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  This is dedicated to the memory of the late Bill Veeck, the best thing to happen to baseball since they made it round. Thanks for the afternoons we spent together in Miller’s Pub under the El tracks, drinking beer and figuring out the way of the world.


  
    Preface

    I don’t even know what a preface is, but Bill Granger and the editor who read this thing said it was necessary to explain myself. I thought a story this long explains its own self, but they are in the business and they probably know what they’re talking about.

    Well, it all started after the last baseball strike, and since everyone wrote about that to death, I don’t have to bring it up. After the strike, nothing changed much except the owners were just as greedy as ever and so were we, the ball players. That means, I suppose, that I should explain my position, but I don’t really care to. I just played baseball is all and kept my mouth shut until now.

    I told this stuff to Granger and he had the easy part of just taking it down the way I told it and typing it up. Here and there, he corrected my way of talking, and here and there I let him. Then the editor read it over and he corrected here and there and sometimes made me hot, like when he didn’t know what a “red ass” was. This is about baseball, for the love of God, not about the English language. I think I said that to someone, and pretty soon they just went away.

    I don’t go on and on about what happened to Raul Guevara after the season because my agent, Sid, told me that’s another story and if they want to know, they should pay more. I agreed with that. No use putting water on the table if they don’t ask for it. A waitress in New York told me that one and it stuck.

    What can I tell you about the strike except what you already know? What can I tell you about guys like Bremenhaven except what you already feel about guys like Bremenhaven? But I tell you one thing, when I look back on it, that year which I am describing here was a hoot.

    Sincerely yours,

    Ryan Patrick Shawn

    P.S. Charlene made me put in my middle name. I didn’t let her see the story as it was written because she would have wanted to leave some stuff out. Never show anyone what they don’t need to see.
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  The thing began when Bremenhaven’s accountant showed him what he was spending in salaries to finish third in the American League East. Fifty million dollars.

  I pitched last in the last game of the season, after it was lost anyway.

  Hoak Wilson was nursing a 1-0 lead in the eighth when the White Sox decided to go on a last-ditch salary drive. After the second homer of the inning, old Hoak just stared into the darkness of the dugout, pleading with his eyes for Sparky to take him out of the game,

  Who says Sparky doesn’t have a heart? Sparky dropped a dime to the bullpen and the next thing was I was on the mound, trying to staunch the bleeding. The Chicagos were up 4 to 1 at that point and it never got any worse. Or any better.

  It was a lousy finish to a lousy season. The fans still in the park were too tired to even boo when Dave Belfry popped up to finish the thing off. Not that we would have heard them because there were too few of them to make much noise.

  After the game, I showered up and packed my stuff in a ditty bag and said good-bye to Sparky in his office and good-bye to the clubhouse man, Sam, which was an envelope with $300 in it.

  When you finish a shitty season with a shitty game, well, there’s not much sentiment left to squeeze. You pack your bag and go home and hope you’ll be invited to Florida in the spring.

  Except this was my last good-bye. I felt it in my thirty-eight-year-old bones.

  Time for Ryan Shawn to hang it up, catch the last train to Clarksville, hasta la vista.

  I had had my innings and won nearly 160 games over the years. I was planning my retirement at least three years before that last game. Auto dealer named Jack Wade in Houston was going to give me a job selling cars and promoting the firm, and it was better than a sharp stick in the eye. Besides, my girlfriend, as she then was, Charlene Cleaver, lived in Houston and whatever I was going to do, I wasn’t planning on going back home to El Paso. You ever get out of El Paso, you stay out, take my word on it.

  So I was surprised when old George came down the runway just as I was leaving and asked me to talk to him.

  George Bremenhaven, who owned the Yankees, liked to think he was a hands-on kind of owner, but the truth was he didn’t give a rat’s ass about the players. I’m not saying this with any kind of bitterness, because if you want to know the truth, the players didn’t give a shit about him either. So it surprised me to see George in the weight room, trying to banter. He even tried banter on Sam, but Sam wasn’t buying it and emphasized his distance by dumping a bunch of used towels on the floor between them.

  “I want to talk to you, Ryan,” George said to the next victim of his bonhomie mood, and I winced only a little. “Come on up to my box.”

  George was grinning at me as we went up to his box hanging over the open-air boxes below. I had never been in the owner’s box before and it struck me as crude, with a little icebox and a couple of television sets tuned to catch the action you couldn’t see just by looking out the plate-glass window down to the field. He opened the icebox and asked me if I wanted a beer and I said sure, and then he gave me a green bottle. No, it wasn’t Heineken; George was never that generous. Rolling Rock, as I recall. It must have been on sale that week.

  George said, “You know, Ryan, Sparky called you in one inning too late,”

  “Year’s been like that, George,” I said, man-to-man, using his first name. I settled on a cushioned chair that George probably smuggled out of a Holiday Inn someplace. In fact, the whole suite that was his private box looked a lot like a lot of motel rooms I’ve been in.

  “I know the year’s been like that and I’m gonna change that,” George said.

  I studied the man while he let the silence hang there. He was drinking something in a martini glass that I supposed was a martini. He has a round sort of face, puffy, and the only sharp things on his body are his eyes and his suit. Nice suit. Bad eyes that make you feel you’re getting an IRS audit.

  There we were, the only two people left in the world, surrounded by 60,000 empty seats. Actually, it is now 57,000 and something seats, but who was counting except George? Sixty thousand seats sounds just right for a great old place like the Stadium. Nothing is as empty as Yankee Stadium after a losing game. The neighborhood is sort of crummy, but I been in crummier ballpark neighborhoods, believe me. When people get it into their minds that a neighborhood is bad, it stays bad even when it gets better. I think it was the reason the ballplayers split so fast. That and it being autumn. It had been a cool day and cooler night and my arm twinged when I was warming up. Getting old, I sipped the Rolling Rock and just waited. When you’re a relief pitcher, you learn to wait until the other guy makes a mistake. He wants to foul off twenty pitches, you let him. Just wait the son of a bitch out.

  “You speak Spanish, don’t you?” George said.

  I just stared at him. I couldn’t have been more amazed if he had just announced he was the Queen of France. I can deal with non sequiturs with the best of them, but this was more like walking into a phone booth and finding out you’re standing in the oracle at Delphi. Or finding out it’s already occupied by Superman. (Got that oracle thing out of college.)

  “Don’t you?”

  He’s got eyes like a Gila monster. Little glinty eyes that are colder than the desert floor at midnight. Or a woman’s good-bye.

  “Yeah, I speak some.”

  “You study it in school, when you went to Arizona?”

  “You come from down where I come from, you speak Spanish just to survive. I guess it’s the same the other way around. I mean, from across the river. At Ciudad El Paso.”

  “You come from El Paso,” George said. He sipped on his drink some more.

  “Yep.” I don’t really talk that way but I let out a “yep” every now and then to satisfy people’s preconceptions.

  “You going back to El Paso for the winter?”

  For the winter. This was a peculiar turn of phrase applied to a thirty-eight-year-old relief pitcher soon to begin selling Buicks and Hondas in Houston. “For the winter” sort of implied there might be spring coming and winter was just a temporary setback instead of a permanent condition. I studied the question the way we relief pitchers like to study our baseballs before we fling them.

  At this point, I didn’t know all the things I know now. I didn’t know, for instance, that George had toted up his payroll and decided on drastic action or that he had met with his old friend who was now secretary of state or that he had once slept in the Lincoln bedroom at the White House or that he had actually seen Lincoln’s ghost. None of those things.

  “You made what this year?” George said.

  I may be a dumb ball player, bet I’m not dumb enough to believe that George didn’t know exactly what I made. I thought about telling him that, bet I didn’t. I’ve seen George when he’s rattled and it isn’t pleasant.

  “I don’t remember exactly,” I said.

  “Six hundred fifty thousand,” George said.

  “I’ll take your word for it.”

  “You plan on coming back next year?”

  “You plan on inviting me?”

  “Three hundred thousand,” George said.

  Now George knew and I knew that I had an agent out there somewhere and it wasn’t seemly for an owner to start negotiating with a ball player with no one agreed except all those empty seats.

  “Take it or leave it,” George said.

  This is the new style of negotiating in the nineties, sort of like IBM firing ten thousand workers who were hired for life and calling it downsizing. One day you make a living wage and the next day you’re selling pencils. My Daddy always told me about the Great Depression and the dust storms and all of it, and I believed every word, bet we both thought at the time we were talking about the past, like talking about jousts and knights in armor and guys wearing powdered wigs. Jest goes to show you.

  “Well, I’ll have to consider it. With Sid. My agent,” I said.

  “Fuck Sid, fuck agents. I’m up to here with agents. Fuck them all,” George said. The Gila monster’s eyes flickered then. I wouldn’t have been surprised if his tongue had darted out and stabbed a fly.

  “The trouble is, George, I’m not very good at negotiating these things. I could probably do it for someone else, bet not for myself. I’m jest too personally involved.”

  “I paid fifty million dollars in payroll this season to finish third,” George said. “If I paid fifty million to be in the World Series, that would be one thing. I thought that’s what I was paying for, to be in the Series. Bet no. I paid fifty million dollars for twenty-five assholes to finish third, fucking third. New York does not stand for third. They love that shit in Chicago, fucking Cubs could finish in Triple A and they’d be standing in line to throw their money into Wrigley Field, bet I am in New York, this is New York all around you, Ryan, this is not third place, not for a fifty-million-dollar payroll. What do you think the last baseball strike was all about? We have to take control of the game before you people rein it.”

  “I just play, George, I don’t rein nothing,” I said.

  “That’s what they all do. They all play, the greedy bastards,” he screamed. “I walk in the locker room and they got their boom boxes on and they dance their watusi jitterbugs when they should be concentrating —”

  “Maybe you should get us chess boards,” I said.

  Nothing I said was getting through. He was standing now, gesturing, walking around that Motel 6 room of a box, staring out at all those empty seats like the empty stadium was the sea and he was King Lear.

  “Money! Money is raining this game! In the old days, a ball player was happy to have something to do in the summer and if he got paid for it, all the better! But not any more, no he needs BMWs and broads and Johnny Walker Black Label not Red and a fucking farm in Florida or some such godforsaken place!”

  “I live in Houston in a motel,” I said. I wasn’t being humble. I was trying to distract the bull because that little vein in his forehead was swelling up. It would have been alright if the damned thing ever burst but it didn’t, it just made everyone else miserable.

  “You’re bums, illiterate fucking bums, all of you!” George said, not looking directly at me. I suppose he meant not me personally but in the collective.

  “We finished third! Third! The New York Times, I’m surprised they still carry the box score. You know what the Daily News said this morning? No, I forget, you probably don’t read. I read. The Daily News, the rotten bastards, the News says, GEORGE BOMBS AGAIN!”

  He said it exactly that way, with capital letters, just like a headline. I just sat there, deciding whether I could take another sip of Rolling Rock before he turned to look at me. I snuck it.

  “Oh, you arrogant scum, you strike baseball, you blow the World Series even, you break little boys’ hearts for your filthy paychecks!”

  “George,” I began.

  “Shuddup, Ryan. You should talk! You had 10 saves and a 536 ERA and that sucks, Ryan, that sucking sound you hear is six hundred fifty thousand of my — MY — dollars going into your pocket for shit. For total unvarnished unpolished unimpeachable shit.”

  Well, I figured I would go out quietly, not with a bang and not with a whimper neither. George didn’t look like he was going to die of a stroke so there was no point in sticking around. I think an employee can tolerate a certain amount of abuse from a boss, but not so he’d make a habit of it. I put down the Rolling Rock and got up quietly and started for the exits. For just a moment, I saw all those empty seats in the old place and tried to feel the way George must feel, but then I thought, fuck it. Empathy was wasted on a prick like George Bremenhaven. Never have sympathy for an owner.

  “Where you going, Ryan?”

  “Texas.”

  “Is that your answer?”

  “What was the question?”

  “Three hundred thousand.”

  “Doesn’t have a question mark at the end of it, so I figured it wasn’t a question.”

  “And that’s your answer?”

  “What was the question?”

  “You asshole, I’m offering you a one-year, last-hurrah contract for three hundred thousand dollars.”

  “Shit, you got guys on the team make three million a year for lingering on the DL list half the season,” I said.

  “Those days are over, Ryan. There’s a new reality in baseball The fans are sick and tired of paying thirty bucks a pop to watch losers shuffle off into third place.”

  “We drew pretty well till toward the end,” I said. “You got your television money. It wasn’t all expenses, George. Ball players are just one of the unavoidable costs that go with owning a major league team. They must’ve told you that at Owners’ School before you bought the Yankees.”

  He glared at me then, but he didn’t say anything. Maybe he saw I was getting personally pissed off, which is not the way I usually am. I do a professional piss-off, but that’s to scare the shit out of the batter. I wasn’t doing that now.

  When he started talking again, he started soft and low.

  “Ryan, I want to keep you. Like Ishmael. You’re going to tell everything you saw and heard and did when George Bremenhaven declared a one-man revolution and seized his team back from the bloodthirsty, bloodsucking, scum bag agents and players and unions and showed he could win the pennant on his own terms.”

  It’s true I spent three years at Arizona State before I got into the minors and I did officially major in English, although it was mostly fooling around. I knew who Ishmael was, but I didn’t know then that George was really planning something and not just spouting off. So I just opened the door of the skybox and said, “S’long, George.”

  “Ryan, there isn’t a team that is going to give you a better offer.”

  “Sure there is,” I said, as if I believed it.

  “I need you next year,” he said.

  I just looked at him.

  “Six hundred thousand. But the proviso is you don’t tell anyone what you’re getting, not anyone.”

  “George, my agent will know and the union will know, all kinds of people get information.”

  “Not if you don’t tell them.”

  “Six hundred fifty," I said.

  “Six and a quarter,” he said.

  I couldn’t believe it. I thought this time next week I’d be selling Buick Regals for a three-hundred-dollar-a-week draw and now the old crocodile was giving me one more ride on the merry-go-round. I thought I should call Sid and just check it out with him, but Sid hadn’t been returning my calls promptly like he did when I was twenty-nine and burning up the league with the lowest ERA in baseball. Damn, I was beginning to think like George and that was a scary thought. Fuck Sid.

  “Draw the contract,” I said.

  “Where will you be in the morning?” he said.

  “I was gonna be in Texas,” I said.

  “Fuck Texas. Texas’ll wait. And while you’re waiting, practice up on your Spanish.”

  “Why?” I asked.

  “Because, Ryan, I gotta have one ballplayer who speaks English,” George said.

  That didn’t make any sense to me at the time. I thought George was going off the deep end again, jumping into a martini and swimming his crazy old way from rim to rim.

  I wanted to just stare at him like the cold-blooded old reliever I am, but I couldn’t.

  “What are you talking about, George?” I finally said.

  And those Gila eyes twinkled at me and that Gila tongue darted out and stabbed a fly.

  “Cuba,” he said, like that explained everything.
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  For a couple of days after that, I didn’t hear a word from George, although he’d said he’d call me as soon as the contract was ready. It’s like waiting for the check that’s always in the mail.

  I called him a couple of times and got his private secretary, Miss Viola Foster. She was nice on the phone, but she said Mr. Bremenhaven was away on business in Washington. She would tell him I called; I believed her. George was just doing one of his disappearing things and it annoyed heck out of me. It also annoyed me that I was sticking around New York, taking it, because of the thought of working another year for just a $25,000 salary cut.

  I even believed George was down in Washington, D.C. on business, other business, not baseball business.

  The trouble was that Washington didn’t have a baseball team, and that Baltimore was the closest city in the playoffs. I watched some of the games on television at night with a six-pack of MGD close at hand. I thought about George. Every owner worth his weight in gold — and they all are, no matter how they poor-mouth —- was at one or the other playoff game. Baseball owners have a weird social life, like umpires. Owners can’t fraternize with anyone except other owners and they jump at any chance to hang out with the other guys in the Owners’ Club. Umpires stick together because they don’t fraternize with ballplayers and they need someone to eat with at night on the road.

  One thought led to another while I was drinking beer and surfing through the games on television. I thought about speaking Spanish. And I thought a disturbing lot about Charlene Cleaver, who was waiting for me down in Houston.

  I called her the first night after the last game of the season. She was disappointed, she said. She had made reservations for us for dinner at Tony’s and now would have to cancel them. I said for $625,000 for another ride in the Bigs, I’d make up the dinner to her.

  This was the wrong thing to say. Or maybe I put it in the wrong way. George had upset me some and I let our conversation carry over to Charlene by the tone in my voice.

  “I happen to know $625,000 is a lot of money,” Charlene said. Then nobody said anything for a moment. “What does Sid say?”

  She talks about Sid Cohen like they are co-conspirators and I am the conspiratee. I resent the hell out of it. Charlene and I were close, but, I thought then, not that close. Same with Sid.

  I have to admit here that Charlene is a prattler at times and goes off on her own tangents, which, combined with her stunning good looks, might lead some people to think there is no brain behind those pretty eyes. But there is. When we first started going together, I showed off my wallet to her, in a manner of speaking. Talked about my CDs and how I would be fixed when I retired and so forth. She set me straight on that.

  I remember the first loving words out of her mouth that night. I kissed her long and deep, and she said, “Latin American funds.”

  I was so intoxicated by her at the time that it took me a moment to react. “What did you say?”

  “Latin American funds are returning twenty-five percent the last I looked. What do your CDs return?”

  One thing led to another. One kiss led to another to an invitation to share breakfast with her at her place. And I started listening close to Charlene after that, transferring out of my CDs and into strange things like Latin American mutual funds and some gaming stocks. Damned if she wasn’t right about all that stuff I never paid much attention to.

  But she wasn’t Sid Cohen. I had cut this deal for myself by myself.

  I tried a silence-breaker. “Charlene —” I began.

  “Anybody works for a living ‘stead of playing baseball knows what that kind of money is. I might have to work fourteen, fifteen years to see that kind of money, Ryan Patrick, so don’t high-hat me. But what does Sid say?”

  “I didn’t talk to Sid.”

  “Oh. I see,” she said.

  “Honey, I just wanted to point out the obvious. If I was to tell you I had a chance to make twenty-five dollars an hour shoveling shit in some godforsaken place like Albuquerque, you’d give me a kiss and pack my lunch before I left. Bet I tell you I got another chance on the merry-go-round, you sound like you ain’t happy.”

  “I’m not happy,” she said, stating her feelings and correcting my English in the same three-word sentence. “I miss you.”

  “Hell, I miss you, honey,” I said.

  “I was jest thinking about you comin’ up the drive.”

  Charlene don’t have no drive. She lives in an apartment building.

  “I was thinking’ it, too,” I lied.

  “Was you?” Sometimes she slips like that. She went to community college, not a regular four-year place, bet she works hard to root out that East Texas way of talking.

  “I was.”

  When we start talking like characters out of “Li’l Abner,” it is a sign that the squall is passing.

  “Isn’t that less money than you made last year?” Charlene said.

  “A bit”

  “Why’s that?”

  “Why’s what?”

  “Why’re you getting paid less?”

  “I’m lucky to be paid,” I said.

  “I know that,” she said. “I mean, why would he pay you again? You ain’t that good, not anymore.”

  “You never complained.”

  “I don’t mean about that,” she giggled.

  “He don’t pay me for that,” I said, sort of sly and giggly myself.

  “I miss you, honey.”

  “I miss you. Couple of days here, settle this contract up, and I’ll be heading home, Charlene. Come up that driveway, you better look out, girl.”

  “You been good, Ryan?”

  “I been good.”

  “I know you’re lying when you say it.”

  “I ain’t lying, Charlene. I’m sittin’ here in my box in Fort Blessed Lee, New Jersey, dosing myself with Miller beer and taking cold showers morning and night.”

  Giggles.

  “I mean it, honey. You’re worth waitin’ for.”

  I did mean that and maybe it showed in my voice because her tone got cooey and soft. Actually, Charlene Cleaver was the first serious girlfriend I had had in some time.

  She was very pretty, which goes without saying, but she was very smart as well. I ain’t half-dumb, so I know smart. She studied to be a nutritionist at Houston West Community, said nutrition was a growth field in the years to come. Looks like she was right if you half-read USA Today most mornings, all that stuff about B’s and C’s and E’s and bulk fiber, which is one of my favorites. She had a good job with Rice University Hospital working on improving the diet habits of Texans, which is a lifetime job in itself. It’s a lot like selling grizzly bears on a low-fat salad diet when they would much rather chomp on hikers and campers.

  Part of my loving her was letting her work on me. I still drank beer when watching the ball games. Every now and then, I fell over a rack of ribs, too, but I also partook of at least six servings daily of vegetables and fruit, and there were whole parts of weeks passing without me taking in any animal meat at all, not even a cheeseburger.

  We talked some cuddly talk that carried some explicit sexual language and hung up at last telling each other we loved each other and what we were going to do to each other when we saw each other again.

  Charlene is tall and leggy, but that doesn’t stop her from wearing slacks most of the time when you know her bare legs would send half of Houston into a catatonic state. I admire her for that. Also for letting me see her legs from time to time. And knowing all that shit about NAFTA and its effects on Latin American mutual funds. If you ask me, there is far too much book-judging by covers, especially when it comes to women. The cover is so pretty, you forget the words inside.

  I tried Sid, my agent, on the second day, partly because when Charlene makes an offhand hint the way she did about Sid, it works on me like an itch. She wanted me to talk to Sid and it was probably a good idea. But his office said he was in Hawaii with his newest best buddy, a quarterback named Bret Branson.

  Bret Branson. Why is it that football quarterbacks all have these soft and pretty names that make ugly-named linemen want to chew them up? It’s like taunting them.

  I left my number with Sid’s service, but I figured Sid would get the message and think I was calling him about shopping me around and he wasn’t ready yet to talk to me about how I was unsalable. The hell with him.

  On the third day, when Baltimore beat the Angels for a second time, George dumped Tommy Tradup. I knew he must have loved it because of the way he did it. Called Tommy into his office at the Stadium and said he wasn’t going to even niggle about a new contract, that Tommy was history with the Yankees.

  You have to understand something about baseball. For a player of Tommy’s caliber — if you trade him, you trade him for someone else. Tommy hit 321 that year with 34 homers and 102 ribbies. This is a solid performer and George was letting him go, not even waiting for the winter trades.

  George is not a dope. He is mean, vindictive, and a complete asshole, but those are qualities shared by most of the club owners. Howsoever, George was dumping a salary and it didn’t make any sense unless there was a lot more going on that I didn’t understand.

  While I was hanging around that week, waiting for George to call me with the contract, I did my usual sightseeing.

  I have a studio apartment in Fort Lee, New Jersey, just across the Hudson River from Manhattan. It’s a nice view, of the city and the prices there are about half, so I keep the studio year-round, I was not going to renew the lease that fall, but that changed when George offered me another year at the Dance.

  I’ve got a Buick Park Avenue only four years old that Jack Wade sold me down in Houston, and I park it in the open lot of the Holiday Inn up the street from my building. They never check the lot to see who’s parked there, so it doesn’t cost me anything. One nice morning, I drove across the George Washington Bridge into the city and down the West Side Highway to Midtown.

  Maybe it’s my Texas eye and appreciation for absurdity, but there are things to love about that city. Like the West Side Highway, which used to go downtown, that now stops at Midtown because the rest of it collapsed a few years ago and everyone thought it would be a good idea not to rebuild it. So they didn’t and the traffic just funnels into the city at 56th Street through this gauntlet of black men wielding spray bottles, towels, and window sponges. They insist on washing your car windshield whether you want them to or not, sometimes even when it’s raining. This is car washing through intimidation and it annoys the suburbanites backed up at the lights off the West Side Highway. The car washers usually give me a pass because I got Texas plates and Texas people are crazy about their cars and about not wanting strangers to lay hands on their windshields.

  I park in a pay garage on 56th Street. It costs more to park in Manhattan for a day than it does to rent a room at the Motel 6 in Amarillo, which tells you something about both places. After I park the car, I get this spring in my step and go out on the sidewalk to see the parade. It is held every day of the year. I jest wander all over that island, watching the parade. It steps off with a bang on Mondays and it’s dried-up, pale-faced, and crushed in the shoulders by Friday afternoons. Never saw people work so hard as New Yorkers. It makes me tired to watch them, bet it’s a pleasant kind of tired, the way you get when you were a kid in summer and spent the whole day jumping in the swimming hole with your buddies, getting burned deep to a lobster shade and, after everyone is called home, just falling asleep under cool sheets, dreaming little fever dreams. I think about things like that, watching people running around working so hard.

  You might think a hick like me goes to country-western bars or wears cowboy boots on Broadway. True, I do wear boots in Texas, bet when in Rome, dress in togas. I leave it to the New York fellas to wear snakeskin boots under their three-piece suits and to top it off with black cowboy hats. I generally wear a nice little corduroy sports coat with leather on the elbows. You might mistake me for a college professor. Charlene says it is the expression I wear when I’m watching the parade that makes me look like a college teacher she once had, I think it was in modern American literature.

  “What expression?” I asked her once.

  “Bemusement. Not unfriendly, just sort of amused and uncomprehending at the same time,” she said.

  “You mean I don’t get it?”

  “I mean more like no one else gets it, bet that’s all right, you’re just there to see the show,” she said. When she talks like that, she gets very thoughtful and still. It’s like she’s seeing something else when she says it, not me listening to her.

  I walked all around the town and drank a couple of MGDs and went back to get my car out of the garage and drove uptown to the GW Bridge jest before rush hour. It was a cool day and the lights were all lit on the Palisades on the New Jersey side.

  When I got back to my little apartment, I saw the message machine was lit. I rolled the tape and the only one on it was George.

  “Where the hell are you, Ryan? You suddenly pulling a doublecross on me? I thought we had a contract worked out, you son of a bitch, what am I doing here with paper in my hand, what am I, chopped liver?”

  With that, the recording recorded a slam as in a phone being abused. Here I’ve been hanging around for three days and he decides to call me when I’m hanging out in Manhattan. Fuck him.

  Baltimore won the third game and advanced to the next round of the playoffs that night. I saw it on my 25-inch Mitsubishi. I turned in at eleven and George called me at one.

  “So what’s going on, you trying to cut another deal for yourself?”

  I mumbled. It’s what I do at one in the morning.

  “You drunk, Ryan?”

  “Are you, George? It’s one o’clock.”

  “Why didn’t you call me?”

  “Miss Foster’ll tell you I called you twice, looking for my contract. I decided to take the afternoon off. Drove over to Manhattan and wandered around for a while.”

  “You were here? In the city? When I was here trying to reach you?”

  His questions had a rising tone as though I lived in Venezuela and he was my best buddy and I had passed through New York without giving Mm a call. George gets away with his crazy act, of course, because he’s rich.

  I decided not to say anything. After a moment of silence, George continued in a less-aggrieved tone of voice.

  “I want to see you tomorrow morning in my office at ten.”

  “You got my contract, George?”

  “We can talk,” George said.

  “What does that mean, George?”

  “We can talk. You’re awfully anxious about that contract, Ryan.”

  “George, you offer me a contract for one year and I take it. So I’m hanging around now because you wanted me to hang around and I now get the feeling maybe we’re not talking about a contract.”

  “What makes you think that?”

  “George, I’ve got a mind to get in my car around dawn and just aim it for Texas,” I said.

  “Why? What have I said to make you do a thing like that? It’s your fucking agent, Sid, that son of a bitch is trying to torpedo —”

  “George, I haven’t talked to Sid.”

  “Then what is it?”

  “It’s you, George. It’s one in the morning, George.”

  “Look, put Texas on hold until tomorrow at ten. In my office.”

  “In the ballpark.”

  “No, no, no. My office on Park.”

  “You gonna have the contract?”

  “Trust me,” George said. “And nighty-night.”

  He hung up and left me sitting there, wide awake. 1:21 A.M. I got up and went to the icebox and took out a can of Miller Genuine Draft beer and opened it. I took the beer to the window. It was only a studio, bet there was a sort of half-ass view of Manhattan and the bridge and the river. I do some of my best thinking there, looking at the city.

  Sixteen years in the Bigs was a good career. The only way I’d see Cooperstown was to buy a bus ticket, bet, what the hell, I was a major leaguer and there were a lot of boys who’d played baseball and never got as far as Single A in the minors. I had a major league pension coming and wasn’t a spendthrift, so a lot of money was in mutual funds and such. I wouldn’t starve even if it turned out I couldn’t sell Buicks. Charlene was talking about us opening up a healthy food fast-food restaurant, although I didn’t know that most of Texas was ready for that just yet. We might jest have to go to Santa Fe on that one and sell tofu to the movie stars buying up New Mexico.

  I thought my way through a half-can of beer and I saw the truth of things. I didn’t want to let go. Not yet. Just let me hang on one more time. Go out on the mound in the seventh and hear the crowd and see the sharp faces on those shiny young batters. Be part of the parade. Let me feel it again. Hell, George, I’d pay you, and you know it, you son of a bitch. You know it.


  3

  Miss Viola Foster is a middle-aged lady of grace and style who was really too good for a crude turd like George Bremenhaven. She gave me a nice smile when I opened the door to the suite and said it was nice to see me, as though she meant it. She took me into the inner sanctum and asked me if I wanted coffee, and I said no. I said it automatically because I was staring at Sam, the clubhouse manager.

  Sam was inherited by George from the previous owners of the Yankees. Sam is in charge of equipment, packing, shipping, seeing we get our supplies of uniforms, bats, and balls, and all the other necessary little jobs that let ball players concentrate on important things, like their hangnails and navels.

  I bet Sam had never been in George’s midtown office before.

  The office is on the thirtieth floor of the sandy-colored building just below Grand Central Station on Park Avenue. It was a nice morning for it, whatever “it” was going to be. The men loped along the sidewalks playing their briefcases against their knees like tambourines and the ladies had that crisp autumn look that takes over the city in October and hangs on smartly until it snows.

  “Hey, Sam,” I said. He nodded at me and said nothing. Sam never wastes a word when a silence is better.

  George came around his fat rosewood desk like a maitre d’ and grabbed my hand. I expected to be shown a table, but instead he led me to a stuffed leather chair opposite Sam and indicated I should sit. I sat and the leather squeaked as I settled in.

  “First, I trust you, Ryan “

  I waited for the next shoe.

  “Second, I been talking to Sam here about assuming extra duties next season. We’re all going to have to pull our oars together to get this thing done.”

  “Pull our oars,” I repeated.

  “Shoulder to the wheel,” George said.

  “One or the other,” I said.

  George said, “Sam, talk to him.”

  Sam looked at George with a miserable expression. Anyone in the clubhouse knew that Sam hated George Bremenhaven almost more than the players. This was an instinctive class thing on Sam’s part. His name is Sam Ortiz and when he was twelve he was picking strawberries in California and he and his migrant folks were living in ten-by-ten unheated shacks on the edges of the big helds. I wouldn’t be surprised if Sam was a Communist, except Mexicans tend not to be, in my experience.

  “Go ahead,” George said with that grim little look on his puffy fat face. His lips get so tight they almost disappear.

  So the next thing, Sam turns to me and says in Spanish:

  — This cocksucking son of a whore wants me to test you on your Spanish. He calls me in the middle of the night and he says to me I have to talk Spanish to you to see if you can speak Spanish to me. What in the name of God is this about?

  — I don’t know, Sam (I replied in Spanish). Four days ago, he says he wants to keep me around for another year because I speak Spanish and now he wants to test me. Why don’t we ask him?

  — Good idea.

  “George,” I said in English. “What the hell is this about?”

  “What did you say to each other?”

  “I asked him if he still fucks chickens and he said I had a venereal disease, he could see it in my eyes,” I said.

  “Is that what you said? What kind of a thing is that to say?”

  “What do you want us to do, George? Dance the Mexican hat dance? Sing La Cucaracha?”

  “I wanna know you know how to speak Spanish,” George said.

  I looked at Sam and said:

  — This son of a whore has gone crazy.

  “I know that word, loco. You think I’m crazy, Ryan?”

  “We both think you’re crazy, George.”

  “You know, I could go out in this city right now and I could buy Spanish interpreters a dime a dozen. Every courtroom’s got them, every Puerto Rican grocery, every —”

  “George, your veins are starting to stand out and that carotid artery is gonna fill your ears with blood in a minute. Just calm down and tell us what you want.”

  He was quiet for a second. I looked at Sam and he looked at me. We waited.

  “I get rid of Hoak Wilson at noon. One million in cash and assumption of his contract. I’ve already made three point five million and got rid of twenty-two million in contracts and obligations. My accountant is going crazy, this is the best news the Yankees have had since Joe DiMaggio.”

  “I’m happy for you, George.”

  “Naw, you’re not happy, but I don’t care. I’m happy. You’re just lucky. Lucky you grew up in Texas and learned to speak spic with the Mexicans. I mean, Spanish.”

  Sam said nothing. I could have made a corrective cluck, but it wasn’t worth it. George didn’t mean anything; he just talks that way.

  “Why’s it lucky, George?”

  He stared at me. And then glanced at Sam. “He speak Spanish okay, Sam?”

  “He’s okay,” Sam said in his way, shrugging his shoulders. He wasn’t my buddy and I didn’t expect him to go out of his way for me.

  George glared at Sam with his Gila eyes as though he could laser the truth out of him. Then he said, “Okay, Sam. That’s it. See you around later.”

  Sam sat there.

  “Come on, Sam. I got things to do. To discuss.”

  “That’s it?” Sam finally said. He started to rise.

  “Yeah, you got work back at the Stadium and I got things to do. Just keep this under your hat, okay?”

  Sam, shrugged again.

  “Understand?” George warned him.

  “Si,” Sam said. If he had a sombrero, he would have held it across his belly to show respect for el patron, Sam pulls that Mexican peasant thing when he wants to show his contempt for you. I could see he didn’t understand a damned thing. Neither did I.

  Sam opened the door and went out, closing it behind him.

  George pranced around his desk on those surprisingly small feet and grabbed at a pile of papers.

  “Sign these,” he said.

  “Whoa,” I said, holding up my hand. “I gotta read them first.”

  “It’s all boilerplate, the usual crap. See, this is the last contract you signed and this is the one you’re going to sign. The same.”

  “Except for less money,” I said.

  “You agreed.”

  “I agreed. But what’s this?”

  “An agreement not to disclose confidential information. It’s becoming very routine in the business world.”

  “Not disclose what, George?”

  “Confidential information “

  “Like what, George?”

  “Confidential information that you don’t have yet but you may acquire in the course of your duties with the New York American League baseball club,” he said.

  “Why, you gonna raise ticket prices and not tell anyone until they show up at the stadium?”

  “Bigger than that, Ryan.”

  “You’re going to move to New Jersey.”

  “Sign it.”

  “I don’t know,” I said, scanning the sheets of paper.

  “Look, if you’re going to be Boswell to my Johnson, I need to trust you.”

  “You going to write a dictionary? Maybe a Spanish-English dictionary?”

  “I’m going to reinvent baseball,” George said.

  Major league ball club owners talk this way as they teeter along from crisis to crisis. Read the sports pages today and the baseball news is all about how much someone is making or some owner is losing or attendance or television, anything but marks on a scorecard or the sound of a bat.

  “Sort of like a new Charlie Finley.”

  “Charlie would have loved this idea.”

  “What idea?”

  “Sign the fucking form, Ryan.”

  Shit. I was intrigued enough to sign it. I also signed the contract and made George sign his. We were a team again.

  George gave me my copies and he slipped his into a drawer of his desk that locked.

  “Don’t we need a witness?” I said.

  “I’ll fake that later,” he said. “Now, Ryan. The secret. It’s worth it, all this fooling around. But it stays secret until after the winter meetings in Las Vegas, until I can finally dump all the players I want to dump.”

  “How many is that, George?” My voice was sort of quiet. Baseball is a brutal kind of business and you’re here today and traded tomorrow. Still, you play with those guys, live with them on the road, they’re flesh and blood and they have families and friends and hopes and fears. You wouldn’t know it to read about them in some of the sports columns. Or listen to an owner.

  “Twenty-four. Everyone but you, Ryan. I told you, you survive like Ishmael.”

  “And you’re going to kill a white whale, George?”

  “Something like that.”

  “Like what?”

  “Where are the best ball players in the world? Besides here?”

  “I don’t know. Maybe Japan “

  “Too little. No power.”

  “Venezuela. Mexico.”

  “You’re getting warmer.”

  “I was never good at this kind of questioning, that’s why I got bad class discussion marks in school. You want an answer, you furnish it.”

  “Cuba.”

  I let that sink in.

  “Cuba, what?” I said.

  “Cuba, Cuba,” he said.

  “You’re going to buy some ball players in Cuba? I thought we didn’t trade with Cuba, something like that.”

  “Reality is setting in, in the world and in Washington, even in Havana.”

  “And what is reality?”

  “Castro wants dollars. And recognition. And he wants the U.S. to lift trade embargoes. Funny thing is, so do we. But the administration doesn’t want a backlash here so it has to proceed with caution.”

  “I didn’t know you knew so many famous people.”

  “I do. I was just in Washington. Spent the night at the White House. You know where I slept?”

  I thought of several smart-ass answers but offered none of them. I was fascinated by the lizard in the blue suit across from me.

  “In Lincoln’s bedroom.”

  “How is it?”

  “I saw his ghost.”

  “Did you.”

  “You don’t believe me?”

  “I believe you, George, if you believe you.”

  “He just stared at me and then he nodded once and disappeared.”

  “Maybe he had to go to the bathroom.”

  “I was dreaming about Cuba and what I want to do and he knew it. Lincoln. You know, aside from everything else, this is a good thing I’m doing. A good thing for our Hispanic friends.”

  “Like that spic, Sam,” I said. I shouldn’t have bothered. It just rolled off that chubby blue suit.

  “The deal is done, but it has to stay secret until I get rid of my payroll,” George said. “You signed a confidentiality agreement and I can have your ass in prison if you breathe a word of this to anyone. But I’ve got to have, you know, be in at the beginning, be able to give testimony on it when the time is right.”

  “What?”

  “Twenty-four Cubans. The twenty-four best Cuban baseball players. The best. The best ball players from one of the best baseball countries in the world. They’ve been living under Castro for more than thirty years, but they can play baseball. Castro plays baseball. It’s the national sport.”

  I was understanding every word, but they weren’t really registering deep. I took a breath and then another,

  “Next spring in Florida, Castro airlifts in twenty-four elite baseball players to play for the New York Yankees. You realize how much this cuts my payroll? I’m arranging for them to have rooms all together on a floor in the East Side Hotel.”

  This was the name of a well-known SRO and welfare hotel on the east side of Manhattan. Its ambience is halfway between a YMCA residence and a West Texas county jail. It turned out later that George owns this high-rise semi-slum.

  “George —”

  “The deal costs me five million, half to the Cuban government, the rest to the ball players, Man, do you realize these kids who probably didn’t even have shoes when they were kids are going to have $100,000 a year each?”

  “The union —”

  “Fuck the fucking players’ union, this is bigger than them and there’s nothing they can do about it if the players’ green cards are sanctioned by the State Department. Man, they are going to have jobs. What’s the matter, are you prejudiced against Cubans?”

  “George, you really thought this thing out?”

  “This thing is a done deal, Ryan.”

  “I don’t like this, I feel like I’ve been let in a conspiracy.”

  “You been let in a last chance to rob me of another $625,000, Ryan. This ain’t shoveling shit in Louisiana, boy, this is real money and I know it and so do you. In fact, I know you know it, which is why you agreed to it.”

  He had me there.

  I looked at the contracts in my hand and folded them and put them in my sports coat. George might be crazy, but there were enough lunatics running the game these days to make anything seem sensible.

  “What about the press?” I said. “The fans?”

  “Fuck the fans and fuck the reporters. The fans will come if there’s a winning team on the held, and the reporters, as long as they get their free passes and their lunches comped, they’re irrelevant. Besides, this is a liberal town, Ryan, we’re not in West Bumfuck, Texas. I can see the editorials streaming out of the New York Times hailing me for my bold opening to Cuba and to restoring normalized relations blah-biah-blah.”

  “Nobody who’s a fan reads editorials, George. They read the sports pages.”

  “Let them read. I'm going to have a good team, better than the one I'm getting rid of, maybe the best team in baseball, and all in one year and all for a tenth of what I'm paying out now. Salaries and egos, that’s all I got on the field “

  “And what do you want from me?”

  “I want you to be present at the creation,” George said. “And I want you to parlez with them.”

  “Surely you’re kidding.”

  “I don’t call $625 thou a year kidding, Ryan. If you failed your Spanish test with Sam Ortiz, you would be in your fucking Buick now heading across the river to pick up your clothes and drive back to Texas. Believe me when I say it.”

  “I believe you, George.”

  “Besides, there are some on the team now speak Spanish. But I don’t trust them. They’re spies, and when they all get together, talking their Spanish jive, they’re tighter than clams in champagne. I need an Anglo on the team, sort of an identity thing, the leader of the rebels. Like John Wayne when he led all those Filipinos in that movie. You can be a spokesman for the players.”

  Pimping for a bunch of Cuban scabs.

  Man, Ryan, you must want it bad enough to sell your mother’s cow.

  I looked at George and I couldn’t express how low I was feeling just then. I almost was ready to throw the contract on his desk and walk away from the whole mess. Go down to Houston and sell cars for Jack Wade. Talk it out with Charlene Cleaver, who could probably make sense of it for me and make me feel better.
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