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It was summertime, and the living was easy for the Red Sox because Marty Rabb was throwing the ball past the New York Yankees in a style to which he’d become accustomed. I was there. In the skyview seats, drinking Miller High Life from a big paper cup, eating peanuts and having a very nice time. I wasn’t supposed to be having a nice time. I was supposed to be working. But now and then you can do both.

For serious looking at baseball there are few places better than Fenway Park. The stands are close to the playing field, the fences are a hopeful green and the young men in their white uniforms are working on real grass, the authentic natural article; under the actual sky in the temperature as it really is. No Tartan Turf. No Astrodome. No air conditioning. Not too many pennants over the years, but no Texans either. Life is adjustment. And I loved the beer.

The best pitcher I ever saw was Sandy Koufax, and the next best was Marty Rabb. Rabb was left-handed like Koufax, but bigger, and he had a hard slider that waited for you to commit yourself before it broke. While I shelled the last peanut in the bag he laid the slider vigorously on Thurman Munson and the Yankees were out in the eighth. While the sides changed I went for another bag of peanuts and another beer.

The skyviews were originally built in 1946 when the Red Sox had won their next-to-last pennant and had to have additional press facilities for the World Series. They were built on the roof of the grandstand between first and third. Since the World Series was not an annual ritual in Boston the press facilities were converted to box seats. You reached them over boardwalks laid on the tar and gravel roof of the grandstand and there was a booth up there for peanuts, beer, hot dogs and programs, and another for toilet facilities. All connected with broadwalks. Leisurely, no crowds. I got back to my seat just as the Sox were coming to bat and settled back with my feet up on the railing. Late June, sun, warmth, baseball, beer and peanuts. Ah, wilderness. The only flaw was that the gun on my right hip kept digging into my back. I adjusted.

Looking at a ball game is like looking through a stereopticon. Everything seems heightened. The grass is greener. The uniform whites are brighter than they should be. Maybe it’s the containment. The narrowing of focus. On the other hand maybe it’s the tendency to drink six or eight beers in the early innings. Whatever – Alex Montoya, the Red Sox center fielder, hit a home run in the last of the eighth. Rabb fell upon the Yankee hitters in the ninth like a cleaver upon a lamb chop and the game was over.

It was a Wednesday, and the crowd was moderate. No pushing and trampling. I strolled on down past them under the stands to the lower level. Down there it was dark and littered. A hundred programs rolled and dropped on the floor. The guys in the concession booths were already rolling down the steel curtains that closed them off like a bunch of roll-top desks. There were a lot of fathers and kids going out. And a lot of old guys with short cigars and plowed Irish faces that seemed in no hurry to leave. Peanut shells crunched underfoot.

Out on Jersey Street I turned right. Next door to the park is an office building with an advance sale ticket office behind plate glass and a small door that says Boston American League Baseball Club. I went in. There was a flight of stairs, dark wood, the walls a pale green latex. At the top another door. Inside a foyer in the same green latex with a dark green carpet and a receptionist with stiff blue hair. I said to the receptionist, ‘My name is Spenser. To see Harold Erskine.’ I tried to look like a short-relief prospect just in from Pawtucket. I don’t think I fooled her.

She said, ‘Do you have an appointment?’

I said, ‘Yes.’

She spoke into the intercom, listened to the answer and said, ‘Go in.’

Harold Erskine’s office was small and plain. There were two green file cabinets side by side in a corner, a yellow deal desk opposite the door, a small conference table, two straight chairs and a window that looked out on Brookline Ave. Erskine was as unpretentious as his office. He was a small plump man, bald on top. The gray that remained was cut close to his head. His face was round and red-cheeked, his hands pudgy. I’d read somewhere that he’d been a minor league shortstop and hit .327 one year at Pueblo. That had been a while ago; now he looked like a defrocked Santa.

‘Come in, Mr Spenser, enjoy the game?’

‘Yeah, thanks for the pass.’ I sat in one of the straight chairs.

‘My pleasure. Marty’s something else, isn’t he?’

I nodded. Erskine leaned back in his chair and cleaned the corners of his mouth with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand, drawing them together along his lower lip. ‘My attorney says I can trust you.’

I nodded again. I didn’t know his attorney.

Erskine rubbed his lip again. ‘Can I?’

‘Depends on what you want to trust me to do.’

‘Can you guarantee that what we say will be confidential, no matter what you decide?’

‘Yes.’ Erskine kept working on his lower lip. It looked clean enough to me.

‘What did my lawyer tell you when he called?’

‘He said you’d like to see me after today’s game and there’d be a pass waiting for me at the press entrance on Jersey Street if I wanted to watch the game first.’

‘What do you charge?’

‘A hundred a day and expenses. But I’m running a special this week, at no extra charge I teach you how to weave a blackjack.’

Erskine said, ‘I heard you were a wit.’ I wasn’t sure he believed it.

‘Your lawyer tell you that too?’ I asked.

‘Yes. He discussed you with a state police detective named Healy. I think Healy’s sister married my lawyer’s wife’s brother.’

‘Well, hell, Erskine. You know all you really can know about me. The only way you can find out if you can trust me is to try it. I’m a licensed private detective. I’ve never been to jail. And I have an open honest face. I’m willing to sit here and let you look at me for a while, I owe you for the free ball game, but eventually you’ll have to tell me what you want or ask me to leave.’

Erskine stared at me some more. His cheeks seemed a little redder and he was beginning to develop callous tissue on his lower lip. He brought his left hand down flat on the top of the desk. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘You’re right. I got no choice.’

‘It’s nice to be wanted,’ I said.

‘I want you to see if Marty Rabb’s got gambling connections.’

‘Rabb,’ I said. Snappy comebacks are one of my specialities.

‘That’s right, Rabb. There’s a rumor, no not even that, a whisper, a faint, pale hint, that Rabb might be shading a game now and then.’

‘Marty Rabb?’ I said. When I’ve got a good line I like to stick with it.

‘I know. It’s hard to believe. I don’t believe it, in fact. But it’s possible and it’s got to be checked. You know what even the rumor of a fix means to baseball.’

I nodded. ‘If you did have Rabb in your teacup you could make a buck, couldn’t you?’

Just hearing me say it made Erskine swallow hard. He leaned forward over the desk. ‘That’s right,’ he said. ‘You can get good odds against the Sox any time Marty pitches. If you could get that extra percentage by having Rabb on your end of the bet you could make a lot of money.’

‘He doesn’t lose much,’ I said. ‘What was he last year, twenty-five and six?’

‘Yeah, but when he does lose you could make a bundle. And even if he doesn’t lose, what if you’ve got money bet on the biggest inning. Marty could ease up a little at the right time. We don’t score much. We’re all pitching and defense, and speed. Marty wouldn’t have to give up many runs to lose, or many runs to make a big inning. If you bet right he wouldn’t have to do it very often.’

‘Okay, I agree, it would be a wise investment for someone to get Rabb’s cooperation. But what makes you think someone has?’

‘I don’t quite know. You hear things that don’t mean anything by themselves. You see stuff that doesn’t mean anything by itself. You know, Marty grooving one to Reggie Jackson at the wrong time. Could happen to anyone. Cy Young probably did it too. But after a while you get that funny feeling. And I’ve got it. I’m probably wrong. I got nothing hard. But I have to know. It’s not just the club, it’s Marty. He’s a terrific kid. If other people started to get the funny feeling it would destroy him. He’d be gone and no one would even have to prove it. He wouldn’t be able to pitch for the Yokohama Giants.’

‘Hiring a private cop to investigate him isn’t the best way to keep it quiet,’ I said.

‘I know, you’ve got to work undercover. Even if you proved him innocent the damage would be done.’

‘There’s another question there too. What if he’s guilty?’

‘If he’s guilty I’ll hound him out of baseball. The minute people don’t trust the integrity of the final score, the whole system goes right down the tube. But I’ve got to know first, and I’m betting there’s nothing to it. I’ve got to have absolute proof. And it’s got to be confidential.’

‘I’ve got to talk to people. I’ve got to be around the club. I can’t find out the truth without asking questions and watching.’

‘I know. We’ll have to come up with a story to cover that. I don’t suppose you play ball?’

‘I was the second leading hitter on the Vine Street Hawks in nineteen forty-six.’

‘Yeah, you ever stood up at the plate and had someone throw you a major league curve ball?’

I shook my head.

‘I have. Nineteen fifty-two, I went to spring training with the Dodgers and Clem Labine threw about ten of them at me the first intersquad game. It helped get me into the front office. Besides you’re too old.’

‘I didn’t think it showed,’ I said.

‘Well, I mean, for a ballplayer, starting out.’

‘How about a writer?’ I said.

‘The guys know all the writers.’

‘Not a sports reporter, a writer. A guy doing a book on baseball – you know, The Boys of Summer, The Summer Game, that stuff.’

Erskine thought about it. ‘Not bad,’ he said. ‘Not bad. You don’t look much like a writer, but hell, what’s a writer look like? Right? Why not? I’ll take you down, tell them you’re doing a book and you’re going to be hanging around the club and asking questions. It’s perfect. You know anything about writing?’

‘I’ve read some,’ I said.

‘I mean, can you sound like a writer? You look like the bouncer at a health club.’

‘I can keep from sounding as stupid as I look,’ I said.

‘Yeah, okay, it sounds good to me. I see no problem. But you gotta be, for crissake, discreet. I mean dis-goddamn-creet. Right?’

‘I am, as we writers say, the very soul of discretion. I’ll need a press pass or whatever credentials you people issue. And it is probably smart if you take me down and introduce me around.’

‘Yeah, I’ll take care of that.’ He looked at me and started working on his lip again. ‘This is between you and me,’ he said. ‘No one else knows. Not the manager, not the owners, not the players, nobody.’

‘How about your lawyer?’ I asked.

‘He is my own lawyer, not the club’s. He thinks I wanted you for personal business.’

‘Okay, when do I meet the team?’

Erskine looked at his watch. ‘Too late today, half of them are showered and gone. How about tomorrow? We’ll go in before the game and I’ll introduce you around.’

‘I’ll show up here about noon tomorrow then.’

‘Yeah,’ he said. ‘That’ll be good. You got a title for this book you’re supposed to be writing?’

‘I’m looking for sales appeal,’ I said. ‘How about The Sensuous Baseball?’

Erskine said he didn’t like that title. I went home to think of another one.
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I got up early the next morning and jogged along the river. There were sparrows and grackles mixed in among the pigeons on the esplanade and I saw two chickadees in the sandpit of one of the play areas. A couple of rowers were on the river, a girl in Levis tucked into high brown boots was walking two Welsh corgis and there were some other joggers.

Near the lagoon, past the concert shell, a bum in an old blue sharkskin suit was sleeping on a newspaper and along Storrow Drive the commuter traffic was just beginning. I was still living at the bottom of Marlborough Street and the run up to the B.U. footbridge took about ten minutes. I crossed the footbridge over Storrow Drive and went in the side door of the B.U. gym. I knew a guy in the athletic department and they let me use the weight room. I spent forty-five minutes on the irons and another half-hour on the heavy bag. By that time some co-eds were passing by on their way to class and I finished up with a big flourish on the speed bag. They didn’t seem impressed.

I jogged back downriver with the sun much warmer now and the dew gone from the grass and the commuter traffic in full cry. I was back in my apartment at five of nine glistening with sweat, and reeking of good circulation, and throbbing with appetite.

I squeezed some orange juice and drank it, plugged in the coffee and went for a shower. At quarter past nine I was back in the kitchen again in my red and white terry cloth robe that Susan Silverman had given me on my last birthday. It had short sleeves and a golf umbrella on the breast pocket and the label said Jack Nicklaus. Every time I put it on I wanted to yell fore.

I drank my first cup of coffee while I made a mushroom omelet with sherry, and my second cup of coffee while I ate the omelet along with a warm loaf of unleavened Arab bread, and read the morning Globe. When I finished I put the dishes in the dishwasher, made the bed and got dressed. Gray socks, gray slacks, black loafers and an eggshell-colored stretch knit shirt with small red hexagons all over it. I clipped my holster on over the belt on my right hip. The blue steel revolver was nicely color-coordinated with the black holster and the gray slacks. It clashed badly when I wore brown. To cover the gun I wore a gray denim jacket with red stitching along the pockets and lapels. I checked myself in the mirror. Adorable. Lucky it wasn’t ladies’ day. I’d get molested at the park.

The temperature was in the mid-eighties and the sun was bright when I got out onto Marlborough Street. I walked a block over to Commonwealth and strolled up the mall toward Fenway Park. I was still too early for the crowd to start gathering but the early signs of a game were there. The old guy that sells peanuts from a pushcart was pushing it along toward Kenmore Square, an old canvas over the peanuts. A middle-aged couple had parked a maroon Chevy by a hydrant near Kenmore Square and were setting up to sell balloons from the trunk. The trunk lid was up, an air tank leaned against the rear bumper and the husband, wearing a blue and red tennis visor, was opening a large cardboard box in the trunk. Near the corner of Brookline Ave, outside the subway kiosks, a young man with shoulder-length blond hair was selling small pennants that said Red Sox in red script against a blue background. I looked at my watch: 11.40. You couldn’t see the park from Kenmore Square, but the light standards loomed up over the buildings and you knew it was close. As I turned down Brookline Ave toward the park I felt the old feeling. My father and I used to go this early to watch the teams take infield.

I walked the two blocks down Brookline Ave, turned the corner at Jersey Street and went up the stairs to Erskine’s office. He was in, reading what looked like a legal document, his chair tilted back and one foot on the open bottom drawer. I closed the door.

‘You think of a new title for that book yet, Spenser?’ he said.

An air conditioner set in one of the side windows was humming.

‘How about Valley of the Bat Boys?’

‘Goddamn it, Spenser, this isn’t funny. You gotta have some kind of answer if someone asks you.’

‘The Balls of Summer?’

Erskine took a deep breath, let it out, shook his head, as if there were a horsefly on it, kicked the drawer shut and stood up. ‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘Let’s go.’

As we went down the stairs he handed me a press pass. ‘Keep it in your wallet,’ he said. ‘It’ll let you in anywhere.’

A blue-capped usher at Gate A said, ‘How’s it going, Harold?’ as we went past him. Vendors were starting to set up. A man in a green twill work uniform was unloading cases of beer onto a dolly. We went into the locker room.

My first reaction was disappointment. It looked like most other locker rooms. Open lockers with a shelf at the top, stools in front of them, name plates above. To the right the training area with whirlpool, rubbing table, a medical-looking cabinet with an assortment of tape and liniment behind the glass doors at the top. A man in a white T-shirt and white cotton pants was taping the left ankle of a burly black man who sat on the table in his shorts smoking a cigar.

The players were dressing. One of them, a squat, red-haired kid, was yelling to someone out of sight behind the lockers.

‘Hey, Ray, can I be in the pen again today? There’s a broad out there gives me a beaver shot every time we’re home.’

A voice from behind the lockers said, ‘Were you looking for her in Detroit last week when you dropped that foul?’

‘Ah come on, Ray, Bill Dickey used to drop them once in a while. I seen you drop one once when I was a little kid and you was my idol.’

A tall lean man came around the lockers with his hands in his back pockets. He was maybe forty-five, with black hair cut short and parted on the left. There were no sideburns, and you knew he went to a barber who did most of his work with the electric clippers. His face was dark-tanned and a sprinkle of gray showed in his hair. He wore no sweat shirt under his uniform blouse and the veins were prominent in his arms. Erskine gestured him toward us. ‘Ray,’ he said, ‘I want you to meet Mr Spenser. Spenser, Ray Farrell, the manager.’ We shook hands. ‘Spenser’s a writer, doing a book on baseball, and I’ve arranged for him to be around the club for a while, interview some players, that sort of thing.’

Farrell nodded. ‘What’s the name of the book, Spenser?’ he said.

‘The Summer Season,’ I said. Erskine looked relieved.

‘That’s nice.’ Farrell turned toward the locker room. ‘Okay, listen up. This guy’s name is Spenser. He’s writing a book and he’ll be around talking with you and probably taking some notes. I want everyone to cooperate.’ He turned back toward me. ‘Nice meeting you, Spenser. You want me to have someone introduce you around?’

‘No, that’s okay, I’ll introduce myself as we go,’ I said.

‘Okay, nice meeting you. Anything I can do, feel free.’ He walked away.

Erskine said, ‘Well, you’re on your own now. Keep in touch,’ and left me.
 
The black man on the training table yelled over to the redhead, ‘Hey, Billy, you better start watching your mouth about beaver. This guy’ll be writing you up in a book and Sally will have your ass when she reads it.’ His voice was high and squeaky.

‘Naw, she wouldn’t believe it anyway.’ The redhead came over and put out his hand. ‘Billy Carter,’ he said. ‘I catch when Fats has got a hangover.’ He nodded at the black man who had climbed off the table and started toward us. He was short and very wide and the smooth tan coating of fat over his body didn’t conceal the thick elastic muscles underneath.

I shook hands with Carter. ‘Collect all your bubble-gum cards,’ I said. I turned toward the black man. ‘You’re West, aren’t you?’
 
He nodded. ‘You seen me play?’ he said.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I remember you from a Brut commercial.’
 
He laughed a high giggle. ‘Never without, man, put it on between innings.’ He did a small Flip Wilson impression and snapped his fingers. From down the line of lockers a voice said, ‘Hey, Holly, everybody in the league says you smell like a fairy.’

‘Not to my face,’ West squeaked.

Most of the players were dressed and heading out to the field. A short thin man in a pale blue seersucker suit and dark hornrimmed glasses came into the locker room. He spotted me and came over. ‘Spenser?’ he said. I nodded. ‘Jack Little,’ he said. ‘I do PR for the Sox. Hal Erskine told me I’d find you here.’

I said, ‘Glad to meet you.’

He said, ‘Anything I can do to help, I’d be delighted. That’s my job.’

‘Do you have biog sheets on the players?’ I said.

‘You bet. I’ve got a press book on every player. Stop by my office and I’ll have my gal give you the whole packet’.

‘How old is your gal?’ I said.

‘Millie? Oh, Christ, I don’t know. She’s been with the club a long time. I don’t ask a lady her age, Spenser. Get in trouble that way. Am I right?’

‘Right,’ I said. ‘You’re right.’

‘C’mon,’ he said, ‘I’ll take you out to the dugout, point out some of the players, get you what you might call acclimated, okay?’

I nodded. ‘Acclimated,’ I said.
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I sat in the dugout and watched the players take batting practice. Little sat beside me and chain-smoked Chesterfield Kings.

‘That’s Montoya,’ he said. ‘Alex Montoya was the player of the year at Pawtucket in sixty-eight. Hit .293 last year, twenty-five homers.’

I nodded. Marty Rabb was practising in the outfield. Catching fly balls vest-pocket style like Willie Mays and lobbing the ball back to the infield underhanded.

‘That’s Johnny Tabor. He switch-hits. Look at the size of him, huh? Doesn’t look like he could get the bat around. Am I right or wrong?’

‘Thin,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t look like he could get the bat around.’

‘Well, you know. We pay him for his glove. Strong up the middle, that’s what Ray’s always said. And Tabor’s got the leather. Right?’

‘Right.’

The crowd was beginning to fill the stands and the noise level rose. The Yankees came out and took infield in their gray road uniforms. Most of them were kids. Long hair under the caps, bubble gum. Much younger than I was. What ever happened to Johnny Lindell?

Rabb came into the dugout wearing his warm-up jacket.

‘That’s Marty Rabb, with the clipboard,’ Little said. ‘He pitched yesterday so today he charts the pitches.’

I nodded. ‘He’s a great one,’ Little said. ‘Nicest kid you ever want to see. No temperament, you know, no ego. Loves the game. I mean a lot of these kids nowadays are in it for the big buck, you know, but Marty. Nicest kid you ever want to meet. Loves the game.’

A man with several chins came out of the alleyway to the clubhouse and stood on the top step of the dugout, looking over the diamond. His fading blond hair was long and very contemporary. It showed the touch of a ten-dollar barber. He was fat, with a sharp beaked nose jutting from the red dumpling face. A red-checked shirt, the top two buttons open, hung over the mass of his stomach like the flag of his appetite. His slacks were textured navy blue with a wide flare, and he had on shiny white shoes with brass buckles on them.

‘Who’s that?’ I asked Little.

‘Don’t you know him, hell, that’s Bucky Maynard. Only the best play-by-play in the business, that’s all. Don’t let him know you didn’t recognize him. Man, he’ll crucify you.’

‘I gather he doesn’t work out a lot with the team,’ I said. Maynard took out a pale green cigar and lit it carefully, turning it as he puffed to get it burning evenly.

‘Jesus, don’t comment on his weight either,’ Little said. ‘He’ll eat you alive.’

‘Is it okay if I clear my throat while he’s in the park?’

‘You can kid around, but if Bucky Maynard doesn’t like you, you got a lot of trouble. I mean he can destroy you on the air. And he
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