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for
Darnell

You got to accentuate the positive,
Eliminate the negative,
Latch on to the affirmative,
Don’t mess with Mister In-Between.

—Johnny Mercer






Prologue

his chest in an image of death, lips pursing out at each
expiration as if it might be his last. Suddenly, his glove
hand jerks up to shield his face and he hollers himself awake.
Sitting in a plastic chair, watching a soundless television
on the wall, his youngest child asks him in the abbreviated
language of father and son, “Nightmare?”
Coming back to where he is, to who he is, the wrecked

The old pitcher sleeps on the hospital bed, arms across

veteran nods slightly and smiles. “Line drive.”

This is how it begins. With a dream.
That is how it will end. In nightmare.






PART ONE

The Havana Home Run






Norman German - 1

Chapter 1
1952

he first time I saw him throw, a lump of sadness

I grew in my throat like a water-filled balloon about

to burst into weeping. Not crying. Weeping, as in

“Jesus wept.” It’s the feeling you get when you see something
unspeakably beautiful: a painting, a woman, a trout, a god.
Roberto was a god. Or, if not a god exactly, then superhuman.

When he threw the second pitch, I knew my eyes had not
deceived me. A chill tightened my scalp, then ran down to
the base of my spine, tagged up and raced back, the electric
ice spreading over my arms on that ninety-degree day in
Key West.

I had been a scout since 1943 and played for ten years
before that, seven in the Majors. I had faced the best—Lefty
Grove, Bob Feller, Dizzy Dean—so I knew I was witnessing
something extraordinary when I saw the ball thrown so fast
it looked like a continuous streak of white light painted from
his hand to the plate.

And they said his twin was just as good.

It was March, 1952. Mr. Perini had sent me with a whittled-
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down Braves squad on a winterball tour of Cuba.Iwas supposed
to check out Roberto Aleman, who had already posted a 9-0
record with the Havana Lions.

Mr. Perini was tired of Clark Griffith, owner of the
Washington Senators, raiding Cuba for its best players. Word
got around that the FBI had enlisted Griffith’s scout, “Papa
Joe” Cambria, to recruit Fidel Castro, a middling pitcher with
a political agenda, in order to distract him from his communist
agitation. That didn't work, but Cambria kept picking up
scrappy utility players at a dime a dozen, so Perini sent me
down to run interference on Papa Joe. The boss didn’t know
Cambria had been my road-trip roommate during my first
year with the Miami Flamingos of the International League.

Roberto Aleman was aright-handed speedballer, his brother
Nemesio a lefty junker. I figured I'd give the southpaw a look,
sign Roberto, and be on my way. I arrived to learn that he and
his twin had mysteriously disappeared, so I was stuck on the
sticky island bouncing from town to town in a rusty green bus
hoping to catch him when he resurfaced. In the meantime, I
endured watching second-rate players dash wildly around
shabby fields trying to impress American scouts.

I'had two consolations. One was seeing Marianao’s Rogelio
Martinez no-hit the Almendares Scorpions on February 7, my
forty-fourth birthday. A no-hitter is the holy grail of baseball, a
cruel game designed to insure the pitcher’s failure, so seeing a
no-hitter, even a Cuban League no-hitter, makes you feel that a
blessing you don’t deserve has descended on you from the God
whose existence you doubted.

My second consolation was visiting Dolf Luque, the
Almendares manager, now a sun-baked sixty years old. In
1933, my first year with the Giants, he helped us through a
tough season, then won the World Series-clinching fifth game
with four innings of brilliant relief when he was forty-three.

In early February, the team flew into Havana and played



Norman German - 3

thirty games in thirty days, making the five-city circuit twice:
Havana, Almendares, Matanzas, Cienfuegos, Marianao. We'd
roll into a city in camellos—they call their buses camels—play a
night game followed by a double-header the next day, then travel
and rest and start over again. It seemed like fun the first week.

On the return to Boston, we eased into Key West aboard a
Peninsula & Occidental steamship. The layover was supposed
to serve as R and R for the team, but a gaggle of loudmouth
rookies got to drinking at the bar of the Casa Marina Hotel and
made a bet with some semipro wannabe’s. So there I was, with
nothing better to do than watch a bunch of arrogant recruits
beat up the local talent.

A few of our veterans had the sense to avoid injury in a
game that meant nothing. Those stayed perched on the ocean
side of the hotel’s veranda sipping pink and blue daiquiris,
shooting the salty breeze.

The field was the worst the new signees had played on
since the sandlot days of their youth. Where there was grass,
it sprouted defiantly in patches two feet high. The base paths
were run to shallow ditches. The mound was pocked like a
mortar-ravaged battlefield, the backstop nothing but patched
and double-patched chicken wire. The warped boards of the
stands were bleached by the south Florida sun. A couple of
roosters, half a dozen hens, and countless biddies scratched for
a meal on the field and under the bleachers.

And yet, in the middle of this terminal island slung out in
the Gulf Stream like an afterthought of the civilized world,
there was Roberto Aleman, happy as a kid running the bases
in Comiskey Park on opening day, about to ruin the best arm
God ever bestowed on a mortal by throwing lightning in the
tirst inning without a proper warm-up.

There were maybe fifty people in the stands, mostly poverty-
stricken Hispanic fanaticos trying to salve the squalor of their
lives with the timeless magic of baseball, their festive clothing
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a self-conscious rejection of poverty: red blouses, yellow skirts,
pink dresses, sea-green shirts.

A few feet to my right, a weathered old man who smelled of
swordfish sat with his legs crossed. “Excuse me,” I began. “Por
favor, can you tell me who the pitcher is? The lanzador?”

With his back relaxed against a splintered wooden step, a
cigar parked in the side of his mouth, he spoke the words as if
he were bored or bothered but too old to mask it. “Serior, that is
El Diamante Negro.”

I jerked my head toward the mound. “Well, kick me like a
mangy dog. I thought it was The Black Diamond.” It was in fact
Roberto Alemén. Instantly, everything I had heard about him
collapsed into understatement. In two throws, I knew he was
two players—the fastest pitcher who had ever lived and the
fastest pitcher who would ever live.

Whether he would be the greatest was another matter.
What determines that is a strong work ethic over a long period
of time, then control and hitter savvy, followed by a good
catcher, run support, and a coach who won't kill your arm by
stretching your talent beyond the limits of the human body in
order to meet his team’s short-term needs.

And, of course, luck.

The other factors can be worked on. Luck is the wild card.
Ted Williams had a chance to be the greatest all-around player
ever, but his luck ran out with World War II. That stole three
of his prime years, then the Korean War shaved two more, and
The Kid finally ran out of seasons.

But who knows? What's to say if The Splinter had remained
stateside an unlucky injury wouldn't have ended his career in
midstream? Think, for example, of Mickey Mantle, the most
God-blessed natural talent ever to play the game, blowing his
knee out when his spikes caught on a drain during the World
Series of his rookie year. Or think of the many slings and arrows
outrageous fortune has used to cripple the boys of summer.
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Then return to late winter, 1952, and think of the lowly places
where gods are born—mangers and barrios and such.

The announcer for this makeshift game stood with a
clipboard on top of the home team’s tin-roof dugout, calling the
players’ names through a faded red megaphone. That reminded
me to pull out my pocket notebook and stubby pencil. But for
the life of me I had no idea what to write down. As the third
pitch smacked the catcher’s mitt like a rifle report, followed
by the batter’s swing, the announcer called in Spanish, then
English, “That’s the first of many K’s this afternoon. Down
goes the tall Torgeson and up comes the next strikeout victim,
third baseman Bob Elliott, the National League’s 1947 MVP”

Bob didn't appreciate the introduction. He walked to the
plate chopping his bat both ways like he was clearing a swath
of stubborn weeds from his path. His at-bat was humiliating.
Aleman set him down in four pitches: high and in for a ball,
low outside corner, low inside corner, then a riser that whizzed
in at the top of the strike zone and crashed the mitt shoulder-
high with Elliott’s bat swishing under it by six inches.

The Cuban beisboleros have a word for Roberto’s pitching:
fulminar. It can mean to strike like lightning, or to hurl insults
at someone. And that’s what Roberto was doing—with a
vengeance, hurling baseballs at these Big League batters like
insults. Because I imagine he was tired of hearing about the
Yanqui dollars he could make in American ballparks. Playing
in Havana’s El Gran Estadio probably awed the young man
climbing the ranks, but after seeing the flush, winterball Major
Leaguers, he must have wanted to test his fastball against their
best bats while getting a taste of mucho dinero to boot. Now, here
he was, marooned on the island, enjoying himself by shrinking
Big Leaguers down to size with his astonishing gift.

For the third out, the laughing, angry Cubano put down
our young Del Crandall, six feet, two inches of catcher. I told
Mr. Perini a stringbean like that wouldn’t be able to unfold
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from his crouch in time to throw out a slow runner with a sore
foot. But, no, he wouldn’t listen. Said we were after him for his
bat. Ha! I was glad the boss wasn’t here to see Del fly-swatting
the empty air.

Waiting for the visiting team to take the field, I tried to
imagine what had gone down in the bar the night before: some
hustler who knew Roberto had bet our heady rookies that the
semipro Key West Wreckers could beat them in a seven-inning
match. By noon, the Wreckers had scrabbled together only
four teammates to our Braves’ five position players and three
pitchers. A smattering of teenage islerios excitedly volunteered
to fill the open spots on both sides, so it was impossible at game
time to tell which was the home team and which the visiting.
After a short argument, everyone agreed to call Roberto’s side
the home team.

When the players passed each other taking and leaving the
field, you could see how poor the natives were. Their uniforms
were ill-fitting, some too small, most too large, all topped off by
moth-eaten felt caps in various stages of decay. Several players
split uniforms, so the home team’s big right fielder wore a tight
top while the visitor’s shortstop sported its baggy bottom. A
few players ran awkwardly across the hard infield in clown-
shoe cleats. Saddest of all were the catcher’s tools of ignorance:
shin guards molded from hammered tin, chest protector
nothing but an old washboard, mask fashioned from a football
helmet strung with coat hangers.

This was desperation parading as hope, hope in its first
dress rehearsal.

One curiosity—almost a compulsion—caught my attention.
After every swing, the umpire raced to sweep off the plate.
Whether this was his own obsession or a quirk of Roberto’s, I
never discovered, but he was determined to keep the plate as
clean and white as the day it was broken out of the box.

I knew it was going to happen. Taking the mound for
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our patched-together team was the Braves’ new star, Dick
Manville, six feet, four inches of down-home country boy. Fast
but scarecrow-awkward, he came out trying to match Roberto’s
speed, and I was afraid he might yank his straw arm from
its socket. Manville had average speed for an apprentice, but
throwing so soon after Roberto he looked like he was lobbing
changeups. Still, if our batters were no match for the Cuban’s
Zeus-like arm, their batters were no match for real Major
League pitchers, even if they were rookies. Manville retired
the side with an infield fly bracketed by strikeouts.

In the top of the second, our cleanup man, a gringo the
locals had adopted as a father figure, stepped to the plate. He
was clearly given the slot as an honorary position. Way past
his prime, he sported thinning iron-gray hair and a proud beer
belly, and swung like a girl at the first pitch. He stepped out of
the unmarked batter’s box and glared at Roberto.

“Will you cut the show-offy crap and pitch one in here so a
man can hit?” He adjusted his shorts, pinched the bat between
his thighs, then spit on his palms and chafed them together.
Returning to the plate, he worked his huaraches into the two
depressions marking the batter’s box and stirred the sweet
part of the bat in the heart of the strike zone. “Right here,” he
said. “You put one right here, you egg-sucking son of a hyena,
and I'll drive it down your throat.”

Roberto laughed, swept the rubber with his right shoe, and
went into a theatrical, double-pump windup that ended in
another embarrassing swing that put the fat man in the dust.

Now the batter was furious. Grimacing to show off a fierce
set of teeth, he stood, spit a couple of times while slapping at
his clothes, then repositioned himself in the box. “You smug
little pendejo,” he said, “all I'm asking for is a little fairness.
Who couldn't strike out a well-fed viejo like me? Just take
twenty years off that heater, mariposa, and I'll show you what
I can do to it”
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Roberto smiled good-naturedly and held up the ball. “Okay,
here it comes, abuela. You want I should pitch it underhand?”

“Just shut up and put it over the god-bloody plate.” He
waved his bat where he wanted it. The old fellow didn’t look
like much now, but he must have been one hell of an athlete in
his day. He was as barrel-chested as Babe Ruth but instead of
the Bambino’s spindly legs, this man had massive calves, like
each had swallowed a cantaloupe.

Roberto went into a slow windup and delivered a straight,
batting-practice fastball that sailed in around eighty miles an
hour. The man took a mighty swing, screwing himself into the
dust, and managed to chip a blooper over the first baseman’s
head. Already playing shallow, the right fielder came in hard
on it and would have made the throw-out, but the first baseman
had drifted back too, and Roberto was laughing so hard at the
bungled play that he forgot to cover the bag.

When the big man reached first, he made a motion toward
the mound, flipping his hand out from his chin. “Now,” he
called to a black boy in the dugout, “where’s my goddam
drink,” and the boy hustled out a frosty glass. The man took
a long pull at the peach-colored concoction, then lifted it high
towards Roberto, announcing, “The great DiMaggio is himself
again!” The crowd roared its approval at the jest, and the
pitcher turned to his work with a smile.

Unfazed, the sun-cured old man sitting next to me said, “You
can have your DiMaggio. Me, I'll take Dihigo for my peseta.”

“Martin was playing the same time I was,” I said, “so I never
got to see him in action.”

“Ooh, he was something.” As if an old friend had died, and
along with him the world they knew, the old man shook his
head in regret. “A foot taller than anyone in the league. Hit,
run, catch, throw—he had it all. Pero these americanos not even
know how to pronounce his name. Sad. It is not hard. Like this:
DEE-go. DEE, then go. DEE-go. It is not hard.”
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Martin Dihigo was the best Cuban player ever to sweat in
a monkey suit, but the old man had clearly deified him into a
hero who couldn’t possibly exist in this world. On the other
hand, I would also have called the old man a liar if he had
described Roberto’s pitching and I hadn't seen it myself.

Out on the mound, Roberto had thrown two fastball strikes
and decided to mix it up with an outside-corner curve. Even
though the curve was weak, the batter, expecting a fast one,
swung ahead of the ball, his lunging follow-through spinning
him in front of the catcher’s line of vision. The runner on first
took advantage of the confusion to try for second. From his
short lead, he took off sideways, carefully slide-running to
protect his drink from spilling. The catcher’s throw beat him
by twenty feet, but the man kept coming on. Just as he neared
the base, he threw the drink in the second baseman’s face, then
eased a foot safely around his glove and tagged the bag,.

Both bleachers exploded with applause. The old man next
to me snorted. The drinkless base runner called “time,” then
grenade-hurled his empty glass toward the dugout, where
it hit the white dirt and rolled in a half circle. “And that, mis
amigos,” the man called out dramatically, “is what is known
Standing on top of the base, he took a deep
bow, like a proud matador after an especially dangerous but
beautiful kill.

The old man lowered his cigar to his feet and bumped the
ash against the edge of a board to knock it off.

“This great base stealer,” I commented, “he’s shaped a little
like The Babe, eh? Has his arrogance, too, no?”

The old man looked out at the runner, now hungrily eyeing
third from a crouching stance off second. He turned to me,
exposing a leathery face pocked with black sun cancers. “We
have our own immortals to match those of you. Dihigo we
call El Inmortal. But we have others. Cristébal Torriente, he
outslugged your great The Babe Ruth on his visit to Cooba.”

'II

as a slow steal
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I gave the old man a sideways glance. I was beginning to be
suspicious of who he was and how much he knew. To coax a
little more out of him, I asked, as if it didn’t matter, “And when
did you see The Babe?”

He shrugged. “It was something around 1923, or maybe
1931. I forget.” His tired, wind-callused eyes looked at me, then
through me. “As you can see, I am old.”

Roberto already had two quick strikes on Sam Jethroe,
our switch-hitting center fielder. Now Sam moved to the left-
hander’s side of the plate to try his luck there. Always good for
fifteen home runs a year, Sam, the Braves’ first black ballplayer,
added speed to power by leading the league in triples and
stolen bases in "49.

If there was a plan at all, it looked like someone had called
a hit-and-run. When Sam went down swinging for the second
out, the hefty man started for third like a tired bull—not fast,
but dead determined to hit his mark.

The catcher must not have thought anyone would be so
stupid as to steal third when a left-handed batter opened his
view to the corner, because he didn’t even look. When he stood
to throw back to the mound, Roberto was pointing toward
third, and the catcher instinctively fired without surveying
the situation. The ball reached third with the runner ten feet
away. Coming in with a full head of steam, the man faked a
slide, pulled up short, and slugged the third baseman flush
on the mouth. As the fielder’s hand went to check for missing
teeth, the runner tagged the base with his foot like he was
doing the hokey-pokey.

I thought a riot would follow. Instead, everyone in the small
crowd rose to their feet, raising their arms and voices in unison.
“Oleé!” they shouted. “Olé! Olé!”

A few of the Wreckers rushed toward third, screaming
about interference rules.

Grinning and glaring, the stocky man barked, “To hell with
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the rules. Why do you think they call it stealing!” He laughed
with gusto and taunted them. “No, amigos, we no play béisbol
americano. This is béisbol Habariero—baseball as it is played in
spicy Havana. Now,” he turned and hollered to his boy in the
dugout, “bring me another daiquiri!”

Totally bamboozled by everyone’s reaction, I turned to the
old fan while the boy ran the drink across the field.

“Who is that offensive man everybody seems to love?”

“Ah,” the old man said with surprise in his voice for the
first time. “Lo siento, Serior, 1 thought you knew.” He unplugged
the stogie from his tobacco-stained lips and looked at me
with bloodshot eyes. “That is Ernesto ‘'emingway. The very
great writer.”

“Ernest Hemingway! Well shit, man, why didn’t you say
s0?” Hemingway was one of those famous men you saw in
newspapers and magazines but never in real life.

I looked back out to third, where Hemingway was taking
a lusty pull at his dainty drink. The boy kneeled by the foul
line and Hemingway conferred with him as if he were the
base coach. He handed the boy the drink, then stepped off
two, three, four paces from the bag, checked his distance by
reaching back with his hand, then got into an arm-dangling
crouch like he was Tyrus R. Cobb.

In his good-natured, ill-tempered way, Hemingway seemed
to be taking the ballgame seriously—too seriously, I thought—
and I wondered what he would try next.

So, apparently, did Roberto Aleman because he took the
catcher’s signal from a stretch. From the cries in the stands, I
knew the right-handed batter was a sun-kissed islerio named
Luis. Smiling but determined, the pitcher looked toward the
plate, checked third, quickly glanced at the plate, then back
at the runner. Then he unleashed a flash of white light that
popped the catcher’s mitt like a bullwhip. Pretending to be
swayed by the breeze of the passing ball, Luis grabbed his
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cap and pressed it down in the imaginary gale while tilting
toward the catcher on one leg. The crowd laughed as their local
star tumbled back and fell over the catcher, then they cheered
on their Papa Hemingway as he lumbered homeward.

The umpire skipped around the action and spanked the
plate a few times with his little broom.

Roberto ran in to cover home. The catcher’s arm emerged
from the tangle and tossed the ball to Roberto. Uninhibited
by sideline fences, the fanaticos had already spilled from the
stands and poured onto the field, screaming, “Habana jonron!
Habana jonron!”

The scene resembled the running of the Pamplona bulls as
the natives urged on Hemingway with their shouts. “Touch-a
the home! Touch-a the home!”

And the great-bull Hemingway charged on.

The whole chaotic mass converged at home. The old man
and I were the only ones left in the bleachers, and he was the
only one sitting. Everyone seemed to have a role, and everyone
seemed to know exactly how the scrimmage would play out.
Just before Roberto reached the plate, Hemingway’s drink boy
came scampering up and threw himself at the pitcher’s feet.
The boy hit and rolled. Roberto raised one leg up and over
him but was going down anyway so he flipped the ball to the
incoming first baseman, who charged Hemingway with a full
head of steam.

Then the fans from both sides of the field bowled down
the first baseman and any other player daring to challenge
the suicide squeeze. Everybody—man and woman, player and
fan—lay on the ground as Hemingway slowed to a stop just
before the clean, well-swept plate. There, he held one finger
up to call for silence, said, “I touch-a the home,” then bent over
and tapped the plate as if it were a piano key.

The barrel-chested god was hoisted into the air by his
devotees. In the midst of flashing hands—those not supporting
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him reaching up to touch him—he raised a fist and declared,
“Together, we conquer” His fans took up the slogan,
some chanting in English, some in Spanish. Luis lifted up
Hemingway’s drink boy, who stuck an already lighted
Havana cigar between his master’s white teeth, and the
procession marched around home three times before retiring
Papa to the dugout.

Unlike American teams, the Cuban ball clubs rally around
ominous slogans that let you know how seriously they take their
national pastime. The Almendares Blue Scorpions: He who defeats
Almendares dies trying. The Cienfuegos Green Elephants: The tread
of the Elephant is slow but crushing. The Havana Red Lions: The
Red beating is slow but inevitable. The emphasis on the unhurried
dealing of death betrays their desire for vindictive torment,
which springs from the daily oppression of Cuba’s citizens.

I sat down and leaned toward the old gentleman. “Is that
the slogan of the Wreckers?”

“Qué?”

“Together, we conquer.” Is that the team’s slogan? Its mote?”

“This I do not know. I think it must be something Ernesto
he pick up in Cooba.” He returned his eyes to the game, and I
thought he was finished. Then, his words measured, he added,
“It is now all opposition in Cooba. But she is giving birth to
a Supreme Leader. He will be like the coach of a great but
disorganized baseball team.”

We watched Luis take a confident cut for strike two.
The young are always confident like that, especially young
beisbolistas.

“Have you seen El Gran Estadio?” he asked. “In Habana?”

“Por supuesto, Seiior. Our team has just returned from playing
many games there.”

He nodded as if this proved something.

Roberto went into a fluid windup. Determined to get some
wood on the ball, Luis squared off for a desperation bunt. He
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tried to dampen Roberto’s speed by pulling back on contact,
but the ball recoiled off his bat like a sharp grounder to first
for the third out.

Unprompted, oracular, the old man spoke. “Baseball, it is
the perfect sport to represent a Communism country.”

I thought about this for a while, not wanting to contradict
my new friend. “Serior, don’t you mean Socialism?”

He looked at me like I had slapped him. Then the non-cigar
side of his mouth smiled. “Communism, Socialism. Cualquiera.
It is all the same.”

I laughed. “And who is this secret Supreme Leader?”
Pretending not to hear, he gave me nothing but silence, shutting
me out the way old people sometimes do. I waited a while, then
sent out another feeler. “Is it Castro?”

“Listen,” the old man commanded like one used to giving
commands. He leaned toward me and said, very seriously, as
if the information might save my life someday, “It is best not to
know . . . how it do you say?—It is best to be eegnorance.”

“Ignorant,” I offered.

“S1,” he said. “Ignorance. And I tell you something.
How many bats do you think now there are in Cooba?” He
paused and nodded, confirming something significant in
his mind. “And why do you think they call them clubs, eh?
I ask you that.”

I pondered his question for a while, then shrugged my
shoulders.

“Porque,” he said. He held his hands out like he was testing
the heft of a bat. “Because they will be the clubs of freedom in
the coming revolution.”

The bottom of the second inning was uneventful, three
up and three down on two K’s and a pop foul caught by Bob
Elliott just off third base. I was thankful to be watching a non-
hitting game. The bleachers were stationed a few feet from the
foul lines and there was not even a short fence to protect the
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fans, who didn’t seem to understand the danger they were in.
In front of us, a little boy playing near his mother had reached
up for the foul, which surely would have smashed his face if
Elliott hadn't raced from third and reached among the people
to snag the ball.

Roberto registered three strikeouts in ten pitches in the
top of the third inning. When his teammates reached the
dugout, they began a rallying cry: “Key West is best! Key West
is best!” Manville put the first two batters down, and silence
descended over the dugout like a shroud as Roberto stepped
out of the depression that was the on-deck circle. From playing
and watching baseball for twenty-five years, I knew the gloom
could mean only one thing—Roberto was a weak hitter.

Right when Roberto stepped to the plate, Hemingway
kicked a beige chicken off first base. More to Roberto than to
the team, he called out mockingly, “Ha! ‘Key West is best.”
He cupped a hand by his mouth and snorted, “More like Key
Worst” The crowd cheered for a while. On the dying fall of
the roar, Hemingway gestured with his raised arm for the
jeering to continue.

When the commotion subsided and Manville took the sign
from Crandall, any fool could tell that Roberto was determined
to rip the first pitch. It was a fastball—no surprise there—but
it didn’t have anything on it, and Roberto got under it for a
high pop fly just over the shortstop’s head. He was one of the
locals filling an open position. I hadn’t heard his name, but he
looked enthusiastic and seemed to know what he was doing.
He vigorously waved off the left fielder with big sweeping
motions of both arms, calling out, “Yo lo tengo! Yo lo tengo! 1
have it, I have it!” The shortstop kept drifting back but so did
the ball, and when he saw he would miss it, he cried out, “No lo
tengo! No lo tengo! I not have it, I not have it!” The ball hit a patch
of crabgrass and died between the shortstop and Sam Jethroe.
Sam had the momentum coming in, and the shortstop had
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the sense to let him field the ball, which Sam barehanded and
snapped sidearm to second, catching Roberto in the middle of
the base path for an easy putout.

The old fan shook his head in disgust. “This campo corto, he
is no good.” He slowly hoisted himself from the plank to leave.

I reached up and held the man’s arm. “Sit down, hombre,
sit down. The game is just getting under way.” He looked
at me, then turned his head north toward the docks as if to
check on his boat.

“Ahg,” he said. “What the else hell I have to do this day?”
He sat and worked himself into the bleacher plank like it was
a cushy executive chair.

Trying to get the old man back into the game as the
Wreckers took the field, I asked him an easy baseball question,
the kind you ask a box-mate stranger in order to break an
uncomfortable silence between innings, knowing he is sure to
have an opinion about it.

I took a peppermint from my shirt pocket and unwrapped
it. Before popping the mint into my mouth, I asked, “Ever hear
of Tinker to Evers to Chance?”

The old man’s dismissive half-gruntexpelled a puff of smoke.
Still gazing out at the field, cigar waggling in his mouth, he
said wryly, “Ever hear of Hildalgo to Zabala to Rodriguez?”

I waited a few moments to prolong the suspense, then
delivered. “Not only heard,” I said, “but seen.”

He turned to me as if I had stolen his wedding ring. It was
the fastest his head had moved in three innings. He stared
at me for a while, on the verge of saying something angry to
top me. By force of will, he put a sleepy look on his face and
glanced slyly to his right, then out at the field, across to his left,
and finally scanned beneath the bleachers.

He unplugged the fat stogie and leaned toward me like
he was imparting a religious secret: “Ever hear of Castro
to Che to la sierra?” He plugged the stogie back in and
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settled against the bleacher with a satisfied smile as if the
sacred words, uttered in just that sequence, had ended the
discussion for all time.

Roberto struck out the first batter in three pitches.

“Tell me, old friend,” I said. “What do you think about this
lightning striker, this Roberto Aleméan? He’s pretty good, no?”

He turned his bottom lip down as if he were inspecting a
good piece of fruit but wanted it for a cheap price. “Qué va,” he
said. “He no have every skill. He no is an bateador.”

“Ah,” I said, finally having something to write down when
he confirmed my judgment. So I carefully printed: BIG PITCH,
SMALL BAT.

When Don Donovan replaced Manville on the mound in the
bottom of the fourth, I surmised they had decided to go three
innings apiece, then let Normie Roy mop up the seventh.

Donovan stood a lanky six feet, three inches tall. As he
walked out to the mound like a newborn stork trying his legs for
the first time, I shook my head, remembering Mr. Perini’s crazy
thinking in marshalling together this gawky band of goony-
goonies. Because very few good pitchers are short, he figured
he'd sign the tallest contingent of crack high schoolers around,
then, since he had Spahn and Sain, wait for the debutantes
to mature into the best pitching staff in the National League.
Unfortunately, I could tell from what I'd seen in the winterball
games that our stateside 1951 season would repeat itself on the
mound in '52. Because—write this down—two great pitchers
do not a pennant win.

In ’51, Mr. Southworth tried to work a three-man rotation,
which would have been possible with three great pitchers and
four good relievers. But what we had were Johnny Sain and
Warren Spahn at the head of the train dragging half a dozen
dead-arm bush leaguers. By midseason the fans were chanting
“Spahn and Sain, then pray for rain” because they knew we
weren’t going to win but two out of three games at a stretch,
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tops. Spahn was a twenty-game winner nearly every season, but
he also led the team in losses most years. Then he was traded
to the Yankees late in '51, so I suspected, with these fledgling
goony-goonies, that this year the fans would be singing the
same old blue song again.

Donovan mowed down a couple of semipros followed by a
skinny islefio boasting a too-big bat.

When Roberto took the mound in the top of the fifth, he
decided to toy with the first two batters. Their inexperience
helped. He struck out both throwing only balls: outside, inside,
high. Then: in, high, low. I was here to scout, not coach, so I just
shook my head. Hemingway swaggered to the plate swinging
three bats, tossed one aside, swung two for a while, then
knocked the handle of the short one against the plate before
flinging it behind him.

This prompted the ump to scurry around the catcher and
whisk off the already spotless, house-shaped symbol of home.

The old man pointed a gnarled finger toward home plate
and spoke a mystery. “I am like a father to him, and he is like
a father to me. He is writing a new book, about me and the sea
I have fought and loved so long. It will be un libro muy grande—
how to say: an book very great.”

Caught up watching Hemingway at the plate, I spoke
quickly, without thinking about the old man’s feelings. “That’ll
be the day. Hemingway hasn't produced a thing in ten years.
He’s like a bush-league pitcher—all swagger, no delivery.”

The old man gave me a hard stare. His eyes wouldn't let go,
and finally I turned away.

“Sometimes,” he said, lecturing me, “it is hard for a man to
give birth out of himself to the best inside him. It takes time.”

Just as Hemingway missed the first pitch, the small boy
playing in front of us fell through the bleachers, scattering
chickens and sending up a cloud of dust when he hit the
dry ground. There was no real danger, but you couldn't tell
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that to the boy, who was screaming like he had been beaten
with the flat part of a machete blade. His mamd, wearing a
pink dress with embroidered blue flowers, stooped down in
one of the thousand emotionless chores of motherhood, but
when her arm would not reach her child, she panicked. She
spoke so quickly I missed most of her words. Then an older
boy, perhaps the fallen one’s brother, ran under the stands
and lifted the child into his mother’s hands.

“This birth,” the old man continued, “it takes time.”
He paused and watched the mother dusting off her child.
“Sometimes it takes a woman to help.”

After Hemingway swung for a second strike, some of his
teammates called for a bunt.

With one foot out of the batter’s box, Hemingway scowled
at his dugout. “For Christ-sake,” he cried out with scorn,
“you don’t bunt in a situation like this.” He swung his bat
angrily back and forth. “No man bunts,” he accused. “Ever.
You swing away. And if you don't clear the fence, you by-
damn die trying.”

Hemingway took a vicious swing at the next pitch. If
he had been Duke Snider, or Roberto had been a Little
Leaguer, the poor isleiios would still be searching for their
only good ball.

Beside me, the old man laughed. “And sometimes,” he said,
looking at me, “only God can deliver the baby.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “How is it you know Hemingway?”

The old man’s eyes lit up. “Of course, I am the driver of
his boat,” he said, the cigar dancing in his mouth. When he
pulled it, his lips on that side remained open in the shape
of the cigar while the other half collapsed inside a toothless
cave. Proudly, he thumped the cigar against his chest. “Yo
soy el capitain del Pilar. I deliver this great lanzador peetcher,
Roberto Aleman, over the water from Cooba.” He gave a little
flourish in the air with his cigar. “Like I said it. Sometimes
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it takes help.”

He reinstalled the chubby cigar, then thrust his hand out to
me and gave mine a vigorous shake. “I am Gregorio Fuentes,
the old man of the sea of the book small but great that will come
from Hemingway in time.”

I said, “Mucho gusto, sefior,” and I meant it. “I'm Dewey Griggs.”

In the bottom of the fifth, the Wreckers’ shortstop cracked
a hot grounder to third that clipped a rooster and allowed the
runner to reach first. Hemingway came screaming across the
tield. “Fowl ball! Fowl ball! Any fool knows when a ball hits a
chicken it’s a fowl ball!”

The break in the action gave me some time to reflect on the
fastest pitcher who had ever lived. His speed, in fact, had so
entranced me that I forgot to ask the obvious question. Hoping
it might encourage the old man to speak more freely, I leaned
over and asked him in Spanish why Roberto had left Cuba.
Then I readied my pencil to record his historic reply.

The old man waved a hand over my page to stop me. “It
is best not to write anything down,” he said, “for the coming
revolution is cierto to hold it against you.” He looked at me
with his world-weary eyes. “It is now all opposition in Cooba.”
He paused, gathering the strength to say it. “Politiqueria!” He
spat the word as if it were the worst he knew. “Comprende?”
He held his hands together in the shape of a ship’s bow and
made forward-chopping thrusts. “No driving force one way.
No together-working. No winning baseball team.”

Donovan struck out the next batter swinging, and the
runner got caught in a hotbox trying to steal second. The
infielders closed the gap with three exchanges of the ball, then
Hemingway tagged his back and knocked him on all-fours.
After watching the rundown, the old man lamented, “One
man alone, he got no bloody chance in this world.”

“I understand,” I mused. “One of the founding fathers in
our own Revolution said something similar: “‘We must all hang
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together, or we will all hang separately.

I was hoping this gesture of togetherness would seal our
friendship. I could see the old man trying to work through
Benjamin Franklin’s sentence, but he didn't catch the double
meaning of “hang.”

He shrugged his shoulders and stared at me blankly.
“Cualquiera,” he said. “It is a saying I cannot understand.”

Roberto held us scoreless in the top of the seventh. The
bright side of this bad news was that we could win with the
solo Havana Home Run if Normie Roy held the Wreckers
scoreless in the bottom of the seventh. Normie was the goofiest
of Mr. Perini’s experiments. He never seemed freshly shaven
and that called attention to a bald, cueball-sized Adam’s apple
that bobbed up and down when he talked. It didn't help, either,
that his right eye wandered off to the northeast while he was
looking at you. Still, he had potential—no real speed to brag
about, but a murderous slider and a couple of other decent
pitches.

One thing, though, I warned him about. His name. I told
him to pick a nickname like The Badger or something equally
threatening. “Listen to me, Normie,” I pleaded, “because I'm
telling you, with a name like yours you'll get no respect on the
mound. Then one night in a dark bar over a smoky card game,
someone’s gonna kick the shit out of you for it.”

Normie had three good pitches in his arsenal, but of course
he picked out his fastball and threw it three times to strike out
the first batter. The count went to 3-and-0 on the second batter,
so he had to throw a strike, which he did, but I could see him
rubbing his arm after the throw. Then he threw back-to-back
singles to put men on the corners with only one out. Normie
looked toward the dugout for help. Acting as the pitching coach,
Manville waved Sam Jethroe in from left field as he trotted out
to the mound.

Sam hadn’t pitched since high school but, God, what an arm
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that black man had. Last season, one of the rookie pitchers who
didn’tlast a year for us was throwing some weak stuff in batting
practice and Sam kept calling for more speed because he didn't
see the point in swinging at something he wouldn’t get in a
game. He reached out and grabbed the next pitch barehanded,
dropped his bat, took a skip and a step, then launched the ball
towards the left-field fence because to him, I suppose, that was
home. When the baseball cleared the fence, anyone in the park
could see it would have made it over the center-field wall. His
arm was that good.

Crandall threw the ball out to Jethroe as he was coming in.
This gave Sam a chance to uncork a few long ones and limber
up his arm. Sam had thrown four times before reaching the
mound. He got in eight more quick ones before signaling he
was ready, then Crandall jogged to the mound for a short
conference. I imagine he told Sam to put what he could on the
ball and let the fielders take care of the rest. Sure enough, the
next batter got under the ball for an infield fly, while the last
topped it for a fielder’s choice.

And that was the game, the Wreckers going down 1-0 to a
visiting team half composed of native islanders.

I prophesied to myself that Roberto Aleman would not
lose many more games for the rest of his career. And that set
me to thinking about his twin brother as the fans and players
mingled on the field. Where was he? Why didn’t he play in the
game, or at least come to watch it?

The old man hadn’t budged. He was patiently gazing out
at the field, waiting for Hemingway. As he chugged on the
remainder of his cigar, it sent up a chain of smoke signals.

“Serior” 1 leaned over. “What about Roberto’s brother—
Nemesio is his name? Do you know anything about him?”

Fuentes solemnly studied the soggy end of his cigar until
coming to a well-considered conclusion. He worked his tongue
and lips around as if he had tasted something foul.
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“I also deliver him, mi amigo”” He touched my arm with
concern as if to warn me against a mistake I was about to
make. “I deliver him, pero he are not so good as his bro-thair.”
He worked the cigar back into its slot, then looked at me and
winked. “Plus, his English is no stinking good.”
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Chapter 2

of the compass in the fading light, Hemingway

at the center of the largest gaggle. Roberto, the
loser, laughing and making large motions with his hands,
entertained a smaller gathering. I joined onto his group
as it strolled past the bleachers. When an opening in the
conversation presented itself, I raised my voice.

The players and fanaticos were scattering to all parts

“Would you allow me the honor of buying the winner
a drink?”

All the agitation of revelry stopped with the revelers’
footsteps. Everyone turned to look at the rude stranger who
had spoken English. Roberto was the only one smiling.

“You have made the mistake, sefior. I am the loser in this
game tonight.”

“Ah,” 1 said, holding up one finger and continuing to
“talk largely” in the Spanish way. “There are times when the
loser can be the greater winner by the way he loses. Tonight
is such a night.”

The smile on his face grew, and as he began walking he
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spoke. “I take my drinks at Sloppy Joe’s. It is the bar of the
great Hemingway that he made famous half of my life ago.”

I kept pace for a while, feeling the group’s anticipation of
what I would say. I knew my words should be weighty and
forever memorable.

“Baseball has shrines, too,” I said. “And the largest belong to
its pitchers. Listen to me, Roberto Aleman. In half your lifetime
again, the great Hemingway will travel many hard miles to
worship at your shrine.”

Such a somberness came over the group as only hispdnicos
displaced from their homes can feel. With perfect timing and a
true countryman’s love for the theatrical gesture, Roberto, dead
serious, lifted an imaginary goblet. “May he live so long.”

Roberto’s devotees erupted in excited chatter, talking to
each other and to Roberto and, as always in such matters,
talking mostly to give themselves a voice to be heard by
their own ears.

When we turned the corner onto Duval Street, Roberto’s
friends sheared off, understanding their role in this momentous
occasion of the pitcher’s life.

Entering Sloppy Joe’s was like stepping into a storybook.
A tall man would have to dodge the slow blades of the fans
stirring the cigar smoke before he wedged in at the massive
mahogany bar dominating the room. Roberto and I worked
our way to the corner of the bar, where patrons caressed
its voluptuous curve. As we propped our forearms on the
rounded edge, Big Skinner, huge and black, stepped off the
storybook page, flipped his towel onto his shoulder, and
looked at us with sleepy eyes.

“Cuba Libre,” I said designedly. Roberto looked at me
and nodded.

“Anis del Toro,” he said to Big Skinner. Then, to me, “It helps
with the—how do you say, hombre-ness.”

“Virility,” I suggested. I put my arm around him although,
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because of the crowd, he seemed no closer than before. “Roberto,
you speak English well, my friend, but if you prefer Spanish, I
can manage if you keep it simple.”

“No, English is good,” he said. “I have educated myself
since a small boy to prepare for my life of baseball in
America. In fact, in America I will only speak the Spanish
to God and to umpires.”

Watching Big Skinner slowly pour the Anis, I gave some
thought to what Roberto had said. “Why will you speak
Spanish only to God and to umpires?”

Roberto slapped my chest with the back of his hand. “So
One can understand me and the other cannot.” He burst out
laughing and dug a thumb in my side.

Our drinks delivered and paid for, we turned around and
leaned against the bar. Hemingway’s trophy marlin leapt
across the opposite wall. Roberto took a sip of his drink, then
lifted it to the huge billfish. “He carry me across from Cuba
to Key West, just like Harry Morgan.” Looking at me, “Have
you read the book of the God-blessed and God-damned
Harry Morgan?”

“To Have and Have Not,” 1 said.

“Yes, I was reading it on the boat of Hemingway, the great
Pilar, and it I have now finished.” He paused, then recited
dramatically, ““One man alone ain’t got no bloody chance.” He
looked at me and raised his glass. “To the great Hemingway.”
Our glasses touched. We drank and looked at the blue marlin.
After a noisy silence, Roberto said to the fish, “If you will let
me pitch for Miami or Tampea, sir, that is my dream.”

For a moment, I was puzzled. “You think—?"

He looked at me, a hint of anger showing in his eyes. “You
are not of the Florida International League? I have came to
Florida for my break-in with it for a stepping stone.”

I laughed, realizing he had no idea his fastball had beaten
him to the mainland.
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“No, I am with the Boston Braves of the National League.”

“Holy Madre,” he said, crossing himself. He took a gulp of
Anis. “Sir, I did not know. We have a saying in Cuba. Creemos
en suerios. We believe in—"

“—dreams. I know. That’s because youre young. When you
get older, you'll learn that every dream contains a nightmare,
like a scorpion in your honeymoon bed.”

“With my talent, sir, I can make your Boston a braver team
if you will let me to show you.”

Mr. Perini was not going to believe how little he would pay
for the fastest pitcher on earth. I waited awhile to make Roberto
think I was thinking.

“Talent,” I finally said. When Roberto’s eyes locked onto
mine, I said it again with disgust. “Talent. You know where
talent will get you?”

Roberto thought for a while, his eyes gazing beyond my
left ear at a well-manicured baseball diamond planted in his
future. “The May-yors. The May-yor leagues.”

“Not right away,” I said. “Try A, or maybe Double-A ball.
If youre lucky. Look what talent got your Papa Hemingway.
Do you know how many Pulitzer Prizes he’s won, the greatest
writer of the twentieth century?”

Roberto’s eyes glazed over, staring into a past beyond his
memory. He had read only the one book, but he must have
heard people talk of the others, and they probably had the
same effect on him they had on me. When people speak of
them—The Sun Also Rises, A Farewell to Arms, For Whom the Bell
Tolls—the titles roll off their tongues like the great baseball
names: DiMaggio and Dihigo, Minoso and Mize, Lou Gehrig
and Dolf Luque.

Roberto didn't want to offend the name of the man who
had delivered him out of Cuba, so he made a generous
offering. “Three?”

I shook my head sadly. “None.” I held my thumb and
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forefinger in the shape of a circle and looked at him through it.
“Zero. Cero, comprende? Nada. Nada damn one.”

Roberto swiveled sideways and challenged, “Jes, but he
is making the comeback. You hear him today? ‘The great
DiMaggio is himself again.” You think he wass talking about
the Yankee Clipper?” He turned his head and dry-spit on the
floor. “Shee-it, he wass talking about himself, mahn.”

I was surprised by his fierce loyalty. For a moment, it made
him forget about his dream and defend his hero, made him
lose control of his carefully pronounced English. I chuckled.
“Look, Roberto. All I'm saying is that it takes more than talent
to get to the top. It’s timing. It's who you know. It’s patience in
refining your talent.”

“What is this refining’?” he asked suspiciously.

“Making better.” I rubbed the back of my drink hand.
“Polishing. Like to make a stone pretty.”

“I am not now ready?”

“Pitching in the Majors is different from pitching in Cuba.” I
tried to keep it simple. “The batters are very great. You need work
in the minors first.”

“This minors is better than the Florida International League?”

“Yes. One less stepping stone.”

Roberto looked to the giant marlin, the presence of
Hemingway, for advice. He took a sip of his Anis and nodded at
the fish. He turned and looked me in the eye but said nothing.
Following custom, I neither blinked nor looked away. I held my
eyes steady until he spoke. “Where then is this paper I must
sign? | have heard of it, this paper.”

“In my room. We can go there now.”

“We have the one more problem.”

“What is that?”

“If you not sign my brother, I not sign.”

“Roberto, that is another matter.”

“Same matter. If you not sign Nemesio, I not sign.”
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“I haven’t even seen him pitch.”

“He works in the night. We try to stay apart. It is a dislike
we have.”

I drew on my Cuba Libre. “If you don’t like your brother,
why do you want to help him?”

Roberto looked at me like I was a fool. “Because he is my
brother, hombre.”

I struggled to keep from shaking my head. “I need to see
him pitch, Roberto. But no guarantees, okay?”

“I will have him go to the field when he retires in the
morning.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Nine o’clock on the dot, okay? En
punto, claro?”

Roberto offered his drink and our glasses touched.

“I hope he will not disappoint me,” I said.

“No matter,” Roberto said. “If you not sign my brother, I not
sign. Tampa or Miami will like us just fine.”
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Chapter 3

if Nemesio’s fastball came in fifteen miles an hour under

Roberto’s, I didn’t want a glancer off the mitt catching
me on a shinbone. By 9:15, I had clamped on the shin guards
and worked my way into the chest protector. By 9:30, the
humidity was rising and I had stripped off the chest protector.
Ten minutes later, I made for the shade of an old sea grape tree
behind the backstop and popped off the shin guards.

Just when I was about to give up, a loose-jointed, dusty-
looking version of Roberto came jangling up the road. Even a
hundred feet distant, I could see he was unkempt, stubble-faced,
and sticky—like a kid at the end of a hard day of playing—so I
figured he had come straight from work.

Twenty feet away, he introduced me.

“Joo mus’ be Sefior Greegs, no?”

“No,” I said, letting him know I was annoyed. “I'm Mister
Griggs, and youre an hour late. And I'm not a catcher, I'm a
scout. So if you want to pitch in the big leagues, take my advice
and be on time from now on.”

Ibrought a full set of catcher’s gear to the ballpark. Even

Giving me the loose, lopsided smile of a retarded child,
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Nemesio cocked his head and inspected me. He took off his
tattered cap. With the hand holding it, he scratched the back of
his head. “No, sefior, I not an hour late. I Ricardo Aleman.”

Hell, I thought, it's not enough I get a smart-ass. No, I've got to go
and get a late smart-ass. To stall for time and regain my composure,
I took out my handkerchief and swabbed my face. I wanted to
walk away from this idiot man-child, but Mr. Perini would be
happy if I could land the big fish, and the only way to do that
was to throw this stinking pogy into the hold with him.

“You call yourself Ricardo,” I said. “I thought Roberto
and Nemesio were twins. But if your name’s Ricardo, I've got
triplets on my hands.”

Nemesio’s smile exposed his large white, perfect teeth.

“No, Meester. Me and my bro-ther are only the twins. My
mother she unname me from Ricardo when I have three years
when she learn Nemesio give béisbol to Cooba.”

“She renamed you when you were three.”

“Si. Pero 1 not like. Roberto call me Nemesio to make fun.
Not funny. Me llama Ricardo,” he emphasized by poking a
thumb against his chest.

I shook my head. “Okay, then,” I said, “Ricardo it is,”
thinking, A pogy by any other name would smell as bad. I tossed
him a new ball, which he inspected as if it were the Hope
Diamond while I strapped on the equipment again. Ricardo’s
glove looked like something hanging from Babe Ruth’s hand
in pictures from the early twenties—like a big dead brown
starfish. It would be better to catch barehanded than be
hindered by one of those contraptions.

Keeping my angry silence, | waved Ricardo toward the field.
We started close together and exchanged a couple of dozen
warm-up throws, backing up till we had fifty feet between us.
He seemed pretty ordinary to me, but you never know what
kind of change will come over a man when you elevate him
tifteen inches onto a pitcher’s mound.
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I was already streaming sweat when I squatted behind the
plate. “Okay,” I said, “in this heat, you should be loose by now.
Show me what you got.”

Ricardo looked worried. He had nothing of his brother’s
confidence. He eyed me from the mound like he was pitching
from second base and wasn't sure he could throw that far. He
chopped at the mound with his cleats, digging the hole by the
rubber into a long trench. When he stepped behind the rubber,
he had regrown his Simple Simon smile.

He toed the rubber with his left foot and went into a lazy
windup. Then he fell awkwardly into the trench and followed
through with a three-quarter arm delivery right in the basket.
It wasn't fast, but the accuracy surprised me. He threw half a
dozen more like that, his arm dropping a few degrees each time
until he was finally throwing with a genuine sidearm motion.

“Good control,” I said as a peace offering,.

“Si” Ricardo said. “I have striked out twenty and four
batters in one game.”

“Not with this stuff,” I said behind the mask, then called
out, “Okay, you should be plenty ready by now. Let’s see
your fastball.”

The smile slid off Ricardo’s face and he scowled down at
me. He took three steps toward the plate and shook the ball.
“What joo t'ink I been trow? That iss my fasbol.”

I shook my head. “Okay, okay,” I said. “Let’s see your drop.”

Walking to the rubber, Ricardo angrily slapped the ball into
the palm of his glove. He looked down at me from the mound,
composed himself and went into his routine windup, falling
off the rubber into the trench. He leaned back so far I thought
he had lost his balance, but when he came overhand with the
drop motion, I could see, with his torso parallel to the ground,
that it was still a sidearm delivery.

The ball came in just below his fastball speed, and I had
a split second to think he didn’t have much of a drop. Then
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the bottom fell out of the ball, which hit behind the plate and
bounced under my glove, hitting me right next to my own
ballpark, and I regretted not wearing a cup. I chased the ball to
the backstop and returned it to Ricardo.

As his glove snatched the ball out of the air, Ricardo asked,
“Joo wanna see again the drop?”

“No,” I called. “That was enough to let me know you can
throw the drop. What else have you got?”

“Well, Sefior Meester” He gripped the baseball between
the thumb and palm of the glove, then counted his pitches
by pulling on the glove’s fingers. “I trow de change. I trow
de knuckle. I trow de fadeaway screwball. I trow de eephus
pitch.” When he ran out of fingers, he looked up at me. “Y claro,
I got de curve.”

“You're just a regular gumball machine, no?”

He looked at me suspiciously. “I no know what that mean.”

“Never mind,” I said. “Let’s skip the eephus and go to the
fadeaway; all right? Left-handed batter. Cut it in for a strike on
the outside corner.”

Ricardo moved over to the right edge of the rubber. At
the end of his delivery, he planted his right foot toward the
third-base side of the mound. Until he did it, I didn’t think an
effective pitch could be thrown from that angle.

Then I asked him to throw his fadeaway to a right-handed
batter, coming in on the outside corner and crossing the plate
outside the strike zone. He moved over to the left end of the
rubber. In his windup, he twisted to look at second base,
then spun his body like a tornado before whiplashing the
ball home.

Every pitch he threw was delivered from a different part
of the rubber with its own peculiar windup. With each one,
he looked like he couldn’t have been more uncomfortable, yet
they all came in right on target.

In a mixture of Spanish and English, Ricardo, his new



Norman German - 35

confidence suddenly and inexplicably deflated, said he would
be more accurate if he had a batter standing at the plate.

“l pitch against the batter, see?—not the receptor. And
when I not pitch, I play also the campo corto, how you say?—
the stop short.”

“Shortstop.”

Ricardo put his hands on his hips like a frustrated child.
“That no make no sense. He stop short the ball, no?”

The fact is, I wasn’t sure why they were called shortstops, so
I made up something. “They’re called shortstops because it’s a
position played by pipsqueaks like Pee Wee Reese.”

“What that? Peepsqueak?”

“Short. Little.” I held my thumb and forefinger an inch apart
and showed it to him. “Pequerio.”

“I not little, and I a shortstop.”

His logic was beginning to annoy me, and [ wondered how
twins could be so different.

“All right, then. When youTre not pitching, you can be
a tallstop, but right now youTe a pitcher, so let’s see your
knuckle ball.”

Oddly—if anything he did could be called odd, since
everything was odd—he walked to the back of the mound
and approached the rubber with something that looked like
reverence. He carefully placed both shoes on the rubber,
aligning them just right, then bent forward at the waist, but
straight-backed, like Hirohito kowtowing to MacArthur. His
elbows almost touching, he lifted both arms over his head.
The motion looked somehow vulgar, like a showgirl slipping
out of her chemise. When he followed through with a straight
overhand delivery, he looked like a parody of a pitcher.

A knuckleball, even thrown by a nut—maybe especially
thrown by a nut—can be an irksome little varmint. Attempting
to catch it is like trying to swat a kamikaze bee buzzing your
head. It looks easy, but the knuckleball makes a fool out of the
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catcher as often as the batter. There’s something mesmerizing
about the perfect stillness of the red stitches. It comes at you
looking like a volleyball, so you think youre going to pull it
over the left-field fence, but youre more likely to pull a muscle
from over-swinging and not making contact.

It was about average, as knuckleballs go, but I was not used
to seeing them from behind the plate. Plus, Ricardo’s change
from sidearm to overhand surprised me, and I ended up
getting thunked in the facemask with the first one.

None of his junk would have been topnotch big-league
stuff from a righty, but Ricardo was a southpaw. Plus, even
a medium-speed high-and-in fastball after a knee-locking
knuckler will fool major league bats for a season or two—until
they get used to the sequence and the rhythm.

Suddenly realizing this, I didn't feel so bad about signing
Ricardo to get to Roberto. I'd seen enough and had enough, so
I waved him off the mound into a shady dugout. There, I told
him to come with Roberto to the Casa Marina Hotel at noon
and sign their contracts.

“Roberto he work in the day.” As I shucked the equipment,
Ricardo rubbernecked to see if I would pull the contract from
a hidden pocket. “I sign now. He sign later.”

“The contract’s in my room. Can you come up now?”

“Si,” he said, rising from the bench without offering to help
me carry the equipment.

As he was walking away, I said, “Ricardo.”

He turned. “5i?”

I thrust the mask and chest protector into his arms. I tucked
the shin guards under one of my arms, the mitt under the other.

Ricardo had clutched the pad and mask awkwardly and
never shifted his grip during the two-block walk. Like a kid
strolling down a carnival midway, Ricardo looked at the cars
and storefronts and red-gold roosters as if seeing them for the
first time even though he had been on the island a month.
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“l sign two papers,” he stated absent-mindedly but
matter-of-factly.

“No, you can only sign yours. Roberto has to sign his
by himself.”

“I sign one for my pitcher and one for my campo corto.”

It took me a second to understand his meaning. When I
did, I laughed. “No, Ricardo. Major League pitchers don’t play
other positions. They only pitch.”

Continuing to walk in his jangling way, the straps of the
chest protector slapping about him, Ricardo looked at me. “I
can work other jobs between my pitch days?”

Ricardo was truly like a child, not at all like Roberto.
“No, Ricardo. Part of your job involves recording pitches in a
notebook, un cuaderno. On your rest days.”

He frowned at this revelation but said nothing until he had
turned it over in his mind. “I get paid for not working?”

“Yes, something like that. Your work is tracking the
pitches and learning the batters, what to throw them and
what to avoid.”

“How much?”

“Five hundred dollars a month for the first year. More if
you make it to the Majors.”

“Yanqui dollars?”

“Of course,” 1 said. “Por supuesto.”

Atthehotel, I pulled the paper froma zippered compartment
in my suitcase. I led Ricardo to the small desk and sat him
down. I placed the pen in his hand and pointed to the line.
“Right here,” I said. He looked at the line for a while, then
handed the pen back to me.

“Escribe, por favor.”

“No,” I said. “I can’t sign it for you. You have to sign it
yourself.”

“I cannot sign the name. I no know how to escribir. Escribe
‘Ricardo Aleman,” then I follow.”





