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INTRODUCTION
It was no great surprise that Yogi Berra would be the one who described the situation best, at the start of my journey, inside the museum in Montclair, New Jersey, that bears his name. This was a couple of weeks after the end of the 2003 baseball season. Across the  next few months, I would pose variations of the same basic question to  dozens of baseball players, some active, some retired, all of them having  logged some hard time on either side of baseball’s Great Fault Line.
The question, essentially, was this: What does it feel like?
What makes the Red Sox–Yankees rivalry so compelling, so seductive, so absorbing? Why do the passions run so deep on both sides,   much deeper than anywhere else in American professional sports? Why  is there more electricity attached to a meaningless spring training game  between these two in Fort Myers, Florida, than to half the playoff games  contested every October by other teams? And how can one possibly  understand what it is to play high-pressure baseball games under the  glare of this unrelenting spotlight?
What does that feel like?
The Red Sox and the Yankees have been feeding this festering feud  for a hundred years already, from the moment on May 8, 1903, when a  New York Highlanders outfielder named Dave Fultz hit a harmless  ground ball to Boston Pilgrims first baseman Candy LaChance. Fultz, a  former football player, stormed down the first-base line with little  regard for whatever was standing in his way—in this case, Boston  pitcher George Winter, who had dashed over to cover the bag. The collision was ugly, the contact audible to everyone inside the Huntington  Avenue Grounds, and a hush fell over the small ballpark in southwest  Boston. Winter was knocked nearly senseless. Fultz, unapologetic, simply dusted his uniform off and growled at Pilgrims manager Jimmy  Collins: “Tell your pitcher to pitch or get him the hell off the field.” It  was the second baseball game ever contested between American League  teams representing the dueling harbor cities of Boston and New York.  New York won the game, 6–1; five months later, Boston wound up capturing the pennant and the first-ever World Series. The rivalry’s first  blood had been drawn, and it had been bad, and it would stay that way.
“It’s a different kind of rivalry,” Derek Jeter would explain a century  later.
“It’s hard to put it into words, really,” the normally loquacious Kevin  Millar would say.
“You just always knew they were the biggest games of the year,” Phil  Rizzuto would chirp.
“Bigger than the World Series, when we played ’em,” Johnny Pesky  would insist.
“I guess I hate the Yankees now,” an unsuspecting Curt Schilling  would quip on the day in November 2003 when he was introduced as   the Red Sox’ new pitching ace, mouthing a politician’s line but holding  no real enmity in his heart; that would come later.
All of the participants can talk for hours about old stories, old  games, old arguments, old brushbacks, old resentments, and yet they tie their tongues into stopper knots describing what it’s like to live square  in the eye of baseball’s perfect storm. All but Yogi, of course, who’d  already summed it up quite eloquently, providing a dash of his own  specific Zen.
“You got to go through it,” he’d said, “to know what it’s like to go  through it.”
It wasn’t until a few months later that I would completely grasp what  he meant. During one especially manic two-week chunk of February  2004, I shuttled back and forth between the Yankees’ spring training  headquarters in Tampa and the Red Sox’ in Fort Myers, making the  four-hour round-trip drive along I-75 every day. At each location, I’d  bought official caps from the official team stores, which I’d intended to  give away as gifts (it was surely no coincidence, either, that at $33, the  Yankees hat cost eight bucks more than the Red Sox hat, a percentage  that fairly mimicked the difference in the teams’ starting payrolls for  the 2004 season).
The caps never did make it to the gift boxes. It was a few days later  that I wore the Red Sox cap into a downtown Tampa casino, where I sat  at a low-stakes poker table. An hour or so in, with maybe $20 of my  money shoved into the pot, as I was waiting to rake it back after revealing queens full of jacks, I was horrified to see the player three seats over  from me lay down kings full of sixes. They call that a “bad beat” at any  poker table on the planet. The guy who robbed me nodded sympathetically as he neatly stacked his chips.
Then added: “Shit, dude, you must be used to losing heartbreakers  by now, right?”
My first reaction was a cocktail of curiosity cut with anger, wondering how this smarmy little shit could possibly know about my long and  inglorious history with seven-card stud. It took only a few moments to  realize what he meant, when I remembered what I had worn to that   table, how the dark blue cap had developed into a universally accepted  symbol for suffering and torment, the Old English B on the front literally a scarlet letter representing baseball bereavement.
“First Boone,” said another guy at the table, laughing, referring to the  Yankees third baseman whose epic eleventh-inning home run had broken a fresh set of hearts all across New England four months before.  “And then kings full of sixes. Tough.”
And I understood.
This was exactly the kind of visceral feeling that had drawn me to this  subject in the first place. Having grown up a fan of neither team but an  admirer of both, I’d seen this ancient squabble reach its zenith in the  American League Championship Series in October 2003, seven games  that captivated two cities and captured the imaginations of millions of  observers both passive and passionate. It is impossible to grow up an  acolyte of baseball in this country, as I did, and not have at least a passing  fascination with the Yankees, the sport’s dynastic ruling class, and the Red  Sox, the perennial sparring partner, the team the Yankees are most closely  identified with—and, through 2003, dominated—from the moment they  moved to New York from Baltimore before the 1903 season. Ever since,  players have come, gone, retired, died. Generations of fans have been  turned over. And still, there is an unmistakable aura about these two  teams when they enter each other’s space, now more than ever.
I’d only felt it from a distance before. Suddenly, a table of card-playing strangers had looked at my headwear and made an absolute judgment about me. And I eased into the role with little difficulty.
“Yeah,” I said, aping the words I’d heard from dozens of legitimate  Red Sox fans the prior few months. “Aaron Fucking Boone . . .”
A few days later, I was flying to Arizona, neutral territory for both  camps, and I decided to have a little fun. I kept both caps at the ready  and switched them every few hours, just to see what would happen.
When I was wearing the Red Sox cap, people would nod to me  knowingly, as if they understood the unspoken wounds I’d suffered  during what had surely been an unending apprenticeship of angst.   Some wore Sox caps of their own, and the looks they flashed were so  real, so obvious, so  empathetic, I nearly copped to being an imposter, a  fraud, an actor wearing a prop. But I didn’t. Which entitled me to this  greeting from the guy who drove the rental-car shuttle at the Phoenix  Airport, who’d done little to chisel away the Brooklyn still hanging all  over his syllables: “The Red Sox blow, man. Can I take your bags?” He  smiled, his rough words clearly etched in respect. After boarding, I  found myself seated across from a man wearing a black and orange Baltimore Orioles cap. He was laughing. “Screw the Yankees,” he said. I  nodded. Yeah. Screw ’em.
Switching caps was more surreal. No one looks you in the eye when  you wear a Yankees cap, unless, of course, the other guy is wearing a  Yankees cap, too. Then you might get a high five, as I did walking  through the Phoenix Metro Mall, or a fist bump, as I did in the airport  lounge. Red Sox sympathizers, both behatted and bare-headed, either  cower or glower. And everyone else just kind of stares straight ahead,  trying either to ignore you or to vaporize you with their contempt. But  everyone, everyone, reacts to you if you wear one of those two hats, dark  blue with red B or darker blue with interlocking white NY. I wear a lot  of hats. No one has ever commented on my bright green 2002 Masters  hat. No one has ever said a word about my vintage blue Brooklyn  Dodgers cap. Not once.
And then I recalled the words of a wise old man.
“You got to go through it,” he’d said, “to know what it’s like to go  through it.”
He was right. Suddenly, I understood. And, as Yogi might also have  said, “You don’t have to be in it to be in it.” You don’t have to be a player,  a manager, or an owner to be fully engaged—although it doesn’t hurt to  be any of those things, either. If you enter this fray, if you endorse one  side or the other, then it makes you who you are, and what you are—  forever—as much as any declaration anywhere in sports. And in the  twenty-three months stretching from December 2002 through October 2004, there came an even more startling stream of contempt,   antagonism, respect, fear, anger, joy, and sorrow—on both sides—than  ever before. Given the history that already preceded all of this, that  would have seemed virtually impossible. As we shall see, it was anything  but.
What follows is an appreciation for all the color, all the characters, all  the craziness that has fueled this wonderfully American bond between  the Yankees, baseball’s unmatched empire, regal and dominant and pre-eminent for decades, and the Red Sox, who dubbed themselves a merry  band of carefree idiots, eager to challenge the establishment Yankees,  determined not to rest their bearded, hairy, free-spirited selves until  they’d unseated not only their nemesis but eighty-six years of torment  as well.
Mike Vaccaro
Hillsdale, New Jersey
November 2004

CHAPTER  1
NOT AGAIN
I don’t know if I believe in curses, or jinxes, or anything like that.  But I’ll tell you what I do believe: I believe in ghosts. And we’ve got  some ghosts in this stadium. —Derek Jeter, October 17, 2003
Every day you sit in front of your locker and ask God, “What the hell   is going on?” —Rick Burleson, September 17, 1978
He’d been asleep for only a second or two, the kind of restless, involuntary slumber that arrives only after you’ve stretched your work-night bedtime way too long. Through much of working-class America, millions of people were fighting a similar battle, not wanting to give in to their eyelids, certain that something unforgettable  would soon fill their television screens. Clocks up and down the East  Coast had just clicked to 12:15 A.M. on this morning of October 17,  2003, including the digital Armitron chronometer that dominated the  center field scoreboard at Yankee Stadium, right above where the most  important numbers were posted: Red Sox 5, Yankees 5, bottom of the  eleventh inning, seventh and deciding game of the American League  Championship Series.
It was quiet inside the eighty-year-old stadium, a spooky silence  having long before seeped into the bleachers and grandstands, where  56,279 had gathered to watch these two old foes play out the final  moves of their sweaty chess match. It was a duel that had ground    two cities to a halt, reduced millions of fingernails to the quick, even  captured the imaginations of otherwise sane citizens who spend their  days blissfully unaffected by baseball. This was why so many people   in so many parts of the country were trying to blink away their exhaustion as Thursday night bled into Friday morning, as Yankees third baseman Aaron Boone stepped to the plate to face a Boston knuckleball  specialist named Tim Wakefield, as all those timepieces ticked over   to 12:16.
The exact minute, as it happens, that Bucky Dent fell asleep.
It was the shouting that jarred him back to life.
“What happened?” Marianne Dent yelped.
“Huh?” her husband sputtered.
“Look at the TV! They’re mobbing somebody! The Yankees just won  the game! They won the pennant! I think someone hit a home run!”
They were showing replays, and Dent, wide awake now inside his Boynton Beach, Florida, home, watched Wakefield deliver a flat, fat  knuckleball, watched Boone all but jump out of his spikes as he dove  into the pitch, watched the camera follow the baseball as it sketched a  beautiful white path against the black Bronx sky, watched it settle into  the lower left-field stands, watched Wakefield march solemnly off the  mound, watched Boone jump onto home plate with both feet, watched  as the crowd, suddenly liberated from nearly four hours of unbearable  tension, exploded in a giddy rush of joy.
“Look at you,” Marianne Dent said. “You’re beaming.”
It was more than that, of course. Dent’s eyes remained locked on the  
TV, but the moment he saw it all unfold, his soul had immediately  drifted. . . .
Suddenly, he was rounding first base on another October day, exactly  twenty-five years and fifteen days before, the last time the Red Sox and  Yankees had met under these circumstances, one game for a championship, only then the game was played in the middle of a glorious afternoon, in another grand old ball field called Fenway Park. Dent had  greeted Mike Torrez’ fastball with the sweet spot of his borrowed Max   44 bat, and now his eyes were trained on the left fielder, Carl Yastrzemski, who was drifting back toward the left-field wall, only 310 feet from  home plate. Nobody ever played that thirty-seven-foot-high wall at  Fenway like Yaz, everyone knew that, so Dent waited for a sign as he  started chugging into second. Did I really get enough of it?
When Yastrzemski’s knees buckled, Dent knew he had.
He looked up in time to see the ball settle softly against the net  behind the wall. He thrust his right fist into the air, clapped his hands  together, and floated the final 180 feet of his journey home. A 2–0 Red  Sox lead had become a 3–2 Yankees lead with one swing of Dent’s bat,  with two outs in the bottom of the seventh inning. The Yankees would  win, 5–4. It was October 2, 1978, and Bucky Dent was twenty-six years  old, and if you had told him that he would ever feel the same rush that bubbled his bloodstream that day, when he staggered Old Man Yaz’  legs and broke New England’s spirit and fueled the New York Yankees  on to their twenty-second world championship, he would never have  believed you.
Except that’s exactly how he felt all these years later, inside his bedroom, watching mayhem tumble out of his television.
“You called it earlier, didn’t you?” Marianne asked.
Dent laughed. It was true. Before he’d even washed the champagne  from his hair that afternoon a quarter century earlier, Dent acquired an  instant appreciation for the link he’d just crafted for himself within the  long chain connecting the Yankees and the Red Sox. He quickly  embraced the humbling reality that a twelve-year career that included  two World Series rings and three trips to the All-Star Game would forever be reduced to and remembered for that singular trip to the plate,  one of 4,512 official at-bats he would accrue as a major leaguer. That  was fine with him. Dent had been born in Savannah, Georgia, and  raised in Florida, but he had rooted for the Yankees as a kid. He knew all  about the Yankee mystique before he ever added to it. He believed in the  almost mystical way the Red Sox taunt the Yankees, and the Yankees  haunt the Red Sox, how they’ve stubbornly refused to exit each other’s   shadow from the first time they encountered each other, on May 7,  1903, a 6–2 Boston victory.
Hell, how could he not know?
By 1983, Dent had been traded away to the Texas Rangers, though he  still owned a house in Wyckoff, New Jersey, which he rented out during  the season. That year, the lease belonged to the man who’d recently  been hired as the Yankees’ third-base coach, a baseball lifer named Don  Zimmer, the same man who’d been the Red Sox manager on October 2,  1978, and whose professional fate was irreversibly sealed with that one  swing of Dent’s bat.
“First time I go in there,” Zimmer recalled years later, during his second tour of duty on the Yankees coaching staff, “I notice a picture on  the wall, and guess what? It’s a picture of that son of a bitch hitting that  home run. I go into the next room—same thing, another picture. And  the next. And the next. Every fucking room. You know what I did? I  turned ’em all around. Then I called him up on the phone and I told  him I’d turned ’em all around.”
So Dent, having done as much as any one man could to stir the Red  Sox–Yankees embers, understood better than anyone that something different was bound to happen in this game, eventually. He had become  something of a student of the Red Sox’ tortured history, one whose  unholy trinity of infamy involved three separate incidents—the selling  of Babe Ruth, the Bucky Dent home run, and the fabled ground ball  that leaked through Bill Buckner’s legs in game six of the 1986 World  Series—with one notable thing in common.
“As the game is building up,” Dent would say a few months later, “I’m  going, ‘OK, who’s going to do something? Who’s got a  B in their  name—Bernie [Williams] or [Aaron] Boone—to keep the B’s going?’  And then after I dozed off for a second, then woke up, I said, ‘God dang,  somebody hit a home run!’ They showed Boone had hit it, and I was  like, ‘Oh, right!’ Yeah, I was thinking to myself, ‘Who’s got a B in their  name that’s going to keep Babe, Bucky, Buckner alive?’ It was Boone.”
No further explanation is needed for why this man, who entered the   world as Russell Earl Dent on November 25, 1951, had at least once on  every New England day that passed from October 2, 1978, through that  early morning hour of October 17, 2003, in every precinct of Red Sox  Nation, from Cambridge, Massachusetts, to Concord, New Hampshire,  from Winooski, vermont, to Waterville, Maine, been referred to by his  more common name.
Bucky Fucking Dent . . .
The joy was not limited to Bucky Dent’s bedroom in South  Florida. Back at Yankee Stadium, in the South Bronx, nobody wanted to  leave, nobody wanted to let go of the night, nobody wanted to walk  away from the latest installment of this most remarkable baseball passion play. On the field, Boone was mobbed by his teammates, by television microphones, by his manager, Joe Torre. “What I want to know,”  Boone would gush, “is this: What are all these people doing in my  dream?” Mariano Rivera, the peerless Yankees relief pitcher who’d  thrown three brilliant innings, “waiting the whole time for one of our  guys to make a ball disappear,” as Torre described it, had collapsed at  the pitcher’s mound, far apart from the joyous pile forming around  home plate, and it took a two-man tandem of coaches Lee Mazzilli and  Willie Randolph to finally pry him from the dirt. The public address  system blared “New York, New York” fourteen straight times, and with  every replay, 56,279 voices joined an old Dodgers fan named Sinatra  when he stretched out the words “Ayyyy-num-berrrrr-oooooone . . .”
The clubhouse was delirious, incorporating all the restraint and dignity of a Delta House rush party. Baby-faced Yankees general manager  Brian Cashman, who could easily be mistaken for a freshman pledge,  doused everyone he could find with gleeful two-fisted vengeance, and  when he spoke of it a few months later he would call it “the happiest  room I’ve ever seen in my life.” Later, the party would spill out of Yankee Stadium and cross the Macombs Dam Bridge into Manhattan, to  Scores and the China Club and Jay-Z’s new place, the 40-40 Club, all   the late-night palaces where these princes of New York City were always  welcomed. Being a New York Yankee means always being on the right  side of life’s velvet rope, never more so than now, in the first few hours  of their reign as American League champions.
Jason Giambi, the Yankees first baseman who’d hit two home runs  off Pedro Martinez that night to keep his team close, pointed at Boone  and smiled. Not only had Boone just hit a home run for the ages, but  his wife, Laura Cover—also known to readers of Playboy magazine as  Miss October 1998—had just entered the clubhouse to congratulate her  husband on his heroics.
“That lucky son of a bitch,” Giambi said, “should head straight to  
Vegas.”
It was a feeling shared by most New Yorkers, even those not married  to centerfolds. “What a great night to be a Yankees fan!” a longtime Yankees booster observed as he entered the clubhouse, before he was  engulfed by a two-armed Joe Torre hug. Rudolph Giuliani, formerly  New York City’s mayor, forever its highest-profile Yankees fan, accepted  a brand-new cap and exclaimed, “There’s nothing sweeter than beating  the Red Sox! Nothing!”
A hundred steps down the hallway, past the photographs of bygone  Yankee immortals and bygone Yankee celebrations, through the narrow  blue-walled corridor that leads to the third-base side of the stadium,  there couldn’t have been a more jarring juxtaposition. Inside the visitors’ clubhouse, grown men still clad in their Red Sox vestments were  openly weeping, not caring who saw them, oblivious to the cameras  clicking away, recording their pain for posterity. Professional locker  rooms never look this way, or feel this way, or sound this way.
“It was like we were all back in high school, like we’d just gotten beat  in the state playoffs, and everyone was gonna graduate, and we weren’t  ever gonna see each other again,” is the way Kevin Millar, the Boston  first baseman, would describe it. “When you’re a teenager and you lose  the big football game, that’s when you see guys cry uncontrollably. You  don’t see that much at this level.”
The cramped room was solemn and funereal, no music, no television, no chatter that rose above a hoarse whisper. The Boston Red Sox  had been five outs away from winning this game, winning this series,  sending all of New England into a spin cycle of glee that would have  lasted forever, suffocating once and forever the relentless talk of jinxes,  hexes, poxes, and curses. They’d had a three-run lead with the best  pitcher in baseball, Pedro Martinez, on the mound and the hottest  bullpen in the playoffs warmed up and ready to go. Five outs to go,  three runs to protect. And they couldn’t do it. They couldn’t beat the  Yankees.
Again.
Again.
“I let us down,” said Wakefield, who’d pitched so brilliantly in the  series but would forever be remembered as the man who served up  Boone’s game-winner. His voice, reduced to a rasp, was barely audible,  even in the silence of the room. “All I can say is, I’m sorry.”
There was exactly one man in the country who could understand  what Wakefield was feeling, the specific emotions at war within his  heart. At that exact moment, he was sitting on a sofa in his living room  in Naperville, Illinois, watching ESPN as it replayed the home run again  and again. Half an hour earlier, he’d been in the same exact spot, a fresh  soft drink in his hand, a queasy sense of inevitability swirling in his  stomach, as if he knew exactly what was coming. It hadn’t taken long.  Wakefield’s first pitch had made him cringe, even before Boone stepped  into it. Too flat. Too straight. Too inviting.
“Jesus,” Mike Torrez said. “Not again.”
All this time later, Torrez laughed as he remembered the ball he  threw to Bucky Dent, laughed as he said, “I thought I’d gotten the ball  in plenty enough, I really did. I’d gotten him out on almost the same  exact pitch two innings earlier.” Ah, but the vagaries of baseball are  sometimes measured by the width of a hair. A pitch that yields a harmless pop-up to the shortstop in the fifth inning can bear a home run in  the seventh. All it takes is one less mile per hour in velocity, or a centimeter’s tail toward the fat part of the plate, or a generous gust of wind  properly timed. Torrez had owned Dent his whole career. Wakefield?  He’d gotten Boone out easily five times in this series, three weak fly balls  and two strikeouts. He’d made Boone look utterly foolish. Right up to  the last pitch.
“Sometimes,” Mike Torrez said, “you just have to understand and  accept that the other guy beat you. That’s what baseball is. One guy  wins, one guy loses. It’s a little trickier when you factor in all the feelings  and all the emotions, of course. And with the Red Sox and the Yankees,  shit . . .”
He laughed a little louder.
“When those two get together, it makes a holy war seem like a cocktail party.”
Torrez has long accepted his role in the Yankees–Red Sox melodrama. He’s been much closer to Ralph Branca than to Donnie Moore  on the sliding scale of pitchers who surrendered epic postseason home  runs. Twenty-seven years before Torrez delivered his fateful 1–1 fastball  to Dent, Branca, a pitcher for the Brooklyn Dodgers, had thrown  another fastball, this one on an 0–1 count, in the bottom of the ninth  inning of a National League playoff game at the Polo Grounds in upper  Manhattan. Bobby Thomson connected, a radio announcer named  Russ Hodges wailed “The Giants win the pennant!” into baseball eternity, and the two of them, Thomson and Branca, rode off into the rubber-chicken sunset together, earning a fortune on the after-dinner  speaking circuit. “I think Ralph’s pain was eased by all the money we  made through the years thanks to that one pitch,” Thomson said fifty  summers after that fabled “shot heard round the world,” laughing.
“Hey, the way I look at it, when you’re a part of a moment like that,  you should consider yourself blessed,” Torrez says. “People are always  going to talk about me and Bucky, Ralph and Bobby, and now Tim and  Aaron. It’s good to be remembered. I guess Donnie Moore [a California  Angels pitcher who, three years after allowing a home run to Dave Henderson that rescued the Red Sox from oblivion in the 1986 playoffs,   committed suicide] didn’t feel that way. And look, I know Red Sox fans  don’t feel that way.”
No. Red Sox fans had already amassed plenty of memorable moments  in their collective scrapbooks of misery, so many of them against the  Yankees, building layer upon layer of scar tissue. They didn’t have to  hear Wakefield’s stand-up apologies, because they’d heard the same  words, the same sentiments, the same apologies so many times before.  They’d heard Yastrzemski mutter after that ’78 playoff game: “Those  bastards always have a little bit extra.” They’d heard from Ted Williams,  Teddy Ballgame, after the final weekend of the 1949 season, when he’d  lamented, “If you can’t win one game in two tries with the season on  the line, maybe you’d just better admit you were beaten by the better  team.” If they were feeling especially masochistic, they could have gone  all the way back to January 5, 1920, when a theater impresario named  Harry Frazee, who also happened to own the Red Sox, said this after  selling Babe Ruth to the Yankees for the astonishing sum of $100,000: “I  am well-satisfied to let him try his fortune in New York.”
Still, in so many ways, this was more than just another night in an  endless string of torturous loyalty tests. All Aaron Boone did at sixteen  minutes after midnight that awful morning was ring in the longest  night, the longest morning, and the longest off-season in the history of  that anguished confederacy known as Red Sox Nation.
Bill Lee, who in another life was one of the great Yankee-killers of all  time, winning twelve of the fifteen decisions he recorded as a Red Sox  pitcher against New York from 1969 to 1978, listened to the game’s final  seven innings on his car radio, driving from a television studio in  Boston to his home in vermont.
“I was just pulling into my driveway when the bottom of the  eleventh inning started,” Lee said. “And I mean, you could hear the  crack of the bat hitting the ball coming right through my speaker. All I  heard was that crack. It’s all I needed to hear. I turned the radio off and  said, ‘There goes the pennant.’ ”
Back in greater Boston, the melancholy was far more vivid, and it   bled everywhere. Inside the Tequila Rain sports bar on Lansdowne  Street, right across the street from the Fenway Park bleachers, a gnawing sense of inevitability had already crept into the room once the Yankees had evened the game at 5–5.
“We just know these things,” said Steve Silva, a marketing specialist  who has followed the Sox for over thirty years and spilled more than a  few pints of blood along the way.
Some uninitiated souls would hear a quote like that and shake their  heads. Red Sox fans were self-fulfilling prophets, they insisted, whose inherent cynicism provided the ultimate karmic blockade for the team  they purport to love so much. Who could succeed in a place populated  by so much ghastly gloom? But the new bies never understood. They  hadn’t seen their own grandfathers live out long, otherwise prosperous  lives without once seeing their Red Sox win a championship. They hadn’t  heard their fathers’ sad tales about waiting for the Red Sox to hurry up  and clinch the 1949 pennant so they could run to Fenway and buy  World Series tickets for a World Series that never came. They hadn’t  been on the receiving end of Bucky Dent. These prophecies needed no  help from the faithful. For eighty-five consecutive years, they succeeded  quite nicely all by themselves.
“Even when Pedro was struggling, I thought, ‘If they can just get  through this, we’ll be okay,’” said Mike Carey, a thirty-two-year-old Red  Sox fan who suffers the great misfortune of both living and working in  Queens, New York. “Seriously. I kept saying, ‘Just get by here . . .’”
Long pause. Long sigh. Bitter laughter.
“When they tied it . . . it’s like getting kicked in the nuts, it really is. I  mean, you can’t possibly feel worse, you know? At least you think that’s  the way it is. And then Boone hit the home run ...” Another pause. “Let  me put it this way. That game was played on Thursday. The previous  Saturday, I’d had to go to a funeral. And I felt a lot worse on Thursday.  A lot worse.”
Carey’s wife, Cassie, summed it up even better.
“It’s a sickness,” she said. “It should have a name.”
It never ends, of course. Not for Sox fans. Not for the Yankees  fans who lord over them. One hundred forty-three days passed from  the moment Boone’s ball disappeared into the blurry glee at Yankee  Stadium to the instant Bronson Arroyo fired a first-pitch strike to  Kenny Lofton, leading off the top of the first inning in the first spring  training game between these teams, at City of Palms Park in Fort  Myers, Florida. Tickets for the exhibition had been going for as much as  $1,000 on eBay in the morning, and for only slightly less from ticket  scalpers outside the small ball yard. A Yankees official engaged in a  heated parking-lot argument with a Red Sox worker. It was only March  7, yet it already felt like October 17.
“Only in this rivalry,” Derek Jeter said, shaking his head in wonder.  “It’s crazy.”
Those 143 days, of course, constituted the most eventful off-season  in the history of organized baseball. The Red Sox, still smarting from  their ALCS defeat, fired the first shot, pulling off a staggering Thanksgiving Day trade for Curt Schilling. Across eighty-five years of abject  frustration, the Red Sox have had a better pitching staff than the Yankees in maybe ten of those seasons, probably fewer. Suddenly, they had  Pedro Martinez and Curt Schilling at the top of their starting rotation,  while the Yankees lost Andy Pettitte, Roger Clemens, and David Wells  to, respectively, free agency, temporary retirement, and contractual  treachery.
Somehow, within weeks, the Red Sox reduced the buzz caused by the  Schilling trade to a dull roar, because they were hours—some insisted  minutes—away from closing the biggest deal in the 103-year history of  the franchise. Alex Rodriguez, the best player on the planet, was on his  way. The pieces were in place. The Red Sox and Texas Rangers would  swap Rodriguez and Manny Ramirez, baseball’s only $20 million-per-year fat cats. To make room for A-Rod, the Sox would then send Nomar  Garciaparra—the most popular everyday Red Sox player since Yastrzemski—to Chicago in exchange for outfielder Magglio Ordonez. The   chatter was so laced with confidence, even the most skeptical lot of Red  Sox fans had a difficult time disbelieving it. It was going to happen. Any  day now. Any hour now. Any minute. It was going to happen.
It was definitely going to happen!
It didn’t happen.
The Red Sox froze, asking Rodriguez to restructure his contract to ease  the immediate fiscal burden on the club. Rodriguez, eager to escape  Texas, desperate to be paroled from last place, agreed. Commissioner Bud  Selig gave his conditional approval. Rodriguez’ agent, Scott Boras, did the  same. But the Players Association, fearful of setting what it felt would be a  dangerous precedent, balked. They wouldn’t let Rodriguez, in essence,  buy his way up the American League food chain. They would make him  accept every penny of his $25 million annual salary, whether he liked it or  not. Rodriguez, seeing the light the way most do after being paid a visit by  a  caporegime, said he would never betray his union brothers. He was  going back to Texas. The Rangers named him captain. Both sides swore  this would be a more prosperous corporate marriage than Sears and Roe-buck. Red Sox fans sighed about what might have been.
And waited until February 17—the day Alex Rodriguez officially  became a New York Yankee—before deciding to throw up.
“I said the Boone thing was like being kicked in the balls?” Mike  Carey said. “This is like getting kicked, getting back up, and getting  kicked again.”
By the same guy, too.
For the only reason why the Yankees even thought about entering the  A-Rod sweepstakes was because Boone, the man who delivered them in  October, shredded his knee playing pickup basketball in January. So  Boone hammered the Red Sox twice in the space of three months: once  in the ALCS, once with his ACL.
The season hadn’t been decided, of course; it was barely under way.  But this was just one more Yankee victory eked out at the eleventh hour,  one more critical crossroads when the Red Sox couldn’t hold a lead late in the game. Only this time it was winter instead of autumn, February   instead of October. And you wonder why Bill Lee didn’t even wait for  confirmation that the crack he heard over his car radio wasn’t just a  long foul ball? You wonder why Mike Carey, poor guy, went to watch   Mystic River in a theater the night the Rodriguez-to-the-Yankees stories  began to heat up—valentine’s Day, naturally—and, after noticing in the  opening scene that one of the kids is wearing a Red Sox cap, found his  mind wandering helplessly away from the film and onto other important matters, such as: Why does this always happen to us? You wonder  why the Tequila Rain was filled by that death-watch pall a full hour  before Boone hit his home run, why people steadily started to leave,  knowing they’d rather witness the final, unavoidable heartbreak in the  privacy of their own automobiles, apartments, dens?
Oh yes—and you wonder why Yankees players (to say nothing of  Yankees fans) felt more bulletproof than Clark Kent over the course of  eighty-five years?
No need to wonder. All you needed to do was watch the way these  two warring cities reacted in the wake of those seven wonderful games  that constituted the ALCS. The way they both recovered—the Sox from  another Yankee drilling, the Yankees from a disappointing six-game loss  to the Florida Marlins in a decidedly anticlimactic World Series—  within a matter of days, eager to resume hostilities. And the way they  stayed well within each other’s shadow for the entire length of the 2004  season, kicking their decadent duel into the stratosphere once and forever. Much would be made about whether this was truly a rivalry or  not—after all, something so one-sided was more of a feud, no? An  extended quarrel?—but the semantics mattered little. The owners knew  that to be so. The players certainly did.
The fans?
They’re the greatest benchmark. After all, months after the fact, a  radio engineer named Peter Cipriano was willing to say of game seven:  “I confess that I was physically ill early on when the Yanks were down,  thinking about the concept of the Red Sox winning the ALCS—at Yankee Stadium, no less.”
And, perhaps most telling of all, there was this message, posted at the  Boston fan Web site www.nextyear.blogspot.com at 5:08 on the morning of February 2, 2004. The New England Patriots had won Super  Bowl XXXVIII less than eight hours earlier, and most of the board’s  messages over the weekend had been devoted to that glorious achievement. The Pats’ charge to glory included a fifteen-game winning streak  that closed out the season, and for many Bostonians it was a necessary  salve for their wounded sporting souls. Only an insomniac with the  simple screen name of Rob realized the time to celebrate was over. And  so he repeated the mantra that had echoed throughout New England  for three full months: “Timlin in the 8th. Williamson in the 9th. Is that  so fucking hard to understand?”

CHAPTER  2
STRIKING BACK AT THE EMPIRE 
Oh, when it comes down to whom I’m rooting for, the Red Sox or   the Yankees, there’s no question about it—the Yankees. Once a Yankee,  always a Yankee. I’ve never seen this team play except on TV a few times.  I don’t know enough about them to be able to say how great they are  compared to the players I had. But I know a little bit about what happens  when Boston plays New York. New York wins. —Joe McCarthy,  September 14, 1977 
Last year I was assaulted by George Steinbrenner’s Nazis,  his brown shirts. He brainwashes those kids over there and they’re led by  Billy Martin—Hermann Goering the Second. They got a convicted felon  running that club. What do you expect? —Bill Lee, March 2, 1977
Not that it matters, but Larry Lucchino invented neither the term nor the analogy.  “I’m not that clever,” the Boston Red Sox’ president said. “I  wish I were. Maybe I could have had a lot more fun with my life, you  know?”
No, as early as 1983, baseball pundits had likened the New York Yankees to an “evil empire,” sometimes going so far as to employ capital letters for emphasis. Dozens of columnists, essayists, commentators, and  fans had linked the two. It was easy, really. George Steinbrenner had fostered an image for himself as baseball’s Darth 
Vader, sinister in his   unquenchable desire to conquer all that lay before him. The truth is,  Steinbrenner relished the role, not only from his perch atop the Yankees’ organizational flow chart, but throughout his business affairs and  personal life.
“The man thinks he is Vito Corleone,” one former Yankees employee  quipped in the summer of 2003. “The problem is, he treats everybody  else like Fredo.”
Steinbrenner had seen his team called the Evil Empire long before  Christmas Day 2002; if anything, he courted the scorn, taking great  delight in throwing his team’s relentless success back in the faces of his  envious critics. “Evil Empire” references were all but impossible to miss.  In fact, if you do a LexisNexis search connecting May 25, 1977—the day  Star Wars was released in theaters—with December 24, 2003, you get  eighty-eight different hits connecting “Yankees” and “Evil Empire.”  During the 2000 playoffs, Newsweek magazine ran a story under the  headline “The Most Hated Team in Baseball,” and there wasn’t a soul in  the United States who had to read a word to know that the author,  Mark Starr, was not referring to the Kansas City Royals.
Lucchino himself had casually used the term at least once before in  public. In October 2002, not long after he arrived in the Red Sox’  offices, following a disappointing, out-of-the-money finish for his new  team, Lucchino had told a gathering of Boston writers: “We recognize  that the Evil Empire is always out there willing to do what’s in their best  interests. We can’t control that, but we recognize that the threat is  always there, and the force will be with us.” Again, there was no need for  Lucchino to qualify his statements; he was not indicting the Tampa Bay  Devil Rays. And yet Steinbrenner let the remark pass, even though he  undoubtedly saw it, because even into his seventies Steinbrenner manages to read every syllable written about him, maintaining an extensive  clip file.
Two and a half months later, that policy of benign indifference officially changed. Maybe forever.
For on Christmas Eve, the Yankees announced they had signed   Cuban émigré Jose Contreras to a four-year, $32 million contract. This  had set off a full-scale angst attack in Boston, for the Red Sox had targeted Contreras from the second he’d arrived in Nicaragua, his new  homeland, in late summer. They’d exhausted every bell and whistle in  their possession, too. They’d learned where Contreras was staying in Managua, and they’d gobbled up the other fourteen rooms at the Hotel  Campo Real, making sure no other interested club could get that close  to him. They’d assembled a traveling party that included not only their  freshly minted, twenty-eight-year-old general manager, Theo Epstein,  but also Spanish-speaking organizational stalwarts Euclides Rojas  (bullpen coach), Luis Eljaua (director of Latin American operations),  and Luis Tiant (a fabled Sox alumnus who’d also fled Castro’s Cuba).  They’d made what they thought was a generous offer to a man who’d  never thrown a single pitch in the major leagues, $27 million for four  years.
And been overtaken, in the end, by the Yankees.
How many times had Red Sox fans been taunted by that very sentence across the years?
Lucchino had been on the job less than a year, but he’d gotten an  instant sampling of what life in this rivalry is all about. So on Christmas  morning, as Steinbrenner snapped open his copy of the New York   Times, he saw this observation from the Sox’ chatty executive: “The evil  empire extends its tentacles even into Latin America.”
And this time, Steinbrenner seethed.
“That’s bullshit,” snorted the Yankees’ principal owner. “That’s how a  sick person thinks. I’ve learned this about Lucchino: He’s baseball’s  foremost chameleon of all time. He changes colors depending on where  he’s standing. He’s been at Baltimore [where the seeds of this feud were  planted] and he deserted them there, and then went out to San Diego  [and helped lead the 1998 Padres to the World Series, where they were  promptly swept by the Yankees], and look at what trouble they’re in out  there. When he was in San Diego, he was a big man for the small markets. Now he’s in Boston and he’s for the big markets.
“He’s not the kind of guy you want to have in your foxhole. He’s running the team behind [Red Sox owner and former Yankees limited partner] John Henry’s back. I warned John it would happen, told him, ‘Just  be careful.’ Lucchino talks out of both sides of his mouth. He has trouble talking out of the front of it.”
Lucchino, figuring he was already all in, countered, “Is that the best  he could do? I don’t think he even gets the reference.”
Steinbrenner fumed for weeks. Around the office, he wouldn’t even  refer to the Red Sox by name, calling them “that team from north of  here.” He railed against Lucchino so often and so vividly, the commissioner’s office finally ordered him to shut up. Chastened, Steinbrenner  settled instead for a satisfying belly laugh when, on January 15, the Yankees engineered a three-way trade that delivered Montreal Expos right-hander Bartolo Colon—the other pitcher besides Contreras the Red  Sox had coveted for months—to the Chicago White Sox. The Yankees  received two players in the deal who would barely be heard from again,  and yet Steinbrenner’s mirth could be heard up and down the eastern  seaboard, all the way to Fenway Park. Revenge was his, served ice cold, a  feeling more gratifying than he could do justice to with words.
This grudge match was so on.
“I was just trying to be funny,” Lucchino would say incredulously  eight months later. “I guess George didn’t find it so funny.”
Maybe Steinbrenner had finally grown weary of the Darth Vader references. Maybe, as a rock-ribbed Republican (who’d been famously  convicted for illegal contributions to Richard Nixon’s 1972 reelection  campaign), he understood that despite Red Sox fans’ instant fascination  with stretching the Star Wars metaphor as far as it would go, the empire  in that film was never once referred to as “evil” (although the implications were surely there). No, it was on March 8, 1983, that Ronald Reagan, speaking to the National Association of Evangelicals in Orlando,  had said, “I urge you to beware the temptation . . . to label both sides  equally at fault, to ignore the facts of history and the aggressive  impulses of an evil empire, to simply call the arms race a giant misunderstanding and thereby remove yourself from the struggle between  right and wrong, good and evil.”
And no, Reagan was not referring to Luxembourg.
“I don’t think George ever once thought Lucchino was talking about  Star Wars,” one longtime Steinbrenner observer said. “I honestly think  he believed Larry was calling him a commie.”
For fans on both sides of this acrid baseball chasm, this was a  dream come true. All the loathing, all the contempt, all the suspicion  that Red Sox fans and Yankees fans felt for each other, all of that festering bile, rarely worked its way up the corporate ladder. Oh, occasionally it would flare up on the field. Bill Lee would call the Yankees  “George Steinbrenner’s Nazis” or refer to Billy Martin as “Hermann  Goering the Second.” Thurman Munson would try to drive his shoulder clear through Carlton Fisk’s solar plexus. Johnny Pesky would  deliver a double-play relay throw right into Joe DiMaggio’s shoulder  and would be mad because he’d really aimed for his head.
But through all the years, across all the pennant races, with all the  bad blood that had been spilled since 1903, somehow the men at the  top of each franchise had mostly managed to get along famously.  Indeed, the American League would long bear the notorious tag as the  “brother-in-law league” because its intramural battles tended to be far  less bloody than the ones taking place in the National League. It may  seem an odd paradox to think of the Red Sox and Yankees, these long-standing adversaries, as baseball bedfellows, but for much of the last  century, that’s often what the executive-suite relationships were like.
This first manifested itself during the very first summer-long duel  between the two clubs, in 1904. That season would come down to a climactic five-game clash between the Yankees (then known as the Highlanders) and the Red Sox (then known as the Pilgrims), but long before  that showdown there would be hints of cronyism and allegations of  collusion, and it would be just the first of many times when a Boston   owner seemed to be wandering a little too close to the social orbit of the  club that was supposed to be his chief antagonizer.
It had begun the previous off-season when Boston, fresh off winning  the first-ever World Series, agreed to swap Long Tom Hughes in exchange for Jesse Tannehill. At the time, no one could forecast that Tannehill would  go 21–11 for the ’04 Pilgrims, or that Hughes would muddle through a  dreadful 7–11 season for the Highlanders; all Boston baseball fans knew  was that this seemed like a pillaging of the highest order. Hughes was  Boston’s best pitching prospect, fully five years younger than Tannehill.  There was talk of a fix, the kind of unchecked chatter that abounded in those looser, laxer days, especially in places like Boston’s Third Base  Saloon—so called because it was “the last stop on the way home”—operated by outspoken Boston fan Michael “Nuf Ced” McGreevy, the head of  the team’s famed Royal Rooters booster club. Such wild speculation was  common tavern patter in the aught years of the last century.
Only, in this case, it happened to be true.
Ban Johnson, the founder of the American League, desperately  wanted a competitive team in New York City, not only to rival the  National League Giants but also to establish a foothold in what already  was the nation’s burgeoning economic center. It was why he’d moved  the bankrupt Baltimore Orioles north in the first place, and why now,  in December of 1903, he’d arranged a meeting between Harry Killilea,  the Boston owner, and the New York partnership of Frank Farrell (a  poolroom king who controlled a gambling syndicate valued at $3 million) and William “Big Bill” Devery, former chief of police for the city  of New York, who somehow had managed to cobble together enough  scratch on his constable’s salary to hold a significant chunk of New York  real estate.
Farrell and Devery had made their respective fortunes, both within the  law and without, by relying on sure things; Johnson was trying to extend  them a similar baseball courtesy, hoping to turn their $18,000 investment  in the franchise into a winning lottery ticket. And so the trade was done,  over the deafening howls of the Royal Rooters and everyone else who   cared about the team immodestly referred to as the “world champions”  on everything from the club’s own literature to the local newspaper headlines to the marquee at Huntington Avenue Grounds.
“Anything to strengthen New York!” they crowed, echoing a cry their  great-great-grandchildren would still be bellowing a century later,  although in 1903 the only thing resembling an Evil Empire was the  Tammany Hall Democratic machine in New York City that had helped  yield both Highlanders owners their fortunes. Devery, after all, was best  known during his shakedown salad days with the NYPD for his personal credo of gluttony: “Hear, see, and say nothing; eat, drink, and pay  nothing.” That, in essence, became the Highlanders’ own motto as 1903  became 1904.
Killilea’s successor, John I. Taylor, extended the chummy relations  with the men who should have been his chief adversaries. After purchasing the Pilgrims in late April, Taylor—scion of a prominent Boston  newspaper family—watched his club promptly vault to the top of the  American League, much to the chagrin of Johnson, much to the outrage of Frank Farrell and Big Bill Devery. Once again, Johnson arranged  a sit-down, plied the parties with Cuban cigars and snifters of brandy,  and smiled as the trio hit it off beautifully. By the end of their first  meeting, Taylor agreed to part with his best offensive player, Patsy  Dougherty, who’d hit .342 as a rookie in 1902 and paced the world  champions with a .331 mark in ’03, in exchange for an undisclosed sum  of cash and an unremarkable infielder named Bob Unglaub.
And as much as another transaction between these clubs would  cause something of a stir fifteen and a half years later, at least the selling of Babe Ruth encouraged a healthy debate on both sides of the issue. In  Boston, the exiling of Patsy Dougherty was greeted as nothing short of  a criminal act of sedition.
Such was the outcry that Taylor was forced to shield himself against an  immediate onslaught of accusation, insisting, “The trade of Dougherty  for Unglaub was made to help the Boston club and for no other reason.”  And Boston manager Jimmy Collins, targeted as an unindicted co-conspirator in this mess, defensively declared, “I have always done the  best I could behind the Boston club and have never injured our club to  the benefit of anyone. I have always given Boston the best I could according to my knowledge of the game, and I have done so in this instance.”
Ah, but in 1904 fate had yet to select baseball Boston as its primary  target of torture, so it naturally happened that the Pilgrims clinched  their second straight American League pennant on the last day of the  season, in New York, when Boston pitcher Big Bill Dineen ended the  game with a three-pitch strikeout of Patsy Dougherty, setting off a  wicked celebration back home in Boston, where it was clear the local  nine would always hold sway when matters of baseball proficiency  needed to be settled with their civic rivals from the southwest.
New York City would have to wait another seventeen years before an  American League flag would fly above one of its ballparks, and that  would happen only as the result of the greatest display of Boston  munificence in the franchises’ long, cordial association. Although history has loudly (and wrongly) reduced the sale of Babe Ruth to a simple  matter of Harry H. Frazee’s need to finance a solvent Broadway show  following a long string of failures, the truth is far more complicated  than that. Civil war had racked the American League by the winter of  1919–20, with the Red Sox, White Sox, and Yankees sitting on one side  of the philosophical border, rebels to Ban Johnson’s long tyranny, and  the other five clubs in Cleveland, Detroit, Philadelphia, St. Louis, and  Washington serving as loyalists in Johnson’s army.
So when Frazee wanted to unload Ruth, who’d grown too loud, too  ornery, and too obnoxious for him to handle—Frazee, used to the ways  of the theater, had little regard for divas—he had a limited supply of  trading partners. He briefly inquired about a straight-up swap of Ruth  for Joe Jackson with Chicago but planned all along on doing business  with his closest allies in this patchwork axis, the Yankees. The one part  of the Frazee-Ruth legend that the curse’s carnival barkers actually got  right was the notion that Frazee and the Yankees’ owners—Colonel  Jacob Ruppert and Colonel Tillinghurst l’Hommedieu Huston—were a   little friendlier than competing owners should ever be. Ruppert, after  all, agreed to a $300,000 loan on favorable terms as part of the Ruth  deal, and when Ruth made his first appearance in Boston the next April,  Frazee was following the game via wireless telegraph in the company of  Huston, one of his closest friends, from the comfort and safe remove of  Huston’s New York offices.
And it never truly stopped. Thomas Yawkey, who owned the Red Sox  for forty-three years, counted among his friends and drinking partners  a string of Yankees owners, from Larry MacPhail to Del Webb to Dan  Topping. Even George Steinbrenner was known to enjoy the social  company of Haywood Sullivan, who served as a de facto owner when  Yawkey’s trust ran the ballclub in the 1980s.
And now this: Steinbrenner and Lucchino fully engaged in a public  pissing match, fully locked at a public impasse.
“Let’s just say that on the list of top people with respect and affection  for me,” Larry Lucchino would say in the summer of 2003, “you will  probably not find George’s name there. I don’t expect a dinner invitation anytime soon.”
And that was perfectly acceptable to Red Sox fans. For once, they  could look to their club’s leadership and see the same passion, the same  fire—the same ire—that they’d felt, almost from the womb. And Yankees fans, who in less than a decade had gone from loathing Steinbrenner to wanting him—and his bottomless coffers—canonized, were  equally pleased. Who loves a gutter fight more than New York? Gone for  now, maybe for good, were gentlemanly baseball disputes decided on  fields of play and toasted in private barrooms later on. There was nothing genteel about this rivalry anymore. There was nothing convivial  about this connection.
The Red Sox would not be parting with Patsy Dougherty in 2003.
“For the first time,” said John Miller, a longtime Red Sox fan and an  investment adviser from Grafton, Massachusetts, “it seemed to me that  the people who ran the Red Sox hated the Yankees every bit as much as  I did.”
Of course, there was a reason the Yankees were so eminently  hatable.
They were an awfully good baseball team again.
So good that they’d lost shortstop Derek Jeter, the soul of the club  who would soon earn a captain’s C to formalize his unofficial standing,  to a grisly shoulder injury in Toronto on opening day and still won  twenty-four of their first twenty-eight games without him. So good that  Kansas City Royals manager Tony Pena would say, “Some teams are so  intimidating, they start out with a 1–0 lead before a pitch is ever  thrown; the Yankees are so strong, they start out with a 2–0 lead.” So  good that the rest of baseball seemed willing to officially cede them a  sixth straight American League Eastern Division championship before  April had even yielded to May.
With one notable exception.
“Shit,” Boston first baseman Kevin Millar said in early April. “How  about we play the damned season before anyone sizes ’em up for a ring?”
They played the damned season, all right, and in New England, it  turned out to be as enjoyable a baseball ride as anyone could remember. All across the summer of 2003, the Red Sox kept winning games that  Red Sox teams never win. They were relentless. They were resilient.  They rescued games by scoring bunches of runs in their last at-bat.  They displayed a camaraderie rarely seen in a franchise that had long  ago invented the concept of “twenty-five players, twenty-five cabs.”  They had three superstars—pitcher Pedro Martinez, left fielder Manny  Ramirez, and shortstop Nomar Garciaparra—who were at least the  equal to any other player at their positions in all of baseball.
Yet the soul of the team consisted of players like Millar, Bill Mueller,  Todd Walker, and David Ortiz, all of them low-profile, almost anonymous off-season pickups, all of them certified role players, all of them  the kind of “clubhouse guys” for which all successful teams thirst.  Johnny Damon was a classic leadoff hitter. Jason 
Varitek was a catcher  who seemed to be
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