over the plate. He clocked a 2-0 pitch over the left fielder’s head and off the chain-link fence. A standup double for anyone else, but Gene made it a close play. It looked like he was running underwater. He slid under the tag, called time out, and lay there for about thirty seconds trying to catch his breath.

Ramon held up his hand as he crossed home plate, but I didn’t even think to slap it. And then I stepped into the box and took a strike without taking the bat off my shoulder. Gene was clapping at second base. “Come on, man. Focus. Just like last time.”

I felt like I’d been stabbed in the back with some free agent back-room maneuvering bullshit. I took another one at the belt. The catcher flipped the ball back to the mound. “Let’s finish him off,” he said. “He don’t wanna swing.”

I stepped out of the box, tried to get my focus. I took a few breaths. In and feel the pause. Out and feel the pause.

The next pitch was a breaking ball, a waste pitch, but the pitcher caught a little plate with it. I kept my hands inside the ball, swung, and the bat let out a high, ringing note. The dirty pill streaked into right field for a base hit. A sure run, but Gene was going to make it interesting again, chugging around third, arms pumping, legs struggling beneath his weight. The right fielder missed the cutoff man, but the pitcher, who’d been too lazy to back up the play at the plate, scooped up the overthrow and flung it toward home. The catcher snagged the ball in front of the plate. Everyone in our dugout was screaming “Slide!” And Geno, who should have been out by a step, made a beautiful slide behind the plate, reaching out with his left hand to swipe it. He looked like Jackie Robinson, only fat and slow. The umpire called him safe, and we had the lead.

Geno popped up, clapped his hands, took two steps, and went down like he’d been shot with an elephant gun. Boom. Facedown in the dirt.

My first thought was a torn hammy. But then he just lay there, no movement or nothing, and the umpire and the Devil Rays catcher both knelt to examine him. Soon, the umpire waved to our dugout for someone to come out there.

I sprinted in to see what was wrong. Tommy and Ramon raced out of the dugout. Gene was still lying facedown in the dirt, motionless. It was not a hamstring-injury sort of pose.

The Devil Rays catcher looked up at the three of us. His face had lost all its color. “I don’t think he’s breathing, man.”

Ramon and I just stood there. I wasn’t breathing either at that point, but my heart was laying some heavy footsteps against my chest. And then Tommy started screaming, asking if there was a doctor on the field. Funderburk was already running in from center field. He fancied himself some sort of stallion out there. On more than one occasion, he’d pointed to his Mizuno glove and said, “This is where base hits go to die.” I longed to see the man fail miserably, but now was not the time. I hoped like hell he was a more competent physician than I’d previously given him credit for.

Funderburk told me to call 911 as he ran past. I hustled back to the dugout and grabbed my cell phone. Naturally, I didn’t have a signal when I needed one. Two other guys were in the same boat, but one of the off-duty cops managed to get a call through for an ambulance.

By the time I got back out to the field, Funderburk had rolled Gene onto his back. The bat man was still wearing his helmet, eyes half-open, dirt pancaked on his cheek, his mouth curled into that half smile he always wore when he thought he had the upper hand. It was a tip-off when we played Madden NFL on the PS2. If Geno was smiling, you knew he was bringing a blitz package.

I hadn’t bartered with God in a long time, but I gave it a try. Your will be done, but please save the bat man and I won’t take this baseball shit so serious anymore.

Both teams were gathered around the scene in a semicircle, watching Funderburk blow into Gene’s mouth and push on his chest. Tommy was down there with him, holding Gene’s arm and feeling for a pulse. The tall Devil Rays pitcher sidled up to me. He had his hat cocked back on his head.

“Nice hit,” he said.

It seemed like an odd thing to say, but I thanked him.

“That was my cutter,” he said. “You stayed on it real good.”

“It caught some plate,” I said.

Gene still wasn’t breathing when the paramedics drove onto the field fifteen minutes later and stepped out into the salty light with their Wendy’s Biggie cups in hand. They failed to instill much confidence. One of the guys didn’t even seem to be in a hurry to tend to Gene. He gazed out at the left field fence, smiled, and took an imaginary swing.

After they’d hauled Gene away in the ambulance, with Funderburk and Tommy along for the ride, I went back to the dugout and sat down. Most of the other guys were wandering around the infield like ghosts, talking to one another, shuffling and shaking their heads. We all knew it looked bad for Gene.

Still, a couple of Devil Rays wanted to finish the game. They were worried it might count as a loss if we stopped it. The umpire relayed the info to me.

“Tell ’em they can have the fucking win,” I said. “And if I find out who suggested that, I’m putting a fucking bat up his ass.”

Ramon and Willie finally came in and sat beside me. Willie was one of Gene’s drivers, a tall first baseman who’d been a soccer goal-keeper as a kid in El Salvador. He’d never played baseball until he started working for Gene. He saved our infielders at least ten errors a season with his quick hands around first.

“I don’t think we will see the bat man again,” he said. “He looked very much like a dead man.”

At that moment it was hard to ignore just how ridiculous we all looked sitting there in our Yankees uniforms. Illegal, uninsured, slow of foot, bearing police records. And we were the Devil Rays’ bitches to boot. Not that anybody besides us gave a damn.

Poor Gene.

Someone had dropped the scorebook and pen on the concrete floor. I picked them up and dusted off the book. I glanced down at Gene’s final line: 2 for 3, a fly out, a single, and a double. He was still on second base in the book. I took the pen and carefully filled in the little diamond, giving Gene his run. Then I made a slash—end of inning—and wrote, “Final Score 3–2.”








Chapter 3



Me and Ramon ate chicken and split a six-pack of Dos Equis in Gene’s honor. We were sitting at the desk Gene and I shared in our warehouse space. It must have been around midnight, and we were still wearing our baseball uniforms, me in the office chair and Ramon tipped back in a folding chair.

“This bird travels well,” I said.

Ramon lifted his beer bottle up to his mouth, paused, nodded, and then held it there like he’d forgotten how to take a drink. “All the way from Guatemala, man. No green card or nothing. It’s called Pollo Campero. Remember that name. I’m gonna buy a franchise.”

“They’ve got one of those Chick-fil-A’s out where Gene lives,” I said. “Me and bat man ate there a couple of times. Pretty good shit.”

Ramon sat there awhile, his shoulder bundled in an ice pack and Ace bandage. “You know,” he said, “we gotta go see Joy tomorrow. There ain’t no getting around that.”

“You think we should have stayed at the hospital until she got there?”

He shrugged. “Gene was dead, man. What could we do? I’m sure she’s got family. She’d rather be with them, right?”
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