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  DEDICATION

  I dedicate this book to the game of baseball, our national pastime, that binds one generation to both the next generation and the one after that. Baseball gives the Dad a sense of pride and joy, and his young son a memory to cherish for life when they go together to the boy’s first major league game at the local stadium. It introduces the child to that marvelous habit of checking the box scores each day to see how his heroes performed the day before, and then learning how to keep score of a game himself. By then he is anxious to be taught the basics of the sport in Little League or just hang out at the nearby ballpark, and gains confidence as he spends those long summer days hitting and fielding the baseball with his pals from just after breakfast to just before sundown. It gives the young man who has practiced hard and often the chance to be a teammate (and perhaps even a hero) in high school and college, learning about loyalty, grit, and determination, while Dad takes an afternoon off whenever he can to sit in the stands, root for his son and hope the game gives him a reason to shout, “That’s my boy!” Soon enough that same young adult, the New Dad, will be taking his own son to his first game and setting the process in motion again. Dad (now Grandpa) will hardly be able to wait until that grandson is old enough to wear the mitt that he wore as an adult, including his midlife switch to softball. But before finding a place for it on a closet shelf, he’ll rub it down with neats-foot oil and tie a baseball snugly into its pocket. If he’s nimble enough, Grandpa will take the boy aside, even in the living room, to show him how certain plays should be made and, of course, how to hold the bat to lay down a successful bunt. And all too quickly, the little boy who on that beautiful day was brought to the big league ballpark by his Dad will be taking his “old man” to a game now and then while the opportunity is still there. They’ll talk baseball for a few hours, enjoy the hot dogs and beer, reminisce about the games and players they remember best and love every minute of their time together.


  •

  A DOG DAY IN DYERSVILLE

  •

  “The other day they asked me about mandatory drug testing. I said I believed in drug testing a long time ago. All through the sixties I tested everything.”

  —Bill Lee

  IT WAS DURING the cab ride to the airport Sunday evening that Albie Knox first told his wife about his plans for Wednesday, the last day of baseball’s three-day Major League All-Star Game break.

  “We can sleep late tomorrow morning, and then I’m due at the ballpark by one o’clock. They’ll have a bus to take all us American League players there. There’s two hours scheduled for pictures and interviews, and then each team has an hour for batting practice. All the wives and girlfriends are supposed to be at the park at the same time for the lunch they’re throwing you. They may have another bus to take you there, but you’ll find out for sure tomorrow morning. And after lunch you’re getting a tour of a couple of museums in the city.”

  “Sounds good,” she said.

  “Yeah,” he answered. “Anyway, the players will eat dinner in the clubhouse because everyone’s supposed to stick around for the home run hitting contest. That starts at seven and goes about two hours. The whole thing’s on TV. So I don’t expect to get back to the hotel until about eleven. You don’t have to stay for the contest, honey. I know you’ll root for me wherever you are, and watching it is boring as hell. Go back to the hotel and have dinner in that new restaurant you read to me about.”

  “Casa Roberto,” she said.

  “Yeah, that’s it,” he said, “and the game starts Tuesday night at eight, so I’m guessing we’ll have to be in uniform by four. I’ll rest up in the room until it’s time to go, and you can take a taxi over to Comiskey whenever you want. Just don’t start out too late because there’ll be a lot of traffic in that direction and you’ll owe the driver a fortune if the highway turns into a parking lot.” He turned toward the window and took a deep breath. “Then Wednesday we’ll take a morning flight to Dubuque, Iowa and . . .”

  She cut him off. “What are you talking about? I’ve told you a hundred times I’m going shopping along the Miracle Mile on Wednesday. It’s my only chance before I go home Thursday. What in the world is in Dubuque?”

  “It’s not what’s in Dubuque, hon. We’ve got to rent a car there and drive to a town called Dyersville. That’s where the Field of Dreams is.”

  “The Field of Dreams? Do you mean that baseball movie a few years ago, the one with what’s his name?” She closed her eyes for a few seconds. “With Kevin Costner?”

  “Yeah. I’ve watched it in the clubhouse three or four more times and I want to go there. I want to see my father.”

  “Albie, you can’t be serious. That’s just a nice story someone wrote. Those players aren’t real. That’s just the movies. They can do anything like that.”

  Albie turned toward his wife, his arms moving up and down as he spoke. “I know it was a movie but I believe it. You can make things happen if you want them bad enough. I’m sure I can see my father and talk to him. He was a great minor league player, and a couple of the guys told me they heard the minor leaguers come to that field and play an all-star game the day after the major league one. I’ve got so much I want to say to him.”

  Nothing was said as they stared at each other for several seconds, she in disbelief, he in searching for something more to tell her to advance his proposal. “Besides, honey,” he continued, “you can shop during the day on Tuesday while I’m at the park, or you can change your ticket and go back on Friday.”

  Gloria Knox knew her husband well enough to realize the die had been cast. One of the things she loved most about him was his ability to express his emotions on things that mattered to him and to her also. She had learned to live with the fact that some of what he said or did in response to those emotions was unreasonable or incredible.

  “Okay Albie, we’ll go there on Wednesday. And I’ll leave it to you to get me a nonstop flight home on Friday.”

  Albie leaned closer to his wife, waited for her to look at him again and brushed a kiss across her lips. “Tuesday night in the game I’m going to hit one out for my father,” he said, then took her hand and held it until they reached the airport.

  Their flight to Dubuque didn’t leave O’Hare until 10:45 a.m. on Wednesday morning. That gave Albie ample time in the Continental Airlines lounge to read what several columnists had to say about the All-Star game played the night before and about his own heroics. Voted into the starting lineup in the outfield, he was in the game long enough to have three at bats. In order, Albie flied out to left field, forcing the outfielder to retreat to within several feet of the wall to make the catch; hit a line drive bullet off the center field wall that reached its destination so fast he had to hold up at first with a single; and then drove a ball to left, officially measured as travelling 432 feet, that the left fielder simply watched all the way without taking a single step toward the outfield fence. The home run drove in two runs in a game in which the American League was eventually victorious by one. Albie finished second in the voting as the game’s most valuable player, that honor bestowed on the team’s shortstop who had three singles, including the hit that drove in the winning run. But he was satisfied that the power he showed at the plate made up for the fact that he finished a disappointing sixth out of the eight players chosen to participate in the home run hitting contest two nights earlier. Albie felt that the pitcher throwing to him, a last minute substitute for the one he’d chosen but who had taken ill suddenly, put too few balls in his power zone, cutting down the number of chances he had to put the fat part of the bat on the baseball.

  He and Gloria rented a car in Dubuque and drove the twenty-five miles into Dyersville, home of the Field of Dreams, stopping on the way for lunch at Bellevue’s Castle. Albie thought it was a good sign that the Inn and Restaurant dated back to 1893, exactly one hundred years earlier.

  “What’s in that gym bag you brought?” she asked.

  “My uniform shirt and cap,” he answered. “I’m going to put them on. I want my Dad to see I’m a major league player. And I’ve got my glove so he and I can play catch while we’re talking.”

  “Well just don’t feel too bad if you don’t see him or any other players out there.”

  “I’m going to see him, honey. I’m sure of it.”

  It was one thirty in the afternoon when they arrived at the Field of Dreams. Only one other car was in the parking lot, and as they walked toward the field Albie saw a man and woman sitting in the bleachers along the first base line. He was surprised that the bleachers behind third base that he remembered seeing in the movie were no longer there. A sign on the walkway notified visitors that the farmhouse adjacent to the field was privately owned and not part of the attraction.

  “That’s too bad,” Albie said. “I wanted to see what the whole scene looked like from the porch over there, from higher up.”

  “At least you’ve got all that corn growing out there,” Gloria said. “I thought this time of year it might only be about a foot high. It looks beautiful from here.”

  A small building, below the level of the farmhouse and painted red on the outside, bore a “Souvenirs” sign on the door. “Let’s go in here, hon,” Albie said. “Maybe they’ve got a picture of my father I can buy.”

  It was a small shop, hardly satisfying with its lack of variety. Albie had no interest in looking at the jackets, caps, and bats that took up most of the space. The woman behind the cash register informed him that the only baseball cards they had on hand were ones for Shoeless Joe Jackson and Moonlight Graham. “They’re the only ones people are interested in,” she said. She confessed that she didn’t know the names of any other players shown in the movie, and was unaware of any occasion, in the three years she’d been employed there, on which any visitors claimed to see ballplayers on the field. Gloria looked at her husband, expecting to see disappointment written on his face, but he smiled at the clerk and told her there was always a first time for everything. He purchased two dozen baseball cards, intending to give one to each of his Orioles teammates, and they left the shop.

  “Come on,” he said, “let’s take a seat in the bleachers.”

  The older couple Albie had seen earlier were still the only ones there, seated in the top row, just five rows up from the ground. He and Gloria made their way up to the same level and exchanged greetings with them.

  Who’d you come to see?” Albie asked the man, smiling at him.

  “I don’t really expect to see anyone, but I keep hoping whenever we come here. If I had my choice, it would be Ty Cobb, Lou Gehrig, and the Babe, of course. Saw them all play when I was younger. That was in the twenties and thirties, a little before your time.” He took off his cap and showed it to Albie. “The ‘W’ on there’s for Washington.

  My dad bought this for me for less than two bucks the day we saw Walter Johnson outpitch Lefty Grove. If I could choose a pitching match today, it would be Satchel Paige against Warren Spahn, but Spahn’s still breathing so I’ll go with Lefty Grove. How about you, come to see anyone?”

  “Yeah, my dad. He was a hell of a minor-league ballplayer, but never made it to the majors. I’ve seen him come out of that cornfield a few times in my dreams and I’m sure it’s going to happen today. They’re supposed to be playing a minor-league all-star game this afternoon.”

  The man seemed slightly confused as he looked at Albie. “I didn’t know they were putting out schedules for this,” he replied, but he was curious about what Albie had said and didn’t wait for a response.

  “What was your father’s name?”

  “Arthur Knox. He was in the Milwaukee Braves system, a third baseman, damn good fielder but a light hitter. His last three years were in Triple-A with the Louisville Colonels, but he wasn’t going anywhere with Eddie Mathews at third for the Braves.”

  “I don’t recall the name,” the old man said. “But Knox, are you Albie Knox from the Orioles?”

  “I guess I am,” he answered. He turned the other way to look at Gloria and wink, happy to be recognized.

  “Well, I saw you on TV last night hit that ball out of the park. Four hundred something feet, the announcer said. The Babe would have been proud of you on that one.”

  “Yeah, I caught it real good. I was guessing slow curve and that’s what he threw me. Last time I saw him he fanned me on the same pitch.” Albie opened the duffel bag, took out the uniform shirt and cap and put them on.

  “Well, I think we ought to introduce ourselves. I’m Preston Hollander and this is my wife, Daisy. We’re from St. Joe, Michigan, right on the lake.”

  “And this is Gloria,” Albie said.

  The two men shook hands, and the women, who were in the bookend positions, smiled and waved at each other.

  “How many times have you been here?” Albie asked.

  “This is our third, and it will be the last if nothing happens today.”

  “How come you came back again?” Gloria asked.

  “To give it one good chance,” Hollander said. “The first time we stopped at a couple of places along the way and got here to the field late in the afternoon, when the sun was starting to set. There was no one on the field when we reached the bleachers, but I could see some of the corn stalks moving in just one place out there, where left center field is, where they went in and out from in the movie, and I figured we had just missed seeing them. There was no wind at all that day, so there was no other reason for that corn to be swaying like it was. And you know, it stopped after just a few seconds. Daisy saw it too, although she doesn’t believe in any of this.”

  “I told Preston I thought I saw it, but that I wasn’t sure,” Daisy said, looking directly at Gloria, as if needing to find a way out of being included in her husband’s certainty.

  “The second time,” Hollander continued, “we’d only been sitting here about half an hour on a beautiful day for baseball when two buses showed up, full of kids with their own bats and balls who took over the whole field. We waited a while, but they looked like they weren’t going anywhere soon, so we left. I knew the players wouldn’t come out if they couldn’t have the field for themselves. So I’m hoping we picked the right day today. If not, that’s it, and no regrets. Tomorrow we’ll be on our way to see our kids in Kansas City.”

  By four o’clock the two men had already discussed, and lightly argued at times about the pennant race in the American League and the sad status of Albie’s Orioles. Both agreed that Toronto would maintain its lead over the Yankees, but disagreed as to whether the Blue Jays or the Western Division leading White Sox would advance to the World Series. Albie acknowledged that the Orioles were going nowhere, but refused to point out faults of any of his teammates.

  “I’m telling you, Preston,” he said, “we’ve got a good nucleus on the club with Ripken, Buford, Brady Anderson, and Mike Mussina. We can do a lot better next year if we pick up a couple of good free agents. Look at what Molitor has done for Toronto.”

  As they spoke, they seemed to take turns glancing out at the outfield to check on whether any players were emerging from the cornfield onto the baseball diamond.

  “It’s cooled off a little,” Hollander said, “more comfortable for playing out there. It was too humid before.”

  “You’re right,” Albie answered. “I wouldn’t mind being out there myself right now.”

  Daisy and Gloria had moved away from their husbands to the other end of the row. In anticipation of what she was sure lay ahead that afternoon, Daisy brought her knitting with her and worked easily on lengthening a scarf she was making while talking to Gloria. From time to time there were other visitors to the Field of Dreams who walked over to view the site for a short time and then departed. Some stopped at the souvenir shop on their way out while others were more anxious to get on their way.

  “The girls are coming back,” Albie said, as Gloria and Daisy moved down the row toward them.

  “Preston, how long do you intend to sit and wait for something to happen?” Daisy asked. “Gloria and I are thinking of going into town for some iced tea.”

  Hollander was slow to reply, and looked at Albie.

  “I’m staying until six,” Albie said. “I’ll keep Preston company at least until then. They’re not going to want to start a game after that. So you gals go on and enjoy yourselves. Here’s the car keys, honey. You do the driving.”

  The two men got up to stretch and walked up and down the row several times until they saw Albie’s rental car leave the parking lot and drive off. They were the only tourists remaining. When they sat down again, Hollander told Albie that the longest home run he’d ever personally seen was hit by Frank Thomas.

  “Daisy and I were in Boston for a weekend last year at a family thing and I got tickets to a Red Sox game on Saturday afternoon. Well, when Thomas hit that ball out over left field, it looked like it could have cleared two Fenway Parks if one was right behind the other. I saw it from the first base stands and I couldn’t believe how high up in the air it was when it went out of there. It was almost like a rocket.”

  Albie shook his head in agreement without saying anything, and Hollander continued. “There seems to be a lot of home runs being hit these days, and plenty of them a long ways. I guess it’s the baseballs. I’ve read where the company turning them out can do something with the rubber or whatever it is inside the balls to make them more lively. Even sewing the stitches tighter helps it go further, they say.”

  “That’s right, I guess,” Albie said. He looked down at his feet as he spoke. “I’ve heard players say the same thing.”

  “Some folks believe the commissioner ordered them to do it because that’s what the fans want to see. It pushes up the attendance and that makes the owners happy.” Hollander waited for Albie to answer or to dispute what he had said, but when he didn’t, Hollander continued. “Me personally, I can’t say I go for all those home runs and the high scoring games. I’d much rather see two pitchers going at it, with a lot more suspense. I like it best when every pitch could decide who wins.” Albie’s continued silence and the fact that he still had his head bowed, as if eyeing something on the ground below the bleachers, irritated the older man. He felt strongly about the opinion he had offered and thought he was being ignored. “Well, you play the game,” he said, indicating he expected an answer. “Do you agree with me, or how do you feel?”

  Albie raised his head, and almost in the same motion jumped to his feet, pointing to the field. “They’re coming,” he said. “Look out there, Preston. The players are coming out of the cornfield.”

  “Yes, they are,” Hollander shouted. “Holy cripes, they really do come here to play. There’s about thirty of them out there. Look at those different uniforms they’ve got on. Must be the ones they wore for their last minor-league clubs.”

  As they watched, the players split into two teams. Half of them gathered on the third base side of the field, in foul territory, about twenty feet off the base line. Nine of the others took up the defensive positions on the field, leaving a handful to sit between the first base foul line and the bleachers. The pitcher on the mound began warming up, using a flick of his wrist to signal the catcher what the next pitch would be.

  “Albie, I thought you said this was all minor leaguers. That’s Lefty Grove out there. I saw that big Philadelphia “A” on his shirt and then recognized his delivery. Watch him kick that left leg up in the air. You’re looking at a guy who won 300 games in his career and 31 in one season. They used to say all he had was a fast ball and everyone knew it was coming, but no one could hit it. I know for a fact he pitched over 250 innings in 11 seasons out of 12. Back then they weren’t counting on having eighth inning set-up guys and ninth inning closers.” Hollander turned to look at his new friend. “Did you find your father out there yet? I want to see him as soon as you spot him.”

  Grove struck out two hitters and retired the side on eight pitches in six minutes. When the other side took the field, Hollander had another surprise thrown at him. He wasn’t certain at first as he watched the pitcher get loose. “Do you know who I think is out there now, Albie? If it’s him, you’re looking at maybe the greatest pitcher of his time, white or black. I know he was over forty years old before they let him play in the majors. And he wouldn’t have gotten in if the Dodgers didn’t sign Jackie Robinson first.” Hollander turned to look back at the field. Several seconds later his excitement burst forth again. “It is, Albie, it’s Satchel Paige. The two pitchers I wanted to see, and they’re both here today. It’s like someone knew what I wanted and my wish was granted. If anyone else told me this happened to them, I never would’ve believed it.” Still watching the field, he said, “These minor-league guys will be lucky to get a hit off either pitcher.”

  Hollander suddenly remembered why Albie was there and saw that he looked distressed. “What’s the matter, can’t you find him?” he asked.

  “No, he’s not out there. If he was, he’d be playing third. And he’s not one of the guys waiting to hit.”

  While they spoke, Paige matched Grove’s efficiency, disposing of the three batters he faced in six minutes also.

  “Well, if he was as good as you say, he’d be playing. So chances are it’s the same as with some of the major-league all-stars. He probably got picked for the team and then got hurt or sick and had to pull out. That’s what I think, Albie, and maybe you can find out for sure when the game’s over.”

  There was no scoring by either team in the first six innings, and luck had allowed each one hit off the opposing pitcher. In the seventh, the last inning they would play, Grove’s thirteenth strikeout victim reached first base on a passed ball by the catcher. A sacrifice bunt moved him to second and he advanced to third on a ground ball out. Grove seemingly got out of the inning with yet another strikeout, but his catcher mishandled the ball again, allowing it to roll far enough away for the speedy runner on third to cross the plate safely. His team now needed a run in the last half of the inning to avoid defeat. Although Hollander was secretly hoping that Paige would repeat his legendary feat of intentionally walking the first three batters to load the bases and then striking out the three that followed, Paige shortcut that route and fanned the first three men he faced.

  As soon as the last out was recorded, the players all began a slow walk back toward the cornfield, signaling to their two spectators in the first base bleachers that the game was over.

  “Go on, Albie,” Hollander said. “You can catch up with one or two of those guys.”

  Albie quickly made his way down from the bleachers and jogged out past the infield until he crossed paths with one of the players heading toward the cornfield from the third base side.

  “Hey,” the player said, waving an arm in Albie’s direction.

  “Hey,” he answered, and began walking beside him. “Can I ask you about someone? I expected to see him in the game today, but he wasn’t there.”

  “Sure, go ahead,” the player said. “I saw you sitting there the whole game and figured you might be looking for someone. You’re an Orioles fan, huh.”

  “I play outfield for them. My name’s Albie Knox.”

  “Oh, then you’re Arthur’s son.”

  “Yes, I am. You know him?”

  “Of course I do. We all know each other.” He smiled at Albie. “How did you like the game?”

  “I loved it. The guy sitting with me couldn’t believe it. Grove and Paige were the two pitchers he wanted to see the most.”

  “Yeah, we knew that. And they didn’t mind coming out and pitching to us minor leaguers.”

  “So can you tell me why my dad wasn’t out here today?”

  “Yeah, I can, but you ought to talk to him. See that spot where the guys are walking into the cornfield? It looks like I’ll be the last one in. Just wait a few minutes after that and then call your dad. He’ll hear you.”

  “That’s great. Thanks a lot. Hey, I’m sorry, I didn’t ask your name.”

  “It’s Jocko Kantor. I caught for the Durham Bulls a couple years. I saw your old man play a bunch of games. He was as slick a third baseman as they come.”

  When they reached the edge of the cornfield, Kantor stopped and turned to Albie. “Good luck,” he said. “I hope things work out for you.” He turned quickly, stepped between several stalks of corn and disappeared.

  As Albie and Kantor approached the cornfield, Gloria and Daisy returned to the bleachers.

  “Where’s Albie?” Gloria asked as they reached the top row where Preston was standing. “Looking for a bathroom?”

  “No, there he is in the outfield, walking with that ballplayer. He wants to ask about his father.”

  “I see Albie,” Gloria said, “but he’s alone. There’s no one with him.”

  “Of course there is,” Hollander answered. “The guy has on an orange shirt and a blue cap, and he’s carrying a catcher’s mask in his hand.”

  “Preston, you’ve had too much sun today,” Daisy said. “Gloria’s right. He’s out there all alone.”

  Hollander knew he was right, but now was beginning to understand what was going on. He and Albie could see the players because they wanted to see them and believed they could. The women didn’t care at all. They were just patronizing their husbands, letting them have their fun. The players and the game meant nothing to them, so they saw nothing and wouldn’t believe anything they were told. He realized there was no sense filling Daisy in about everything that took place in her absence, or she might think he was beginning to show signs of senility. When he looked out again, Albie was standing alone at the edge of the cornfield.

  It felt strange to Albie to be calling his father by his full name. “Arthur Knox, Arthur Knox, it’s Albie, your son. I want to see you and talk to you. Dad, Arthur Knox, please come out.”

  “I hear you, Albie, but I can’t come out. I’m not allowed on the playing field or even where you can see me.”

  Albie heard the familiar high pitch of his father’s voice and felt closer to him immediately. In his mind’s eye he saw images of his father talking to him from across the dinner table and coaching him on the baseball field that was located just a block from their home.

  “Why not?” he asked.

  “Because of you, because of the way you’ve disgraced baseball. The players here know about it and they’re taking it out on me.”

  “What do you mean?”

  “You know darn well what I mean. You take steroids to help you play better. You’re willing to cheat to hit home runs and pad your statistics so you can make more money. Everyone here played the game honestly, even though they knew steroids would help them get out of Triple-A and up to the big leagues. All their lives they dreamed of making it to the majors, me included, but no one here would shame themselves like you’ve done to get there. When a hitter suddenly goes from fifteen home runs a year to 45, there’s no secret what he’s up to. And the players here are taking it out on me because they figure I didn’t teach you how to respect the game.”

  “But you had nothing to do with it. You never encouraged me to cheat.” Albie realized in that moment that he was openly confessing to cheating for the first time.

  “You and I know that, but that’s not going to change their minds. The only chance we have of being together and my getting back into the all-star games is for you to stop taking the stuff. Can you do that or are those home runs and the money more important to you?”

  Albie’s emotions took over. “Of course I can stop. I want to see you. I want to sit down and talk to you about a lot of things. I can’t wait to throw a ball around with you. I’ll stop the stuff, I promise. You’re going to play in that next all-star game, Dad, you can count on it. And I’ll be here to watch.”

  “Thanks, Albie. I was sure you’d give it up as soon as I spoke to you about it. I’ll let everyone here know.”

  “Tell them I apologize for what I did. I let the pressure get to me because my contract’s up this year and I wanted to make as much as I could in the next one.”

  “Okay, Albie, I understand, but now you know it was a mistake. Listen, I’ve got to get back, but I feel terrific because I know I’ll be seeing you soon. Goodbye, son.”

  “Goodbye, Dad.”

  On the drive back to the airport Albie told Gloria everything that happened that afternoon. She listened to all of it without interrupting once to ask a question. Her feeling was that if it made him happy to invent that kind of story or to be imagining those things, there was no reason for her to dispute it and risk starting an argument over it. As they neared the airport, however, she couldn’t resist letting Albie know that during the time they waited in the bleachers while he walked to the edge of the cornfield, and even while he made his way back to them, Preston never said a word about there having been a ballgame played on the field.

  “Surely he would have said something to Daisy if what you say was so. After all, she came here with him three times because he was so sure he’d see some players on the field. If he did, I don’t think he could have kept it to himself.” After a short pause, Gloria added, “Preston did point to you in the outfield and tell us you were walking with a baseball player who wore an orange shirt, but both Daisy and I could see you were alone. Anyway, Albie, I wasn’t aware you were taking steroids. Is that dangerous?”

  “It doesn’t matter. I feel fine. The stuff’s in Baltimore and I’ll get rid of it as soon as I get back.”

  Gloria was satisfied. “I can hardly wait to shop that miracle mile tomorrow,” she said.

  On July 17th, an article in the sports section of the Baltimore Sun indicated that Albie Knox, whose contract expired at the end of the season, had made up his mind to test the free agent market. The information was attributed to Knox’s agent who was successful each year in negotiating the most lucrative contracts for his clients. The team owner pleaded poverty to the media consistently whenever he was questioned about any player signings, but always concluded his reply with the pledge that “We’ll do everything we can to keep him an Oriole.” In this case, he knew already that Knox’s demands would be more than he’d be willing to pay.

  A week later, an hour before the start of the rubber game between the Orioles and the Mariners in Seattle, Albie was called into the manager’s office and told he’d been traded to the San Diego Padres.

  “The GM said he spoke to your agent and there’s no way the club can match what he says you’ll be looking for in free agency. The Padres think they have a decent chance to make it into the playoffs, but need a hitter like you in the middle of the lineup to drive in some runs and help win the close ones. They’re giving us a frontline pitcher in Hal Rodgers and a couple of good prospects in Double-A, so it looks like a good deal for both clubs. They want you to report right away, Albie, so you probably ought to say your farewells to the guys now and catch a flight down the coast. I’ll miss you and I’m damn glad we won’t have to pitch to you ourselves.” The two men shook hands and fell into a mutual hug.

  That night, after arriving at his hotel in San Diego, Albie phoned Gloria and told her about the trade. Later on, as he was enjoying a room service dinner, he had an unexpected visit from the Padres general manager who welcomed him to the city and the team.

  “We gave up a lot to get you, Albie, but we expect it to be well worth it. We’ve given our fans an exciting season so far—something they’re not used to—and we want to make it a memorable one by getting into the playoffs. Our pitching is as good as anyone else in the division—that’s why we could send Rodgers to the Orioles—and it’s what has carried us to this point. We’re only five games out of first with plenty of time to catch up, and we’ve still got ten games left with the Dodgers. They beat us six of the first eight we played them, but we didn’t drop a single one by more than two runs. A long ball at the right time here or there and the results would have been reversed. That’s where you come in, Albie. You’re on a pace for 45 to 50 home runs, the same as last year, and that’s what’s going to win ballgames for us. I never interfere with what the manager does, so it’s up to Glenn where you’ll hit in the order, but you’ll hit and that’s why we brought you here.”

  When the GM left, Albie wanted to call Gloria again in Baltimore and talk about his “problem,” but realized that with the time difference between the two coasts she’d be asleep. He had promised to stop taking steroids, but now his new team was counting on his hitting ability and had paid dearly to get it. How could he let them down? The bottle, still half full, that he had picked up in Baltimore after the All-Star game, was in his suitcase. Albie reasoned that the next all-star game for his father was a year away and that he could postpone acting on his pledge until the current season was over. But he vowed that he would go into spring training and the next campaign free of steroids, certain that his father’s community of ballplayers would know it.

  In his first three weeks with the Padres, Albie hit six home runs, one a grand slam, and the team won thirteen of its nineteen games. Three of the early victories were a momentum-building sweep of the Giants in Candlestick Park. On the team’s next day off, he had a call from his agent who informed him that the Padres wanted to extend his contract.

  “I proposed a three-year deal for a total of twenty-one million,” he said, “but they don’t want to go beyond two. That’s okay, Albie, because they’re willing to pay sixteen million for the two years instead of the fourteen you’d get in the first two years of a three-year deal. And you’ll probably end up better off when it comes time for your next contract. I don’t think you’d do any better in free agency because word has it that the owners aren’t going to be throwing a lot of money around this fall. And remember that it’s all guaranteed as soon as you sign the extension. Without it, if you got hurt between now and the end of the season, you might have trouble getting a good offer.”

  All Albie could say was that it sounded good but that he wanted a couple of days to think about it.

  “How can I agree to it?” he asked Gloria on the telephone. “That’s eight million dollars a year. When I stop taking those vitamins I told you about, my hitting could go back to what it was two years ago. If it does, I won’t be giving the ballclub what they’re paying me for. Fifty home runs may become fifteen again, and that’ll mean half as many RBI’s, or even less. The fans will be booing every time I leave men on base, and blaming me and my fat contract for every close game we lose. What should I do, Gloria?”

  There was no hesitation on Gloria’s part. She was too practical to allow her husband to let the opportunity he was being given get away. And if that meant acknowledging his belief that he could watch a game between old-time ballplayers at the Field of Dreams, she was up to it.

  “Listen to me, Albie,” she said. “So far, your father has missed playing in only one all-star game. If you extend the contract, he’ll miss just two more. But he’s always going to be with those players, so not getting into three of those games is nothing. I’m sure he’d want you to take advantage of this and get us financial security, especially now that we know I’m pregnant. You’ve got to listen to your agent, Albie, and do it.”

  Albie Knox took Gloria’s advice and gave the Padres everything they hoped for and more. From the time he joined them in the last week of July through the final week of September, his hitting kept them in the race. And when the Padres beat Colorado at home on the last day of the season, while the Dodgers blew a lead in the ninth inning to lose to the Giants, the two teams tied for first in the division. The joy of Padres’ fans lasted less than twenty-four hours, however, when the team, hosted by the Dodgers the next day in Chavez Ravine, saw its pitching fall apart in an 11–6 drubbing.

  In the 1994 pennant race, in which Albie reached his peak of 53 home runs and 141 runs batted in, the Padres won the division but encountered disappointment again when they were knocked out of the playoffs in the final game of the first round by the Atlanta Braves. The mood in the losers’ clubhouse was somber until Albie called for silence and then shouted, “Next year we’re going to the World Series.” He was certain the next year would be his last, and his goal was to be a member of a world champion team before his playing days were over. “We’ll get ’em next year” were the words of encouragement that filled the room after Albie spoke.

  And “get ’em” in ’95 they did. The Padres ran away with the division, swept the Mets in the first round and beat Cincinnati in the next, four games to two, to capture the National League pennant. They were in the World Series, ready to challenge the reigning world champion Minnesota Twins. Albie had batted just .250 against the Mets, with no home runs, flying out to the deepest parts of Shea Stadium on several, occasions, but came back to hit .381 against the Reds and be recognized as the MVP of the series.

  The Twins won the first two games played in Minneapolis, and Game Four, in San Diego, pushing the Padres to the brink of elimination. In Game Five, Albie batted with two outs in the tenth inning and hit a walk-off home run to send the Series back to the Metrodome. The team carried the momentum into Game Six and squeezed out a 6–5 win thanks to a two-run double by Albie in the seventh inning and the performance of its closer who pitched the last two innings without allowing a Twins hitter to reach base.

  Albie saw the final game of the Series as his swan song in baseball because he continued to doubt his ability to produce what was expected of him without his use of steroids. For a reason never adequately explained when it happens, especially in a situation where adrenalin is supposed to take over and push the athletes to greater accomplishments, Albie and the Padres came out flat for Game Seven. They fell behind early by four runs and never caught up, losing 9–4. During the quiet flight back to San Diego, Albie made it a point, without mentioning what he saw as his impending departure from baseball, to try and make his teammates see what a successful season they had.

  During July and August the Padres had made overtures to Albie’s agent about a new extension of his contract. In each case, although the agent boasted that the deal he could finalize would make him one of the highest paid players in baseball, Albie put off any discussion of it. He insisted that he wanted to concentrate on playing without losing his focus in any negotiations. When the season ended, and Albie became a free agent, the Padres quickly put a proposal for a new three-year contract on the table. It was an offer they felt their star right fielder wouldn’t refuse.

  “I’m not going to sign a new contract, Gloria,” he told his wife as they dined in a restaurant overlooking the city of San Diego. “I don’t have any of that stuff left and I’m not buying any more. I went along with what you said two years ago, but not now. I want to see my father play in that all-star game with the other ballplayers and there’s so many things I want to talk to him about. What I’ve got to do now is let the team know I’m not coming back next season.”

  Gloria had been preparing herself for this conversation with her husband. She paid rapt attention to him as he spoke, and took her time, when he finished, before replying.

  “Albie, this is one of the most important decisions of your life, and we’re going to do what you say,” she began, “but first tell me, do you think ten million dollars is a lot of money?”

  “Of course it is, but I’m not going to take it under false pretenses.”

  “That’s because you think you’ll be a lousy hitter without the steroids.”

  “That’s right.”

  “But you can’t be certain until some pitcher is throwing the ball and you’re trying to hit it.”

  “Look, Gloria, the year before I went on steroids I hit thirteen home runs and batted about .260. I had just 57 homers in my first five years with the Orioles. If they were a better team, they wouldn’t have kept me around. And I was younger then than I am now.”

  “But you’re more experienced now.”

  “Just tell me your point.”

  “Albie, we’ve got the twins and I’m due again in April. It would be wise for us to have you play another year and get us the additional financial security.”

  “I told you I’m through with the steroids. I’m not changing my mind on that.”

  Gloria realized she had to make her position clear to Albie. “I don’t want you to. I just want you to play next year and do the best you can. If you can’t hit and want to leave the team, I won’t try to stop you. But if your experience helps you, you can earn a wonderful salary and still get to see your father in July.”

  Albie stared at his wife, thinking about what she had said.

  Gloria broke the silence, recognizing she had Albie on the ropes. “Tell the Padres you only want a one-year contract. When that gets announced and the media starts asking ‘Why?’ you can say you’ve been thinking of retiring—after all, you’re thirty-six—and want to take it one year at a time. Then, if you’re not hitting home runs and think you’re hurting the team, you can retire and it won’t be such a shock to everyone.”

  “What reason would I give for retiring?”

  “What did you plan to say if you quit now?”

  Albie thought for a few seconds. “I’d say my goal was always to play in a World Series, and now I want to stay home and be a family man.”

  “You can say the same thing later, and in the meantime you’ll be getting paid.” Gloria sensed that it was time to make the sale. “We can always use the money, Albie. Who’s to say we won’t have four children or even five?”

  In the fourth week of spring training, Albie fractured his ankle on a late slide into second base. At the time he was batting just under .300 in the five games he had played, and had one home run and a long double to his credit. The injury kept him in rehab in Arizona when the Padres opened their season, and his recovery, including several games with their minor-league affiliate there, wasn’t complete until the last week of May. When he took his place in right field, batting fifth in the lineup instead of his customary third (“Just ’til we’re sure you’ve got your swing back,” he was told), he was surprised to find himself with a hot bat. He hit three home runs in his first thirty trips to the plate, maintained an average in the .260 to .280 range, and had twelve home runs at the break for the All-Star game. Albie was proud of the fact that the fans voted him onto the team for what he had accomplished in the two prior seasons. He declined to participate, however, offering a flimsy excuse about resting his ankle. In fact, it was because the game was being played in Tampa Bay on Tuesday night and he was afraid of not being able to make the necessary flight connections to get him to the Field of Dreams by Wednesday afternoon.
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