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ARMED AND NOT SO DANGEROUS

 


A fluke is what it was, pure and simple. Bud
Halverson and his three pals were walking along the riverfront in
St. Louis, MO, each of them toting a cooler full of Budweiser. They
had purchased two cases on their way in from Festus, along with a
carton of Marlboros, a box of spicy Slim Jims, and four tins of
chewing tobacco in preparation for what was sure to be one of the
biggest nights of the year. The Doobie Brothers were in town, back
for their second consecutive 4th of July appearance. The boys were
still talking about the previous year’s Fair St. Louis Festival,
when a few harmless bra tosses up by the stage spread like a plague
throughout the crowd (and a wonderful plague at that!), resulting
in a very, very memorable concert experience. They had arrived
early this year to get a seat close to the stage (better chance to
see some skin, they figured), and had a couple of hours to kill
before the concert and fireworks.

 


They walked about three quarters of a mile
before Joe, the biggest of the group at three hundred and
twenty-five pounds, who was wheezing like a teakettle in the one
hundred degree heat, said he needed to sit. After picking out a
small patch of grass along the riverbank, the boys plopped down
upon their coolers. That was when Bud saw the booth directly across
the boardwalk. “SPEEDBALL” the flashing neon sign said. He watched
as a long line of folks stepped up one at a time, handed over a few
bucks, then received three baseballs in return. Some threw the
balls against the heavy brown tarp in rapid succession (POP! POP!
POP! – like beating a rug), not caring one bit about their
accuracy. Others studied the crudely illustrated batter’s box
(complete with batter, catcher, and umpire) before rearing back and
releasing their pitch. It made no difference where they threw the
ball – speed was the name of the game. A radar gun clocked each
pitch and posted the M.P.H. on a bright red display over the
pitcher’s head. The men tended to throw in the 70 m.p.h. range,
then argue with the vendor about the radar malfunctioning, as in,
“Ain’t no way I only throw seventy miles an hour – your gun’s all
fucked up.” The vendor would just smile a little, shrug his
shoulders, and add a few more dollars to his stack from the next
guy in line.

 


“Whada you say we go throw some baseballs?”
Lou said to no one in particular while shoving the remainder of a
Slim Jim into his mouth.

 


“And stand in that line?” Al replied, nodding
toward the crowd. “No way.”

 


“What the hell else we got to do for two
hours?”

 


“I don’t know…sit…drink…eat. Same shit as
usual,” he said, popping the top on a fresh beer.

 


“I ain’t gonna sit on a goddamn cooler for
two hours. I sit on my ass all day,” Lou replied.

 


“Yea, well, Bud don’t get to sit on his ass
at all, and I’m trying to lend him some moral support. You and
wheezy go knock yourselves out playing the carnival games,” he
said, pointing at Joe.

 


Lou looked over at Joe, who was still gulping
at the damp summer air. Twenty more pounds, he thought, and he’d
probably be in the same boat.

 


“What are you thinking anyway?” Al continued.
“That you got an arm or something under all that blubber?”

 


“More arm than you’ll ever have. Bet you
couldn’t even throw a 50 you pansy-ass bastard,” Lou replied.

 


Al more snorted than laughed, then pointed at
a little girl on the boardwalk. “Why don’t we get her to throw
against you, make it a fair fight,” he said.

 


Bud stood, lit up a cigarette and grabbed one
of Al’s beers. “Just shut the hell up – let’s go. Loser buys shots
after the Doobies.”

 


“Like takin’ candy from a bunch of goddamn
babies, my man,” Lou replied as Al reluctantly got to his feet.
Joe, however, remained seated.

 


“Let’s move, Joe,” Al said. “Time to get off
that fat ass of yours.”

 


Joe shook his head. “You guys go ahead…I’m
gonna watch the coolers,” he said while mopping the sweat from his
brow. “I’m spent.”

 


After waiting in line for fifteen minutes and
starting on their second beer (Lou had walked back to the coolers
to retrieve another round), Al was the first to throw. He was a big
man, six foot five, two hundred and seventy-five pounds, with a
thick brown beard and a lumbering gait. To the uninitiated he
appeared top heavy, as if the majority of his body weight rested
upon his shoulders and he had a difficult time compensating for the
extra mass. His inclination was to lean forward at the waist like a
ski jumper in mid-flight, which gave him the appearance of always
being on the move (though he definitely was not). He was constantly
straightening and bending and tipping, struggling to maintain
normal posture. But for Al, simply standing upright for any length
of time was a major accomplishment. He had been born with an inner
ear disorder that, at best, left him slightly disoriented, and at
worst landed him in bed with searing migraines. Medication worked
sporadically, but did not relieve all of the symptoms. Oddly
enough, the symptoms seemed to worsen whenever Al consumed more
than his usual daily six-pack. And on this night, in preparation
for the Doobies, he was already working on beer number nine.

 


Al moved forward and handed his beer to the
attendant before digging ball number one from the trough. He slowly
straightened himself up the best he could, took two steps back,
then stumbled slightly as he stepped forward and quickly released
the pitch. A bright red “54” appeared on the screen. He swore the
radar gun was broken, and mumbled something about his balance as he
grabbed the second ball. This time he tried to get a quasi-running
start, and ended up tumbling into the ball trough after releasing
the pitch. He did manage to better his first pitch by three miles
per hour, which helped assuage the embarrassment of having to
assist the attendant in picking up the forty or so balls that had
rolled away. On his final pitch he became dizzy just as he was
about to release the ball, and completely missed the target before
falling face first into the dirt. From the ground, he asked the
attendant how he had done on the last pitch. The attendant
hesitated. “Didn’t kill nobody,” he finally replied. Then Lou
helped Al to his feet and gave Bud room to come forward.

 


“Jesus Christ, Al, that kid right in front of
you was throwin’ near seventy . . . and he couldn’t have been more
than twelve,” Lou said as he handed Al his beer.

 


“Gun’s gotta be wrong. Ain’t no way I throw
that slow.” He took a long drink and wiped the foam from his beard.
“Goddamn vertigo.”

 


“You throw like a woman is your problem . . .
ain’t nothin’ wrong with the gun or your head.”

 


Al reached out and pulled on Lou’s long
blonde hair. “Well at least I don’t look like a fuckin’ woman,” he
replied as Bud prepared to throw.

 


With a cigarette dangling from his lips and a
beer in his left hand, Bud picked up ball number one. He stood
casually at the line, his right arm at his side, and turned his
left shoulder toward the target. He placed his cigarette on the
ground, took a final swig of beer, then in the blink of an eye
stepped forward with his left foot, rotated his right shoulder, and
released the ball. There was stunned silence when the display
showed 116 m.p.h. Even the vendor thought something was wrong, and
told Bud to wait on his next pitch until he checked the gun. After
walking behind the tarp, then returning to report that the radar
appeared to be functioning correctly, he told Bud to fire away. By
this time the crowd was buzzing, and it just happened that Ralph
Baxter, the pitching coach for the St. Louis Cardinals, was five
places back in line with his thirteen-year old son Jason. Ralph, of
course, had no intentions of working on the 4th of July (the
Cardinals had the day off), but like everyone else he couldn’t wait
to see if the guy could really be throwing such heat. On the next
pitch Bud was even more relaxed, kicking his left leg up slightly
and doing a little spin after releasing the ball. The sign showed
119 as he brought the beer to his lips.

 


That was all Ralph Baxter needed to see. He
practically dragged Jason to the front of the line. “Whoa…Whoa…hold
that pitch,” he said to Bud, then turned his attention to the
vendor. “I wanna know somethin’ ‘bout this radar.” He sucked in his
gut and adjusted his belt as if he were talking to a pitcher on the
mound. “Now you look like a nice, honest fella. Course Jimmy Hoffa
looked liked a nice, honest fella to me too, so I gotta ask - you
wouldn’t have that gun juiced up to draw a crowd now would ya?” He
pointed in the radar gun’s general direction but maintained eye
contact.

 


The kid took a long drag on his cigarette.
“No damn way . . . calibrated it myself this morning.”

 


“You’re sure about that, cause I’ve known
fellas who’ve lied about this sort of thing and ended up doin’
trash patrol along highway 121 in little orange suits,” he
said.

 




“Try it out yourself you don’t believe me,”
the kid said, handing Ralph a ball.

 


Ralph, in turn, handed the ball to his son
Jason. He knew exactly how fast the boy could throw, since part of
their nightly practice routine (when Ralph wasn’t on the road with
the Cardinals) was to clock each pitch. It was the easiest way to
measure Jason’s speed and stamina. “Give it a fastball, son,” he
told the boy as he stepped up to the line, knowing he should see a
speed of 65 or thereabouts. Jason loosened up his arm, went through
his pitching routine (which was modeled after Greg Maddux’), and
released the ball. The sign showed 61, which Ralph decided he could
live with given the boy had not warmed up. He motioned to Bud.
“Alright, let’s see the next pitch,” he said.

 


Bud took a pull on his Marlboro and grabbed
his last ball. This time he got into position (the boy’s routine
had inspired him) and pretended to check a runner at second base.
He swung his arms up and over his head while taking a single step
back with his left leg, then in a single furious motion brought his
arms down, left leg forward, right arm up, and released the ball.
The pitch didn’t appear to register at first…the crowd stared
silently at the blank screen. The vendor had even begun walking
toward the gun when a sudden outburst from the crowd caused him
glance up. “121” the sign said. He shook his head in disbelief.

 


Ralph immediately took Bud by his free arm.
“You got any accuracy to go along with that speed?” the coach said,
leading him quickly back to the boardwalk.

 


Bud shrugged. “Some, I guess,” he replied,
trying to pull his arm from the coach’s grasp.

 


“We’re gonna go right over here to this
booth, see what you can do,” he said, pointing toward the dunking
cage.

 


“Hey, you want to lay off the arm,” Bud
finally said, yanking his arm away as he walked back to the
coolers. “Who the hell are you anyway?”

 


Ralph held out his hand. “Ralph Baxter…St.
Louis Cardinals,” he said. “I gotta tell you, son, I’ve never in
twenty years seen a guy throw a baseball like that. Never! Not even
Niekro’s got heat like you. You play…”

 


But after the handshake, Bud had stopped and
turned away in order to block the wind as he lit a fresh cigarette.
Ralph was five or six steps ahead before he realized he was talking
to himself. He turned and shuffled back to his new prospect. “So
what’s the story…you play, kid?” he repeated.

 


“Naw, not since junior high. Only played then
‘till they kicked me off the team for smokin’,” he said.

 


Ralph shadowed Bud as he picked up his
cooler, then latched onto his elbow and practically dragged him to
the dunking booth. They stopped at the front of the line, and Bud
opened up his cooler and pulled out a fresh beer.

 


“Get this kid some balls,” Ralph said to the
attendant.

 


The attendant watched Bud pop open his beer,
then looked at Ralph. “Back of the line like everyone else,” he
said, pointing past the twenty or so kids lined up to throw.

 


Ralph leaned in close. “Look buddy, my name’s
Ralph Baxter. I’m head pitching coach with the Cardinals and this
guy needs to throw right now. You make that happen and you got
dugout tickets for the rest of the season.”

 


The attendant held Ralph’s gaze. “Yea, right.
Get your ass in line,” he finally said, then told the next person
to step up.

 


Ralph removed his money clip from his front
pocket and peeled off a fifty-dollar bill. “How ‘bout now?” he
said, stuffing the money into the attendant’s shirt pocket.

 


The attendant looked down into his pocket.
“Fire away,” he said, handing three balls to Bud.

 


Bud, who by this time was feeling a nice
beer/cigarette/Slim Jim buzz, reared back and fired the first ball.
Bull’s eye. And the moment the bikini clad girl climbed back up on
the perch, Bud fired again, knocking her right back into the water.
Ralph Baxter decided that was all he needed to see.

 


“Son,” he said, “how would you like to try
out for the St. Louis Cardinals?”

 


“What?” Bud replied.

 


“How would you like to pitch for the
Cardinals?”

 


“You shit’n me?” Bud said.

 


“Absolutely not. I’d want you to come to
practice tomorrow morning.”

 


Bud took a swig of beer. “How much?” he
said.

 


“How much what?”

 


“How much you payin’ me?”

 


Ralph stared, then smiled. “Well, son…nothing
until you make the team,” he replied.

 


“I gotta go to work at the Chrysler plant in
the morning, so if you’re not payin’ me…”

 


“How much you make right now?” Ralph
interjected.

 


Bud thought for a moment. “Fourteen an hour,”
he lied (actually it was twelve-fifty).

 


“You show up tomorrow morning and I think we
can do a little bit better, even for a try out,” he said.

 


Bud took another swig, thought for a moment.
“Well alright then,” he replied. “What the hell.”

 


The next day Bud found himself inside Busch
Stadium, standing on the field, watching the Cardinals warm up. He
wore faded jeans, a black Led Zeppelin tee shirt, and white
Converse tennis shoes. His hair was pulled back into a ponytail and
his mouth was full of Slim Jim. Ralph Baxter walked him past all of
the players, past the pitching staff, and introduced him first to
manager Tony La Russa.

 


“Boss, this is the kid I was tellin’ you
about. Bud Halverson…Tony La Russa,” he said, smiling broadly.

 


They shook hands. “Where’s your glove,” Tony
said as he sized up the frail looking kid.

 


“Don’t have one,” Bud replied.

 


“Don’t have one? What do you mean you don’t
have one?”

 


“I don’t need one. I can’t catch. Throwin’s
all I do.”

 


Tony stared at the boy, adjusted his cap,
then looked at Ralph. “What’s going on here Ralph,” he said.

“You gotta see the kid throw, Tony. Trust
me.”

 


Tony kicked at the dirt for a moment, then
looked up at the kid, then Ralph. “Alright…get him a glove and
let’s see what he can do,” he said as he turned and walked toward
the bullpen.

 


Ralph dragged Bud to the batting cage and
borrowed a glove, then they ran back to the bullpen. Tony, by the
time they arrived, had a catcher in position behind the plate and a
basket of balls next to the mound. He handed a ball to Bud and
stepped back. “Ok, let’s see what you got,” he said.

 


Bud stood on the rubber and looked down at
the catcher. Players and coaches had begun to gather, primarily due
to Bud’s appearance. It wasn’t every day that a disheveled, out of
shape kid who looked like an Ozzy Osborne roadie came in to pitch.
He was all belly, skin and bones everywhere but in the middle,
almost as if he had stopped growing at sixteen years of age and
every beer and burger and Slim Jim since had gone straight to his
gut. Bud was a little unnerved by all of the attention as he
rotated his arm a few times to loosen up. He could hear the players
and coaches talking about him as he made a several mock pitches
toward the plate. Finally, he placed both feet on the rubber,
stepped forward with his left foot, and threw hard. The ball popped
like a gunshot in the pocket of the catcher’s mitt. The buzz
suddenly grew louder.

 


“See, didn’t I tell you Tony,” Ralph said,
grabbing the manager’s arm. They watched the catcher slowly remove
the ball from his glove and throw it back toward the mound. Bud,
however, had not exaggerated his poor catching ability. He bent his
knees, held his arm with the borrowed glove straight out, and
stabbed at the ball as it came at him. He missed, however, and the
ball sailed past the glove and hit him square in the stomach. He
doubled over, grunted, then stumbled toward the ball and picked it
up. The players and coached stared at him in stunned disbelief.
They watched him walk slowly back to the rubber, rubbing his
stomach and spitting like crazy.

 


“Told you I couldn’t catch,” he said to Ralph
and Tony as he turned to face the catcher.

 


On the next pitch, Bud took his time. He bent
at the waist and held the ball and glove against his chest as he
stared at the catcher’s mitt. He could feel his heart beating in
his stomach, and he concentrated on the pain for a good minute as
his heartbeat slowed. Ralph finally got tired of waiting, and told
the kid to hurry up and throw the ball. Bud stood up straight,
never taking his eyes from the catcher. He turned his left side
toward the plate, swung his arms and his left leg back, brought the
leg forward and up, cocked the right arm, brought every bit of his
body’s momentum forward while twisting his right arm around, and
threw a side-armed, dancing strike that had to be every bit of 125
miles per hour. Ralph screamed (he had never seen the boy throw
side-armed), and Tony just stood there with a smile on his face –
at least until the catcher threw the ball back to the mound. This
time Bud, not wanting to get hit, sidestepped the ball and watched
it roll away.
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