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				Dedicated to all those out there grinding and smiling at minor-league ballparks every summer

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					When you get to Asheville

					Write me if you will

					Tell me how you’re doing

					How it’s treating you.

					—“Asheville,” from the musical Bright Star

					Don’t tell me about the labor pains.

					Just show me the baby.

					—Ron McKee, GM, Asheville Tourists Baseball Club
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				PROLOGUE

				
					LET’S START WITH A BANG

					“Oh man, I think that sumbitch is actually dead!”

					It was a hair-dryer-in-the-face-hot Sunday afternoon at McCormick Field, home of the Asheville Tourists of the South Atlantic League, the proud but not great Class A affiliate of the Colorado Rockies, the first full step of every ballplayer’s cleat-wearing march toward the big leagues. On this day in 1994, amid a summer when those big leagues were constantly on the cusp of shutting down their season over money, McCormick Field was the perfect antidote for everyone’s MLB illness. It was everything that is right about baseball. A perfectly picturesque all-American throwback minor-league ballpark, just as it was when it was christened in 1924 and just as it still is today. A grandstand packed with patrons, buzzed in the box seats on cold beer and peanuts, and none of it had cost them more than a few bucks. A baseball bandbox carved into a Blue Ridge mountainside, laced with the unmistakable scent of western North Carolina honeysuckle blooms. A circle of gray concrete, green vines, and a kaleidoscope of advertising billboards, all wrapped around a diamond of a ballfield that for nearly a century has been tread upon by the Cooperstown-bound cleats of Ty Cobb, Babe Ruth, and Willie Stargell, as well as thousands of minor leaguers whose names and unfulfilled big-league dreams have been lost to time.

					In 1924, in the ballpark’s first official professional game, Cobb’s notoriously sharp cleats churned the dirt around McCormick Field’s second base, sprinting around the bag after he slapped a home run. In 1948, Jackie Robinson patrolled that same dirt, in town with the barnstorming Brooklyn Dodgers. Now, seventy summers after Cobb and nearly forty-six years to that exact day after Robinson’s visit, surrounded by minor leaguers of 1994, I was convinced that the very same spot of earth where the Georgia Peach and No. 42 had once roamed had just become a crime scene.

					The shouter was right. Yes, that sumbitch really did look dead.

					Looking back now, I am embarrassed at my surprise. After all, the man who lay motionless where the now-scorched infield dirt met the now-blown-back edge of the outfield grass was known as Captain Dynamite and his Exploding Coffin of Death.

					I was a recent college graduate making $100 a week (cash) working in the Asheville Tourists’ front office. We had a summertime calendar packed with game day entertainers, everything from an Elvis impersonator (“Elvis Himselvis”) and a Blues Brothers–themed comedy act to appearances from Ronald McDonald and Billy Bird, the mascot of the Class AAA Louisville Redbirds. Billy was a much more affordable option than the most famous feathered mascot in all of sports, the San Diego Chicken.

					Every performer commanded an appearance fee, covering an extremely wide financial scale. Most asked for several thousand dollars for one evening’s work at the ballyard. It was worth it. Every scheduled performance, whether it be a brand-name Chicken or a AAA Billy, brought an instant boost to that night’s ticket sales. But there were seventy-one home games in a Minor League Baseball season, and every team had only so much money to spend on pregame acts.

					In other words, not every night can feature Elvis Himselvis or the Blues Brothers. Sometimes you must book Captain Dynamite and his Exploding Coffin of Death. I believe his fee was $500 (also cash).

					Among the endless tasks that can be found on the to-do list of a minor-league ball club’s young, fresh-legged $100 employees is aiding those game day entertainers, helping out with whatever they might need. That could mean lending a hand to carry equipment to the field or sneaking them a postshow six-pack from the beer cooler. When the good Captain rolled up to the ballpark in a well-rusted station wagon, he made it known that he required no such aid. In a superpolite, almost hushed tone, the overtanned fire hydrant of a man smiled and explained that he had brought his own road crew. He pointed to a hard-around-the-edges woman, a living Andrew Wyeth image that I assumed to be his wife, and a half-dozen unbathed children. I supposed they were his grandchildren. Captain Dynamite was seventy-eight years of age but looked at least thirty years older than that.

					Like redneck clockwork, the little Dynamites each grabbed a panel of foam board from the back of the Family Truckster and carried it through the stadium service entrance toward the playing field. There, they constructed a rudimentary rectangular box atop the dirt just behind second base.

					Spoiler alert: The “Coffin” wasn’t a coffin at all. It was a homemade foam faux sarcophagus that had been painted black, but not well enough in a few spots to hide the “3M Insulation” logos. As for the “of Death” part of the setup, well, that looked pretty damn real. At least it certainly felt real as the Captain began carefully stuffing the box with old-school explosives, bright red sticks with long fuses that looked as if they had been stolen directly from the ACME stash of Wile E. Coyote. They even had “TNT” printed on them. After packing the Coffin with the Death, our hero proceeded to pull a dark green jumpsuit over his jeans and dirty T-shirt, complete with well-worn all-caps “CAPTAIN DYNAMITE” embroidered across his back, along with the smoke-stained orange cloth image of an explosion. He then yanked a heavily scarred motorcycle helmet over his head, climbed into the foam board casket, and lay down among the explosives like a hillbilly Dracula as the lid was sealed above him. His crew shuffled down to the end of the wire, settling in alongside the first baseline, where Wile E.’s T-handled detonator machine was standing by.

					I was watching all this unfold from the steps of the home dugout, only 150 feet or so from the coffin. I purposely stood a little lower than earth line, should that dugout suddenly need to become a fallout shelter. One by one, the Asheville Tourists ballplayers filled the space around me, mouths agape, as the countdown from the press box reverberated throughout McCormick Field and the surrounding neighborhood.

					“Ten…nine…eight…seven…”

					Anyone who had watched television over the previous few decades likely recognized the seat-rattling bass tone of the public-address announcer. Not the name but certainly the voice. It was broadcasting pioneer Sam Zurich, now a retiree living in the North Carolina mountains. For years he voiced promos and commercials for CBS television and local stations across the Carolinas. Sam had seen it all. He was the model of an unflappable broadcasting professional. But as he looked down from his press box perch to the coffin below, even Sam’s rock-solid tone carried a hint of “Exactly what in the world are we counting down to here?”

					“Six…five…four…”

					All 1,100 fans in attendance were on their feet. I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was Tourists righty pitcher John Thomson. He was on his way to a ten-year big-league career. But not yet. Today he was a twenty-year-old prospect half-jokingly handing out batting helmets to those of us in the dugout. “Just in case,” he explained in his Mississippi accent. “Some of that guy’s body parts might come flying in here.”

					“Three…two…one…”

					BOOM.

					The concussion from the explosion was so forceful that the tiny ballpark could barely contain it. The ground was shaken with such power that a plastic cup from the box seats had been blown in from above, dropped from the hand of a temporarily incapacitated baseball fan, and splashed Pepsi all over the floor of the dugout. A flock of startled birds launched from the trees that towered behind the outfield fence. In the distance, car alarms could be heard from every parking lot around McCormick Field, whistles and chimes triggered by the blast. Everyone in the building reflexively raised their hands to their faces, covering their ears, eyes, or both.

					When my eyes finally reopened and focused on the field, all I could see was a giant rising cloud of white smoke and falling debris of red infield dirt. That dirt was mixed with hundreds of pieces of black, silver, and pink foam, all dancing back to the ground like snow. The debris field was large. My initial reaction was, This is going to take forever to clean up. My second thought was formed as the smoke lifted and the Captain finally came into view, lying facedown in the dirt, not moving so much as one finger as the Family Dynamite scrambled toward him. I never spoke my reaction aloud. I didn’t have to. One of the ballplayers said it for me.

					“Oh man, I think that sumbitch is actually dead!”

					Prior to the performance we had been told that the Captain was in the middle of what amounted to his farewell tour. After four decades, several thousand explosions on everything from county fairgrounds to drag strips, and at least two arrests on charges of improper storage of explosives, Patrick O’Brien was grooming his replacement. Lady Dynamite was already making a simultaneous circuit of summertime ballpark stops, a much younger and much more spangly female version of the act, complete with an Evel Knievel–style cape covering her shoulders and a thong-anchored bodysuit of her own design that covered nothing. But right now, we were thinking that her predecessor’s farewell tour was over. Best we could tell, he had just said farewell to life.

					Captain Dynamite’s crew shook him and screamed at him, all while the remnants of his Coffin of Death settled onto the infield around them. The weathered woman leaned into his helmeted face. I couldn’t tell if perhaps she’d stuck smelling salts under his nose or if maybe she had slapped him. Whatever she did, it worked. Captain Dynamite’s limbs stiffened, he sat up, and with the assistance of his family/crew, he rose to stand atop wobbly knees and waved to the audience, our jaws collectively unhinged.

					Take that, Death.

					My coworkers and I ran onto the field to start picking up the debris. I jogged by a stunned Captain Dynamite as he left the field, his arms draped over his companions’ shoulders for support as a small trail of blood trickled down one cheek. “Great job!” I said, giving him a thumbs-up. He looked at me and smiled wearily. Clearly, he had no idea what I’d just said. She barked into his ear, “He says you did a great job!” Captain Dynamite replied, but his hushed tone was long gone, his ears no doubt ringing like the bells of St. Paul’s.

					“THANK YOU VERY MUCH!”

					I think he tried to wink at me, but that’s when I realized that one of his eyes was glass. I also think he tried to give me a return thumbs-up, but that’s when I discovered that he was two fingers short of a full set. Scooting along behind the couple was one of the children, a boy of perhaps seven years of age, who looked me right in the eye as he dragged a roll of wire behind him and said, “My daddy done blowed himself up.”

					As the Dynamites loaded back into their station wagon with the Captain’s five hundred bucks, we hurriedly ran off the field, dragging trash bags that we had just stuffed with a thousand Coffin of Death remnants. As we stepped off the diamond, the home-team Asheville Tourists, in their sparkling pinstriped home whites, trotted by us to take up their positions and take on the Hickory Crawdads. Another shout echoed throughout McCormick Field. It came from behind home plate.

					“Play ball!”

				

			

		

	
		
		
			PREGAME

			
				WELCOME TO THE CIRCUS OF BASEBALL

				It was a cold mid-December Friday morning. I was hurtling southbound on I-85 somewhere between Clemson, South Carolina, and Atlanta and I was panicking. It was that most helpless kind of panic when everything is so silent around you that it only intensifies your dismay. Your brain sounds like a blender in your skull, and you can feel a hot pulse pounding through the side of your neck.

				My anxiety was a sign of the times. My times as well as America’s. I was six months out of college and without full-time employment. My parents were well past the point of being happy to have me back in the house. I’d been handed my diploma and pushed out into the middle of a recession recovery. And, okay, if I’m being honest, I was being too picky. I didn’t want any job. I wanted a cool job. Now, with maybe, possibly, hopefully a chance to land said awesome gig—a job in professional baseball—I was in the process of having a mid-interstate panic attack.

				Why was I so panicked? Because the skies were pouring an umbrella-useless icy rain, my brand-new Pontiac Grand Am was skating down the highway like a Zamboni, and I was running late. Why was I late? Because that morning I had crashed that brand-new Pontiac Grand Am, bending the right front corner, and now I feared that crumpled sheet metal was rubbing the tire beneath it like a cheese grater as I raced along the interstate. All this while I was also trying to decide: Should I lose even more minutes off the clock by pulling over at the next pay phone to call ahead with my excuse for being late, or should I wait and plead my case in person after I had already been late? Yes, a pay phone. It was 1993.

				How had I ended up in this predicament? Because I’d spent the night in Clemson on the sofa of my high school crush, whom I was once again trying to convince to love me, even though I knew it was never going to happen. Just like in high school. I’d overslept on that couch of sadness and in my hurry to get on the road for Atlanta had immediately slammed my new car into the trunk of a much older car that was backing out of a parking space in the apartment complex of the girl who was never going to love me.

				It had already been one of the worst days of my young life, and it wasn’t yet eleven a.m.

				My destination was the Atlanta Marriott Marquis, host of the 1993 edition of the Baseball Winter Meetings, the annual December gathering of the wheelers and dealers who keep America’s Pastime running. For decades, the Winter Meetings had been the bunkhouse stampede of sports job fairs. There were no rules. Just a horde of baby-faced college graduates like myself, invading baseball’s biggest off-season business convention to hound front-office executives for jobs. A tidal wave of overeager twentysomethings endlessly walking the halls of the host hotel, desperately trying not to look desperate as they stalked those executives, résumés in hand and crazed looks in their eyes.

				But this year, for the first time ever, that hunting and gathering process was being organized and corporatized, managed by a brand-new group called Sports Jobs Incorporated. Or maybe it was Jobs in Sports Incorporated or Work in Baseball Inc. Whatever. I forget the exact name now, but I certainly knew it at the time when I’d scribbled it onto the payee line of the $150 check that I’d mailed in with my registration form. The same form that had informed me that I absolutely had to be signed in at the Marriott Marquis by noon on Friday, December 10, no ifs, ands, or buts. But there was no question if I was going to make it by then. I wasn’t.

				In the trunk of my just-battered Grand Am was my own box of résumés, a hot-off-the-Kinko’s-press two pages of illustrious life accomplishments (“Part-time high school football correspondent, Monroe Enquirer-Journal”), paired with a cassette tape. On that Memorex was a one-hour compilation of what I had determined to be my best broadcasting moments from the just-finished fall football season. Scratchy recordings made in poorly lit municipal stadiums of my Friday nights and Saturday afternoons spent as the play-by-play voice of the Forest Hills High School Yellow Jackets of Marshville, North Carolina (“Welcome to the hometown of Randy Travis, country music’s finest!”) and NCAA Division II’s Wingate University (“Go Bulldogs!”). I had also thrown in a few minutes of my only baseball experience on a microphone, a not-great recording of me doing one game of public-address announcing at my alma mater, the University of Tennessee, calling out lineups and official scoring to the dozens in attendance for a midweek daytime game at the Volunteers’ home ballpark, Lindsey Nelson Stadium.

				When I listen to that tape now, I hear a kid trying to sound like a man, a youthful Southern-fried voice pushed from way too deep in the back of my throat through the low-def filter of either a college ballpark PA system, a rural AM radio tower (WIXE 1190 AM, “Wixie in Dixie!”), or local cable access Channel 69, my voice used as the background audio for the want ads of the Union County Community Calendar (“Yard sale this Saturday at the Blevins’ house over on Magnolia Street!”).

				But when I compiled that tape back then, I was convinced that on it was the sound of the next Red Barber, Mel Allen, or the namesake of my public-address location, Lindsey Nelson. Those Southern-raised gentlemen all managed to “overcome” their accents by charming their way into the ears and hearts of baseball-loving Americans. They had ascended from Columbus, Mississippi; Birmingham, Alabama; and Pulaski, Tennessee, to work in the press boxes of Ebbets Field, Yankee Stadium, and Candlestick Park. If those guys could find their ways from those hometowns to the Baseball Hall of Fame, then certainly I could get to Cooperstown from my own birthplace of Rockingham, North Carolina, right?

				I was convinced that my first steps along the path they had trailblazed were to begin now, in an Atlanta ballroom. My plan was to launch my career as a legendary baseball play-by-play man by leveraging whatever resources my $150 fee paid to Baseball Jobs of America Inc. (or whatever it was) to wow the general manager of some Minor League Baseball team with my wit, skill, and can’t-miss broadcasting potential. Who cared which of the 173 MiLB teams it might be? I wasn’t greedy.

				Forget that earlier that fall I had already mailed that same résumé and cassette tape to one hundred of those teams, hand-scribbling their addresses and names that I had painstakingly procured from the 1993 Baseball America Directory and likely gaining a bout of glue poisoning from licking the stamps for all those manila envelopes. From those hundred letters, I had received precisely one response. It was from the gregarious Curt Bloom, voice of the Class AA Birmingham Barons, who said he figured (correctly) that I had already faced a ton of rejection and/or apathy, but to keep my chin up and get my butt to the Winter Meetings in December, airchecks in hand, just as he had done a few years earlier to get his big baseball break.

				Also forget that I had started that same autumn by totally blowing a shot at my other dream job. The week after college graduation, I’d scored an interview with ESPN for an entry-level production assistant (PA) position. PAs answered the phones, ran teleprompter, and cut highlights for the likes of Baseball Tonight and SportsCenter. I’d flown myself to Bristol, Connecticut, and was ushered into the office of Al Jaffe, an original 1979 employee of the Worldwide Leader in Sports and the man who was responsible for hiring everyone. Like, everyone, for real, from production assistants to anchors. To my unprepared surprise, it was less a job interview and more a sports quiz, with questions carefully selected by Jaffe to lean away from any natural regional knowledge. For a Southerner, that meant “Who do you think is the favorite to win this year’s Vezina Trophy?” I didn’t know what that was, so I assumed it was a hockey question. I made a joke that unless he had any questions about the 1980 USA “Miracle on Ice” team, I wasn’t going to be able to answer any hockey questions. I even tried to make a folksy joke about manure. “Hey, the only hockey we see in North Carolina is horse hockey we just stepped in.” I might as well have jumped up onto his desk and started clogging while whistling the theme from The Andy Griffith Show. When he asked me what I ultimately wanted to do for a career, I told him that I dreamed of becoming a play-by-play man. He responded coldly, “You need to know that’s not what this job and this career path in production is about.”

				The interview went so poorly that when it mercifully ended and Jaffe pointed toward his door, I asked him how I would know if I’d gotten the job. He explained that he interviewed kids like me all the time and kept us ranked based on how we’d performed in our interviews. When a PA position came open, he’d start at the top of those rankings and make calls offering the job, working his way down the list until someone said yes. He never got past the first couple of names. Then he warned me that the names stayed on his list for only one year. Jaffe looked at his desk calendar and said that if I hadn’t heard from him by one year from that day, by August 19, 1994, I could safely assume ESPN had chosen to go in another direction and so should I. He then demonstratively flipped a couple of pages of paper before what I assumed was finally writing down my name. I wasn’t merely not at the top of any post-interview power rankings. I was barely on the clipboard. That night at the Radisson across the street from ESPN HQ, I slipped into the swimming pool so that no one could see me crying.

				That fall, living back home with my parents in Monroe, North Carolina, I covered high school games for the local newspaper, where I’d sit atop the grandstand, far from anyone else, “broadcasting” play-by-play into a cassette recorder, simply for the practice and to have something on tape in case anyone wanted to hear it. That led to the radio gig at WIXE in Dixie. There I worked alongside fabled local sportscaster James “Foxx” Reddish. The Foxx was a subwoofer-voiced man who weighed at least three hundred pounds and would fling himself up onto the roof of the press box by swinging like a pendulum from the fire escape ladder until he built up enough momentum to go full Simone Biles. Foxx was a fantastic storyteller and during timeouts would regale me with tales from his time as the voice of the Monroe Pirates, a Class A Western Carolinas League baseball team who’d played a season at the same aluminum stadium where we now called small college football games. The Foxx also repeated what Curt Bloom had told me, that my best chance at landing a baseball gig was to get to Atlanta that December and, in his words, “sell yourself harder than an Avon Lady of the Night.” I still don’t know exactly what that meant. I just knew I needed to attend the Winter Meetings.

				So, that’s how I ended up on a pay phone alongside I-85 in the pouring rain, scrounging up enough quarters from beneath the seats of my wrecked Pontiac to call ahead to Atlanta and let the people at the Get a Baseball Job Inc. sign-in desk know that I was going to be late. I thought that perhaps if I shared the story of my twice-brokenhearted trip (girl and wreck), they would take pity on me and allow me to check in late instead of throwing my nametag into the trash along with my baseball hopes and dreams.

				“Hello, Sports Baseball Jobs Incorporated, how may I help you?”

				“Yes, my name is Ryan McGee….”

				“I can’t hear you.”

				“Sorry, I’m on a rest stop pay phone right off the highway and…”

				“Who is this?!”

				“MY NAME IS RYAN MCGEE AND I AM RUNNING LATE BECAUSE I WAS IN A CAR ACCIDENT THIS MORNING AND I AM RUNNING LATE AND I WANTED TO SEE IF I COULD CHECK IN OVER THE PHONE NOW OR LATER TODAY IN PERSON BECAUSE I AM RUNNING LATE! THE REGISTRATION FORM SAID I COULDN’T BE THERE LATER THAN NOON AND I AM RUNNING LATE.”

				“Yeah, okay, whatever, Ron, that’s fine. Just get here when you can.”

				Click.

				An hour and a half later, a solid forty-five minutes past the check-in deadline, I sprinted into a side ballroom off the cavernous lobby of the Marriott Marquis, pointed there by a sign on an easel that read “Baseball Job Fair.” As I approached the sign-in table, the shoulders of my navy sport coat and the cuffs of my Dockers khakis were both saturated with cold rainwater. I also wore a very slick semi-silk 1990s necktie, featuring a high-concept design involving a collage of golden baseballs. I was very proud of that necktie. Out of breath, I ran to the table, and there was my nametag and arrival packet, along with at least fifty others’. Apparently, a lot of people were having days just as bad as mine.

				I gathered up my lungs, clipped my nametag to my blazer, and stepped into the next room. It was like looking into a hall of mirrors. Dark-haired twentysomething college graduates as far as the eye could see, all wearing navy sport coats, Dockers, and their own funky, slick baseball neckties they were no doubt very proud of. One wall of the ballroom was lined with a dozen rolling bulletin boards, adorned with rows of brown manila envelopes. Each envelope had a number, which represented a job opening, and a sheet of paper containing a list of times and empty rows. Every single one of those envelopes represented a chance.

				A sales position with the Arkansas Travelers…an assistant grounds crew opening with the El Paso Diablos…a concessions manager gig with the Beloit Snappers. Some had a salary posted in the description. Some. The majority had a salary “range” listed, and the diminutive size of those financial figures made all too obvious the importance of the next phrase written: “plus commission.” I was deflated by the fact that there were very few radio jobs posted. The overwhelming majority of listings were for internships, and the going pay rate for those foot-in-the-door gigs was $100 per week. Undeterred, we the Dudes in Dockers began furiously stuffing those envelopes with our résumés, and those of us looking for broadcasting jobs delicately rubber-banded those papers around our cassette tapes.

				Then we waited.

				“MCGEE!”

				The shout came from a pack of Dockers Dudes standing around a table across the room. It was a college pal, the great Carlton Adcock of Bristol, Tennessee. We’d become friends as students at the University of Tennessee because we’d operated in a shared circle of students with part-time jobs in the athletic department. Carlton is one of the all-time great guys. His smile, laugh, and perpetual good-time attitude that generates that smile and laugh have always been like kudzu. They spread so fast they can’t be stopped. “Infectious” has become an overused word, but not when it comes to describing my friend Carlton. That dude is infectious, and in the best possible way. Remember that lone baseball announcing job that I had during college, the one at Lindsey Nelson Stadium that I recorded and included on the tapes I was now dropping into those manila envelopes in Atlanta? It was Carlton who got me that gig. I never asked for it. He just knew that I dreamed of being on a microphone talking about baseball. He knew because he’s always been a great listener. He even does this thing with his head where he tilts it to the side, locks eyes with you, and nods while you talk. That rare, real listener. So, when he was working in the press box at Tennessee as a student and the regular public-address guy asked for a day off, Carlton Adcock’s first reaction was to tell his coworkers, “Don’t worry, I’ve got a guy who would be perfect for this,” and he called me.

				“Dude, are we stuck in a khakis factory right now or what?” he said as he shook my hand, letting loose a signature Carlton Adcock laugh and causing me to do the same. He introduced me to another fellow recent Tennessee graduate, Mark Seaman. I didn’t know Mark, but I’d heard about him through some other friends. More than a few times I had heard that he too was a good guy. The three of us compared notes on our Winter Meetings experiences. It was easy to feel a little less overwhelmed by it all when I learned that I wasn’t alone. We were all overwhelmed. We also quickly realized that the three of us had dropped our résumés into a lot of the same envelopes. Neither one of them wanted to be broadcasters, but once I’d discovered how few radio jobs were listed, I’d decided to throw my name into some of the internship listings, too.

				“Wait,” Carlton said, pointing to the door. “Here comes someone who looks official.”

				Every now and then, a team employee would indeed enter the room. They were easy to spot, seeing as how they were usually the only person over the age of twenty-five. Every adult entrance would send a nervous hush sweeping over our side of the room, where we all just stood there not knowing what to do with ourselves. The grown-up would take down one of the overstuffed envelopes and leave. A few hours later, that same person would return and rehang the envelope, now with the names of the worthiest applicants scribbled next to the time slots along with a location. Until the Winter Meetings were over at the close of the weekend, job interviews could be seen taking place scattered throughout every corner of the Marriott Marquis.

				“8:00 AM, JIMMY LARSON, ROOM 435” or “1:15 PM, IVAN JABLONSKY, MAGNOLIA CONFERENCE ROOM” or “4:45 PM, KELLY JOHNSON, HOTEL BAR.”

				Whenever someone entered the room to repost an envelope with appointment listings, they were surrounded like Tippi Hedren in Alfred Hitchcock’s The Birds. It was the sports version of the classic high school drama department scene, when the theater teacher posts the cast list for the big spring musical and everyone who auditioned swarms to the wall to see who got what part and who got left out. Every envelope posted brought claps of joy, groans of disappointment, and lots of swear words either way. Those noises only got louder as the Winter Meetings entered the second and then third and final day, as potential job opportunities started running out and the wall of manila envelopes dwindled to only a few scattered notices across the vastness of the bulletin boards. The ranks of the Dudes in Dockers would thin out, too, as people either accepted jobs and triumphantly left for home to pack for the upcoming baseball season or became so frustrated at their lack of scheduled interviews that they angrily decided to cut and run.

				“Man, I’ve applied for thirty jobs, and I’ve had zero interviews,” one guy said, eyes red and fists clinched, as we sat on a bench outside the ballroom. He was so incensed that he was venting to me, a total stranger, about how he was going to find someone, anyone, from Baseball Jobs Are Great Inc. and demand his $150 back. “Sorry to get so worked up, dude. It’s just, I so do not want to go back home and work for my dad’s accounting firm. Because accounting sucks. And because he told me this baseball thing was going to be a waste of time.”

				Thankfully, I’d never lacked for parental support. My family loved baseball. Dad loved the Yankees; brother Sam loved the Orioles; and I loved the Red Sox. Our longtime family hobby was “collecting” ballparks together, spending many a summer day driving to towns throughout North and South Carolina to attend minor-league games and check another stadium off the list. My love for Minor League Baseball began when I was a little guy and we lived in Shelby, North Carolina, a town of fifteen thousand people tucked into the foothills of the Appalachians, and yes, home to a professional baseball team, the rookie-level Shelby Reds and then Pirates. They played at the local high school in tiny Shelby Veterans Stadium. Most nights it was me, my father, brother, and mother, sitting among a crowd of dozens, made up mostly of player girlfriends, parents, and baseball scouts. We went to spaghetti dinner meet and greets hosted by the “Shelby Pirates Boosters” and arrived during batting practice on game nights to talk to the players at the grandstand fence. Then we would pore over the big-league box scores in The Shelby Daily Star to see if any of those players we’d chatted up at the chicken-wire fence had finally made it to what players toiling in the minors have always called “The Show.”

				The summer I remember best was that of the 1979 Shelby Pirates. A total of thirty-one players spent at least some time in Shelby that season, and only three of them went on from there to the majors, all as bench players with only full-time season shared between them. But in Shelby, they had been our superheroes. I loved a catcher out of San Diego State named Pat Rubino. He’d been super nice to me at the ballpark early in the season, he’d hit sixteen home runs that summer, and, more importantly, I thought his name sounded cool. Rubino never made it any higher than the Western Carolinas League.

				My little brother, Sam, developed a great relationship with a Puerto Rican first baseman named Eddie Vargas. He had broad shoulders and an even broader smile, and he was a masher. He hit thirty-one homers in 126 games, including one four-bagger that was straight out of Hollywood, when he’d promised brother Sam during pregame that he would hit one out for him and immediately did just that. My brother was five years old. Eddie played pro ball for fifteen years, including two in the big leagues with Pittsburgh. A decade after his called shot in Shelby, Vargas was playing for the Class AA Chattanooga Lookouts and my brother, now fifteen, shouted down to him from the stands in Greenville, South Carolina. Eddie immediately replied, “Sam!”

				See? Superheroes.

				Growing up in the Carolinas, there were so many minor-league ballparks to visit, in seemingly every town across each state. Throughout the 1980s we McGees drove to the classic old textile mill town wooden grandstands such as Duncan Park, home of the Spartanburg Phillies, and Sims Legion Field, home of the Gastonia Rangers, as well as the shiny new made-for-MLB-expansion digs of the Class AAA Charlotte Knights. Whenever a new team would move into a town, we would figure out a way to go see them, even if it was hours away. We watched a teenager named Chipper Jones hit bombs for the Macon Braves against the Myrtle Beach Hurricanes, ricocheting off the aluminum stands of Coastal Carolina College. We drove to Durham Athletic Park to watch Ron Gant and David Justice play for the Durham Bulls on the same field and during the same time that Kevin Costner and Susan Sarandon were in town to shoot Bull Durham.

				Our favorite ballpark of them all was the one where Costner’s character, Crash Davis, hit the final homer of his fictional career, the dinger that set the minor-league career home run record. It was McCormick Field, home of the Asheville Tourists. Dad loved the place because the old creaky wooden bandbox grandstand reminded him of the textile-mill-league parks where he grew up watching and playing ball in eastern North Carolina. Mom loved it because it was tucked into the side of the mountain that lined Asheville’s Biltmore Village, where the Vanderbilt family had once roamed as they built the American castle known as Biltmore Estate. My brother loved it because he, a tremendous high school infielder, imagined blasting a long ball over the short right-field fence. I loved McCormick Field because it was America’s oldest minor-league ballpark, once the playground of Cobb, Ruth, and Jackie Robinson. Living baseball history located just a couple of hours from our driveway.

				During the 1980s, no fewer than nineteen towns and cities across the Carolinas were home to a Minor League Baseball team, ranging from the rookie rosters of the Western Carolinas and Appalachian Leagues up the ladder to the Class A South Atlantic League, Carolina League, and AA showcases of the Southern League. If you threw in the teams located just over the Virginia, Tennessee, and Georgia state lines, the number of ballparks to visit doubled. By the time I was a high school senior, we had visited more than twenty minor-league stadiums, giddily spending our late-night drives back home reviewing everything from the ballpark itself to the quality of the hot dogs to the creativity of the promotional contests, guests, and giveaways. We’d seen Max Patkin, aka the Clown Prince of Baseball, gyrate up and down the baselines while spewing geysers of water from his cartoonish face. We’d eaten popcorn out of cardboard containers that after the food was gone could be refashioned into a megaphone. We’d stood in line for commemorative mini bats and cheap corporate-logoed ball caps, and collected so many plastic soda tumblers from so many teams that my mother had to issue a McGee family minor-league stadium cup moratorium. Nary a lunch was served in our house that didn’t feature the logo of the Durham Bulls, Greensboro Hornets, or Greenville Braves. I once won an entire room’s worth of baseball-themed wallpaper for throwing a ball through a tire at a Spartanburg Phillies game.

				That’s what made the sting even more acute as the hours and days ticked by at those Winter Meetings in Atlanta. One by one, those teams that my family had driven so far to see, from the Fayetteville Generals and the Augusta Pirates to the Burlington Indians and the Knoxville Smokies, every one of those places and teams that I loved so much had looked over my résumé and responded with a resounding NOPE.

				It lifted my spirits a little when I made the decision to stop sitting on those benches outside the ballroom with the other Dudes in Dockers, all of us loitering there looking like a better-dressed but just-as-sad version of the people in those old photos you see from the Great Depression, hanging around outside the Acme Employment Company waiting for a truck to come by with work. Instead, I got up and walked the aisles of the adjacent baseball industry trade show. It was hardball Disneyland. Booth after booth of all the items and characters that my family had paid to own and see, all on display in the same place at the same time and all hoping, like me, to catch the eye of a team executive.

				There was Morganna the Kissing Bandit, the busty blonde who became famous in the 1970s and ’80s for jumping fences and sprinting across ballfields in the middle of games to place pecks on the surprised lips of Cal Ripken Jr., Nolan Ryan, and their fellow MLB All-Stars. Her first bolt onto a ballfield was in 1971 at Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium. When a friend dared her to dash out and make out with Pete Rose, the seventeen-year-old exotic dancer did just that, running past former Asheville Tourists manager Sparky Anderson to do it. A stunned Rose said to her, “You crazy f—ing broad!” He called the next day to apologize for his language, in theory because he was a gentleman. The reality is that he wanted to see her—all 60-23-39 of her—again. In Atlanta, Morganna Roberts told that story again and again from her booth, only four years after Rose was banned from baseball for gambling on games during his tenure as Reds manager. “I tell people that my career started with a bet, but Pete’s ended with one.”

				Now she would gladly do some on-field—and perfectly legal—smooching at someone’s minor-league ballpark for a price, or perhaps as a favor should that ballpark agree to sell her new Kissing Bandit Peanuts in their concession stands, oven-roasted goobers served in chrome-foiled bags adorned with giant pink kissy lips. Across the aisle from Morganna was a row of magicians. Next to them was BirdZerk! (always spelled with the exclamation point), a multicolored neon cockatoo-ish mascot that advertised itself as “the new bird on the block.” There were all sorts of assorted furry and feathered creatures gyrating around the convention hall, all vying for our attention and dollars. At one point I saw some sort of unicorn thing crash into what I think was supposed to be a Jedi from Star Wars, but as an unlicensed knockoff he looked more like an old, angry monk with a blue foam sword. After their collision, he gave the other a shove, and they had to be separated by their handlers. From inside the unicorn’s rainbow-horned head, I heard a muffled shout that I believe was “Screw you, Fake Skywalker!” I laughed, not yet realizing that I’d just had my own Yoda-ish vision of the future, which would come later that summer in the form of a mascot battle of blockbuster proportions.

				Running up and down the aisle between us all was a pack of border collies, leaping into the air to catch Frisbees being thrown from some booth elsewhere in the convention hall. “Welcome!” a man in a ringmaster’s uniform blared into a megaphone, attempting to draw attention to his booth that sold, well, megaphones. “To the circus of baseball!”

				Human and canine alike, they all hocked their talents amid a sensory overload of smells and sounds. Food service vendors popped new flavors of popcorn (cheeseburger flavored?), while ice cream vendors touted the space-age process of manufacturing liquid nitrogen-flash-frozen “Dippin’ Dots” aka THE ICE CREAM OF THE FUTURE! There were displays of crazy-shaped tickets, available now. There were displays of computerized systems with which one could more efficiently sell those tickets, also available now. There were baseball cards and baseball cups and foam baseball bats and baseball air fresheners filled with baseball potpourri that could make your car smell like a baseball field, and I knew that was available now because a salesperson hung one of those baseballs around my neck, and my face smelled like rose-infused infield grass for the next week.

				All the above was set to the simultaneous soundtracks of new ballpark organs, for-hire ballpark organists, for-hire national anthem singers, Elvis impersonators, and jazz bands. The biggest crowd to be found at any booth was packed five deep to see and hear the latest in ballpark technology, a personal computer that was filled with sound effects and music. No more scrambling through a box of cassette tapes in the press box to play the Jeopardy! theme when a coach was taking too long talking to his pitcher at the mound, “Singin’ in the Rain” when bad weather blew in, or “Three Blind Mice” aimed at the umpires after a bad call. Flabbergasted baseball people were lined up, blissfully giggling as they pointed-and-clicked through tunes and tones on one computer while illuminating balls and strikes counts via a digital scoreboard on the other.

				I watched them click away for a while. Then I paused to once again gawk at BirdZerk! As I did, Max Patkin walked by, caught a look at the fanciful fowl, rubbed his eyes like he was washing a set of windows, and shouted aloud to no one and everyone, “GOTDAMN, everybody! The 1960s have finally caught up with me!”

				The Clown Prince of Baseball was seventy-three years old and here in Atlanta to book appearances for his forty-ninth and what would end up becoming his penultimate season on the road. As he roamed the aisles of the trade show, he did so not in his signature baggy wool uniform with a “?” instead of a number, but rather in a suit with no tie and sporting a shirt that was unbuttoned entirely too low, with a collar that was popped entirely too high. Anyone who has seen Bull Durham would have recognized Patkin’s outfit immediately. It was the same one he sported in the film as he asked Susan Sarandon to dance in a Durham honky-tonk. I learned that day in Atlanta that his loosey-goosey dancing style in the movie was no exaggeration. Even now, selling his act and not performing it, Patkin moved around the room like liquid rubber, shaking hands as if his palms were covered in grease and strolling about the Marriott Marquis with a gait that made it look as though his feet were ice skates. But Max was tired. More than a few times over the course of the three days, I saw him sitting on a hotel bench or lobby chair, stroking his kneecaps or rubbing his feet when he thought no one was looking.

				On the second day of the Winter Meetings, with still no interviews booked, I was walking back from the trade show to check the wall of job envelopes when I ran into a former neighbor from Raleigh, North Carolina, a Matterhorn of a man and entrepreneur named Steve Bryant, who’d recently invested in the ownership of a
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