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Praise for Painting the Corners


“With these stories, Bob Weintraub has executed a triple play: savvy baseball writing, unforgettable characters, and a home run ending for each tale. By all means, read this book.”

—W. P. Kinsella, author of Shoeless Joe (the basis for the film Field of Dreams)

“Imaginative baseball stories for long rain delays and hot stove league nights.”

—Darryl Brock, author of If I Never Get Back and Two in the Field

“Unique and wonderfully twisted.”

—Ed Asner, actor

“Great storytelling for fans and nonfans alike. Bob Weintraub has big-league talent.”

—Dan Shaughnessy, author of The Curse of the Bambino and columnist for the Boston Globe

“The prevailing trend seems to be to reduce baseball to numbers, to take out the adjectives and hyperbole, eliminating the descriptions of facial tics and personal travails and sunsets, to treat the game as some algebraic problem stretched across a blackboard in the basement of stats guru Bill James or some other math junkie. I myself prefer my baseball with the imagination left in, thank you very much. This collection of deft stories by Robert Weintraub takes us back to the bleachers and locker rooms, to the people who actually play and watch the game. Very nice. Very nice, indeed.”

—Leigh Montville, New York Times bestselling author of The Big Bam: The Life and Times of Babe Ruth and Ted Williams: The Biography of an American Hero

“The world might have had its fill of good stories ‘about’ baseball, but I’m not sure it has had any that are ‘like’ baseball, until now. Bob Weintraub’s sly, slippery tales carry within them something of baseball’s very own cockeyed relationship to reality—the real game within a reality of artifice. They also convey, in a singular, accessible language, those acts of grace, coincidence, and improbable heroics that keep America tethered to its pastime. These stories are as faithful to the spirit of a baseball game as a box score, yet with all the color of a yarn told in a clubhouse during a rain delay.”

—Michael Coffey, author of 27 Men Out: Baseball’s Perfect Games
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DEDICATION

For my wife, Sandra, who has given me more love and caring than I ever had a right to expect. For Rose and Ben Weintraub who devoted their lives to seeing their three kids get an education and move up in the world. For my son, Steve, with his wife, Sue, and for my daughter, Ellen, with her husband, Jim, who have given Sandra and me six wonderful grandchildren (Grace, Emma, Sarah Rose, Jack, Shayna and Alex) to keep us young. For my cousin, Maury Fisher, who bought me my first real baseball glove. And for Shelley, Lenny, Eddie, Moose, Don, Ritty, Paul and Billy, guys in the Iroquois, our Dorchester “gang,” who played baseball together when we were young but who didn’t make it this far.


•

 

EIGHTY-THREE AND BUNTING

 

•

A Tribute to Johnny Pesky of the Boston Red Sox

“Don’t look back. Something might be gaining on you.”

—Satchel Paige

EVERYONE KNOWS HOW it started. All the media covering the team got word of it the same day the fax came in from the commissioner’s office. Nobody sits in the dugout during games, it said, unless he’s a player, a trainer, one of the six designated coaches, or the manager, of course. I don’t know for sure but I’m guessing our Pirates’ ball club was the only one affected in a meaningful way. What this new ruling did was ban Hank Cabot from our bench while the games were being played. Hank would have been on the field for a couple hours during practice, hitting fungoes or showing pitchers how to bunt or maybe just signing autographs for kids in the stands who snuck past the box seat ushers to get close to the field. Now, with this directive that came down, his choice, once it was time to play ball, was to sit in the clubhouse, use a player’s reserved seat in the grandstand if one was available, or just go on home and watch the game on TV.

Keep in mind we’re talking about a guy who played infield for this team for thirteen years, coached or managed three different teams in the Pirates’ minor league system for another thirteen, managed the major-league club for four tough seasons when he had to send guys onto the field with a prayer, especially those masquerading as pitchers, and stayed connected with this organization in some way or another for most of the rest of his life. There wasn’t another team in baseball that had a guy like Hank.

When I got the manager’s job six years ago, Hank was doing the same stuff he always did before the games, and I remember finding out back then that the Pirates had a higher percentage of successful bunts year to year than any other team in both leagues. Anyway, unless he was under the weather, Hank always sat near me in the dugout, but he never butted into my job. If I asked him something about a player on another club or some strategy I had in mind, he’d tell me what he knew or what he thought, but he never said anything without me going to him first, never tried to show me up in front of our guys in any way.

We got that fax two days before the trading deadline at the end of July, and the new rule went into effect the first of August. I don’t know who told Hank about it first — it wasn’t me — but that look on his face when he found out was about the saddest thing I ever saw. The commissioner had just taken away the best part of Hank’s life. During a ball game, the dugout was his home for the two and a half to three hours it usually took to play. Every game for Hank was like being dealt a new hand of bridge or poker, and he always had something different to look forward to. He loved the planning and thinking and sometimes the guessing that went into every inning; and he got the most satisfaction seeing one of the players do something on the field he’d spent time teaching him. So the new regulation was a real downer for Hank and for me too.

I had a lot of stuff to think about the next couple of days, every time the GM called me about a trade he had in mind and what did I think of it. At the time, we were on top of our division, five games up on the Reds, and the ball club had looked pretty solid for the first four months of the season. But this thing with Hank was really bothering me, and then I saw an opening for an idea that must have crept into my head while I was sleeping. The trade that brought Jim McKenna to our club — to fill in for any of our outfielders when one of them needed a day off — was originally supposed to cost us Roy Deveaux and some cash. But I liked Deveaux for a lot of reasons, and I figured the Rangers would take a different relief pitcher with pretty much the same record if we threw in something extra. So I convinced Mike Graham, the GM, that we didn’t have to keep carrying three catchers for the two months left in the season, and the Rangers were willing to take the pitcher/catcher deal we offered. That left us with an opening on the 25-man roster, and the next day I was up in Mike’s office to tell him how I wanted to fill it.

“Are you crazy, MacGregor? Are you out of your mind? Do you think I’m about to sign an 83-year-old guy to a contract on this club? We’d be the laughing stock of baseball, and besides I’d bet the commissioner wouldn’t allow it. You can guess what his staff and his lawyers would tell him: that it was a bad joke and wasn’t in the best interests of the game. Tell me you are just kidding, Mac, and let me laugh it off.”

That’s about what I expected to hear Mike say, on my way up to see him, about my wanting to have Hank on the team. Actually, it could have been a lot worse, considering that what I was proposing was probably the most outrageous thing a manager ever went to his GM with. He never slammed his fist or anything else down on his desk or predicted he’d get fired on the spot if he went to the owner with my request. But after a while, when he saw I was serious, he agreed to sit back in his big chair and say nothing while I made my case for bringing Hank onto the team.

“Mike,” I told him, “I know it’s not your style to get too close to the players or the coaches, but you’ve spent enough time on the field with this club to watch Hank and see what he does every day. He’s the best bunter out there, with no exception. When he played the game for the Pirates over 50 years ago, he was always one of the top three guys in the league for reaching on bunt hits. Half the time he was number one. He can lay the ball down anywhere he wants it to go, whether he’s facing a righty or a southpaw. When he’s teaching our pitchers how to move a runner along with a good bunt, he’s not just talking to them, he’s right there in the batting cage showing them how to do it. If you didn’t know it was Hank in the cage, you’d tell yourself the guy in there bunting would make a hell of a number two hitter. Listen, Mike, I think the trade you just pulled off for McKenna was terrific. Now we can give the guys in the outfield a day or two off when they need it coming down the stretch. But I can still use someone on the bench to go to with confidence in a tight game when I want to move a runner over to second or third. Hank’s the guy who can do it.”

I knew I’d impressed Mike with what I said because he didn’t start tearing me apart as soon as I finished. He kind of just stared straight ahead for a while, thinking about what I’d told him. “Could Hank drag a bunt down the first base line off a Roger Clemens fastball?” he asked me.

“No problem,” I said.

“But he can’t run. He’d never beat it out.”

I knew that would be one of his main arguments. “I don’t care about that, Mike,” I told him, “I’m sending him up there to advance the runner. That’s what’s important.”

He went into that cold stare again, sometimes looking straight ahead and sometimes up at the ceiling. I sat there eyeing a couple of bobblehead dolls on the table behind him, but I couldn’t make out who they were supposed to be. Mike didn’t say anything for a few minutes. Then he began tapping on his desk with his fingers for a while. “I really think the commissioner would have a hard time with it,” he said, finally.

“I can’t see it,” I answered right away. “There’s never been an age limit for a ballplayer in the big leagues. Minoso was 50 when he played in a game for the White Sox, and who knows how old Satchel Paige really was when the Indians brought him up. Besides, if Hank can do the job, there are age discrimination laws to protect him. The commissioner isn’t going to use that ‘best interests of baseball’ clause if the lawyers tell him he’ll be breaking the law. The baseball writers would tear him apart if they got the chance. He knows that, and he’d see this isn’t anything like the midget Bill Veeck signed up for Cleveland. That was a freak show, but Hank is legitimate. That’s why I’d bet he’d stay totally out of it. If anyone raised a question, he’d probably say the Pirates have every right to have Hank on their roster if they want.”

“Okay, Mac, but it will have to wait until I speak to the owners. I’ve got to make sure both Mr. Egan and Mr. Stehlin understand we’re not trying to make a farce out of this. Keep it to yourself just in case they don’t go along. I’ll get back to you in a couple of days.”

Well, it took four days before Mike called me. That meant four days of having the writers speculate on who we were going to bring up from the minors to fill the spot. But I knew the owners were thinking this through pretty carefully and probably wanted some time to consult with their baseball friends. Anyway, Mike was able to convince them there was nothing wrong with what I wanted to do and that I was sure having Hank on the roster would help the team. They wanted to know what they’d have to pay him, and I said Hank would be happy as a pig in mud with the major-league minimum. And if the labor agreement with the union didn’t call for a minimum, I said, he’d be happy with nothing, just to be in the dugout while the game’s being played.

Mike had reached me late on Sunday morning, about three hours before we were to close out our series with the Rockies. He gave me the good news and said he was going to call a press conference for Monday, an off day for the team. He also let me know he was going to leak the story to Mel Jackson, his favorite baseball writer on the Pittsburgh Gazette. In his column on Monday morning, Jackson would tell the world what he heard the Pirates “were thinking of doing.” Mike told me to meet with Hank at the park, tell him what our plans were and send him home right away so he wouldn’t be letting the cat out of the bag. I also had to tell him to show up at the stadium at eleven o’clock the next morning to sign a player’s contract and be ready to be the star attraction at the press conference at noon.

I couldn’t take a chance on giving Hank the news in the clubhouse because he might have let out a scream of happiness to wake the dead. Since it was a Sunday and the traffic coming in from where he lived would be light, I figured he’d drive instead of taking the bus to the park as he often did. So I waited for Hank in the players’ parking area and climbed into the passenger seat of his Toyota pickup as soon as he got there. “Relax,” I told him, “it’s nothing bad. But as soon as I let you know what’s happening, you’re going to go back home, keep it to yourself, and see Mr. Graham in the office tomorrow at eleven. Is that clear?”

It was, and when I told him our plans for him, he gave me the kind of hug you’d have wanted to give Marilyn Monroe, and then he let a few tears get loose. So I opened the door to get out, gave him my best wink, and watched him pull out of the lot.

There’s no need my going into detail about what happened on Monday, except I found out the switchboard was totally lit up five minutes after the office opened for business. Every baseball writer in town was at the stadium hours before the press briefing was scheduled to start, and Hank was a big hit answering questions after Mike told the crowd in the press room the club expected to get more than its money’s worth out of his performance the rest of the season. Some of the players had shown up that day for an optional practice, and when the media guys left the park, Hank put on his uniform, grabbed the fungo bat he kept in his locker and went out on the field. I’d have been shocked if he didn’t.

Mike and I both figured we had to get Hank an at bat in a game as soon as we could. We didn’t want him to get all nervous about that first one, and it was important to show the fans we hadn’t gone off the deep end by signing him. The Dodgers came in on Tuesday for three games and there was a rush to buy up tickets for the first one that night. Wouldn’t you know we went into our half of the ninth tied 3-3. We got the first hitter on and the pitcher was due up next. We couldn’t have asked for a better situation. The crowd anticipated what was going to happen, and as soon as Hank stepped out of the dugout everyone was on their feet and the noise was as loud as it ever gets in the stadium. I could see Hank didn’t want to tip his cap because he knew he hadn’t done anything yet, so he just stood outside the left-hander’s side of the batter’s box and waited for the fans to settle down. The umpire was patient to a point, but then waved his hand for Hank to get in and hit. The bunt sign was on, of course, but the runner on first knew he couldn’t go anywhere until he saw the ball on the ground. Hank took the first pitch for a strike, but I knew he wanted to see how the Dodgers were going to play it when the pitch was thrown. When Hank saw the pitcher’s motion take him to the first base side of the field after his delivery, he knew where the opening was to put the bunt, and he put it right there on the next pitch. By the time the third baseman stopped rushing straight in and moved toward the mound to field the bunt, there was no play at second base. Hank was thrown out by a healthy margin as he jogged toward first, but the crowd was up and cheering again as he moved back to the dugout. All the guys came over to give him high fives, and a minute later our leadoff hitter singled to right to end the game. Hank had set up the winning run with a beautiful bunt, and everyone rooting for the Pirates, including the manager, went home happy.

Well, Hank’s statistics for August and September made the papers a bunch of times, and there were more sellouts than had been expected, even in a pennant race. That’s because the 65 and up generation filled the seats just to see an 83-year-old guy get in the batter’s box, bunt the ball, and move as fast as he could down the first base line. Hank traveled with the club for all our away games and got standing O’s whenever he made an appearance. The fans all over really appreciated who he was and what he was doing. I sent him up to pinch-hit fourteen times in that period and he laid down a successful bunt on thirteen of them. The only time the runner didn’t move up was when Chico Hernandez was fooled by the pitcher’s motion and was diving back into first while Hank was bunting. Hernandez had no chance to get up and run, and Hank was on the end of a double play. That’s when he got serious about trying to get his legs in shape, and the team doctor gave him the OK to run laps as long as he didn’t feel any kind of tightness in his chest. It was a laugh to watch him at the beginning, but little by little he began doing better and getting farther down the line before he was thrown out. I had to keep reminding myself that he’d be 84 in December, and that all I wanted out of him were those good bunts of his.

After we won the division, Hank played a big part in our series against Houston. Even though we swept them in three games, two of the games could have gone either way and put us in a hole. In the opener, he bunted Morgan to third after he led off the ninth with a double, and then Morgan scored the winning run on a sacrifice fly. And in the game that clinched the series for us, Hank moved two runners along in the seventh with a perfect bunt down the third base line and they both scored on a two-out error by the shortstop. Being two runs up instead of one when the Astros had their last at bat in the ninth changed the strategy in the inning, and we held on to win by a run.

We figured all along we’d have to go through the Mets to get to the World Series and we were right. What a series that was, huh! It was pretty much our hitting against their pitching and it was one of those rare times when the hitting won out. They went one up on us three times, but we came back each time to tie the series and send it to a seventh game. Hank batted only once in the first six games, and when the pitcher slipped and threw his bunt into right field, two runs scored and he moved that old body of his all the way to second. I had already used up most of our bench — that was the 13-10 game — but I pulled a pitcher out of the bullpen to come in and run for him. There was no way I was going to take a chance on Hank having to run some more on another play and have a heart attack out there. I told everyone on the bench to give him the silent treatment when he got back to the dugout, and Hank never even noticed. He just put on his jacket, got himself a Gatorade, and took a seat next to the bat rack.

In game seven we went up against Orman, their number three pitcher who had given us just two runs the first time around. But this time our hitting was strong right from the start. After seven innings we were up 9-5 and the fans were having a good time in the stands. In the eighth, though, our setup man didn’t have it and the Mets scored three runs before I could bring in our closer to get us off the field. In our half of the eighth, Rudy Ruiz got to third with one out on a single and a two-base error by the center fielder who let the ball get under his glove and roll about 50 feet past him. It was Anderson’s turn to hit, but I knew we could replace him at first base defensively and he hadn’t been swinging a good bat the last couple of games. Besides, I was pretty sure the Mets would be looking for a suicide squeeze if I sent Hank up to bat, and I wanted to challenge them on it. We had the team’s fastest runner on third and the league’s best bunter at the plate.

As soon as Hank was announced over the PA system, Mal Nash came out of the Mets’ dugout and took his time getting to the mound. The first thing he did was call his infielders together for a short conference. When it was over, they all moved in from their regular positions to no more than 40 feet from the plate. Then Nash signaled for his three outfielders to come in. He put his left fielder right on the third base bag, his right fielder on the base at first and his center fielder about ten feet behind the catcher. I guess that last move was in case there was a play at home and the ball got past the plate. If that happened, Nash didn’t want Hank to be able to take an extra base.

I’ll tell you, that was the first time in my career I’d ever seen that kind of shift on a baseball field, and I haven’t heard from anyone yet who has seen it before. It meant, to me at least, that no other player who’d been sent up there to bunt, with everyone in the park knowing what was coming, had ever received the respect Hank was getting in that situation. Hank walked over to the rosin bag in the on-deck circle and rubbed up his hands. When he finished, he looked over at our dugout and gave me a wink with a little bit of a smile. I figured he knew what he was going to do and there was no sense in prolonging the suspense. I also felt sure that Nash expected me to have Hank take the first pitch so we’d see how close their infielders were going to come to the plate. As far as I was concerned, that all added up to a fastball looking for strike one, so I signaled for Ruiz to take off on the first pitch. I knew Tyson coaching at third would talk to Ruiz after he got my sign and tell him to get as big a lead as he could on the pitcher’s stretch.

Well, you saw what happened. Hank showed bunt even before the pitcher threw the ball, which is almost always a “no, no,” and all four infielders were about on top of him when the pitch reached the plate. But that’s just what he wanted. It was a fastball, as I’d guessed, right down Broadway. When it got to him, Hank pulled the bat back a little, and instead of waiting for the ball to hit the bat, took a slight swing at it and looped it in the direction of the second baseman, but over his head. Walters — and he’s been an All-Star for years — stopped in his tracks and tried to go back for it, but the ball fell on the infield grass before he could get there. He threw Hank out at first, but Ruiz scored standing up and gave us a two-run lead. Hank had pretty much done the impossible and the ballpark showed its appreciation by giving him a standing ovation as he walked back to the dugout. They wanted him to come out for a curtain call, but Hank’s from the old school and doesn’t believe in that stuff. The Mets got one back with a home run in the ninth, but that was all and then our guys were out there in a big pile — all except for old-man Hank — celebrating the National League Pennant we had just won and our chance to play the Detroit Tigers for the world championship.

When the World Series started that weekend, it was the kind of letdown you might expect after what we’d been through with the Mets. The National League had finally won an All-Star Game that summer, so we opened at home. The stadium looked beautiful with all the red, white, and blue bunting on the walls. They brought in that rock star to sing the National Anthem, and the players loved being introduced individually and jogging out to the first base line. But we fell behind early and the fans never had much to cheer about. The team seemed to be playing at less than full speed, and deserved the loss the Tigers pinned on us.

I had a short meeting with the players before game two to try and light a fire under them. I told them they might never be in another World Series the rest of their careers, so they should focus on what they were doing and give everything they had on every play. The guys listened to what I said. We won easily at home that day, took two out of three from Detroit in their ballpark and came back to Pittsburgh hoping to wrap it up in six.

I gave the players the option of practicing or staying home to get some rest on the off day. Some of the writers thought that was a crazy move, but I knew they were upset because they wanted every chance to get personal interviews with the players for their papers. But most of the team showed up anyway, so that kept the grumbling to a minimum. Hank was all over the place, hitting fungoes to the outfielders, working on bunts with the pitchers and bench players who had to pinch-hit, and spending time out at second with our double play combination which had looked a little unsteady in the games at Detroit.

After practice, Hank came in to see me and thanked me again for putting him on the team. He said it was the best three-month period he’d ever had in the big leagues and he’d never forget it. I butted in to tell him we probably wouldn’t be fighting for the championship if it weren’t for him. He laughed at that and said it was because I sent him up there with the chance to be a hero every time and he’d been on a lucky streak. “That’s bull,” I told him, “it’s because no one in baseball comes close to being able to bunt like you.”

Hank got up from his chair then and said he wanted me to know he’d already decided to call it quits when the Series was over, that these were the last days he’d be spending on a big league ball field. Both of his daughters and two granddaughters lived in different towns around Pennsylvania and they all wanted him to come and stay with them for weeks at a time. Carol, his wife, had passed away about two years earlier, and Hank felt those invitations were something he shouldn’t turn down. “I’ll be able to watch my great-grandkids grow up a little,” he said, “maybe make a ballplayer out of one of the boys. And Lord willing, I’ll still be able to get to some of the club’s home games. The only difference is I’ll be watching from the boxes, not the dugout.” He went over to the door, said “See you tomorrow, Skip,” and left.

Well, we lost game six 2-1, but I had nothing to complain about. Alex Ochoa gave us six terrific innings, a lot more than I’d counted on, and left with a 1-0 lead. The Tigers scored a run each in the seventh and eighth innings off our two best setup men. Holbrook allowed only four hits and one run in the eight frames he worked for Detroit, and that kid Macy showed us again why he was the best closer in the American League. My only regret was that I didn’t have a chance to use Hank because I wanted to get him one more at bat before he hung up his spikes.

Before game seven the next day, I had the worst set of butterflies in my stomach I can remember, and they never went away. That may have been the best nine innings of baseball I ever saw, because even though the score was 4-4 after eight, both clubs could have been in double figures if not for some of the great plays you saw out there. Morgan should have had a grand slam for us in the fifth, and I still can’t believe how high their left fielder got up there to snag it before it reached the stands.

But we’re talking about Hank here, so let me go over what happened. We had shut the Tigers down in the ninth and were looking to score a run and end the Series right there. Everyone in the dugout was on the edge of their seat. Things looked great when Coffey swung late and flared one down the line in left for a double to lead off the inning. I could have sent Hank up right then to bunt him over to third, but Harris came out of the Detroit dugout to talk to his pitcher himself instead of sending his pitching coach, so I waited to see what he’d do. While they went at it, I decided to hold Hank back on a hunch, and it turned out to be a good move when Harris ordered an intentional pass to Mullins.

So we had first and second, no outs, and Trinidad, our shortstop, captain, and number eight hitter up next. I figured Harris was looking for a double play if Trinidad swung away, or at least a force-out at third on a bunt. That gave me another chance to call for Hank, but Trinidad was pretty good at laying one down so I decided to let him stay in the game. As soon as Trinidad was announced, Harris came back out of the Tigers’ dugout and brought in Macy, his fireballing closer who had already saved two games in the Series. Trinidad bunted twice, but the ball rolled foul each time. I could have let him try again, but instead I took off the bunt sign and let him hit away. That hunch wasn’t as good as my first one because he rolled it hard to the shortstop who started the double play.

That left us with Coffey on third, two outs, and Baldacci, our pitcher, due up. He had thrown two terrific innings of relief, six up, six down with a couple of strikeouts, and I felt he could give us at least one more strong frame. A suicide squeeze wasn’t in the picture because Hank would get thrown out at first and the run wouldn’t count. As I was thinking about what to do, Hank came over to me and said he thought he could get the run in if I let him bat. I could have asked him what he had in mind, but there was something about the way he said it and the look on his face that convinced me to just let him go. The fans started clapping and making noise when Hank stepped on the field, but you could tell everyone was wondering why he’d be batting in that situation.

All four infielders moved in toward the plate as the pitcher went into his stretch, and they inched in closer as the pitch was thrown. Hank didn’t make any move to bunt and took the first fastball for a strike. The next two pitches were off the plate and he watched them both with the bat on his shoulder. On each delivery, both heaters, the infielders charged in even closer as soon as the ball was thrown. The next pitch from Macy was another fastball, this one showing a 98 on the radar gun. Hank swung and missed, and you could almost hear the air going out of the crowd, like 52,000 balloons deflating at the same time. I didn’t know what he was up to, but it was too late to be asking any questions.

Well, now you know Hank had been playing his own game with the Tigers and convinced them he wasn’t up there to bunt. So with two strikes on him, they moved back to pretty much their normal positions. As Hank told me afterwards, with a big laugh, “They had me where I wanted them.” The fifth straight fastball came in, Macy fell off to the right side of the mound as he did after every delivery, and Hank dragged one to the other side of the mound, right between the first and second basemen. Each of them thought it was his ball to field and went for it as Hank started down the line. Macy recovered quickly when he saw the play unfolding and ran to cover first base. The first baseman fielded the ball, and his only play was to throw it to the pitcher. With the crowd screaming, Hank ran as hard as he could and went into a headfirst slide to avoid a tag by Macy who was a little off balance when he took the throw. Hank recovered, got partway up and dove headfirst again, stretching his arm out to touch first base just before Macy stepped on the bag.

The fans roared when they saw the umpire give the “safe” sign and saw the winning run cross the plate. A chant of “Hank, Hank, Hank” began filling the stadium. Everyone ran out of the dugout to help him get up off the ground. They lifted Hank carefully on their shoulders and circled the bases with him as if he’d hit a home run and couldn’t make it around without help. What a celebration that was! The Tigers were stunned and were slow to leave the field, but I never thought it was that hard for them to take because they knew they’d lost the World Series on a one-in-a-million play by a one-in-a-million ballplayer.

Later that week someone in the Pirates’ organization sent a fax to the commissioner’s office expressing the club’s total agreement, albeit belatedly, with the rule that had kept Hank from sitting in the dugout during games without him having a position on the team.
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“In retrospect, you are always looking back.”

—Jimy Williams

IT WAS BY chance that I was walking down that street in Herkimer, New York — its name escapes me — and looked into the window of a store with the appearance of being a cross between a pawn shop and the unlikely resting place for an assortment of items I would have expected to find in a flea market. The shop’s name, painted on the glass in faded gold lettering, was “The Treasure Chest.”

Several electric guitars, some brass instruments, and an assortment of men’s suits and women’s dresses hung from two parallel wires that looked to be pieces of an old, orange-colored extension cord. In front, there were a number of china cup and saucer sets, a collection of foreign coins, and glassware of all types, some of it the opaque-green variety that was given away to movie house patrons during the depression. Farther back, several beat-up dolls joined a display of tin containers that once held tea or soap or crackers, and odd-shaped bottles that once were filled with unpasteurized milk, medicinal cure-alls, and Moxie. But what captured my attention was a baseball, sitting on a small square of red carpeting, near enough to the front of the window that I could read the signature, a name that for several moments I almost couldn’t believe I was seeing again: Denton Heywood.

My daughter and I had left our home outside of Boston early that morning on a mission to visit five colleges in upstate New York over a period of three days. The first was already out of the way.

“I don’t know. Don’t ask me for all kinds of details,” Tracy said, irritated by my persistent questioning after she had rated the latest one “about a 6” on a scale of 1 to 10. We had joined a group of other parents and high school seniors on a student-led tour of the campus, watched a film extolling the virtues of every academic department in the college, and sat through a welcoming presentation with one of the assistant deans of admission. He was prepared to take questions at that point, but despite the nervous glances that we mothers and fathers gave to the prospective members of the Class of ’87, they indicated by their detached silence that they were not there to take risks but only to be entertained.

On the thruway heading toward Syracuse — our first stop the next morning — we saw signs for the General Herkimer Inn. The name seemed to amuse Tracy, and she suggested we stay there. I had no reason to disagree. Tracy wanted to rest after we checked in, so I changed into some comfortable clothes, put on my factory-discount New Balance sneakers, and began exploring downtown Herkimer.

* * *

I turned twelve years old on October 2, 1945. It was a Sunday, and the last day of the Major League Baseball season. Baseball had entered my life for the first time that summer when I became friendly with some boys who spent the better part of each day playing ball at the huge field in our neighborhood.

My father, who worked a grocery store owner’s typical fifteen-hour day, had responded to my plea for a baseball glove — “I need my own mitt” — by purchasing what looked more like an extra large leather mitten. It had very little padding, and there was no webbing at all between the thumb and fourth finger. I never fully considered the words “mitt” and “mitten” until years later when my father said he thought he bought me exactly what I wanted; that he understood a “mitt” to be a training glove that one used before being ready to play with a regular one. But the glove served me well that summer as I learned how to play the game.

Sunday was my father’s only day of rest, and he normally slept until noon. But on that particular morning he had washed and dressed and was at the breakfast table before ten o’clock. My mother made apple pancakes for my two sisters and me because she knew what would please me the most. For it was my birthday.

“We haven’t had a chance to buy you anything,” my father said, pausing for some theatrical effect, “but maybe you’d like to see the Red Sox with me today.”

I was thrilled. “Yes,” I said, almost shouting my response. My father could see the huge smile breaking out on my face. My mother told me years later that it was the happiest she’d ever seen me.

“Can we come too?” my sisters asked, almost in unison.

“Not this time,” my father told them. “Another time we’ll all go together, but today it’s just the men.” He waited a few seconds before turning back to me and winking.

Our trip to Fenway Park that afternoon was one of the rare occasions when — for the first time in both their lives — a father and son got to experience the thrill of emerging from the dark entrance ramp into the sunshine of the field and were momentarily spellbound by the lush green carpet of grass filling the ballpark. I was overwhelmed by the noise of the crowd, the shouts of the vendors moving up and down the aisles with their peanuts, soft drinks, and hot dogs, and the smack of baseballs hitting leather as players from both teams loosened up in the area between the dugouts and the foul lines. I wanted to get as close to the field as I could, but the ushers in their red blazers and blue pants allowed only box seat ticket holders into those sections. As game time approached and the lineups were announced, we moved away from the action and out to our seats in the right field bleachers.
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