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A NOTE ON THE REAL EVENTS
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This novel is inspired by Operation Bullpen, the FBI's landmark investigation into sports memorabilia fraud, which ran from 1997 to 2005 and resulted in more than sixty convictions across eighteen forgery rings nationwide. The FBI estimated that between fifty and ninety percent of autographed sports memorabilia sold in the United States during this period was fraudulent, representing approximately one hundred million dollars in losses to collectors. The master forger at the center of the largest ring was a real man. The FBI's undercover operation (a fictitious Asian distribution company called Nihon Trading Company, operating out of Oceanside, California) was real. The October 13, 1999 raid, coordinated across five states simultaneously, was the largest single-day enforcement action in the Bureau's history at that time.

The characters in this book are fictional. The crimes are not.

For Silvio.

Whoever he was.

He built the thing.
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PROLOGUE: GENERALLY SPEAKING
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Generally speaking, there are two ways to describe the game of baseball.

The first, call this the Divine Elegance School of Thought, defines the game as a series of intricate and extraordinary spatial dimensions. An elaborate three-dimensional puzzle built on the power of imagined geometry and nearly impossible kinetics. Baseball, in this sense, is a matter of physics and architecture.

It starts with the ball itself. A spherical object weighing just over five ounces, measuring somewhere between two and eighty-six hundredths and two and ninety-six hundredths inches in diameter. Inside: a small cork composite wrapped in two thin sheathings of rubber (one red, one black) covered by successive wrappings of wool yarn and cotton thread, coated in rubber cement, then encased in a skin of cowhide, which is held in place by exactly two hundred and sixteen stitches of red cotton thread, slightly raised off the surface, like a secret you can feel with your fingers but can't quite read. Voilà: the American baseball.

Pick one up. You'll understand immediately. You're supposed to throw the damn thing. Swing at it with a stick. Catch it if it comes your way. You don't fry a baseball and eat it. You don't display a baseball on a shelf and wonder what it's worth. You want to play with it. The object itself insists. This is important. The insistence of the object, the way it sits in your palm and communicates its purpose, is at the root of everything that follows in this story, including the crimes.

The pitcher's mound sits sixty feet and six inches from home plate, a distance proven over a hundred and fifty years to be the precise measurement required to put the proper amount of suspense into every single pitch. Move it back ten feet and batting averages soar; move it forward and pitchers dominate. As it is, the distance keeps the game in a state of perpetual, beautiful tension. Sometimes you get a hit. More often you don't. That's the game. That's the entire game, condensed.

The infield groundout is where this geometry becomes most visible. When a batter puts the ball in play on the ground, an infielder scoops it up and throws hard to first base. The dimensions of the diamond, ninety feet between bases, have been calibrated so precisely that almost every such play is close. The ball arriving a half-step ahead of the runner. Not three steps. Not ten steps. Half a step. This means that the average spectator is never allowed a moment's rest. Every batted ball is an event. Every pitch sets up a new configuration.

The game is tightly wound, and it will unwind if you let it, one lousy pitch, one stumble, one mis-read of the spin on a breaking ball and the whole beautiful tension disintegrates. The team with the better pitcher wins most of the time, but the pitcher has one bad inning and it all falls apart, and that is not an accident. That is the design. The game was designed for things to fall apart at regular intervals, which is why it rewards patience, and why it is, despite surface appearances, the most American game ever invented.

That's the physics school.

But there's the second way to describe baseball, and this is the truer way, the one that matters more. It has to do with people. Memorable, irreplaceable, often catastrophically flawed human beings who play a child's game as if it were a religious calling, which, for many of them, it genuinely was.

Mickey Mantle once said that it's amazing how much you don't know about the game you've been playing all your life. He meant the strategy, the complexity, the ten thousand micro-decisions compressed into a single at-bat: whether to take a pitch or swing away with a left-handed pitcher ahead in the count, whether to shade left or right based on the batter's history against this specific velocity, whether to hold the runner at first or give him the bag and play for the double play. The variables are infinite. The time to decide is measured in fractions of seconds. And the man on the mound is trying to do the same calculation from the opposite direction, his own infinite variables pointing the other way. This is what Mantle meant.

But he might equally have meant the men. The characters. The improbable collection of human beings that the game gathers to itself, era after era, the brilliant and the venal, the noble and the crooked, the ones who loved it clean and the ones who found ways to love it in the dark.

This story is about the second kind.

Specifically, it is about what happens when the love of a game passes down through a family, generation by generation, each inheriting the obsession a little more warped than the last, like a game of telephone in which the original message was something simple and pure, and by the time it reaches the last set of ears, it has become something else entirely. Something criminal. Something that involved, at its peak, a five-state FBI raid, four bags of Purina Dog Chow, forty gallons of shellac, more than a thousand secretly recorded conversations, and one retired baseball umpire who had spent thirty-one years watching men try to get away with things they shouldn't, and who had, in three decades of watching, never been wrong about what he saw.

It begins, as so many great American stories do, on a boat.

It ends, as so many great American stories do, in San Diego, in a federal courtroom, with the umpire on the witness stand and four defendants in expensive suits trying to look like men who had been the victims of a misunderstanding rather than the architects of the largest sports memorabilia fraud in American history.

Between the boat and the courtroom, there is a lot of baseball. And a great deal of love. And the specific sadness that arrives when love and ambition meet each other in the wrong kind of room.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PART ONE: THE CATHEDRAL

[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE: EVERY CRIME HAS A STARTING POINT
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Every crime has a starting point. In a considerable percentage of cases, if you trace it back far enough (past the first transaction, past the first lie, past the first morning when a man woke up and decided to make the calculation he had been refusing to make) you arrive eventually at the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. The water is deep. The wind is poetic in an overly enthusiastic way. The waves are threatening in a blunt and unambiguous way. Somewhere between the wild lunges of seasickness and the misguided remedy of a bottle of wine, something that resembles logic begins to reveal itself to a man with nothing left but time and the horizon.

In the case of Russo Gabriel Massena, the crime began at the Matera train station, on the platform, at eleven o'clock in the morning on a Tuesday in July, 1920. He was nineteen years old and employed as a station porter, and for six months he had been perfectly adequate at the job. He was reliable, quick on his feet, and had the kind of cheerful disposition that made travelers feel that their luggage was in the hands of someone who regarded it fondly. He wore his uniform with a careless dignity, the way a man wears something he has decided is beneath him but is too comfortable to remove. These are not small virtues in a station porter.

What undid him was Gabriela Martini.

Gabriela was the niece of his employer, Tanis Martini, and she was nineteen years old as well, and she had come through the station an hour before the incident, which matters because that hour gave Russo's imagination time to build what it was going to build. She had paused on the top step of the platform and dabbed her neck with a handkerchief (it was July, and July in Matera is not generous) and the afternoon light caught her hair, and Russo Massena stood with a train case in each hand and watched with his mouth slightly open and his professional composure entirely suspended. This was not unusual behavior for a nineteen-year-old male watching a nineteen-year-old female in the full deployment of her appearance. What was unusual was that Russo then felt compelled, an hour later, to describe this observation aloud to his two fellow porters in terms that were enthusiastic and barnyard-specific and not intended for the ears of Signore Tanis Martini, who was standing directly behind him on the platform, having returned to retrieve a forgotten valise.

Martini's response was a long, sweeping swipe of his knuckles through the heavy Italian air, which ended with an abrupt and unanticipated pop in Russo Massena's left ear and the added kinetic result of knocking him clean off his feet. The train case he was carrying executed a brief independent flight before landing on the track below. Russo lay in the dust for a moment with the particular expression of a man who is reconsidering every decision he has made in the past three minutes.

Then he stood up.

He shed himself of his heavy wool porter's jacket (it was a good jacket, and shedding it was a gesture of some financial sacrifice) and tossed it with theatrical contempt onto the nearby tracks. He charged Tanis Martini with understandably blind fury and was knocked down a second time, because closing your eyes and charging a man bigger and stronger and angrier than you is not a terrific battle plan regardless of the historical period or the justification for your rage.

Martini advised Russo Massena, lying in the dirt of the Matera train platform, to find a way to put some distance between the station and himself. He called him an ungrateful, disgusting puppy. He said several additional things that needn't be transcribed here but that all pointed in the general direction of Russo Massena making himself scarce in the immediate vicinity of Matera, the station, and the Martini family's sphere of operations.

Russo Massena stood up. He spat on the ground. He continued, through the blood from his lip, with a few unsavory animal references of his own, most of them associated with barnyards, a portion of which involved Tanis Martini's mother, and some portion of which involved his grandmother, and a final portion that circled back to his mother again because Russo felt he hadn't fully addressed the situation in the first reference. He then worked up enough saliva to make an emphatic further point, though this took longer than ideal given the state of his mouth, and somewhat undermined the dramatic momentum of the moment. Martini laughed, with genuine good humor, feeling sufficiently vindicated.

Then he turned and walked away.

Russo Massena picked up a rock from the platform edge and threw it at the departing Tanis Martini and hit him in the back of the head.

Clarity usually follows closure. In this case, clarity included a sudden and absolute appreciation for moving very fast in a specific direction. Russo went at a controlled sprint to his uncle's apartment in the lower quarter, retrieved his valise from under the cot, and filled it with four shirts, two pairs of pants, his Sunday dress shoes, a light jacket he rarely needed but felt he might, and six bottles of wine that did not technically belong to him, having been purchased by his uncle for a dinner party scheduled for the following Saturday. He left a few lire on the kitchen table and a note that said, in essence, sorry about the wine, I'll send money when I have some, and tell Signora Ferrara I said goodbye. His cousin Ramos was napping in the back room and Russo woke him to say goodbye.

"Apologize to Signore," said Ramos, who had half his face buried in the pillow and was thus speaking at one-quarter volume. "Get your job back."

"Oh, no," said Russo Massena. He set the valise by the door and stretched his hands above his head, which felt good on the muscles that Martini had rearranged. "I've given this considerable thought."

"When did you have time to give this considerable thought? This happened forty minutes ago."

"Thinking can be very fast when the alternatives are unpleasant," said Russo. He turned from the door long enough to look at his cousin, who was sitting up now, with the look of a man who cannot tell whether he is still in his dream. "Do you know what I think, Ramos? I think Signore Martini can drown in a barrel of horse urine for all I care. I think the Matera train station can do the same. I think there are better train stations in the world, in cities I haven't seen yet, where the luggage is lighter and the employers have the manners God intended."

"I will find you some horses," said Ramos.

"Keep them," said Russo Massena. He picked up the valise. He looked at his cousin one more time, with the complex affection of a man saying goodbye to someone he loves and suspects he may not see again. "Keep everything. I'm going to America."

* * *
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He arrived in New York Harbor in September of 1921, fourteen months later, the crossing having involved an intermediate period of couch-surfing in Bari, a brief and unexplained detour to Palermo that lasted three weeks and from which he never fully explained his activities, six weeks of legitimate employment as a dock worker in Genoa in which he saved a modest but purposeful sum, and a five-day Atlantic crossing on the HMS Gothaels during which he drank four of the six stolen bottles of wine and threw the other two into the sea on the fourth day as offerings to whatever saint or deity watched over young Italian men with insufficient luggage, fractionally adequate language skills, and more ambition than sense.

The crossing itself was not romantic, which surprised him, because he had built it up in his imagination as a grand passage. The ship was crowded. The third-class accommodations smelled of things he preferred not to identify. His bunk was narrow and the man above him snored with a consistency that Russo found almost admirable, a professional level of snoring, rhythmic and total, the snoring of a man who had given himself entirely to the project. The other passengers were, like him, people moving toward something they couldn't quite describe, which meant the conversations were urgent without being specific. Where are you going. I don't know yet. What will you do. Whatever they'll let me. Do you have family there. A cousin of a cousin. What's his name. Something American by now.

The harbor materialized on the horizon in the grey early morning of a Tuesday, and Russo Massena stood at the rail and watched it come. He was twenty years old now. He had twelve words of English, the better part of three American dollars he had obtained by trading a shirt and his dress shoes to a man in Genoa, and a mild and manageable case of barrel fever from the wine. He had never heard of Yankee Stadium. He had never heard of DiMaggio or Ruth or Gehrig. He had never heard of baseball.

He was about to become, by the standards of his bloodline, the most moderate version of a particular addiction that would run through his family like a river through limestone, getting deeper and narrower and faster with each passing generation, until it finally cut through to something dark and interesting underground.

He got a job on the docks within a week of arrival, through a Sicilian acquaintance of the cousin of the cousin, who worked the waterfront and needed men with strong backs and a tolerance for irregular hours and foremen who communicated primarily through obscenity. Russo had all three qualities. He learned the English of the waterfront first, the working vocabulary of cargo, weights, and dock politics, which was extensive if not literary. He learned to read faces before he learned to read sentences, which is the more useful skill in a new country. He sent money home to Bari when he could spare it. He ate dinner at a boarding house run by a woman named Mrs. Callabretta who charged a fair price and served portions that a man could respect.

He married, in the spring of 1923, a woman named Louisa Ferrante, whose family had been in New York for eleven years and who spoke English with only a trace of an accent and could read the newspaper. Louisa was twenty-two and practical and funny in a dry, flat-toned way that Russo initially mistook for unhappiness until he understood that this was simply how she expressed happiness, and that the dry flat tone was the register in which she deployed her love. They were a good match. She was the reason the family would not entirely collapse over the next forty years, and she knew it, and conducted herself accordingly, not with arrogance, but with the quiet authority of a woman who has assessed the situation and determined that she is the only reliable institution in it.

They had three children. One died in infancy. The surviving two were Vera, who married a fireman named Capuano and moved to Brooklyn, and Jan Massena, who grew up in the apartment in Bensonhurst to become a printer's operator in Manhattan, one of the men who set the type for newspapers in the years before the machines took over, and a season-ticket holder in the Upper Mezzanine of Yankee Stadium.

It was Jan who had the season tickets. But it was Russo who had the religion.

Russo Massena discovered baseball in the summer of 1924 (his third American summer, when he was sufficiently anchored to have time to watch things) through a Puerto Rican colleague on the docks named Felix Almendros who explained the basic mechanics of the game in a mixture of Spanish, Italian, and hand gestures, and who took Russo to a semi-professional game in a park in the Bronx on a Saturday afternoon in July. Russo sat in the bleachers and watched the game with the focused attention of a man who is encountering something for the first time and is trying to understand whether it is important. By the fifth inning he had concluded that it was. By the seventh he was arguing with Felix about whether the umpire had correctly called a ball in the dirt as a swing. By the ninth he had a working theory about the pitcher's relationship to the batter that was, Felix told him, essentially correct and which he had arrived at in one afternoon without anyone explaining it.

He went back the following Saturday, and the one after that.

He was still going when Yankee Stadium opened, in 1923, and he attended the opening game with a crowd of sixty-two thousand people in a building that was, until that morning, the largest baseball stadium ever constructed in the world. He stood in his section and watched the building fill up around him and felt something that he would describe, to his grandchildren, as the feeling of being inside a church that had been built for a religion he hadn't previously known was his.

That was, perhaps, the moment the river found its channel.

Russo Massena quit drinking at forty-three, after a doctor's visit that made certain things clear in ways he couldn't un-know. He retired from the docks when his back gave out in 1958 and moved to a house with a yard in Marshfield, Long Island, where the air was cleaner and the summers were negotiable. He named a small boat Baby Blue and fished the Sound for bluefish on the good days. He spent the evenings teaching his grandchildren the names and positions and histories of the Yankees greats, in order of importance, which was an order he had worked out privately over forty years and did not correspond precisely to any official record. Ruth first, then Gehrig, not because Gehrig was lesser, but because Ruth had to come first, the way certain men have to come first in any accounting. Then DiMaggio. Then Rizzuto, who Russo regarded as vastly underestimated by people who didn't understand what a shortstop did. Then Mantle, about whom Russo had complicated feelings involving a respect for the talent that was genuinely enormous and a reservation about the man's approach to the season that he could never fully articulate but felt in his bones.

He died in 1968 at sixty-eight years old, in his chair in the back yard with his pipe going, looking at the water. His wife Louisa said he looked peaceful, which was accurate. His grandson Gavin, who was five years old and present in the yard, said later that he looked like he was trying to remember something. Which was also accurate.

The game had given him a great deal to remember. The game had also given him a grandson who would spend his life applying that inheritance in the precise way Russo Massena would have found most heartbreaking, if he had lived long enough to see it.

He did not.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE MAN WHO OWNED YANKEE STADIUM
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In his final years, when the great beyond started calling and the calling got louder every day, Silvio Rudolf Massena would look back on his illustrious life and insist, to anyone who would sit still long enough to be told, that he had once owned Yankee Stadium.

Nobody argued with him. In the first place, he was eighty-seven years old and his grip on linear time had become approximately what a man's grip on a wet rope becomes after he's been holding it for six consecutive hours, present, but tenuous, and subject to slippage in both directions. In the second place, and more importantly, he wasn't entirely wrong.

Silvio Rudolf Massena was born in the heel of Italy, in the region of Apulia, in a town called Noci, where his father was a baker who loved bread and wine and drank too much of the latter, and whose mother was a woman of considerable force who had developed, over twenty years of managing five children and a drunk husband, the kind of authority that arrives not through volume but through certainty. She rarely raised her voice. She did not need to. When Carmela Massena looked at you, you understood the situation with complete clarity, including the parts of the situation you had hoped to keep private.

Silvio was the third of five children, and therefore, by the iron law of sibling sociology, he became a schemer and a provocateur. The eldest gets the inheritance. The youngest gets the indulgence. The middle children get, if they are lucky, the wit and the improvisational intelligence of people who have learned to survive in the space between two larger gravitational fields. Silvio was funny, warm-hearted, contentious in a cheerful way, and constitutionally unable to sit still. His mother viewed his contentment with suspicion. "You are always smiling," she would say. "That means you will get nowhere with your life. You need to be hungry and bold. Content people sit on their backsides forever." She had a point. But you can never fully beat your own personality, and Silvio's personality was fundamentally comic and fundamentally optimistic, and these two qualities carried him further than hunger would have.

He arrived in New York Harbor in February of 1917, seventeen years old, in a hurry. The hurry had to do with a girl named Carmela (coincidence of names, he sometimes said, though he didn't think it was a coincidence) whose father held opinions about gift-exchanging between young people that were, in Silvio's estimation, disproportionate to the situation. He had given her a box of pastries. She had given him a scarf. The scarf was warm and well-made and represented genuine affection. Her father, a man named Borrini who was six foot two and fond of direct communication, did not experience the pastries as an equivalent exchange. He may have experienced them as an insult. He communicated this view directly. Silvio experienced the communication and got on the next ship out of Salerno.

He arrived on a Friday. By Monday he had a job in a tannery. By Tuesday he had a second job washing dishes at a restaurant on Mulberry Street, working the late shift, which meant he rarely slept more than four hours and had the particular energy of a man running on caffeine and youthful biological surpluses. He ran numbers briefly for a man named Joe Crawlers who one day simply disappeared, as lower East Side crime lords tended to in those years, their disappearances unremarked upon and uninvestigated, treated by the neighborhood as a weather event. There one day, gone the next, and what are you going to do. He worked the docks for a year, which built his shoulders to a degree that served him well for the remainder of his life. He learned English from the point of view of the longshoreman, which gave his vocabulary a texture that stayed with him into old age, expansive, inventive, and occasionally startling in formal company.

He proposed to two women in the same week, discovered both had said yes, and made the only reasonable decision available to a man who had, in the space of four days, become engaged twice: he moved to the Bronx, which was close enough to the harbor that he could find work but far enough from Mulberry Street that the situation resolved itself through geographic inconvenience.

The year was 1919. The Bronx was in the process of building the greatest sports arena in American history. They were calling it the house that Ruth built. They might equally have called it the house that Silvio built, by the standard Silvio himself employed, which was: if you pour the concrete and you raise the iron and you inspect the forms and you climb the bleachers ten thousand times, the building is yours in the only sense that finally matters.

Silvio Messena talked his way onto the construction crew of the White Construction Company through the medium of his personality (which was, in those years, a more bankable asset than most credentials) and through a particular aptitude for getting along with people whose goodwill he required. He started in forms: the wooden molds into which concrete was poured, which had to be assembled correctly or the resulting structure would be wrong in ways that were expensive and embarrassing. He was good at it because he was precise in a way that his comic personality obscured. People who thought Silvio was just a funny man underestimated him consistently. He was funny and precise, which is a rare combination and an extremely useful one in construction work.

He worked his way to concrete, then to iron, then to overall project inspection, which was the position he held when the stadium opened on April 18, 1923. He had been there from the first pour. He had seen the ground broken and the form work go up and the concrete set in winter temperatures that made the work go slow and occasionally dangerous. He had seen the iron workers throw the red-hot bolts from their tongs thirty feet through the air to their catchers, who caught them in metal buckets and drove them home with pneumatic hammers while the whole structure rang like a bell. He had walked every level of the building in its construction and knew every beam and every pour. When it was done, he stood outside it on a cold April morning and looked at what he had made, and felt something that he would describe as the feeling of having helped create something that would outlast everything he'd ever done or said or thought.

He signed on as head groundskeeper the same day. The White Construction Company's work was done. But Silvio was not leaving.

He ran the grounds crew for twenty years, through the Ruth era and into the DiMaggio years. He learned the names of all the players not because he was a fan (he was, by the time he was thirty, something more than a fan, which is the person who maintains the environment in which the game takes place) but because you could not do the job properly without understanding what different players needed from the surface. Gehrig liked the infield a certain firmness; DiMaggio was particular about the outfield grass. Ruth, famously, was not particular about anything physical, being a man whose relationship to the physical world was expansive and democratic, but Ruth liked to talk, which meant Silvio spent more time in conversation with Ruth than with anyone, which meant he knew Ruth better than he knew most people, and this was an education.

Then he sold tickets. Then he worked security. He climbed those bleachers so many times with so many loads on his back that he once calculated, for a reporter who asked in 1958, that the combined vertical mileage was equivalent to summiting Mount Everest roughly two hundred times. The men who hawked programs and beer and roasted peanuts to fifty thousand fans in ties and bowler hats and then in open shirts and baseball caps as the decades turned. They called those men peanut smugglers, because the management's official policy on food vendors involved a percentage of each sale, and the percentage was not always rendered with full accuracy. Silvio found this the most honorable occupation he could imagine. He worked his way into the rotation of the best sections, the box seats, the lower mezzanine, where the tips were worth the climb.

He had it put on his gravestone, eventually: SILVIO RUDOLF MASSENA, PEANUT SMUGGLER. He wrote the epitaph himself, fifteen years before he needed it, because he was a man who liked to get these things right and who found the exercise of writing his own epitaph clarifying rather than morbid. It told him something about what he valued, which was the labor. Not the building, not the game, not the players whose names were in the papers. The labor. The thing you did every day with your hands. The thing that, if you did it long enough and well enough, became indistinguishable from love.

He married Giuseppina Rosa Romano in 1924, a woman who was half-crazy and stunning in equal measure and whose father, Felix Romano, had a quiet financial interest in several city contracts that Silvio preferred not to think about too carefully. Giuseppina was dark-haired and loud and told the truth in the way of people who have decided early that the alternatives are not worth the effort. She had strong opinions about food, louder opinions about people, and the most beautiful neck Silvio had ever seen on a human being. They were married for fifty-four years. When she died, in 1978, he sat at the kitchen table for three days and didn't eat, and then ate everything in the refrigerator, and then went back to the stadium and climbed the bleachers and thought about things. He told his son that he felt like the building would hold him up when nothing else would. His son said that was a beautiful thing to say. Silvio said it wasn't beautiful, it was just accurate.

They had a son named Felix, in honor of the grandfather's financial arrangements, which had paid for the house in Pataque. Felix Massena became a printer, like his uncle Jan, and worked for a newspaper in Manhattan for thirty years. In his retirement, he took up lithography, the old technique of drawing on stone and pulling images from it, and produced large, careful prints of baseball legends: DiMaggio at bat, his weight forward, the hands at the top of the swing. Mantle fielding, the great reach, the ball just entering the glove. Williams in the on-deck circle, that precise and technical stance, the man who understood more about hitting a baseball than any human being before or since, standing in the on-deck circle with the particular focus of a physicist awaiting experimental data.

These prints were beautiful. They were also, in time, an asset. But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

By 1949, Silvio Massena had also become, through the quiet application of loyalty and discretion over many years, the unofficial personal valet of Mr. Joe DiMaggio.

This was not a formal arrangement. Nothing between Silvio and DiMaggio was ever formal. It evolved the way important things sometimes do, through the accumulation of small, unremarkable gestures that become, over time, indispensable. Silvio had noticed, early on, that DiMaggio traveled with specific needs: a firm pillow positioned precisely against his lower back on long train hauls to Cleveland or Detroit, because the heel spur that ended his career had a precursor in the back that nobody wrote about and that DiMaggio managed in silence. A chicken sandwich from the galley after the kitchen had closed. A cup of sipping whiskey poured discreetly once manager Casey Stengel had fallen asleep in his compartment and the pitcher's curfew had technically been observed.

DiMaggio always broke the team rules quietly, and Silvio was his instrument of quiet rule-breaking, his envoy, his church mouse, his logistics coordinator on road trips when the company was female and the hour was late and the details required a reliable and discreet intermediary. DiMaggio was a demanding man, but not an unkind one. He had the manner of a man who knew his own value precisely and had determined that this knowledge did not require broadcasting. He was formal at a remove and warm in proximity, which was a combination that most people mistook for coldness because they never got close enough to experience the second part.

What DiMaggio valued in Silvio was precisely what Joe DiMaggio valued in almost nothing: the absence of agenda. Silvio did not want something from Joe DiMaggio. Silvio wanted to be useful to Joe DiMaggio, which is a different thing entirely and much rarer than it sounds. Most people who get close to greatness are trying to absorb some of it, or to be seen near it, or to extract from it some transferable quality that will improve their own standing. Silvio was just trying to do his job. DiMaggio understood this and trusted it the way you trust a good tool.

He also, when called upon, played poker on the team's behalf. This was where the story changed register.

Silvio Massena had light fingers. It was rumored (among people who had lost money to him at cards, which was a larger category than anyone in that group liked to discuss) that he could deal four people a straight flush in any suit, any time he chose, but that nobody could ever catch the mechanics of it. He shuffled slow, like a half-drunk dealer with fat fingers and no interest in the outcome, which drew everyone in. Then, when he dealt, he was lightning. The change-up, the curve, the slider, and then the fastball right down the middle when you'd stopped expecting it. He had learned this from Joe Crawlers on the lower East Side, who had taught him that the point of a card trick is never the trick itself. The point is the conversation before the trick, during which you are establishing that you are a reliable and somewhat limited individual, so that when the trick arrives, it appears to be something that happened to you rather than something you intended.

This had served Silvio well for thirty years.

He had a secondary talent that was less commercially useful but in some ways more remarkable: he could reproduce anyone's signature, on demand, to a standard of accuracy that made the person whose signature it was occasionally doubt their own.

He had discovered this ability in the way some talents are discovered, by accident and at someone else's expense. In 1934, a woman at a charity benefit in Manhattan had asked him, with the particular tilt of the head that a woman uses when she has already decided on the answer, if he could get her a signed photograph of Joe DiMaggio. DiMaggio was not available, having departed the event an hour earlier by prearrangement. Silvio was available. He was always available.

He borrowed a fountain pen from the event coordinator and found a clean card in his jacket pocket, one of the score cards that circulated at these things, and wrote Joe DiMaggio's name on it in the time it takes a gifted man to do something he has done a thousand times by observation. He had watched DiMaggio sign his name at least four hundred times at that point. He had absorbed the signature the way he absorbed everything useful: without conscious effort, through attention.

He handed the card to the woman.

She held it up to the light. Her face went wide and bright. "Is this real?" she said.

"Of course it is," he said. "He signed it himself."

This was, technically, true, in the sense that DiMaggio had at some point originated the signature, and Silvio was reproducing it. The metaphysics of authenticity is a more complex field than most people expect.

The woman showed it to her friend. Her friend wanted one. Silvio made eleven cards that evening. He charged no one. He thought of it as a performance, a kind of invisible theater in which he was the only audience member who knew the show was happening.

He never sold one. In fifty years of practice, he never once sold a signature. He considered the talent a gift, something he had been given by his proximity to greatness and his capacity for attention, and he considered gifts to be things you gave away, not things you commodified. This was his position, and it was firm, and it was, among all the positions that any member of this family ever took on the question of what to do with the talent he had identified and nurtured and passed down, the correct one.

His grandchildren found it endearing. His great-grandchildren would find it educational. And Gavin, his grandson-by-inheritance through the complicated Massena-Messina family tree, found it igniting.

In his old age, when the timeline grew soft and the memories traded places with each other and Yankee Stadium became his again by virtue of his long and intimate relationship with it, each beam and pour and bleacher seat and vendor station and groundskeeper's shed, Silvio Rudolf Massena would talk to his family about the signatures.

He talked about DiMaggio's J, the tiny loop at the bottom of the letter, a micro-hesitation before the stroke committed, like a man who started to say something and reconsidered for a fraction of a second before continuing. It was not hesitation from uncertainty. It was hesitation from precision, the pause of a man who wanted to get it right. He talked about Williams's aggressive slant, the way the T in Ted came down hard, like a man settling an argument once and for all. He talked about Mantle's M in 1955, fast and a little sloppy, the M of a twenty-three-year-old who had more important things to do than be careful about how his name went down on paper.

"The signature is the man," he would say, in the kitchen, with a glass of wine and the pen he produced from his breast pocket like a conjurer producing a coin. "You have to feel the speed. When you can feel how fast he wrote it, and at what angle, and with how much pressure, then you have it. Until then, you're just copying. Copying is nothing. Feeling is everything."

His children heard this and thought it was an old man's philosophy.

His grandson Gavin heard it and understood it as an instruction.
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CHAPTER THREE: PULLMAN CAR POKER
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The Yankees' Pullman car headed for Detroit, the summer of 1952.

Joe DiMaggio sat at the back, near a window with solid green curtains drawn against the late afternoon sun and the gazes of trackside onlookers who had a habit of pressing their faces against whatever glass was available whenever the Yankees' train slowed near a station. His long chin was propped in his cupped hands, right elbow on his right knee, index finger pointing up along the side of his nose in the specific posture of a man who has been sitting in a train for four hours and has exhausted the two things he usually did to pass the time, reading the morning papers and sleeping, and has arrived at the philosophical middle distance of a long road trip. He looked, from a distance, like a man engaged in contemplation. He was not. He was watching Mickey Mantle.

Mantle sat four rows ahead of him, with his left arm draped over the seat back and a bottle of beer balanced on his knee with the careless confidence of a twenty-year-old man who has recently understood that his body will forgive almost anything. He was laughing at something Billy Martin had said, Martin always had something, and the laugh was the open, unself-conscious laugh of a man from Commerce, Oklahoma who had not yet had sufficient reason to modify his personality for public consumption. The grin was enormous. The sound was too.

DiMaggio watched him with the complicated feeling that the very good sometimes have about the very talented. DiMaggio's speed was gone; the heel spur had taken the last of it, and what remained was the knowledge of how good he had been and the diminishing returns of carrying that knowledge in a body that was no longer the body in which the knowledge had been assembled. He played now on technique and intelligence and reputation, the last being a resource that depleted more slowly than the others. And here was this boy, this muscle-bound, bone-headed, cheerful-as-a-new-puppy Oklahoman, filling the stadium every night with the sound of people watching something they'd never seen before. The long, slow swivel of fifty thousand heads. The collective held breath. And then the crack, and the ball going places that architecture had not anticipated, and the eruption.

DiMaggio had worked thirty years to make playing baseball in New York look effortless. Mantle made it look like he couldn't believe his luck.

These are not reconcilable aesthetics.

"Who's got the cards?" called Billy Martin from mid-car. He was leaning across an aisle seat with his cap turned backward and his voice carrying the specific quality of a man who knows the answer to his own question but asks it anyway to begin a ritual. The poker game that broke out on every road trip had the quality of a vespers service, a call to gather, a specific cast, a familiar liturgy of bets and counter-bets and accusations and the telling of long stories at
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“The love was real. The signatures were not.”
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