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LONG BALL

TO
LEFT FIELD

By DUANE DECKER

The Blue Sox had a problem. After nearly
ten years in left field, the famous Kennie
Willard had retired, and someone was
needed to take his place and bat 1n the
clean-up slot. They had Mike ]Jafte, a
bonus boy, who had proved during his
two years with the Sox that he could do
just what was wanted: hit that long ball
to left. But Mike didn’t want to be an
outfielder; he was convinced that he
should be a pitcher, as his tfather had been.
Feeling like this, Mike just naturally was
sympathetic toward pitchers, even when
they weren't on his own team. Since this
proved to be an unsatistactory state of
mind for a potential slugger, Mike began
to spend more and more time on a Sox
farm club 1nstead of with the Sox them-
selves.

Because Mr. Decker 1s a strictly major-
league baseball writer, he resolves this
situation 1n a true-to-life way. Boys will

enjoy this sports novel both for its excite-
ment and 1ts authenticity.

Jacket by Charles Geer
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CHAPTER

1

)

MIKE JAFFE said hed always thought Babe Ruth
might have gone a lot farther in baseball if he’d
stuck to pitching. He said this to Jug Slavin, man-
ager of the world champion Blue Sox, who had
beaten the Robins the previous October in five
games, to win the title plus the winner’s share of
the gate receipts. Jug barely smiled.

The remark was made behind the batting cage
at the Sox spring-training camp in Glensota, Florida,
when Jug told Mike that the tront office wanted him
to try to convert from pitcher to outlielder this year.
Mike shook his head no.

Mike never made funny remarks; he spoke every
word in dead earnest. Jug Slavin was aware of this
and was tempted to point out the humor in the com-
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ment. On the other hand, Mike Jaffe represented
valuable property to the Sox; they had paid him a
sixty-thousand-dollar bonus to sign with them, out-
bidding seven other teams. Mike was twenty now,
a pro for three years. He still had the sixty thousand,
or what the government had left him of it, in the
bank, and he felt reasonably independent. Jug,
whose contract expired this year, didn't.

“Look,” Jug said. “Think about it.”

“No,” Mike said. “The Sox can't convert me, not
after I wasted halt my life learning to pitch.”

Jug still didn't crack a smile, not even at the
thought that a twenty-year-old boy might really
feel he had wasted half his life. “T'll put it this way,”
Jug told him. "The front office is offering you a
chance to break into the starting line-up of the team
the sports writers all pick to repeat. I mean, World
Series dough. You don't want it?”

“I'm a pitcher,” Mike said.

Jug Slavin looked out across the ball park, at the
waving Florida palm fronds beyond the left-field
fence. He knew very well that he had exaggerated
the case for the Blue Sox when he'd said the sports
writers had picked them to 1epeat They had, but
with the usual sports writer's big “if.”

“It,” they had said, practically in concert, “they
[ 10 ]



LONG BALL TO LEFT FIELD

can find an outfielder who can hit that long ball to
left field the way Kennie Willard has been doing it
for nearly ten years.”

Kennie Willard had simply quit—and with good

reason. Ever since he had broken into the Sox
line-up, the first Negro to knock down the old racial
barriers, he had been clean-up man. He was thirty-
eight now, and this past winter he had gone into
business, making more than the Sox could offer him.
He had known he was slightly over the hill, although
he could have carried on for a few more years, shift-
ing to third, pinch-hitting, and all that. But he was
too good a ballplayer, too proud, to round out his
career that way. He had said, "No, I'm through.”
Neither money nor anything else could bring him

back.

So there was no one in left field or the clean-up
slot in the batting order. His retirement lett a great
big void in an otherwise championship club. And
the Sox didn’t have anybody ready in the farm
system who could hit that long ball to left. No team
would trade with them, either. Why should they
strengthen the strongest team in the league?

Jug knew he really didn’t have a chance of filling
the gap, except for this stubborn kid, Mike Jafte.
Mike, he knew by this time. was a mediocre pitcher,

[11]
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barely good enough to get by in the majors. Never-
theless, he did have a lot more to him than medi-

ocrity—though not as a pitcher.
Mike had shown, in his occasional pinch-hittmg

assignments during his required two years on the
Blue Sox bench, that he could belt that long one to
lett—that real long-gone one. He had a natural bat-
ting eye, a powertul swoop when he swung a bat,
an easy grace, and beautitul timing. He had big
shoulders and strong wrists. And youth.

“Never mind,” Jug said to him. “Forget I ever

mentioned it.”
"I will, Mr. Slavin,” Mike Jaffe said.

[ 12 ]



CHAPTER

2

OUT on the field the final intrasquad game of the
training season was about to begin. Today was the
end of phase one in the spring grind. Phase two,
the exhibition schedule with other clubs who had
pitched their camps in Florida, would start to-
morrow. After this would come the rest of the
exhibition games on the long zigzagging path home.
Jug Slavin was thinking that, unlike the rest ot the
league, the Blue Sox had a starting line-up which
was almost set right now. All he lacked was an
authentic clean-up hitter, which was, he told him-
self ruefully, the same as saying an airplane had
everything except a propeller.

Jug sat down in the dugout and gazed across the
ball park. The infield looked a glaring white in the

[ 13 ]
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bright, hot Florida sun. The outfield was as hard
and dry as the one at the Stadium would be in late
August. The small grandstand was about one-third
full, dotted with sport shirts and T shirts and gay,
colored dresses. Mike Jaffe was showing a small
boy in a front-row seat how to grip a curve ball.
Mike, Jug knew, was working on a slider this spring,
because his three-year pro record as a pitcher in-
dicated that something drastic must be done.

The Tillmans were playing the Murphys today, a
six-inning contest. Coach Tweet Tillman's line-up
was made up entirely of the regulars; Coach Fido
Murphy's bunch were called the Yannigans. Jug
had arranged it that way. Every man on the Tillman
squad was bonded championship stuft, with one ex-
ception—Sonny Bellucci in left field. Bellucci had
hit .340 in Double-A last year, but Jug doubted
that he would hit .240 in this league. Yet Bellucci
was his outstanding candidate to replace Kennie
Willard.

Warm-up tosses were now being thrown by Eddie
Lasky into the big, waiting mitt of Pete Gibbs, the
rangiest and best-hitting catcher in the league.
Lasky had missed the twenty-game mark just once
in the past six years, and last season he had won
twenty-three while losing nine.

[ 14 ]
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At first base was Stretch Stookey, who, a few years
ago, had been just a tall toothpick of a kid but had
now filled out into the muscled proportions of a
trim light-heavyweight fighter. Stretch bounced
the dirty infield-practice ball to Bud Walker at
second. That incredibly fast man on a pivot scooped
it and snapped it back to Stookey in practically the
same motion. Walker could do just about anything
with a hard hopper except dribble it like a basket-
ball player.

Standing at shortstop, hands on hips, was Handy
Andy Pearson, otherwise known as this league’s
Mister Shortstop. Andy was watching the prelim-
inary unveiling of Lasky with as much intentness as
it this was going to be an official game back home
at Blue Sox Stadium. Stookey yelled at him to pay
attention as he bounced the practice ball across the
infield. Andy reached down and gloved it, then
tossed a strike back to Stookey.

Johnny Madigan, at third, was ready and waiting
when the ball came his way. He dove at it and
rifled it back. Even this early, Madigan couldn't
take things easy; he didn’t know how to take things
easy. That was probably the reason why, after ten
years, he still rated the hard-earned title of peskiest
lead-off man around. Madigan was small, as Blue

[ 15 ]
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Soxers went: he had never hit .300 in his life; he had
come up from the minors tagged “good field, no hit";
and he had still been on the All-Star team last year.

Jug’s gaze shifted to right field. Waiting there,
pounding his right fist into his glove with the im-
patience of a sand-lotter, was Chip Fiske, the small-
est man on the team. He was a hit-and-run artist,
whose highest home-run total for a season was three,
but his chip-shot singles and doubles had enabled
him to average better than two hundred hits every
season since he had come up. And he had an arm
that base runners did not challenge otten.

But in center field stood the prize Blue Sox pack-
age of them all-Russ Woodward, the switch-hitting
powerhouse. Woodward, Jug figured, would have
to be his clean-up man as matters stood now. The
trouble with that arrangement, in Jug's eyes, was
that Woodward belonged where he had been hit-
ting, in the third-place slot. If intentional walks
were pitchers compliments, then Woodward could
truly feel almost flattered to death; and without a
solid threat batting after him, he would find him-
selt being waved to first base every time he turned
around. Woodward was a born center fielder. He
had the speed, the instinct for getting the jump on
the ball, and the height to trap some of the long ones

[ 16 |
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in the webbing of his glove just as they were about
to tall into the bleachers.

Reluctantly, Jug turned his eyes to left field.
Sonny Bellucci had been in the Sox farm system
for five years, and the reports on him said that al-
though he could murder a ball when he got what he
wanted, he could be pitched to. His strike-out total
always overshadowed his extra-base totals. From
observation this spring Jug knew that once he had
been around the league, the pitchers with control
would manipulate Bellucci as easily as it he were a
toy monkey-on-a-stick. And batting coaches, so far,
had been at a loss to solve his problem.

As Lasky made his final warm-up toss and Gibbs
threw the ball down to Pearson, who was standing
on the second-base bag, Stan Davis came into the
dugout and sat down beside Jug. Davis was the
general manager. When the farm system failed to
produce an adequate replacement for a faded
veteran, he received the blame. He was a man who
could carry on a rapid-fire conversation and still
miss nothing that was going on around him.

He didn’t look at Jug as he spoke, just kept staring
out at the field. “You talked to the kid?”

“Just now,” Jug said.

“And?”

[ 17 ]
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“He thinks the Babe made a great mistake when
he quit pitching.”

Davis turned his eyes from the field tor a moment
and looked right at Jug. “Listen,” he said. "Il
talk to this boy. What kind of a twenty-year-old fool
is he? Here's a chance to be in a World Series in-
stead of finishing out the season pitching for Pots-
dam—" He broke oft as Mike Jafte walked by.

Jug called to him. “"Mike, you pitch the middle
two innings for the Murphys. So get yourselt
ready.” Mike nodded and kept going. Jug turned
to Stan Davis and said, "Don't you talk to him yet,
Stan. Let me handle this thing for a while.”

“Youre babying him.”

“I'm figuring,” Jug said, “that in Mike Jaffe we've
not only got a sixty-thousand-dollar investment, but
maybe we ve got a tuture Williams, Mantle, DiMag.
He can hit a baseball as well as that.”

“T've seen it.”

“But if he converts under orders—under threats—
it won't work. He's got to do it willingly. Give me
time.”

“How much time?”

“Until we get north.”

“Meanwhile Bellucci—

“Bellucci won't do,” Jug said. "I know that right

[ 18 ]
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now. Meanwhile, I'll make Jafte shag fly balls every
day, just to strengthen his legs for his pitching, see?”

“Well, all right then. What about hitting prac-
tice?”

“That's a cinch,” Jug said. “I'll tell him I'm count-
ing on him as my number one right-handed pinch
hitter, that it1ll mean he's that much more valuable
to the team. He'll go along with that. And by the
time we get north, he'll have been chasing flies and
hitting just about ten times as much as helll have
been pitching. T'll see to that.”

Davis put a restraining hand on Jugs knee.
“Quiet,” he said. “Here comes the sixty-thousand-
dollar slob now.”

[ 19 ]
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WHAT had bothered Mike Jaffe most last year had
been the fans” applause. The trouble was that from
his point of view, it had always come at the wrong
time. He had spent the season with the Sox
Triple-A farm team, the Blues, after sweating out
his two years as a bonus boy on the Sox bench. The
applause had almost never come when his name
was announced over the loud-speaker system as the
starting pitcher; it had always come when he was
announced as a pinch hitter in a crucial late-inning
Spot.

It was funny, in a way. Most pitchers liked to talk
about their hitting. When they managed to get a
couple of hits they talked of them, even if they had
pitched a shutout. With Mike it was different. He
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got more than his share of hits, and toward the end
of the season, when he pitched a ball game he some-
times batted seventh in the order if the other pitcher
was lett-handed. When teammates or fans paid him
a compliment, it had always been about his hitting,
never about his pitching.

His pitching hadn't been bad. He had won twelve
and lost fourteen, and for his first year in Triple-A
that certainly showed he had something on the ball.
Of course, it wasn't quite as impressive as his high-
school record, which had caused all the ruckus
among the scouts who had wanted to sign him.
That last year in high school he hadn't lost a game,
and he had pitched six shutouts and three no-hitters.
Pro ball was different; the hitters were pretty smart
even in Triple-A. But he had no doubt about his
ability to make the big time. Perhaps it his batting
average hadn’t been so much better than his earned-
run average, players wouldn't have held back so
much in talking about the stuff he threw. All
he knew was that he had spent too many years
learning to pitch, thinking of himselt as a pitcher,
to get much kick out of just hearing people say nice
things about the way he swung a bat.

His father had been the one who believed com-
pletely in him as a pitcher, and he had never paid
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much attention to his hitting. Whatever Mike
seemed to know about hitting must have come
naturally, because he had gone through the motions
with no more enthusiasm than he had felt when per-
forming calisthenics. It had been Big Ed Jaffe’s
dream, ever since Mike could remember, that his
son would be a big-league pitcher. Big Ed Jafte
had never been able to make it, even though he had
spent a baseball lifetime pitching in the minors.
Once he'd had a spring-training trial with the Blue
Sox, but it had been brief. He had worked with
Mike, year after year, catching for him in the back
yard, going to all his games trom the Little League
on up. He hadn't lived long enough to see Mike's
great senior year in high school or to see the
big-league scouts fight over him. In the end, Mike
had picked the Blue Sox, because they had been the
only big-league club to give his father at least a
quick look in the spring.

‘Mike felt now that if he didn’t do everything he
could to fulfill the ambition his father had cherished
for him and had worked so hard to help him
achieve, he would be letting him down. Besides, he
liked to pitch, liked to whip that fast ball in there,
liked the feeling of supreme self-reliance that only
a pitcher could know, out there on the mound.

| 22 ]



LONG BALL TO LEFT FIELD

Everything was up to him, one man against nine.
Mike guessed that an airplane pilot got the same
teeling when he was alone in the clouds and all on

his own.

Mike knew, when he went out to pitch the middle
two innings for the Yannigans against the Regulars,
that he was being talked about in the dugout. He
had sensed, when he had walked by the dugout and
seen Stan Davis, the general manager, there with
Jug, that the subject of his refusal to give up pitch-
ing and convert to the outfield had probably come
up. He was glad that he had settled it, once and for
all, with Jug. Now it was up to him to show that he
was too valuable as a pitcher to fool around in left
field.

The first batter he faced in the bottom of the
third was Chip Fiske. Willie (the Lion) Simms was
his catcher, and Willie called for the curve. Sur-
prisingly enough, the Yannigans had a 2 to 1 lead,
and Mike wanted to hold it as badly as if this had
been an official game against the Clippers, with first
place at stake.

Mike’s curve ball missed and Fiske just waited,
not even moving his body. He threw the tast one,
low, but it missed the corner and Fiske refused to

[23 ]
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go after it. This time Mike almost aimed the ball,
and he knew as soon as it left his hand that aiming
the ball would bring, as always, bad news. It did.
Fiske swung and the ball streaked between right and
center. It kept on rolling and Fiske, to whom a
double was a long blow, wound up on third base.

Now Woodward stepped in, batting left-handed
against Mike. Woodward picked off the first pitch,
even though it was high and probably would have
been a ball. It was slammed, not hit, to dead center,
and there was no question about its going for extra
bases unless a miracle occurred far out in the field.
The center fielder, up from Albany for a look, was no
miracle man. The ball caromed off the base of the
fence in deepest left center, and before anybody
could catch up with it and relay it in, Woodward
was across the plate with an inside-the-park home
run.
_Tillmans 3 now, Murphys 2.

Willie the Lion walked out to the mound, his left
arm crooked so that his mitt was shoved against his
bulging waist. “Trouble is,” the Lion said, “youre
aimin that ball, man.”

“I know,” Mike said.

“Don’t worry about a walk. Too early in the
season to worry about that.”

[ 24 ]
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Mike nodded.

“Just pitch to me,” the Lion said, as he turned and
walked back to the plate.

Mike just pitched to him and he got Stretch
Stookey, who was batting clean-up today, on a long
hoist to right. But he knew he’d been lucky, for the
wind was blowing from right field.

Pete Gibbs walked. Andy Pearson dumped a
humpbacked single into left, Gibbs holding at sec-
ond. But Walker grounded sharply to first and both
men advanced. Then the only rookie in the line-up,
Sonny Bellucci, stepped in.

Bellucci batted right-handed and took the kind ot
toe hold in the box that almost challenged a pitcher
to brush him back with a high hard one. Mike knew
Bellucci had power but couldn't do much with a
ball thrown low and away when it nicked the corner.

Mike tried, three times, to give Bellucci just that.
But he missed every time and Bellucci didn't bite.
Then he came in with one, aiming again, and Bel-
lucci had the hit sign, of course, because Slavin
wanted to see him hit, not walk, if possible. Bellucci
hit. It went high and deep, far to lett. There was
no doubt it was out of the lot, but there was doubt
that it would stay fair. It did, by just a foot or two,

and three more runs jogged across the plate.
[ 20 |
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He struck out Lasky, after running the count to
three and two, and walked into the dugout with the
Yannigans now trailing, 2 to 6.

As it turned out, he was the second man to bat in
the inning. The lead-off man flied out. Mike walked -
up to the plate, not swinging any bats, just dragging
one bat after him. He looked like anything except
a hitter until he got set for the pitch. Then, in-
stinctively, his big frame went into a slight crouch.
The bat came back, even with his shoulders. He had
a good, loose look about his stance, a stance that he
seemed to fall into without thinking.

Mike watched a ball and a strike go by and then
he swung. The ball was blasted to lett field, but
deep lett field, and out toward center. It wasn't
high. It was a line drive which seemed to rise and
rise and finally it, too, disappeared from sight.

When he came in to the bench, Jug said, “It
looked sweet, kid. Better hit the showers. I want
to experiment with a little lett-hander from Scranton
who's all warmed up.”

Mike shrugged and headed for the rickety club-
house. He felt no glow from the long, solid blast
he'd given the ball. His mind was too busy dwell-
ing on the fact that he'd given up five runs, two of
them homers, and that he hadn’t looked very good
to the general manager, Stan Davis.

[ 26 ]
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Inside the clubhouse he was joined by Lasky, who
had also left the game. “Nice blow, kid,” Lasky
said. “You seem to hit ‘'em wherever theyre thrown
—high, low, or across the belt. That was a high one,
wasn t it?

"I didn't especially notice,” Mike said.

“It traveled a lot more than four hundred feet,”
Lasky went on.

Mike shrugged. “I had the wind with me,” he

said.

[ 27 ]
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MIKE wasn’t too surprised to find that Jug worked
him pretty hard through the exhibition campaign
that followed. Jug didn't pitch him so often, since
he was more interested in getting a line on a number
of others who were not as sure to stick with the Sox
as Mike was; but Jug insisted that he put in a lot
of time shagging flies in practice and taking as many
batting-practice cuts at the ball as the regulars.
That was O.K. with Mike. At twenty he was by far
the youngest of the group who would comprise the
squad on opening day—he was sure he would be in
that group—and he could use the work.

“Get your legs as strong as you can,” Jug said.
“Nothing is better for strengthening them than shag-
ging flies every day.”

[ 28 ]
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Mike agreed.

“And take full batting practice every day,” Jug
said. “"Remember, I expect you'll be my number one
right-handed pinch hitter.”

Mike nodded vigorously.

"It might even turn out,” Jug said, “that if we had
serious outfield injuries, you could fill in in a pinch,
which would make you twice as valuable to the
club.”

“"I'll go all out on anything you say,” Mike assured
him. “Just so long as it doesn’t interfere with my
pitching.”

“Fine,” Jug said. "Now today Belluccis got a
pulled muscle. You pitched three innings day betore
yesterday, so I won't use you. Suppose you put in
a little time in lett field, just to get used to it in a
real game.”

“My arm feels all right. I could pitch a few
innings.”

“I want to try out some unknown material,” Jug
said. “And Lasky wants to go three. He paces him-
self down here, and he knows best, at his age, just

when he ought to go.”
“All right,” Mike said. “T'll fill in for Bellucci.”

“Fine,” Jug said. “You'll bat fourth.”

“Clean-up! Me?”
[ 29 ]
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“You,” Jug said, and walked away.

Mike felt immensely flattered that Jug was bat-
ting him clean-up, right behind Russ Woodward,
but it didn’t make too much sense to him. After all,
he was just a sometimes hitter. He knew he could
rock that ball when he really got hold ot one. He
remembered in high school that even though he had
always pitched, the coach had still batted him clean-
up. That had been in high school, however, and
now he was in the big leagues. There was a great
difference, and his guess was he wouldn't even hit
250 against big-league pitching. He knew, because,
atter all, he was a big-league pitcher himselt. In
his own mind, at least, he was established as one.

The Sox were playing the Redskins today. In the
first inning Madigan took a called third strike while
trying fiercely to work the pitcher for a walk. But
Chip Fiske slashed a single to right and Russ Wood-
ward disdained a three-and-two pitch that was
inches wide, so he strolled to first and Fiske to
second.

When Mike stepped in, he looked down the third-
base line for the sign from Tweet Tillman. There
wasn t any. He was free to do what he wanted to.

He took a strike and then two balls. He could
sense the way the next one would come in, even be-
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tore he saw the ball leave the pitcher’s hand. He
guessed right, and when he came around on it he
came around all the way. It left his bat, as baseballs
so often did, on a level line: but this one didn’t rise.
It went right at the third baseman, with such force
that even though he gloved it, it literally knocked
him over, flat on his back. But he held onto it, be-
cause he was unable to try for a double play from
that position.

In the dugout, Jug said, “I've seen hard-hit drives,
but I never before saw one hit that hard.”

“Just an out,” Mike said.

“Yeah,” Jug said. “Just an out.”

Next time up, Mike fouled two out of the park,
down the left-field line, both missing the home-run
zone by only a foot or two. Then he went down
swinging.

Finally, in his third trip to the plate, he con-
nected. There were men on first and third, and his
line drive kept rising, as it usually did. It rose be-
yond the outstretched glove of the leaping Redskin
left fielder and crashed the fence. Mike wound up
with a double, and two runners came across the
plate.

Jug took him out then, saying he’d had enough
for the day. He had caught two routine fly balls
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and had been waved away from another, tougher
one, in left center, by Woodward.

In the dressing room later, Woodward started to
talk to him. “Mike,” he said, “who told you you were
a pitcher?”

“My father,” Mike said.

“Oh,” Woodward said thoughttully.

“I pitched three no-hitters my last year in high
school,” Mike said, making no attempt to sound cas-
ual, letting the pride in his voice come through.

“Well, thats . . . quite a feat,” Woodward said.
“But you know something about yourselt?”

“What?”

“You can hit a baseball just about as hard as I can,
and they say I can hit one just about as hard as the
next guy.”

"I don’t know anything about hitting,” Mike said.
‘I never studied it. My father only taught me
pitching.”

- "You never studied hitting,” Woodward said,
“any more than a bird ever studied flying.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Figure it out,” Woodward said, as he headed to-
ward the shower.

In a way it batlled Mike that everybody kept com-
plimenting him on his hitting, when he really didn't
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know what he was doing up there at the plate. He
just went up, hoping he would outguess the pitcher,
and sometimes he got hold of one. But nobody, not
a single soul, had said a kind word about his pitching
since he had reached the Blue Sox camp. His hit-
ting was a fluke; his pitching was a talent carefully
tutored. In ten years he would be the best pitcher
in the league, or close to it. But in the same ten
years he would be just another hitter who, once in
a while, connected for the long ball.

His father had said, "Once you get big-league
control and big-league poise, therell be no stopping
you. The only person who can stop you from being
a great pitcher is yourself. Always believe in that
arm and that head that you've got.”

Thinking back, Mike couldnt remember his
father’s ever saying a single word about his hitting.

A funny thing happened in New Orleans. By this
time the Sox had broken camp and had started the
twisting trip that would eventually land them at the
Stadium by the middle of April. In this game, which
Mike sat out, Jug sent him to pinch-hit for Bix
Hanson, the pitcher, in the top of the seventh. The
Sox were behind the minor-league Pelicans, 4 to 6.
Pearson was on third and Walker was on second.
There were two outs.
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The minute Mike stepped into the box, the Peli-
can catcher stepped off to the side. For the first
time since he had been with the Blue Sox, Mike
realized he was being given an intentional pass.
The Pelicans didn’t want to pitch to him in this spot.
It wasn’t just because the Pelican pitcher was left-
handed; after all, Madigan followed, and Madigan
batted right-handed too.

Mike could hardly believe it. They preferred to
pitch to Madigan, the old pro, rather than to Mike
Jafte, a rookie pitcher. They weren't setting up a
double play, either, because there were two outs.
They must have thought that Madigan was less
dangerous than Mike Jaftfe. He trotted to first base,
teeling embarrassed tor Madigan.

He need not have. Madigan promptly shoved the
insult down their throats. He clipped one of his
patented seeing-eye singles, a trickling grounder
~that moved unhurriedly toward right field, just be-
yond the frantic clutches ot the Pelican first base-
man and the Pelican second baseman. It was good
for two runs and tied the score. Then Fiske

doubled, Woodward walked, and Stookey cleaned
the bases with another double.

Mike couldnt get over it, but Madigan could.
Madigan said to him, “Well, Mike, the word has got
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around. Even the Pelicans know youre on the way
up and I'm on the way down.”

“You showed ‘em, Johnny,” Mike said.

“T'll still show 'em when I'm in the casket,” Madi-
gan said. “But they made the right move. You've
got yourself a reputation, kid—even this early in the
spring. They know youTre a hitter.”

“I'm a pitcher,” Mike said.

“Sure, sure,” Madigan said. “"But they don't know
that yet. All they know is, you can whale a base-

ball.
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D

IT WASN'T until the team reached Baltimore on
the trip north that Mike stopped to realize he'd been
playing left field a lot more than he'd been pitching.
Also it dawned on him that Fido Murphy, who'd
been an outfielder back when Ty Cobb had gone
into second with his spikes high, had been giving
~ him a lot of casual, friendly advice about playing the
position. Not only that, but Russ Woodward and
Chip Fiske kept talking to him in the clubhouse, on
the bench, even during movies, about this little thing
and that in the daily life ot an outfielder. Nobody,
absolutely nobody, had talked to him about pitch-
ing.

In Baltimore Bellucci left the team to head for
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the Rochester spring-training camp. Mike knew,
everybody knew, that Bellucci had blown it. There
was nobody left to fill Kennie Willard’s place except
a couple of farm hands whose names Mike could
never quite remember. It was in Baltimore that
Mike suddenly realized he was not getting anywhere
as a pitcher with the Sox, but that a big fuss was
being made over him by almost everyone as a hitter
and as a left fielder. This was when he decided that
a trap had been set and that he was falling into it.

Mike went to Jug. "I haven't pitched an inning
for five days " he said. “When do I pitch next?”

“Well,” Jug said, “1 got this certain rotation set.
I hate to break it up. .

“My arm needs work Mike told him.

“Look, son,” Jug said, “T'll give it to you straight.
You don't figure in my pitching plans. To be blunt,
pitchers like you can stick around, move from this
team to that, but you come a dime a dozen.”

“Thanks.” Mike said. “Thanks a lot, Mr. Slavin.”

“What do you want me to do?” Jug demanded.
“Kid you along?”

“Then why am I still with the team? Others have
gone. Bellucci, that Carlson. . .

“Don’t you really know why you're still with us?”

Jug asked.
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“I guess I do,” Mike said. “Hitting.”

“You are so correct,” Jug said. “You can stick
with this club, Mike. You can be in the starting
line-up. If, and it’s a great big if, you get your heart
into doing what comes naturally to you—hitting.”

“I told you,” Mike said, “way back in the begin-
ning. I'm a pitcher. My father—"

“Michael Jaffe,” Jug said, “I hate to put words
into the mouth of a man who is no longer with wus,
but if your father were still here and saw what I
see, what the whole team sees, he would tell you to

forget about pitching. He would tell you to con-
vert.”

“No he wouldn't,” Mike said. “He never would.”

“All right,” Jug said. “You'll pitch this afternoon.
You'll start. Go get yourself warmed up.”

Long betore game time, Mike sat on the bench
with Jug while Baltimore took batting practice.
This was a ritual with Jug: the pitcher always sat
beside him, and the two of them studied the enemy
hitters and made comments about them and got
Mtheir thinking up to date about each one.

“See that guy?” Jug said. “See what he does with
an inside pitch? He drills it every time.”

Mike nodded.

“He’s bush on the low ball,” Jug said.
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“It's hard to get the low ball over,” Mike said.
“That's the toughest.”

“That's why relief pitchers were born,” Jug said.
“But you'd better learn.”

A reporter dropped into the dugout and sat down
beside them. “Who pitches today, Skip?”

Jug jerked his thumb toward Mike.

“What!" the reporter said. “A left fielder pitch-
ing? What is this, anyway—American Legion ball?”

“Never you mind,” Jug said.

The reporter looked at Mike and tapped his
arm. A boy hits like this one and you pitch him . ..
well. . ..”

Mike said nothing. As the reporter left, Stan
Davis came in and sat down next to Mike. Davis
said to Jug, “Tell you what, Jughead. I can get you
Luke Bates, as fine a left fielder as there ever was.
And he hits that long ball to left.”

“Used to hit it,” Jug said. "How old is her”

“A young thirty-nine,” Davis said. “Batted .328

in the Association last year. Hit twenty-four home

runs.
“How long ago was it the Clippers let him gor”
“Only two years,” Davis said cheertully. “He's
what you call rejuvenated.”
“Umm. . ..” Jug said. “Hold oft a while.”

[ 39 ]



LONG BALL TO LEFT FIELD

“Hold off?” Davis said. “That’s a miserable re-
mark for a manager with no clean-up hitter and the
season a week away.”

“Get good and lost, Mr. Davis,” Jug said.

Mike went to the water cooler. He had a feeling
the conversation had been rigged up for his benetfit.
He would show them today. He had no desire to
be a left fielder, so how could he possibly be a good
one? He had all the desire in the world to be a
pitcher, so how could he miss?

There was a certain air of indifference, Mike felt,
about seven of the eight men playing behind him
that day. It wasn't that any errors were committed;
it was more a lack of hustle, a lack of chatter in the
infield, an absence of encouraging words. The only
player out there who didn’t reflect this attitude was
Bob Blossom in left field. Now that Jug had given
up on Bellucci, Blossom was top candidate for the
job. Blossom was a good ballplayer who could hit
for an acceptable average and could run and throw.
But he couldn’t hit that long ball, except once in a
while. Still, he was the man most likely to open the
season in lett, and he was going all out to prove that
he belonged there.

In the first inning Blossom barely missed crashing

into the wall, as he grabbed a long drive that Mike
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had thought was really gone when it left the bat.
The hitter had been the lead-off man, and im-
mediately Pete Gibbs walked out to the mound to
talk.

Pete looked at Mike in a dubious and disapprov-
ing manner. ~Youre still aiming the ball, kid,” he
said. “As soon as you get behind the hitter you aim.”

“T'll quit aiming, Pete,” Mike said. He hadn’t
realized before how much out of the groove a
pitcher could get when he laid off a while. Of
course, he hadn't actually laid off; he had been laid
off, and it was just now dawning on him. Things
that he could ordinarily do easily were now quite
tough.

Mike found out how true that was when he
pitched to the second Baltimore batter. He got two
strikes on him. Then Pete Gibbs flashed him the
next signal and made sure ot it by putting his glove
on the outside corner of the plate, and low. That
was exactly where Mike tried to put the ball. In-
stead, it went pumping right down the middle, and
when the batter hit it, Mike didn't even turn his
head. He knew it was gone, knew it was out of the
park.

He remembered, as he scuffed the rubber and in-
voluntarily let his head droop, that even when he
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had been working regularly he sometimes missed
with that same pitch. That corner was not too easy
to catch. But the count had been two and two; there
had been no need to worry about missing the plate.
He would have had another shot at it. But still the
ball had gone down the middle, down the drain.

All of a sudden Mike’s arm didn't feel good.
There was a slight twinge, just slight, but still a
twinge. He paused, after getting Gibbs's signal,
before going into his motion. He was thinking how,
out of fear, he'd been experimenting with a slider.
And then with a sinker, too. He knew that young
pitchers with strong young arms generally stayed
with the three basic pitches in this battle against the
batters: the fast ball, the curve, and the change-up.
Here he was, twenty years old, and he was doing
what pitchers usually did at thirty or thirty-two.

He got set to pitch to the third Baltimore hitter,
aware now ot a tiny throb in his arm. It would be
the end, he thought, it he ever let Jug, or anybody,
know about that right now. Two men he had faced,
and two men had crashed long balls on him. One
had been written down on the official scorer’s card as
an out, but except for the grace and the earnestness
of Blossom, it would have been a triple. The other
had looked like an eagle in flight.
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Now batter number three.

Betore Mike went into the pumping motion, he
remembered something Eddie Lasky had said to
him once. It was disturbing, and particularly so
because the remark had come from a man whose
pitching prowess was a cornerstone of the Blue Sox
pennants, a man who had a bad season if he won
only eighteen.

“Slip just a little,” Lasky had said, “and people
lose their respect. Not just the guys you pitch to or
the guys backing you up on the field, but the sports
writers and the fans and, most important of all, the
tfront office. It might not be much of a slip. Maybe
three straight losses or three home-run balls in a
game. But in this business it's enough. The word
is passed around. I was fourteen and six for the
season once in August, and then I lost two games
in a row. I got really nervous, because those Clip-
per hitters didn't act scared any more. You figure it

22

out.
That speech, a fairly long one for Lasky, was run-

ning around inside Mike’s head now as he prepared

to throw at the third Baltimore hitter. He could

see that the hitter was thinking about those two

line drives. There was an eager, confident look on

this one’s face. Mike threw the curve, and he knew,
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the minute it left his hand, that it would hang, and
it did. And the Baltimore hitter went after it—the
first pitch.

This time he watched the play, and it seemed to
him that everything was happening in slow motion.
He turned and craned his neck. The ball was
headed deep to center, deeper and deeper. Wood-
ward was agile and he was quick, but he could not
catch up with this one. He gave it everything—the
whole park could see that—but the ball was just too
well tagged. It shot over his head, to his right, and
banged against a wall there. The runner wound up
on third base, despite a fine throw and a fine relay:.
He slid, but he hadn’t really needed to slide. Mike
saw Jug walking out toward the mound with Pete
Gibbs.

“It's not your day, son,” Jug said. He held up his
left hand and snapped it down like a salute. Out of
the distant bull pen Phil Doyle appeared. Doyle
was the compact little guy who had saved more
ball games tor the Sox than the other seven teams in
the league cared to remember.

“Listen,” Pete said, “is your arm feeling O.K.? I
mean, no kidding, there was nothing on that ball.”

"My arm’s all right,” Mike said.

The three of them stood there silently, until Doyle
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reached the mound. Mike tossed him the ball. “It’s

all yours,” Mike said, and he headed toward the

dugout and the showers. He knew he'd had it, tor
that day anyway.
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O

THEY hit the Stadium finally. It was no new place
to Mike. He had spent two bonus years here, and it
practically felt like home to him. Rookies were
awed by it, but he was twenty and no rookie. He
took everything in stride.

They had a two-game exhibition series with
the Robins, and then they would start to play for the
marbles. On the day of the first game with the
Robins Mike went to the clubhouse early—so early
that no one was there at the time except Pickles, the
clubhouse man.

“Hear you been hitting pretty good,” Pickles said.

Mike had had enough of these remarks. I

pitched some pretty good innings along the way,”
he said.
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“Not in Baltimore,” said Pickles, who was noted
tor his lack of diplomacy.

"I shut out the Cardinals for three innings in St.
Pete,” Mike said, wondering why he was suddenly
bragging, on the defensive. Actually, he knew why.

“The papers say you can hit that long ball to left,”
Pickles said. “"Matter of fact, I've seen you do it a
number of times, when you were here before, when
you didn’t even shave yet. You shave now, huh?”

Mike nodded. "I think I developed a slider.”

“You'll roon your arm with that one, at your ten-
der age,” Pickles said.

“Not me,” Mike said. "My arm is rugged.”

“You'll be using the whirlpool bath real soon it
you keep that up, at your age.”

Mike went over to the sandwich rack, which
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