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				Introduction

				Not long ago, I was in Durham, North Carolina, to honor the thirtieth anniversary of the movie Bull Durham. As the writer and director of the film, I was to be trotted around the new ballpark that is now the home of the AAA Durham Bulls. Every night, I had a cocktail at the beautiful hotel bar—the Bull Durham Bar, in fact, named for the movie.

				I was amazed to find that many locals credited the turnaround of the city to the opening of the movie in 1988. It’s true that when I scouted Durham—even before I wrote the film script—it was boarded up and in trouble. Its longtime economic engine, Big Tobacco, had ended, and there seemed to be nothing to replace it. The desperate look and feel of this southern town, with its ancient, crumbling ballpark and shuttered businesses, suggested the perfect background in which to set a story in the minor leagues where young athletes’ dreams similarly crumble and are boarded up. The entire region was ultimately reinvented when the tech boom of the nineties turned the Research Triangle Park (defined by the vertices of Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill—each with a major university) into a kind of Silicon Valley of the South. Nonetheless, the movie seemed to get much of the credit, whether it deserved it or not.

				Being on site reminded me of when I got on the plane to go back to Durham right before filming began, having nothing but doubts. Susan Sarandon was not a bankable commodity professionally at that moment, Tim Robbins was an unknown, and Kevin Costner had just burst onto the scene. The three of them had barely met, and while it seemed there was the possibility of chemistry among them, I had no proof; it was mostly an instinct.

				It wasn’t until rehearsals started in Durham that I began to feel that this could be a special group. Tim brought dignity to Nuke, Kevin kept the child alive in the fading Crash Davis, and Susan grounded Annie Savoy with a nonjudgmental generosity that transcended the character’s eccentricities. As actors, they liked and respected one another, and that ultimately translated into the affection they had onscreen.

				But then, after shooting began, the deflating pushback started from the studio, and suddenly I was fighting with the suits to defend what seemed to not need defending, namely the performances. I was fighting for what turned out to be one of the movie’s strengths, and those fights drained my energy and took time away from focusing on the filmmaking itself. I’d learn in later movies that this is part of the drill—fighting the fights that shouldn’t need fighting.

				John Huston once said that directing a movie is like going to war. This may be an exaggeration, but it’s sure as hell a contact sport. Why that is so—and why it’s always been so—is a mystery to those in the trenches. Why do those writing the checks and the producers midwifing the project always throw obstacles in the way of the creative process? I suppose it’s not that complicated—the engine that drives Hollywood is the ego. The financier is determined to prove he is not just about money but has a creative bent as well. Sometimes it’s just politics as usual, or the star’s girlfriend once dated the financier and it ended badly, or your agent hates my lawyer—the usual stew of cheap soap opera, except in the stew, money and careers and possibly good movies are at stake. Art patrons have always wanted to be heard—Pope Julius II surely told Michelangelo he thought Adam’s thighs were a little meaty, and it’s well recorded that Robert Evans drove Francis Ford Coppola mad as he tried to make The Godfather. The sublime irony is that sometimes the pope and Robert Evans are right, though mostly they’re not. The Sistine Chapel and the Paramount movie came out pretty well. The director has to listen and accept and fight back—it’s a curious behavioral contortion to have all your nerve endings open for discovery while you circle the wagons to defend your vision. Sometimes it helps to have an enemy; if none exists, it’s sometimes the director’s job to invent one. Bogeymen, real or imagined, are handy to rally the troops against. Long ago these enemies were dubbed “the suits” and have taken on mythic status as the antagonistic other. There are legendary directors who invent the other as part of their daily bread; the oxygen they breathe is the war they imagine they’re involved in.

				Some famous director said that directing is “fifty percent the cast and fifty percent the script,” and while that’s too reductive, it’s also loaded with the truth. Even John Huston similarly confessed: “I remove myself from the rigors of directing by casting the movie properly.” You can’t overcome a casting mistake no matter how clever the editing or, as the joke goes, how high you crank the music, but I got lucky on Bull Durham—a perfect cast. Screen chemistry is a mysterious thing, undefinable and unable to be conjured by the most brilliant director or reinvented in the editing room. And while it can’t be explained by film science, the simple truth underlying all great onscreen chemistry is this: two characters must occupy different emotional and physical spaces. Nuke couldn’t be a younger version of Crash; they had to be different physically, politically, emotionally, and come from different backgrounds, even if none of that is revealed. They had to have different comfort zones as actors. Kevin and Tim are completely different people and in real life one can’t imagine them competing over the same thing. In a movie, however, it’s not hard to imagine them fighting over the same woman.

				I say all this because, as happy as I am with the final movie, the making of Bull Durham was a troubled exercise—and of course we had our own others—but in retrospect, several movies later, it was a pretty normal series of fights, lies, clashing egos, and bloodshed, all leading toward a funny, life-embracing movie, due in large part to the incredible cast.

				Making a good and successful movie is a minor miracle every time.

				So why, all these years later, write a book about the making of this particular movie? I don’t actually think about the movie much but there are regular requests for interviews, the occasional university film class to teach, a retrospective—that sort of thing—and now and then an article about the movie is published and there are inevitably errors. No, Harrison Ford was not offered the part of Crash, and Cher was not given the script to play Annie. Where does this stuff come from? Maybe I can set the record straight for anyone who cares, maybe I can share with young film directors the problems a first-time director will almost certainly encounter, or maybe I could just forget the whole thing and continue to concentrate on new work in front of me, which is what I care about most these days. I’ve frequently been asked to write about the movie and have always demurred, but then something happened that caused me to reconsider.

				In Durham for that thirtieth-anniversary bash, I did a Q and A with the fans in the ballpark prior to game time, and a married couple raised their hands with more than a question. They said they had moved to Durham because of the movie and they wanted to meet me and take a photo with their two young sons. I was happy to oblige. As I posed with this family of four, I asked the names of the boys. “Tell the man,” their mother counseled. The ten-year-old smiled and said, “I’m Crash.” I looked at his younger brother and said, “I’m afraid to ask.” The boy looked up and said, “Yep, I’m Nuke.”

				I guess that’s why I’m writing this book.

			

		

	
		
		
			Part One

			Development

		

	
		
		
			1

			Forbidden Fruit

			Bible stories were a big part of my growing up. The dramatic tales of Moses parting the Red Sea and coming down from the mountain and Jesus routing the money changers in the temple and the whole fantastic narrative still live loudly in my DNA. I took the required courses on the Old and New Testaments at the evangelical college I attended, perhaps the most rigorous classes I’ve ever taken, but by that time I was moving away from religious dogma and discovering that the universe of the secular (a pejorative word to Baptists) was infinitely more attractive. But the Bible stories still resonate.

			The tree of the knowledge of good and evil was placed in the Garden of Eden by God as the one thing forbidden to Adam and Eve. Even as a child I felt like the game was rigged. We’re taught that we are created human and therefore flawed, so of course we’re going to eat the apple. Growing up in a family in which movies, drink, and cursing were forbidden, it was inevitable that I’d become a moviemaker who loves his cocktails and curses like a longshoreman. Clearly, it was preordained in the Book of Genesis. My parents broke the movie rule a couple of times (the rules of forbidden behavior were dictated by my father’s job at an evangelical college rather than his own private beliefs). On one occasion, he and my mother packed my brother and me in the car and drove to the drive-in theater in Ventura to see Winchester ’73, a Western about the invention of a rifle that changed the West. Directed by Anthony Mann and starring James Stewart, the movie has become something of a classic, though I remember little as a five-year-old other than how cold it was in the car and that we were sneaking around on God by driving to another town to watch it. That was more exciting than the movie.

			Another time in Whittier, where my mother’s parents lived and the rules were looser (they were English and not evangelical), we went to see Here Come the Nelsons, an Ozzie and Harriet feature about a girdle salesman. When you see very few movies, the details remain vivid—the climactic scene has a dozen girdles tied together between two trees across a road and the crooks escaping in a car can’t break through the girdles. I loved it.

			The third movie I saw was in Taft, California, a tough oil town thirty-seven miles southwest of Bakersfield. It was my father’s hometown, and my brother and I were staying with my grandparents when my grandmother took us to see a movie based on a best seller about a preacher, A Man Called Peter. This book was wildly popular in the evangelical world and had been read by everyone in every church I attended as a kid. This was also the only time my rock-ribbed Baptist grandmother had ever been in a movie theater, though we suspected later that year she went to see Oklahoma! (they were from West Texas, and Oklahoma was close enough) but was afraid to confess it. So, my brother and I sat in the theater watching this weeper (the preacher dies) and when it was over we all sat for the second feature because it was unthinkable to pay for two movies and not sit through both. On came Ma and Pa Kettle in Waikiki. The title sequence had hula girls and my grandmother was mortified that she’d ruined us; she covered our eyes and ushered us out of the theater into the searing Taft sun. At ten years old, I had glimpsed the tree of the knowledge of good and evil and the hula girls looked pretty good, even if viewed in grainy shots of a tourist luau, circa 1955.

			The illicitness of the darkened theater and a deep-red curtain drawn to reveal larger-than-life images accompanied by an orchestral score was overpowering. Even if the images were Ozzie and Harriet stretching girdles across a road and the good Reverend Peter Marshall expiring too young.

			

			—

			We didn’t get a television until I was twelve, and that family purchase was triggered not by the desire to see the shows everyone was talking about—Superman and Perry Mason and Alfred Hitchcock Presents, among others—but because of baseball. Eddie Mathews was the star third baseman of the Milwaukee Braves but, more important, he was our hometown hero from Santa Barbara—and the Braves were in the World Series. This is more than anecdotal history; it’s the first great moral crisis I saw my parents confront. The Braves were down two games to one with the critical fourth game landing on a Sunday in Milwaukee, late morning on the West Coast. The first three games we listened to on the radio. To stay alive, the Braves had to win on Sunday, but we had to be at the First Baptist Church at the same time. After Sunday school, when we trudged upstairs in our scratchy wool slacks and clip-on ties to the weekly interminable eleven o’clock service, where the Reverend Gus Gableman, the least charismatic Baptist preacher in history, would drone on in a deathless monotone, something happened as startling as the events that overtook Saul of Tarsus on the road to Damascus. My father swept us boys up and rushed us to our big dented Buick station wagon. My mother, late in pregnancy with what would be her fourth son, watched us go silently, which meant she had signed off on this intervention—her will mattered and was respected by all of us. Something was afoot.

			My father raced us home nervously, saying nothing. We understood the gravity of the moment but didn’t yet know the stakes. We were being taken out of church, and God could strike at any moment. The Rapture might be upon us and we knew that meant all Christians would be lifted into the clouds and the pagans would be left behind, eternally damned. But given my father’s sudden apostasy, would our Buick station wagon be lifted as well, or had we forfeited a life believing in Jesus for…we didn’t even know what. What if, God forbid, my father and mother were lifted up into the sky to meet Jesus, and my two little brothers and I, because we hadn’t yet been baptized and received Gus Gableman’s warm hand of fellowship, crashed in the driverless Buick? Maybe I could climb into the front seat and manage to slow down the car before it hit a light pole and save us from a terrible death? Maybe I’d just be postponing the inevitable because the Rapture had passed us over? Maybe a forgiving God would put skipping church on this morning in the same category of sin as seeing Winchester ’73 at the Ventura drive-in or the girdle movie with my mom’s parents, who weren’t even Baptists? Surely God knew we had watched A Man Called Peter in Taft—that must be worth something—even if we saw the hula girls in the title sequence of the second feature. These were eschatological questions my father was wrestling with, and, as the oldest son, I empathized and sweated with him. Even if I didn’t know the issues, I felt them. I felt him.

			My father, still silent, led us straight into the house, where a man from Ott’s department store (buy local, my parents taught) was just finishing installing a television set. Surely God would strike now. But he didn’t—he strung us out—and when the TV was turned on and the black-and-white image came into focus, it was—we’d completely forgotten, given the spiritual crisis—the World Series. Game Four. The installer was a man we knew; he’d had a brief minor league career that hadn’t worked out and now he was making do, and he understood the moment. He just said, “Eddie—I know,” as he left. We watched the game in terror, aware that Eddie was having a terrible series. But after the team tied it in the bottom of the tenth, our hometown hero hit a towering two-run homer to win the game. A great weight lifted up out of the room, my father looked around, his shoulders lightened, and we started going to church less and less.

			The seed for the Church of Baseball was planted.

			

			• • •

			In my California childhood I was able to play all sports year-round, like most kids, but it was baseball that most captured me. My father had played in college and my mother had gone to Jackie Robinson’s high school in Pasadena a couple of years after the great player, so we were fans of Robinson and the Brooklyn Dodgers. My father’s name, Rathburn, was vaguely referenced as having been inspired by some far-off, never-seen-nor-heard-of Texas relative; he went by Rath. Growing up in the redneck oilfields near Bakersfield, my father’s hero was, somehow, Duke Ellington. When Rev. Gableman would regularly warn the congregation about the “passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind,” because we were all “children of wrath” (Ephesians 2:3), I thought he was talking about me and my younger brothers. It takes a while to sort these things out. My mother was an inspiring mix of inquisitive, tough-minded, nonjudgmental, and forever forgiving. Nonetheless, she never forgave Dodgers manager Leo Durocher for switching to the Giants. Rath and Peg were a formidable team.

			Beyond baseball the TV provided all the classic Westerns of the period, which we faithfully followed: Have Gun—Will Travel, The Rifleman, Maverick, and Gunsmoke. The small-screen Westerns would in time lead to the big-screen ones, and I fell in love with all of them.

			In high school, I started sneaking into movies with my buddy, often not knowing or caring what was playing. We liked the challenge of getting in for free. Without my identifying it, the illicitness of watching movies remained intact—we weren’t supposed to be there. But the range of movies I was sneaking in to see was a helluva lot more compelling than what I’d been exposed to as a child. Suddenly I was seeing movies over a wide range of genres—The Hustler, Dr. No, The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance. I wasn’t a snob about my moviegoing and was happy to see an Elvis Presley movie if Ann-Margret or Stella Stevens was in it, but movies like Robert Rossen’s The Hustler stuck with me. Still does.

			My college curriculum was built around how to be done with classes by 2 p.m. so I could head to basketball practice (in the fall) and baseball practice (in the spring). A brilliant English teacher turned me on to books, and fortunately I could fit a literature major into my sports schedule. Eighteenth-century English lit first got my attention and I became a Jonathan Swift junkie for a while, then Pope, then, when Albert Finney starred in Tom Jones just as I was reading Henry Fielding, it was becoming obvious to me that I was getting hooked on storytelling. My father, with his West Texas background, was a born storyteller. He could spin a two-hour tale about a five-minute trip to the grocery store to pick up a quart of milk. As we stood around the kitchen, his retelling of the simplest shopping errand would include a bit of a mystery about why the car wouldn’t start, and a fellow he ran into in the parking lot whose brother had survived a plane crash, and the guy who restocked the dairy section whose son was a local football star, and the clerk at the checkout stand about whom an epic tale of immigration might emerge—or just a great joke—and then the seven-minute car ride home with the inevitable flat tire because we always drove on bald tires unless we could afford recaps. Sometimes he forgot the milk. Most of his stories were about playing in a jazz band with Ray Ellis in London during the war when they were nineteen. All of his tales were full of details, sometimes more details than could be absorbed. Names, places, images, sounds—he didn’t spin short stories but great rambling novels.

			The novels of the great British writers led me to the Americans—Fitzgerald and Hemingway and the gang. But the first writer I flipped for was Lewis Carroll. I consumed all his nonsense verse and read everything about his strange and tortured life. But, most important, I began writing reams of my own nonsense verse. When I walked around campus reciting Carroll’s “Jabberwocky”—“ ’Twas brillig, and the slithy toves / Did gyre and gimble in the wabe”—people just stared. I tried it with my baseball buddies as well and they cautioned, “Don’t say that in public. Makes you look nuts.” Around this time it was becoming clear that I was living in two different worlds—the intellectual (or at least academic) world and the sports world—but it made no sense to me that they were distinct. They were dependent, connected, they fed off each other. At least I thought so.

			The good English teachers at the college had assigned Albert Camus to make sure we weren’t just spoon-fed the Christian apologists J. R. R. Tolkien and C. S. Lewis. The Stranger and The Myth of Sisyphus and the prescient The Plague were different and didn’t offer answers that evangelicals always wanted to make sure we were embracing. They called Camus an existentialist although he denied it. I read that Camus was a serious soccer player, a goalie whose passion for the game was intense and pure. Camus said he got tired of debating Roman Catholic seminary students because he wanted them to convince him that their Judeo-Christian ontology was the only path forward, but he usually ended up convincing them of his bleaker view. Besides, if I could’ve added a footnote to his words, I would have said that it’s more life-giving to be in the midst of a game stopping shots on goal and then going out for some beers to relive the game with your colleagues. The world doesn’t need more seminary students who bail out on their own convictions at the slightest challenge. Camus was an athlete—why didn’t they teach that in class? And then I discovered Samuel Beckett’s love of cricket. Of course. I began to think that Camus and Beckett were labeled “absurdists” not in spite of loving sports, but because of it. Sports is both absurd and ordered, and full of unknown consequences. A game means nothing and it means everything. And then I found Walt Whitman, who didn’t write of soccer or cricket. He wrote of baseball and called it “our game, the American game.”

			

			—

			Foreign films entered my life in college and some landed more than others—Fellini, Truffaut, and Kurosawa were big. I caught up on the films I’d missed and looked forward to the new ones coming out. The British directors like Lindsay Anderson, Tony Richardson, and Richard Lester (actually an export American), to name a few, captured my imagination. But it was also a time to catch up on classic American films I’d missed: the works of Billy Wilder, silent films with Keaton and Chaplin and Lloyd, and the talkies of Laurel and Hardy, which I can watch forever. Nothing about going to movies was intended as preparation for a writing career or anything to do with film. I played baseball and intended that to be my career if I possibly could make it work.

			

			—

			It was in college that I realized how much I didn’t like most sports movies, although, upon reflection, three of the greatest of all sports movies came out at this time. More on that later. I’d played enough sports by then that I felt sports films got it all wrong. Their attempts to be inspirational felt cloying and false. When you actually play the game, there is little that is inspirational going on. It’s a competition; it’s physical; it’s a chance to test yourself. Sports movies all seemed to be made from an outsider’s point of view. They didn’t want to make a movie about what was going on inside Eddie Mathews’s head before he hit that home run. They wanted to avoid his serious drinking problem, his marriage struggles, even the bar fights defending his Black teammate Henry Aaron. What happens on the field is the least interesting part of the game.

			Take, for instance, The Pride of the Yankees, the beloved 1942 film directed by Sam Wood and starring Gary Cooper as Lou Gehrig, and one of my mother’s favorite movies. I hated the movie as a kid (it played on TV a lot) and I don’t feel much differently now. It checks all the boxes of sentimentality and inspiration and ignores the more complex story of Gehrig’s relationship to his teammates, especially Babe Ruth. But as an emotional tribute to a sports hero during the war, it made great commercial sense and was, at least, markedly better than the worst sports movie ever made about a great subject, The Babe Ruth Story, starring William Bendix, who, at forty-two, played young Babe Ruth in an orphanage. I didn’t have the heart to ever tell my mother how I felt about her favorite movie but I recognize it was of a time and place and doesn’t really count as a sports movie. It’s in that other category of films-about-people-dying-that-will-make-you-weep. Like A Man Called Peter.

			

			—

			Shortly after graduation I was offered a contract with the Baltimore Orioles organization to play professional baseball and was immediately assigned to the lowest rung on the ladder in Bluefield, West Virginia—the Appalachian League. I was about to learn that the chasm between the intellectual and the physical was much greater than I thought. That chasm was also political and volatile and explosive. I’d embarked on a difficult and most thrilling way to make a living. I was in the deep bowels of coal country, standing under the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, staring at the apple. It was exhilarating.

		

	
		
		
			2

			Dalko, Altobelli, and Number 136

			I signed the minor league contract for five hundred dollars per month at 10 p.m. at LAX. It was the standard beginning wage in the late sixties, but at least there was three-dollars-a-day meal money. I was a professional baseball player and soon to learn what that meant. For starters, it meant three red-eye connecting flights on Piedmont Airlines to Bluefield, West Virginia.

			I arrived at the assigned hotel in Bluefield at 7 a.m., having not slept for a second. I was greeted by men who’d lost their limbs in the coal mines and who scooted around the entrance to the West Virginian Hotel begging for anything anyone could give them. Other coal-mining lifers, withered and suffering and appearing older than their years, stood by, holding signs reading BLACK LUNG DISEASE—PLEASE HELP. The air, even at this hour, was thick and oppressive and humid in a way I’d never experienced living on the Pacific Ocean. The distance from the jewel box city of Santa Barbara to Bluefield was a lot greater than the physical miles logged.

			The lobby was starting to fill with players who had filed downstairs to share cabs to the ballpark. A friendly, open-faced player came straight up to me and said, “Hi, I’m Ron Shelton. What’s your name?” I figured he knew I was arriving and it was a practical joke (ballplayers are big on practical jokes—there’s nothing better than setting a guy’s shoe on fire or nailing his clothes to the floor) but it turned out that it really was his name. The other players said I should crash, since I’d been traveling all night, but when I found out the season started the next day, I packed into a cab with them and went straight to the ballpark.

			What awaited was a revelation. There were fifty players putting on ill-fitting gray wool, major league Orioles hand-me-down uniforms in ninety-six-degree humidity. Twenty wooden stalls passed for lockers, and each stall had three big sixteen-penny nails in lieu of hooks—one for each player. Three guys were crammed into each space meant for one, but what everyone immediately understood was that even though each of us had signed a contract and found his way to Bluefield in the belief he had a job, there were only twenty-five spots on the roster. Half of the young men in the room were going to be weeded out quickly. Certainly, nobody had known I was coming, and that included Joe Altobelli, a career Triple-A player who’d had a cup of coffee in the big leagues but was now about to begin a new career as our manager.

			When he asked which position I played, I looked out at where guys were taking their places in the infield, and even though I’d played four years of third base in college, I noticed that there were fewer players taking ground balls at shortstop than anywhere else. So I told him I was a shortstop. Then he asked my name and I hesitated before saying, “Wayne Shelton.” I thought it would be better to have my own first name rather than be “Ron Shelton Number Two,” and my middle name was Wayne. So, less than ten hours after signing a contract on the West Coast, I’d flown all night to discover I not only didn’t have a job, I didn’t have my own name. I thought Camus would enjoy the situation but I wasn’t laughing; I was digging in for a fight.

			What happened next was a combination of willfulness and great good fortune. We practiced all day and all afternoon, and as we did, other players reported to the team. As the number of players grew, the odds of making the team diminished. Everyone knew that. One guy who didn’t have to worry was the number two player drafted by the Orioles, an African American kid from Austin, Texas, named Don Baylor. He was cut like a Greek god, ran like a deer, hit with power, and played with physical grace—and he was only seventeen years old.

			Early that first morning Joe announced that he was not to be called “Coach”—that was a word for high school kids and college guys. There was something off-centered and resentful about the way he said college guys. Clearly, Joe wasn’t someone with whom I’d be bouncing around the central idea of Waiting for Godot, but he was likable—even as he wielded the sword above our necks. “Call me Joe,” he said, “or Skip.” I whispered to a guy next to me—a guy fighting to play first base—“Did he really say Skip?” The aspiring first baseman knew the rules because he’d been there for two weeks and whispered back, “It’s short for skipper. It’s okay.” What he didn’t know was that this was his last day as a professional baseball player—Skip released him before dark. Joe also announced we would be playing a Tennessee college all-star team that very night in an exhibition game to get ready to start the season the next day. There it was again, the inflection that made college sound like a prison record. By now it was obvious that the next day twenty-five guys would ride a bus to Johnson City, Tennessee, to become professional baseball players for real. The rest of us? A big roster reduction would be announced after the game. Half the guys I was warming up with would be gone. Probably including me.

			At six o’clock Joe excused all the players who’d arrived in the last couple of days, saying that our “opportunity would arrive.” He told me I should go back to the hotel and get some rest with the other late arrivals, which meant I didn’t have a chance to be on the roster for the opening game. I didn’t believe that an “opportunity would arrive” to anyone who wasn’t there, so I stayed in the dugout to watch the game, still in the heavy wool cast-off Orioles uniform with a spring-training number. That number—something like 136—had been taken off and replaced by the proper professional number of 22, but the wool was discolored where the high number had been, resulting in a kind of double number on my back. I was “22” but it was easy to see with the discoloration that I was also “136.” Most of the players were branded in this manner, revealing that none of us were high draft picks. These sorts of put-downs and dismissals inspired me.

			The ballpark was rickety and vintage, the kind I like, and located in the hills above town, but still drew a decent-size crowd, even for an exhibition game. The lights were of criminally low wattage and hadn’t been cleaned in years—welcome to the low minors. Somebody could get killed here. The game unfolded badly for the Baby Birds (our nickname) and Joe paced the dugout grumbling as the “fucking college guys” were shutting us out in the top of the eighth. That’s when fortune smiled on me. Our shortstop twisted his ankle and had to come out of the game. Fortune for one athlete is often misfortune for another, something ballplayers are acutely aware of. The moral question is always: Should I be rooting for the failure of the man ahead of me? The answer is, of course, yes. I could see that Joe was about to turn around and see who could replace our injured shortstop and I moved directly into his line of sight so he wouldn’t have time to think about it. He pointed at me and at the vacated position at shortstop, and I was in the game. The first batter hit a screaming line drive to my right. I made a diving backhand play, short-hopping the ball, and threw the guy out. It was a very flashy play and, as ballplayers know, not as hard as it looks. They’re called “reaction plays” and nobody expects you to actually pull them off, so when you do, fans stand up and cheer at the unexpected wonder of it all. A squirrelly ground ball off the end of the bat at the edge of the infield grass is much harder—and looks much easier. A bit of flash caused people to ask, “Who’s the new guy at shortstop?” He’s number 22 and 136, that’s who he is. In the bottom of the eighth inning I got lucky again. Trailing 2–0, we got the bases loaded with two outs and I came up. I hadn’t slept in forty-eight hours and could hardly see the ball in the dim lights, around which thousands of moths fluttered. The first pitch was a fastball strike, which I took just to get adjusted. The second pitch was a curveball for strike two. Neither pitch was that impressive but they were difficult to pick out of the darkness. I figured my entire career could consist of this exhibition game against, God forbid, college guys. If this pitcher threw a nasty Koufax hook or had been holding back on some ungodly heat, a la Sudden Sam McDowell, I’d be finished. If he’d been any good he’d have thrown anything but what he did throw—cock-high, half-assed cheese with nothing on it. I tripled in three runs and we won the game. A third baseman named Ron Shelton had taken off from LAX twenty-four hours earlier; a guy named Wayne Shelton was now starting shortstop for the Bluefield Baby Birds in the Appalachian League.

			I tell this story not to chronicle my modest baseball achievements—and nobody on the planet would recall the events I’ve just described—but they capture something about life in the game that every ballplayer would acknowledge. A baseball life is fragile and absurd. It’s also wondrous and thrilling. It also produces expressions like “cock-high, half-assed cheese,” which means, of course, “weak heat in the zone.”

			Two weeks later, when Joe called me into his office, I knew it couldn’t be bad news because I was hitting well and playing errorless shortstop. He dragged deeply on a cigarette.

			
				JOE: How’d ya like to play second base?

				RON: I’m liking shortstop.

				JOE: The organization just signed their number one pick out of Long Beach, California, a kid named Bobby Grich, and he’s gonna be their shortstop of the future.

				RON: Naw, Skip, he’s gotta beat me out.

				JOE: He’s already beat you out.

				RON: Why?

				JOE: They gave him a lotta dough. How much they give you?

				RON: What about Jimmy Murrel, our second baseman? He’s playing great.

				JOE (another long drag on a Camel): Let me put it to you like this, son—do you want to play second base or do you want Jimmy Murrel to play second base?

				RON: Skip, I love second base.

			

			Thus I became a second baseman, and when I left Bluefield I reclaimed my first name. (The other Ron Shelton and I were in touch in recent years; as I write this, his son, Derek, has just become a major league manager.) I clawed my way up the rungs of the organizational ladder to AAA, where I played in Rochester, New York, for the Red Wings. I walked away from the game after a little more than a year there, during the strike of 1972. The organization became the formidable off-screen presence—and sometimes villain—to those of us laboring in the factory. The organization was like Rome in AD 100, when the good emperors were in charge—it was frightening but not evil to those of us in the provinces who were hoping to someday earn our way to the Eternal City of Baltimore. The Orioles organization was a brilliantly run outfit, in the midst of developing the most dominant teams in baseball for two decades. Still, to a player in the minors, the term organization could provoke chills—the way college guy could provoke disdain.

			Toward that end I discovered that if I preferred reading to playing cards on long bus rides, it was better to hide my books in skin magazines so I’d appear to be one of the guys. Jim Bouton’s classic Ball Four came out when I was in AAA and he talked about the importance of being “one of the guys” so that the organization didn’t think you were an agitator or, worse, a clubhouse lawyer. College guys were always suspected troublemakers. I loved the Bouton book, though most players didn’t. They saw it as a betrayal of the sanctity of the clubhouse. I saw it as humanizing all these athletes, who were much more compelling in their flaws and fears than the PR version foisted on the fans. Plus, it was funny. Because baseball players live in close quarters and travel together and play almost every day from February to October, there’s little opportunity for posturing. Everyone’s naked, literally as well as figuratively, and everyone’s daily performance is not only reduced to statistics forever but is on display for ruthless critique by fellow comrades in arms. There’s no hiding, and that seems to unleash unedited personal and often funny assaults among players that somehow bond rather than divide. In baseball terms, “to be released” was to have your contract canceled and be given the pink slip—it was over. Fear of being released was always in the air, and players in a slump would sing Engelbert Humperdinck’s hit “Please Release Me”: “Please release me, let me go, for I don’t love you anymore.” It was a way of fighting off the demons because, of course, players still loved baseball more than anything but they couldn’t sing the truth—that it was baseball, or at least the organization, that had stopped loving them.

			Reading, along with movie matinees, provided a sanctuary for me from the fear that drove everyone. That fear also made you more alive. One season I got hooked on Mickey Spillane and Thomas Mann. I wolfed down the eight hundred pages of The Magic Mountain but Kiss Me, Deadly was a quicker read. A player asked what The Magic Mountain was about and I answered, “I don’t have a clue but I can’t put it down.” I wasn’t an aspiring academic or intellectual—there’s no argument about that—and I spent as much time as the other guys hanging out in bars and strip clubs. Most of my time was spent contemplating how to hit the slider or, better, to lay off it, and how to beat out the guy ahead of me and not let the guy on the rung below catch up. Beer led to Jack Daniel’s led to Scotch led to…How could anyone play baseball and not drink?

			

			• • •

			I first heard of Steve Dalkowski while playing for the Stockton Ports against the Bakersfield Bears in Bakersfield, California. A small man was lurking in the dark near our bullpen down the right-field line. He had a flask and looked out of place. After the game he approached our manager, Joe Altobelli, who’d moved up from Bluefield as a manager. They spoke in the shadows, Joe gave him something, and the man disappeared. We asked Joe who that guy was and he explained simply, “That’s the hardest thrower who ever threw a baseball. Steve Dalkowski.” I didn’t hear his name again till late in the season, when Dalkowski knocked on the clubhouse door after a game in Stockton, near midnight. He looked even worse and Joe talked to him awhile and again gave him some money. Joe then settled in and started telling us some of the larger-than-life stories about “Dalko,” as he was affectionately called. A left-handed pitcher from Connecticut, Dalko is reputed to have thrown a ball through a wooden fence, torn off a man’s ear with a fastball, terrified Ted Williams, and thrown a fastball so high and wild in Wilson, North Carolina, that it went through the welded metal backstop fencing twenty-five feet above the ground. The legends are backed by his stats, but despite his God-given talent, his demon was the bottle, and he never beat it. He never made it to the major leagues, although he got close. Two years later, Joe was my manager on the Red Wings, and he talked about Dalko again. Joe said that after nine years in the minors, when Dalkowski finally learned to control his fastball and earned a trip to AAA, the organization insisted that he be assigned Altobelli as his roommate. “They wanted me to mature him,” Joe said. Or at least keep track of him. Joe said he never saw Dalkowski all year, except at the ballpark. “I roomed with his suitcase” was the line.

			So much of a pro ballplayer’s life is on the road that even when he’s in his hometown—mine was, over the season, Bluefield, West Virginia; Stockton, California; Dallas–Fort Worth, Texas; Clearwater, Florida; and Rochester, New York—it’s not his hometown. For the players who are married and have a child, as was my situation, the burden put on your wife and family is untenable, regardless of how game, supportive, and flexible your wife is—and my wife was. To the player, it’s a great untethered adventure. To the support system, it can also be hell. A player lives in an apartment or a hotel room nine months a year, and most of the job happens at night, so killing time in the day becomes a serious focus. Soap operas filled the void for some of the guys—there was the General Hospital faction and the rival As the World Turns gang. Locker room

			
			
			
			

			• • •
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