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CHAPTER ONE

HOME OPENER

APRIL 11, 2006

Brian Cashman fiddled with his World Series ring. Twisted it, turned it, slid it off his ring finger, and put it back on. It was a glorious spring day in New York City, and the Yankees were about ninety minutes from their home opener against Kansas City, which, for millions of fans who live and die with the team, meant renewed hope and anxious expectation.

As Cashman stood on the lush grass just wide of the first-base line at Yankee Stadium, he intermittently (and subconsciously) toyed with the bauble while discussing, among other things, how badly he wanted to win another. And how immense the challenge would be. And how lucky the Yankees were to have the ones they owned. The diamond-encrusted ring was, obviously, gorgeous; it was a talisman that signified the triumphant moment men spend their lives toiling to attain. Having been in the Yankees organization since he was an intern in 1986—and having been the GM since 1998—Cashman had his pick of rings.

But he always gravitated toward the one from 2000.

“It was the toughest one to get,” he said.

It was also the twenty-sixth, and last, the Yankees had earned.

Just a few moments earlier, Cashman had shared a moment with Johnny Damon, the newest hired gun in the Yankees’ mercenary arsenal. The two joked around and gave each other gentle pats on the back after batting practice, and then Damon went into the clubhouse to prepare for the game. Damon’s improbable, clandestine departure from Boston over the winter was the stuff of legend, a late-night coup that enraged Boston fans. Even some Yankees fans had a tough time initially swallowing the move, which once and for all bumped the beloved Bernie Williams out of a position he had owned since 1993. In essence, it was a real-life defection with as much suspense as a Tom Clancy novel. Damon was the Yankees’ Red October.

So when Cashman was asked whether it would take time for Damon to completely win over Yankee Stadium, the GM paused for four seconds. The answer was one he would rather not acknowledge.

“Probably,” he finally responded. “Some people are already on board, some people are die-hard Red Sox haters. Roger Clemens took a while for people to adjust [to] when he got here. And I’m sure for some people it took a while for Wade Boggs to adjust to when he got here. So some people are going to embrace it right off the bat. Some people are still going to have some of those memories of the damage that Johnny did against us over the years.”

Cashman was right on target, judging from the boos Damon received that day. But it was nothing like the nasty reception the Yankee center fielder would receive when he returned to Boston in early May.

                  

Not only was it bizarre that the Yankees had an “idiot” Boston immigrant patrolling center field, but Cashman’s return in 2006 was something that was far less than a certainty. When the Yankees lost to the Angels in Game 5 of the ALDS in October 2005, he cried in the bowels of Angel Stadium. His contract was up, and many baseball observers thought the episode was proof he was mentally and emotionally moving on. (Coincidentally, it was only a few days earlier that Damon had broken down in the Fenway clubhouse, mourning a season and his own potential exodus.) For years, Cashman had uncomfortably wiggled under The Boss’ thumb, honored to be in such a lofty position at such a young age but constantly thwarted by the backstabbing and machinations of others in the Yankee Fishbowl. The rogue Tampa faction was especially insidious, since it operated where Steinbrenner, looking feebler every year, now made his home year-round. In the end, Cashman knew his best chance of winning came in New York. And he couldn’t cut the cord to a team he himself had built.

“The challenges would’ve been anywhere,” Cashman said. “If I went somewhere else, I would’ve been in the same mind-set. But I have a lot invested. It’s not just as simple as you sit down at a table in the winter with an agent, or you sit across the table from a player.”

Cashman felt the obligation to players such as Alex Rodriguez, who had agitated for a trade from Texas after the 2003 season even though he had just won the MVP there and was the game’s highest-paid player, with a $252 million contract. When a deal with Boston fell through before the 2004 season, Rodriguez offered to change positions and become a third baseman. Jason Giambi was another established All-Star who had followed to the place where Tino Martinez, Paul O’Neill, and other Steinbrenner “warriors” had once beaten all comers. Giambi exited Oakland after the 2001 season, even though the California native was a frat-house king with the A’s. Of course, the money was way better in New York (seven years, $120 million), but Giambi toned down his personality and polished his image in order to conform to what he hoped were world-championship standards.

“I mean, there’s so many examples,” Cashman said. “And it’s not BS. These guys are sincere.”

Cashman cited another: Mike Mussina, who prior to the 2001 season had left the Baltimore organization he grew up in, alienating a fan base with which he had an excellent relationship, to sign with a hated division rival. Back on November 30, 2000, the day Mussina signed a six-year contract, you never in your life would’ve guessed that he wouldn’t win at least one World Series with the Yankees—who had won four of the previous five at that time. Mussina, who was now thirty-seven, was in his final season with the Yankees unless the team exercised a club option. Late in 2005, his pitching elbow began bothering him for the first time, and he missed twenty-one games.

“Who knows how much longer he’s pitching?” Cashman said. “He’s been great for us so far, and he’s been a great free-agent sign. In his first year, we got to the World Series. And in his third year, we got to the World Series. But we didn’t complete it. You don’t want to be that close.”

Essentially, Cashman conceded that the pressure to win a title had grown greater. The Yankee Fishbowl had grown smaller, and every year there were bigger fish swimming in it. Whereas the Yankees had once relied on a mixture of homegrown talent and veterans such as Scott Brosius, Martinez, and O’Neill, who seemed to be better than their stats when crunch time came, they had now accumulated immense talent and big personalities—some would say at the expense of chemistry. And yet the GM chose not to think of the title drought in terms of pressure.

Instead, Cashman took a proactive approach, trying to cultivate a culture where being a Yankee meant being accountable to the exacting standards of perfection. That’s why he insisted, when he signed his new contract with Steinbrenner, on a separate agreement acknowledging that he’d have full authority over the personnel of the club. (Whether the famously impatient and temperamental Steinbrenner would adhere to such a guarantee was another story.)

When the dust settled on the 2006 season, Cashman said, he wanted to be able to look in the mirror and know he had done everything he could to try to attain a championship. He believed in setting a goal, and establishing a plan to achieve the goal. But at the same time, he understood that it was a sport played by fallible people. He recognized that there were other teams in other cities trying to accomplish the same goal.

“If somebody’s better than you, you can live with it,” he said. “You just don’t want to miss opportunities, you don’t want to look back and say, ‘I wish I did it differently,’ or ‘I wish I would’ve worked a little harder,’ or ‘I wish I would’ve planned a little bit better.’ You just don’t want any of those. Because I can live with doing everything possible, checking off everything and tip your hat if someone was better. But you don’t want to look back and say, ‘That should’ve been ours.’”

The Yankees hadn’t even returned to the Fall Classic since 2003, where they lost to an upstart Florida bunch after holding a two-games-to-one lead in the series.

“I know people are worried about how we haven’t won a World Series in five years,” Cashman said. “It’s supposed to be some sort of insult, I guess. But it’s not. I recognized even when we were winning how difficult [it was]. You can look in the archives and pull it out. We said at that time, ‘People better pay attention to what they’re witnessing right now, because this stuff doesn’t happen like this very often.’ And it doesn’t, runs like that.

“And obviously we’re operating in the shadows of the ’96, ’98, ’99, 2000 championship clubs. And people keep saying, because we haven’t done that, we’re failures. That is so special. It’s hard to win one, let alone [four out of five] and being in the World Series two years after that. It was such a great, successful run. We still feel like we’re capable. But we’ve got to prove it. I know how difficult it is, I know how hard our guys try. And it’s all I can ask of anybody, and all that these guys ask of themselves.”

                  

Once again, the Yankees outspent the competition. Their Opening Day payroll was about $194 million, which was actually down $14 million from the year before. But the former boy-wonder GM knows that everybody from The Boss, George Steinbrenner, on down is restless. The fact that the team opened 2-4 on the road did nothing but raise the alert level a notch.

“There’s definitely an urgency here,” Cashman said.

For Cashman, the human toll of wins and losses is all too real. It really bothered him, for instance, that Tom Gordon came to New York for the 2004 season and left without winning a world championship. Gordon, an accomplished former starter who’d switched to being a closer in the latter stages of his career, had his choice of Boston, Oakland, and Tampa Bay that particular winter. He probably would’ve closed with either the Devil Rays or A’s, as it turned out, but he instead became Mariano Rivera’s eighth-inning setup guy.

“And he came here—because he wanted the ring,” the GM said. “And it bothers…” Cashman’s voice trailed off. “It’s just kind of a wake-up call for the rest of us here, that you know what, we’re on the clock,” he said.

In the midst of this discussion, Cashman began fiddling with the 2000 World Series ring again. He’d transported himself back to a February day in Tampa when Joe Torre gave perhaps his best speech as a Yankee manager and Cashman followed with a soliloquy about missed opportunities. Torre, who considers himself an introvert, has never been totally comfortable addressing groups, but his impassioned speech about the unacceptability of anything less than a world championship was punctuated with a determination that left even the veteran players impressed and inspired. Cashman, in his turn, challenged the clubhouse full of superstars, appealing to them at their most human level.

The message Cashman was describing during this April conversation was the exact message he had given the players a few weeks earlier.

“I’m here to try to win,” Cashman had told the players that day. “I’ve won before, but it’s not like that’s satisfying. You’re here to try to do something together here now.”

Cashman, whose slight, balding exterior is juxtaposed with the tenacity of a junkyard dog and the deal-making skills of a Beltway lobbyist, actually began singling players out. He wasn’t calling them out, but rather bringing attention to their status. By pointing fingers, Cashman was hoping he’d unite the team. It was a calculated attempt to foster chemistry, and Cashman hammered his message home.

“Guys, Moose [Mussina] is at the end of his contract,” Cashman began. Then he turned to Jason Giambi and Gary Sheffield. “Giambi, you’ve got two years left. Sheff, you’ve got this year and most likely next year.

“Johnny Damon, all right, you’ve just signed on for four years. And A-Rod, you’ve been here for two. But we’re all on the clock: to try to win.

“I don’t want to feel like I did this winter, when Tommy left us to join the Phillies. You know what? He had a great time. But all he has is memories. We’re here to try to do more than just that.”

A-Rod, for one, took the message to heart and parroted Cashman’s phrase that “we’re all on the clock” during the spring.

“We’ve got guys who came here for a reason that haven’t been able to complete that purpose yet,” Cashman said. “And you focus on those things.”

In the home opener against Kansas City, Williams, the longest-tenured Yankee, received the warmest ovation of anyone. But he made a baserunning gaffe in the fourth inning that killed momentum, and the Yanks lost an early lead and trailed 7-4 heading into the eighth.

Damon heard boos in his first at-bat and whiffed feebly on three pitches in the eighth in a potential go-ahead situation, and the disappointed crowd collectively groaned. But Derek Jeter followed with a go-ahead three-run homer that saved Damon’s bacon, helped the Yanks to a 9-7 victory, and served as the first hint that it might be a particularly special year for the team’s captain. Damon was relieved that he wasn’t the goat in a loss. Cashman, ultimately, felt the fans would rally behind his biggest acquisition in the off-season.

“Johnny? They’re going to like him,” Cashman had said confidently hours earlier. “They will.”

That wouldn’t be an issue in 2006. Damon’s return to Boston was a much bigger story. And as it turned out, Boston fans weren’t ever going to feel the same way about him again.



CHAPTER TWO

DAMON

The irony was almost too unbelievable to be true, but it was seemingly lost on everyone in the media swarm that gathered at Fenway Park on a nastily cold afternoon on May 1. Exactly a year earlier, Johnny Damon had vowed this day would never happen. To Red Sox fans, that was the shame of it all.

On May 1, 2005, before a Sunday game in Arlington, Texas, Damon told MLB.com, “There’s no way I can go play for the Yankees, but I know they are going to come after me hard.” He went on, “It’s definitely not the most important thing to go out there for the top dollar, which the Yankees are going to offer me. It’s not what I need.”

Yet here he was, exactly a year later, dressed in a navy blue pullover with the NY crest on his chest, sitting down in an afternoon press conference as an enemy. About seventy-five media members crammed into a small, windowless room that had the look of a classroom and listened to the new Yankee center fielder say all the right things for about seventeen minutes. Much of the questioning had to do with how Damon felt he’d be received.

“Most of the fans that I have seen on the streets have said, ‘Thank you, we wish you were here. We kind of understand what you had to do,’” he said, adding later, “I think I just had a fan ask me, ‘Was it worth it?’ and I told him, ‘So far, so good.’”

Since Damon was introduced as a Yankee on December 23, he had been answering the same questions as to whether the Red Sox fans would cheer him for bringing an improbable world championship to Beantown during his four wonderful years there or boo him for defecting to the enemy. After all, this was a rivalry that in various accounts had been called a “hundred-year war,” a “blood feud,” and even a dispute that rivaled the one in Star Wars. Or the Cold War, if you happen to believe CEO Larry Lucchino was calling the Yankees Commies when he referred to them as the “evil empire” a few years earlier.

Damon said he would understand if fans booed him, but he called his time there “magical,” the 2004 team “very special,” and the Red Sox “a class organization.” He even claimed the return of backup catcher Doug Mirabelli, in a trade that day, was a bigger story than his own return.

“Boston was just incredible to me,” he said. “For four years, going to Fenway Park every day was a treat. Going to the house today was nice. It definitely is a lot bigger than a condo in Manhattan.”

He liked to portray himself as an idiot, but the reality was that Damon combined his many childlike traits with a shrewdness and grasp of nuance that made him far more intelligent than many major leaguers. In trying to deflect the possibility of widespread boos, Damon noted that ballplayers get booed everywhere they go, even at home. At the same time, though, he pointed out—in his own docile way—that he didn’t agree with the approach.

“That’s the unfortunate part of this,” he noted. “I know I’m going to have some boos. And I can get on with my life, I can move forward. I think that’s just the kind of person I am….

“I’ve never been to a sporting event, concert, walking down the street, I’ve never booed anyone. And I commend my parents for being so great in teaching me how life is. Unfortunately, we did not grow up in an area that was passionate about baseball like Boston, like New York, St. Louis. We kind of just grew up in Happy Land, close to Disney World.”

Damon clearly was no dummy, having prevented his wife, Michelle, from coming to what was scheduled as a two-game series (the May 2 game was rained out). Michelle Damon had once reportedly gotten into an altercation with Curt Schilling’s wife, Shonda, during the 2004 ALCS, apparently over whether or not to wear “good-luck scarves.” She had gone on record in the Boston Globe to address her reputation as a home wrecker (Damon’s first wife reportedly called her that) and a former stripper (she said she wasn’t). Imagine how such a woman, unafraid of verbal combat, might tear into your average Jim from Abington with a “Benedict Damon” sign.

“She wanted to be here to support me, but things can get crazy,” he said. “She stands out; that’s the bottom line. People say things, and she’s very defensive of me.

“Whenever she hears something about me, she doesn’t want to hear it. I told her, ‘Now’s not a good time to be here.’ I’m sure there will be cheers, but I’m sure they’re also going to be saying things about me. I’m OK with that. Here I am.”

Damon ended his press conference with his signature gesture, giving peace signs with both hands. Hours later, the Fenway fans would reject that offering. But when Damon left the media throng behind to prepare for the game, something spontaneous—something wonderful—happened. As he walked through the Fenway Park underground concourse from the first-base side to the third-base side, concession employees began clapping and waving.

“Hey, Johnny,” a young woman called out.

“Thank you,” another woman said.

The culmination was a group of about twenty Red Sox employees who were stationed along the third-base side, where the visiting clubhouse is. They were all wearing the team colors. Some wore authentic fire-red Red Sox jackets.

“Welcome back, Johnny,” most of them shouted, clapping with their hands above their heads.

A woman in her fifties stopped Johnny, asked him to come over, and told him how cute he was and how she wished he hadn’t had to shave and cut his hair.

A short, world-worn fellow in his sixties then caught Damon’s attention and simply said, “Thank you,” and gave him a thumbs-up. It was one of those rare moments when a person can touch another on the most basic human level, when title or status doesn’t matter. From the look in the man’s watery eyes, you could tell he was referring to the 2004 World Series, and he was able to thank one of the people responsible for ending a lifetime of heartbreak in New England. Damon acknowledged the sentiment with a smile and went in to prepare for that night’s game, went in to prepare for the hatred that would follow such a wonderful exchange.

As 5 P.M. rolled around, fans waited outside Gate A on Yawkey Way to pour into the majors’ oldest ballpark, and more than a few wore T-shirts dissing Damon or carried signs pointing out what they felt was his betrayal. Across the street from the ballpark, inside a souvenir store, a sign declared, “All Damon Shirts $10.” A helpful employee noted that it was still possible to buy an authentic number 18 Red Sox jersey, although “it’s now a Dustan Mohr jersey.”

The gates opened, and fans streamed through the turnstiles. Don Coburn, a twenty-five-year-old who had driven down from Vermont, was wearing a black “No Hair No Beard No Soul” T-shirt with his camouflage Boston hat. The way Coburn saw it, Damon had gone back on his word. Regardless of the disparity of the offers, the center fielder was a traitor for going to what Coburn called “the worst team in baseball.” He told one reporter that he’d even considered bringing his formerly treasured copy of the Jimmy Fallon/Drew Barrymore movie Fever Pitch—which was a fictional account of a Red Sox fan’s ride through the 2004 season—and tossing it on the field.

“When the Yankees came and offered him a little bit more, he decided to go to the retirement home and go over to play in New York,” Coburn said. “Oh, I hate ’em.”

Daryl Conant drove down from Kennebunk, Maine, and carried a life-size torso of Damon in a Red Sox uniform that was defaced. On the torso were the phrases “Benedict Damon,” “I Like Men,” and “I Sold Out.” The Red Sox logo on the uniform was scratched out and replaced with “I Am a Loser.” The B on Damon’s cap became an L.

Conant, thirty-seven, will never forget when he heard the news of Damon’s departure. He was in his office at the health club he owns, and the event shook him to his core. He was so “pissed,” he said, it took him about a month to get over it. But clearly he was still holding on to some strong feelings.

In the dead of winter, Sox fans look forward to spring training the way a child looks forward to Christmas. While Damon was preparing for his season in the warm climes of his Orlando home, Boston fans agonized over the turn of events in the depressing dreariness of a New England winter. This night, they reasoned, was their chance at revenge, their chance at redirecting their hurt.

“He sold out,” Conant said. “He’s making plenty of money. He knows how much it hurts the Red Sox Nation to go to the Yankees.”

In assessing Damon’s financial value, both the Red Sox and Yankees had to take into consideration how productive he’d be three and four seasons down the road. The Yankees offered $12 million more. Conant was unwavering in his analysis of Damon circa 2009.

“I think he’s going to be a bum,” he said.

Not everyone shared that sort of vitriol. Dana Calnan, a forty-two-year-old from Portland, Maine, said he would cheer Damon once and then boo him. “I don’t blame him,” Calnan said. “Hey, he went for the money. But I’m a Red Sox fan.”

New Yorker Steve Tillim attended the game with his date, Jody Kipnis, from Boston. Tillim wore a Yankees T-shirt with Damon’s name and number along with his Yankees cap, while Kipnis was sporting a red “Real Women Don’t Date Yankee Fans” T-shirt. Tillim predicted he’d be treated almost as rudely as Damon but said he could handle it “as long as the crowd does not throw too much stuff at me.”

“He had his shirt Scotchgarded,” Kipnis cheerfully noted.

Inside the park, the posters that many fans sported were unflinchingly harsh. One had a sign that said “Johnny Demon,” with an “NY” on the forehead of a picture of Damon. Others read, “Hey New York—Your Village Has Our Idiot,” “Anywhere but There,” “Johnny, You Truly Are an Idiot,” “Damon Looks Like Jesus, Acts Like Judas, Throws Like Mary,” “Damon Has an Arm Like a Foot,” “WWJD? Betray?” The anger cut across gender lines. One young lady wore a Damon jersey with the number crossed out. Another woman, with two kids in tow, carried a sign that read, “Johnny Who?”

The Fenway crowd was merciless. Damon was heckled when he took batting practice, booed when he warmed up in the outfield, jeered during the lineup announcement, and then given the coldest possible reception when he stepped in the batter’s box.

As Damon prepared to dig into the dirt around home plate with his Puma cleats, boos rained down not only from Fenway but also from virtually everywhere in Red Sox Nation. If you looked through your mind’s eye during the thirty-second boofest, you could almost envision a senior citizen in Kittery, Maine, or a six-year-old in Clinton, Connecticut, screaming at the TV at the exact same time. New England, birthplace of the town meeting, had voted democratically and resoundingly. The nays had it. Damon was no longer welcome or even held in esteem in the community, a modern-day Hester Prynne. “Suck it, Johnny,” one leatherlung belted out from the outfield seats.

The upbeat outfielder was undaunted, however. He acknowledged his former teammates in the home dugout on the first-base line, pointing to them. He even took off his helmet in tribute to Red Sox fans and in honor of what he’d been able to help accomplish: namely, the 2004 World Series.

And something happened, if you listened closely enough. The minority cheers in the crowd continued, at least around the stands behind home plate. Damon certainly heard them. Eventually, the fans who wanted to thank Damon had their brief say, growing louder as the bass sound of boos dimmed. Finally, the left-handed hitter got down to the business of batting. He flied out to right, part of an 0-for-4 game.

“Regardless of the reaction, I felt a lot of fans wanted to see it,” Damon said of his tipping of the helmet. “I heard more cheers than jeers, so I was going to do it regardless.”

In the bottom of the first, Damon listened to chants of “Johnny Sucks” and “Traitor!” from his old, familiar spot on the Fenway Park lawn. Fans tossed both real and fake money on the warning track. In the ninth, with Boston’s 7-3 victory well in hand, he was serenaded with derisive “Johnny” taunts. Damon’s old Boston teammates were livid but not surprised. As Kevin Youkilis told reporters, “It was kind of sad. He acknowledged the crowd and they didn’t want any part of it.”

Actually, Damon said he’d prepared for the vitriol before the game with his teammates: “I told them to start calling me every name in the book.”

Joe Torre, always a thoughtful man, provided perhaps the best perspective.

“Well, Johnny Damon, there’s a lot to him. I was a little disappointed in the reaction by the fans. I guess we should feel proud,” Torre said. “Evidently, wearing a Yankee uniform overrides winning a World Series and busting your tail for four years. Without Johnny here, they might have been working on eighty-nine or ninety years. It’s too bad they don’t appreciate that more so than they dislike the fact that he’s wearing our uniform.”

Although Damon said nearly all the right things, he was stung. Privately, his animosity was directed toward Boston management, which had encouraged him to come to Beantown in December for charity work but kept him at arm’s length the entire time, saying they didn’t want to deal with his contract and would rather focus on signing Kevin Millwood. Although their best, last offer was a four-year, $40 million pact, Damon was insulted by their initial three-year, $27 million proposal. Former Boston pitcher Luis Tiant said the Red Sox ran Damon out of town on their cable network, NESN; the comment pleased Damon.

“I think they’re just upset that I’m not out there for them,” he said the next day. “They knew all along how I wanted to be here for the rest of my career. And now I bought a huge house that is sitting empty.

“It’s just unfortunate. In the game of sports, guys are free agents. And it’s hardly ever good.”

Truth is, Damon was liberated from Boston—he said his final season there was excruciating. The Red Sox, who’d come back from a three-games-to-none deficit in the 2004 ALCS, were swept by Chicago in the five-game ALDS the next year. He felt the winds shifting in Boston, and not necessarily for the better. Instead of Red Sox Nation expecting a summer swoon, as had happened uncountable times, now nothing but a world championship would suffice.

“I think the players of the past, it was tough for,” he said about Boston. “Because they didn’t have anyone who just [said], ‘Big deal, who cares about the Curse? We weren’t alive when it started.’ But I think just a group of guys, we really didn’t give a shit.

“Last year was tougher because everybody expected us to do well. And when you don’t have a healthy Schilling, when you don’t have a healthy [Keith] Foulke, when you’re fiddling around with who’s closing. You’ve got [Jonathan] Papelbon in the minors and it’s, ‘Hey, let’s do something.’ When is [Kevin] Millar and a lot of guys going to start hitting again?

“So we were dealing with a lot of problems that made the year miserable when all was said and done. When we lost, we didn’t feel like we had much going in, especially after we got drilled that first game [Game 1 of the ALDS versus Chicago].”

During a candid discussion in late May, Damon explained the differences between the Boston and New York organizations. Since he came up as a member of the Kansas City Royals, he’d always admired George Steinbrenner and the Yankees from afar. Damon noticed that Steinbrenner understood that if he spent the money, a winning team would be worth more. More fans would come out, and the value of the franchise would increase. It’s something that Kansas City, which drafted Damon thirty-fifth overall in the 1992 draft, has failed to realize more than twenty years after its last World Series win.

Year after year, Damon also noticed, the best players gravitated toward the Bronx. Mussina. Giambi. Sheffield. A-Rod. Randy Johnson. All of them knew that this was a consistent chance to make the playoffs and strive for a world championship—something that can’t be said in Milwaukee or Cincinnati or Tampa Bay or many other places.

“Obviously the money drove me here, but also the winning tradition,” Damon said.

Just as Boston fans might never feel the same way about Damon, he seemed to take a hard-line view of the Red Sox organization. It couldn’t compare, at least in the front office, with how the Yankees operated.

“There’s not many teams who fail to pursue their most popular player, or one of their better players,” he said in Boston on May 2. “I know the Yankees would never be like that.

“Derek Jeter is going to get ’em. Bernie Williams, they’re going to keep him. It’s obvious these people are real upset, but it’s year after year, me, Millar, [Bill] Mueller, Pedro [Martinez], one of the game’s greatest pitchers of all time. He’s always going to be looked at as a Red Sox.

“But there’s a line to the way you feel you should be treated, and other things happen.”

At the end of May, when he had totally digested the rude return, Damon expanded on the difference between his old organization and his new one.

“The way they run business, it’s night and day,” he said. “If you do well in Boston, you’re always going to be up in free agency. You’re going to have that option to leave.

“It wasn’t just me, but Pedro left. Derek Lowe, Mo Vaughn, everybody. So in here, when you’re a free agent, you know you’re going to get top dollar as a Yankee player. And if you’ve done a good job for them, if you’re one of their guys, they’re going to be around.

“And all the other guys, they’ve pretty much retired as a Yankee or if they left, they always wanted to come back because of how this organization is run.”

Damon wasn’t able to bond for very long with all the Yankees during spring training, because he spent a good portion of that time at the World Baseball Classic with Derek Jeter and Alex Rodriguez. However, that might have been a benefit, because he could pick the brains of two of the most important superstars in the Yankee universe. Damon, who grew up in the Orlando area, met Rodriguez—who was raised in Miami—when the two were touted teenagers on the way to fortune and fame. He said it was especially nice to get A-Rod’s counsel about the trials and travails of coming into New York a made man.

“It seems like we haven’t skipped a beat since we were fifteen and sixteen,” Damon said.

Damon’s loosey-goosey attitude penetrated the pinstripes in a way that hadn’t happened in years, probably since the last championship run. Hitting coach Don Mattingly told ESPN’s Peter Gammons that Damon’s acquisition was a critical move in transforming the clubhouse, and the younger players especially felt that Damon brought some levity to the often frosty environs.

For example, one afternoon in May, Damon loudly asked Rodriguez if he’d like to go “free-balling” during a game in a show of solidarity. On the street, that means wearing pants without underwear. Rodriguez, who found the notion hilarious, pointed out that he needed to wear a protective cup, considering he plays a position known as the hot corner. Instead, he offered to hike his uniform pants to show his socks in unity.

Less than two months in, Damon already felt like he was accustomed to New York. He wasn’t as healthy as he’d like to be, though. He suffered some tendinitis in his shoulder during the WBC, which put him out for a time. A small stress fracture in one of the sesamoid bones in his right foot hampered him, but he was getting intermittent rest (three days off in late May) and was taping two toes together. Although his right elbow locked up in June, he wouldn’t take time off. Damon had played in at least 145 games in each of the last ten years, and he’d be damned if this season would be any different.

So other than the fact that his Ferrari wasn’t street legal in New York, he was a man at peace in New York.

“It’s definitely much better than I anticipated, and I’m glad,” Damon said. “I’m glad that I’m a player who can go into a very tough situation and feel like a person who belonged here all the time.

“I have to give a lot of credit to the players, the fans, the coaches. Everybody knew what to expect of me. They know if there’s a bad game, there’s still going to be that smile on my face—and always rooting on other teammates.

“This feels like home already.”



CHAPTER THREE

CASHMAN

A few years ago, Cashman would’ve driven himself crazy over a soggy Sunday morning in New York. By 2006, he said he had become one with the rain. Call it Zen and the Yankee GM.

The city was drenched by rainfall for virtually an entire weekend in late April, putting a pair of games in jeopardy. The Yankees were close to canceling their game with the Orioles the day before. They didn’t, simply because they didn’t want a never-ending string of games in August without an off day.

In recent years, team officials believe, the Major League Baseball schedule makers have done them no favors. A season-opening West Coast trip to Oakland and Anaheim was preceded by two exhibition contests in Arizona (which the Yankees scheduled as a contingency of the Randy Johnson trade made before the 2005 season). Then they returned home for only three games against Kansas City (which they swept) before departing to Minnesota and then Toronto. They were besieged by five off days in the first twenty-two days of their season, and manager Joe Torre didn’t know whether to call it a blessing or a curse. After all, they’d get only two off days in August and September, when the games ran on and on like the decimal places of pi. And those final two months are where playoff berths are almost always earned.

So just as Noah searched for higher ground in the family RV, the Yankees were hoping to get in the series finale with Baltimore as scheduled.

Cashman was a picture of serenity about this situation as he greeted a visitor in his office. He admitted this easygoing disposition had come to him in a shazam moment, and he wasn’t talking about getting struck by lightning. But if he had been, you wouldn’t have been surprised.

“In ’98, ’99, I used to stress out over the rain. ‘Do we play? Do we not play?’” he said. “I used to run down, I’d stand out in the rain, I’d feel the water. I’d come back up.

“And they’d tell you, ‘Hey, it’s raining out.’ All right, let me check the field. ‘Yup, it’s raining out.’ It’s like, what are you doing? What are you doing?”

Cashman, who holds perhaps the most stressful front-office position in professional sports, was saying things like, “What will be, will be” about the day’s game.

As proof, the GM’s Yankee-blue drapes were almost completely drawn. While his office has the best view in New York—that of the Yankee Stadium field—he was facing in the opposite direction and looked out only when he got the occasional phone call about the weather.

“I’ve gotten some peace knowing that since I can’t control the rain, I shouldn’t let it consume me,” Cashman said. “We’ll make the best of it.

“I’ve gotten comfortable in making the best decisions with the facts at hand…rather than really fucking stress about stuff that’s out of my control. I’ve gotten a chance to take a step back and say, ‘Why are you freaking out over this?’ But it’s taken time and experience to allow that to come through.”

Overall, Cashman said, his job in 2006 was less stressful than it had been even five years before, when he hadn’t been as certain about his qualifications and tried to prove himself at every turn. He was coming off three consecutive World Series titles at that point, it’s worth noting.

The thirty-eight-year-old said now that he had a “pretty strong lay of the land,” which helped him within and outside the organization. But the truth is, the job was less stressful than it had been the previous year. The 2005 season was grueling for everyone involved in the franchise. The team started 11-19, and Steinbrenner and Torre weren’t communicating. Moreover, the media buzz was that certain higher-ups were using the home-owned YES Network to torture Torre with postgame questions about strategy, and the tactic infuriated the manager.

The whole six-month campaign felt like a sports reenactment of the Bataan Death March. The Yankees earned an AL East crown in the 161st game but fell to the Angels in the Division Series in October. At the end of that month, Cashman had his opportunity to walk away from the grind. In recent years, The Boss had allowed certain factions around him to procure more and more players, which was ostensibly Cashman’s main job duty.

So when Cashman broke down in tears at Angel Stadium, it was because he legitimately felt he might be walking away from an employer he’d spent twenty years with. He had been running an executive’s marathon, which isn’t much different from what a lab rat does on a treadmill. With his contract expiring, it was his chance to get off.

“I don’t think certain other GMs would care to be in the pressure cooker I’m sitting in,” he told me back in 2000, during the team’s last championship season. “This is the New York Yankees. I’m not saying it’s not serious business everywhere, but New York is a big-market, high-pressure situation, and it’s not for everybody.”

Much soul-searching ensued, both for the former Yankee intern and for his employers. Philadelphia needed a new GM at the time, and the speculation was that Cashman might bolt there or head to Washington once the new Nationals’ ownership picture was resolved.

But the Yankees were what he knew, what he loved, and he decided to stay if he could insist upon more power and responsibility. Steve Swindal, Steinbrenner’s son-in-law, took the lead on the negotiations, but president Randy Levine and chief operating officer Lonn Trost were also involved. Proposals were exchanged in writing and plenty of discussions took place among the brain trust.

“We came up with a concept, which was basically to give the general manager the entire baseball operations,” Levine said. “What do I mean by that? I mean he’s in charge of putting together the major-league roster, he’s in charge of player development, scouting, the whole Tampa faction will report to him.

“And we all thought that was absolutely right. George agreed with that wholeheartedly.”

Although the job responsibilities were not a binding part of the new three-year, $5.5 million contract, Cashman reportedly was given a personal letter from Steinbrenner that laid out his new responsibilities.

“I wouldn’t be here without them,” Cashman said now, as the rain continued to fall. “He’s given me a lot of opportunities here, but for me to continue, this job is so demanding, and over the years, especially when things weren’t going right, you’d see, ‘It’s in Joe Torre’s hands and Brian Cashman’s hands.’

“If I’m accountable for this as the front man for the organization, then I need to be allowed to do the job. And so it was vital for me in terms of staying.”

Cashman argued that it was equally important for Steinbrenner to draw the line in the sand. During the struggles of April 2005 and through other periods of adversity, Cashman remembers having conversations with the owner and looking for culpability.

But because there were “so many hands in the pot,” as Cashman put it, he was left asking The Boss, “Who are you going to blame?”

Or as Levine put it, “Clearly, it wasn’t working. People’s roles weren’t clarified.”

“If I’m going to be responsible for ten players on this roster, and somebody else in the Tampa office has got seven of the players and somebody else outside the organization has got two of the players and Joe Torre has a few of the players…that’s not a big puzzle that’s going to fit together rather neatly,” Cashman explained. “It’s going to be a lot of different philosophies involved, and they kind of bang up against each other. And you wind up with something that can’t be the best it should be able to be.”

Cashman is not his own island, however. When it comes to his budget, he reports to Levine, Swindal, and Steinbrenner in the off-season. They decide how much money to spend, filtering revenue sharing and luxury tax against revenues—the big picture. Cashman and his baseball operations staff decide on the players and come back to the head honchos on how much to offer and how to structure the contract.

As the Yankees failed year after year to reach the summit, the pressure mounted and things spiraled out of control in the organization. In 2002, an ALDS loss to the Angels was shocking. The Bombers reached the World Series in 2003 but were upset by a younger team from Florida. And although the club was one victory away from a World Series appearance in 2004 before a historic choke in the ALCS against Boston, that group consisted of unlikable players such as Kevin Brown and Kenny Lofton.

Torre called the 2005 season his toughest in New York, and Cashman wasn’t happy, either. One of his mentors, Gene “Stick” Michael, was completely elbowed out of the loop. And it was believed that Bill Emslie, a former traveling secretary, wielded tremendous influence because of his Tampa-based friendship with Steinbrenner.

Crazy? You bet. So when did the schizophrenia set in?

“I think everyone wants to be part of a winner,” Cashman said. “I think when we lost to the Diamondbacks in 2001, that stung the organization pretty tough. And it reacted in a way where other people, ‘Oh, we should’ve done this, rather than that.’ Or ‘I think this will help.’ Or the desire ‘Well, that can’t happen again.’

“And the next thing you know, a lot of different people threw their opinions in. And over time, those opinions became more weighted—for whatever reason. And I think ownership looked at that World Series loss as somehow a failure on behalf of the decision makers.”

The words were coming quickly out of Cashman’s mouth.

“It was just kind of a mess,” he concluded.

In 2006, Cashman saw his job as putting together a championship-caliber team, but he knew he couldn’t make it win a World Series. He knew that a lot of it is luck, who gets the breaks at the right time of year. Both in 2001 and two years later, Cashman felt, he did his job.

“But this is a human sport, these are human beings, man, and actually will it get done during that week?” he said. “You have to play the game.

“And unfortunately, things didn’t work out in 2003 or 2001—although our team was, I think, stronger on paper than both teams we played. It just didn’t happen.”

The Yankees are derided as the U.S. Steel of baseball, a bunch of soulless corporate types. Wearing a baby blue zip-up sweater and designer blue jeans on this particular day, Cashman was the antithesis of a pencil-pushing suit. That doesn’t mean he takes a casual approach to his job, however. In fact, his office was a model of well-organized information overload.

Three-ring binders were on the rug against a wall, and different folders were arranged on his desk. One folder mentioned Japan. Cashman sat in a black leather executive swivel chair. On his left was a tote board listing every player in the American League, with their names in yellow, red, or blue. On his right was the same board with National League players. On the AL wall, there was a domestic scouting map of where every Yankee scout was currently located, and there was a Caribbean map below that.

In back of him to his left was a greaseboard with a crude drawing of a baseball field, where the Yankees’ starters and backups were listed. From time to time, his office phone and cell rang, but most inquiries were about the weather.

“Now I’m in charge of everything, baseball-wise, top to bottom,” he said decisively. “[The goal] is just do everything you can to run the most effective organization possible, and to secure, right now, a 27th championship.”

On Cashman’s desk, within grasp of his left hand, was a hardcover copy of Finding the Winning Edge by Bill Walsh. The former 49ers head coach and front-office executive was hailed as a “genius” for his innovations, particularly his intricate perfection of what is now called the “West Coast offense.”

“Smart guy,” Cashman said. “You just read things and you shake your head, saying, ‘He’s right,’ how he described people’s roles and organization and philosophy and how to be successful in the industry of sports, to run a professional franchise. And it was a helluva book.”

Cashman’s corporate-speak wasn’t just bluster. He’d done everything from hiring a rules interpretation consultant and conducting spring training clinics on rules to creating a new analysts’ department on the model of Wall Street firms’ research analysts. Mike Fishman, a Yale graduate and actuary, was hired in 2005 and soon began assisting at the major-league level, to the point of constructing lineups to give to Joe Torre. Just don’t call Fishman a sabermetrician (for reasons unknown even to himself, Cashman hates the term).

“My attitude is, we’re the New York Yankees,” he said. “And because of what George Steinbrenner provides, we aspire to be the best at everything—not just on the playing field.

“We shouldn’t stop at getting the top-shelf player. That’s why this winter, Larry Bowa was available. And Luis Sojo has been a great Yankee, but I had a chance to get Larry Bowa, who most consider the best third-base coach in baseball. We got him.

“Tony Peña, who a couple years ago was the American League manager of the year, as you know. We lost Gary Tuck to the Marlins, who was a great, effective catching instructor. I got Tony Peña to coach first base here with obviously his influence as a Dominican, Latin American, as an effective baseball leader on our staff.

“It turns out we ended up getting four former major-league managers on our coaching staff—and a former major-league manager at Triple A in Dave Miley. So that’s five guys with those type of experiences to, again, help the individuals. So to go back to the original question, the mind-set is to make sure we have all bases covered.”

In the winter of 2005, after re-signing Hideki Matsui to a four-year, $52 million contract, Cashman set his priorities on a limited number of areas: center field and the bullpen. He acquired lefty Ron Villone from Florida in a trade and signed righties Kyle Farnsworth, a former closer in Atlanta and Detroit, and Octavio Dotel, a former closer in Houston who was recovering from Tommy John surgery.

The bullpen had become slipshod since the days when Mariano Rivera, Mike Stanton, and Jeff Nelson were setup men, which not coincidentally was the last time the Yankees won the World Series.

Center field was a problem area in 2005. Bernie Williams had never been universally regarded as a great center fielder even when he earned four consecutive Gold Gloves from 1997 to 2000. Over the last few seasons his defense had declined as fast as The Sopranos. His poor instinct in tracking fly balls was now a serious liability when combined with his loss of speed. Williams also became a free agent after the 2005 season.

In 2005, Cashman tried to replace him with Matsui, who’d played center in Japan but was now a corner outfielder (and a declining one, some would argue). Melky Cabrera, a youngster the Yanks liked, was rushed to the big leagues during the summer and flopped both offensively and defensively. Even Tony Womack, a dismal signing at second base that characterized the front office’s formerly dysfunctional hierarchy, was given a brief stint in the outfield. Nothing worked, and by Game 5 of the 2005 ALDS, Bubba Crosby was the starting center fielder. Cashman made loud proclamations in the winter of 2005 that he was perfectly happy with Crosby starting on Opening Day, but in reality he was the proverbial duck on the pond—calm on the surface, but paddling furiously under the surface.

Scott Boras, known for being uncanny at extracting every last penny from even the most penurious owners, had boasted that his client, Johnny Damon, was worth $84 million over seven seasons. It was a sales pitch that Cashman had no use for, and he initially treated Boras like an unwanted vacuum cleaner salesman, slamming the door in his face. He barely spoke to Boras and didn’t meet with him during the GM meetings, which are the precursor to the winter meetings. Boras brushed it off, but it was an unmistakable—and calculated—snub.

During the winter meetings in Dallas, Boston made a four-year, $40 million offer to Damon, a follow-up to a three-year, $27 million offer that the player found insulting.

Cashman’s options that particular winter were unappealing. Brian Giles, a corner outfielder who loved the West Coast, was masquerading as a center fielder in the free-agent market to drive his price up. Giles eventually re-signed with San Diego for three years and $30 million. Juan Encarnación and Jacque Jones were other free-agent outfielders who couldn’t really play center, and Cashman didn’t think Juan Pierre, who was on the trading block, was a true center fielder anymore, either. (Pierre wound up traded to the Cubs.)

But as Boston continued to procrastinate with Damon, Cashman was having no luck finding a new center fielder.

“It was a very thin market,” Cashman said. “This team is built, it’s an older team, it’s built to try to win now. There’s a major hole in center field.”

According to a Yankee executive, the farm system didn’t have enough prospects that could be used to acquire Coco Crisp, then with Cleveland, or Tampa Bay’s Joey Gathright, or Jason Michaels, who at the time was in Philly.

“So you look at when you have a need, you analyze our team, it’s an older team that’s built to try to win now,” Cashman said. “And those opportunities can go by you. So Johnny was available on the market.”

Cashman talked to his scouts and evaluators, and they liked Damon. Joe Torre had always respected the hard-charging leadoff hitter, both because of his hustle and because of his overall offensive game. He could steal a base, or he could hit a homer—or two, as he did in Game 7 of the ALCS to pull off a miraculous comeback against the Yankees. Fishman and the analysts approved of the decision, projecting that he would have a positive impact on the lineup.

All the questions were answered. Was he an upgrade in center? Well, his arm wasn’t very strong after years of shoulder problems, but he could track down the ball better than Crosby. Offensively, he was a gigantic upgrade. Damon’s legs and baserunning savvy greatly improved the team speed. In 2005, the Yankees’ slow, station-to-station vets resembled the early-bird patrons at a Boca Raton buffet.

After that, it was decided that Damon’s loose, “idiot” persona would liven up the buttoned-down clubhouse. If the Yankees were senior citizens on the bases, then they often resembled corpses in the frigid clubhouse. Oh, there was one more
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