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Prologue



THE CATSKILLS, 1959

I am seven years old and I am by myself, playing with a ball, throwing it straight up in the air, over and over again, stumbling dizzily, mesmerized under each toss, trying to catch it. It is late summer afternoon, just before suppertime, on the grassy hill behind our bungalow.

Something happened earlier, down by the lake. Some of the other boys—older, bigger—called me names and threw rocks at me. My mother, overhearing something, came charging down the hill, screaming at the other boys. She’s not shy about screaming, my mother. “Get away from him! Shame on you, all of you!” She chased them away like a flock of bothersome geese. I am so humiliated by my mother’s intervention. Truly, I would rather be pummeled with rocks.

Now I just want to be by myself. If it were possible, I would simply disappear. Not exist. Throwing a ball up in the air is beginning to help.

My father comes out of the bungalow.

“Yingeleh,” he says. Little boy.

“Hi, Daddy.” I continue tossing the ball, looking upward toward the sky, not at my father.

“Something happened, yah? The other boys were bad to you, yah?” He speaks with a thick accent. Only recently do I know there is such a thing as an accent. That my father is a bit different from most.

I don’t answer.

“Idiots,” he says summarily. He uses the Yiddish word, idyotn.

I stop with the ball and look at him. He is wearing a white shirt buttoned to the neck and, although it’s summer, long pants. Two pairs of eyeglasses sit one atop the other on his balding head—one for reading and a dark pair for the sun. As always, there is a gold fountain pen in his shirt pocket. He looks out of place here, in the country.

“It’s okay, Daddy. It doesn’t matter.”

He comes over and gently puts a hand on either side of my face, turning me toward him. For a moment we look at each other, seriously. His hands feel good there, but having them there makes me want to cry.

“Mama says I should throw the ball with you. Yah? You would like me to?”

I hesitate. This is a novel idea. My father and I have never played catch. The very notion makes me a bit nervous.

“Okay” I say.

“Where should I stand?” he asks me.

“Anywhere.”

He takes a few steps away and turns to me, a look of almost pained concentration on his face, as if straining to hear.

I throw the ball to him. Startled, he stiffly brings his arms together. The ball plunks against his chest and he squeezes it there.

Underhand, he jerkily tosses it back in my direction, still with the deadly serious expression on his face.

“Throw overhand, Daddy.”

Again, he heaves it to me underhand. Is anyone watching?

“Overhand, Daddy!”

“What’s wrong like this?” He laughs, exasperated. Then again jerks the ball wildly in my direction. Underhand. Overhand. How can anyone take this seriously? Isn’t this the height of absurdity?

We look at each other.

“Vos vilst du fun mir?” he pleads throwing out his hands in surrender. What do you want from me?

And suddenly I know he doesn’t want to be doing this. Neither do I. It’s not working. I hold on to the ball, turning it over in my hand.

“Thank you, Daddy. Let’s stop. Never mind.” I turn and go into the bungalow, leaving my father standing in the fading light, his hands at his sides, bewildered.

So much for playing catch. We never try it again.




One



AM I OUT OF

MY MIND?

The call came on a cold, snowy night in January.

“Henry Dunow?”

“Yes.”

“This is the commissioner of the West Side Little League.”

“Yes . . . ?”

“I’ve got you down to coach a team in the seven-year-old division?”

“That’s right . . .”

“Well, I just thought we ought to talk a bit. Walk you through a few things, let you know what’s involved, find out if you’re really fully committed . . .”

An hour or so later, I’d gotten an earful of exactly what was involved and what full commitment was going to mean. Midweek practices, lugging equipment bags, field maintenance, overinvolved parents and underinvolved parents, needy kids, scraped knees and broken bones, meltdowns and crying fits (among the kids), meltdowns and crying fits (among the adults), seven-year-olds who wouldn’t know their way to first base and seven-year-olds who would be smacking line drives into the outfield like Ken Griffey, Jr. Keeping everybody happy was a Big Job. The commissioner wanted me to know exactly what I was getting myself into. Was I up for it?

         

That night I have a terrible anxiety dream. I’m on a ball field without any grass and littered with debris, surrounded by a bunch of seven-year-old boys, including my own son, Max. Except these boys are all big for their age—tall and beefy! Some of them are bigger than I am. Only Max is his real size, and he’s a peanut next to these behemoths. “Okay, guys, gather round,” I say. “My name is Henry and I’m going to be your coach this season. We’re going to have a lot of fun!” The boys look at me dubiously, with a kind of sneering disdain, restlessly kicking at the ground. Even Max looks a little unsure. Then the biggest one, who’s suddenly towering over me, says, “You’re the coach? You don’t look like my dad! You’re old!” The other boys mumble suspiciously among themselves. Then the dream shifts and I’m in the field, a ball coming at me. A grounder. It’s that same grounder that was always coming at me when I played ball as a kid, the one that always got between my legs or bounced up and hit me in the chin, letting the runners score. It’s the grounder. An eternity passes as the ball gets closer, moving toward me like a guided missile. Finally, it’s right in front of me. It rolls between my legs. The oversized monster children jeer and mutter to themselves. I look for Max to see how he’s taking it. But I can’t find him. He was here a minute ago. Have the oversized children done something to him? Those thugs. Where is he? I cry out for him, terrified.

         

Whoa! I woke up completely drained and slightly depressed. Was I up for it? I was practically having a panic attack. And what about Max? He’s a gentle boy, about to turn seven, small for his age. He’s just beginning to get his toes wet as an athlete. I’d heard all the stories about cutthroat competition, Little League rage, obsessive parents, psychopath coaches. I knew little kids could be cruel bullies. Was this too soon to be exposing his tender psyche and limbs to Little League?

Bottom line? This was the last thing I needed. I lead the classic overextended New Yorker’s life. A demanding job as a literary agent with long hours at the office and mountains of manuscripts at home. Two kids—seven-year-old boy and girl twins, Max and Maddy. After the hellish madhouse that begins with getting them off to school every day (I swear there are fifty-six sets of mittens, scarves, and hats in our apartment, but try finding a matched pair at 8:32 on a weekday), cranking through a workday at the beck and call of my clients (“pecked alive by little birds” could be my epitaph), then back to the trenches to do my part with homework, piano practice, dinner, baths, pick up the room, pj’s and good-night books, and a getting-into-bed routine so elaborate and ritualized it makes the High Church look casual by comparison. Even after my wife, Wendy, and I have picked up the wreckage left behind by a day of family life, there’s still more. Phone calls and e-mails to return, schedules to coordinate, bills to pay, it never ends. Finally we’ll collapse into bed, I’ll make a halfhearted attempt to get some reading done for work, and then—boom!—down for the count. Did I really want to say yes to another claim on my time, let alone feel responsible for a fresh horde of little boys not even related to me?

And since when was I such a big jock? I’m a card-carrying, big-city intellectual type—the last getup I picture myself in is a sweat-shirt, clipboard, and silver whistle. If I’d wanted that kind of scene, I’d have packed up the family and moved to the burbs long ago—where little boys are named Andy, Chuck, and Bill, not Max, Lucas, Cormac, and Marley. I’m a balding, forty-eight-year-old, hypochondriac short guy—and though I like to think I exude a certain Left Bank panache, I’m probably more Woody Allen than Belmondo, and no one would ever mistake me for the Volvo-driving Dad Next Door. I’m streets of New York, you dig? Little League coach? Moi? Fuhgeddaboutit!

Sure, I play some sports. I’m pretty good at tennis and I don’t embarrass myself on the ski slopes. Of course these are civilized grown-up sports, both of which I pretty much discovered and began playing as an adult. I’m certainly no gym rat: my idea of a good workout is walking to work. I am a pretty serious baseball fan—Yankee devotee since a New York childhood in the 1950s worshipping at the altar of Mantle, Ford, Berra and the rest of that immortal crew. I admit it—I could tell you what the Mick batted in his Triple Crown year, the starting lineup of the ’78 team that took the Dodgers out of the Series in six, or what Derek Jeter’s batting average was the day before yesterday. Fine, I’m a baseball nut. But Little League Coach?

What’s more, this is New York City, not Toms River, New Jersey—what’s a Little League doing in the mean streets of Gotham anyway? Stickball I could understand, but well-scrubbed kids in uniforms?

So where was this crazy impulse coming from?

Well, you don’t have to search too far to find the answer. Meet my son, Max.

A year ago he wouldn’t have known Derek Jeter if he bumped into him in the elevator. But now? Let’s put it this way: every morning, the first sounds we wake up to are (1) Max padding off to the bathroom, followed by (2) Max unlatching the front door to get the sports page. By the time I get out to the living room, he’s read every word of it start to finish, including box scores. My-son-the-sports-encyclopedia can tell you what the Yankees and Mets did last night, why Van Gundy played Ewing for only 20 minutes, what chance the Rangers have of making the playoffs, why Agassi finally has a shot against Sampras, who the football Giants’ top draft pick is likely to be (and why); hell, he can tell you what the MetroStars (soccer anyone?) are up to. If he starts following Nascar, I’m going to begin to worry about him.

And that’s just the news from yesterday. He can also tell you which six Yankees on the 1961 team had twenty or more home runs, or that when Reggie Jackson came to the plate in a 1973 game with a mustache on his lip, it was the first time facial hair had been seen on a ballplayer since the 1920s. A true sports nut knows his history.

It’s a little scary. He’s a walking 24-hour all-talk sports radio station, an IBM mainframe saturated with sports statistics and trivia, stores of arcane knowledge growing like some diabolical virus in a cheesy sci-fi movie. Wendy worries that there will be no room in that little brain for anything else, and I try to assure her that sports knowledge is like a useless vestigial organ—it can expand endlessly and accommodate vast stores of data without cramping the rest of the brain. There’s no real damage.

I’m proud, I admit it. I’m not saying the kid’s a genius or anything, but how many first graders can calculate an earned run average, or tell you what Mariano Rivera’s fastball gets clocked at, or present a reasoned argument as to why Derek Jeter’s got it all over Nomar Garciaparra and Alex Rodriguez?

God, listen to me. I’m sounding exactly like the kind of overbearing alpha dad I swore I’d never be. I’m sounding like a gung-ho Little League coach. Where is this coming from?

         

A couple of years ago—Max must have been around four and a half or five—I began to sense that there was something lacking in the way my son and I were relating. I don’t see myself as a distant father, but something was buffering the connection between me and Max and making me feel, well, distant. Why? I wondered. I wasn’t one of these dads who held back love or approval—was I? I wasn’t working insanely long hours at the office, spending too little time at home—was I? I’d changed thousands of diapers, for God’s sake! I was totally hands-on with my kids—slobberingly, unreservedly affectionate with them. I had a thousand sweet little nicknames for each of them, I’d throw them up in the air and twirl them around until my back ached, and each night we had a set ritual of reading books, singing songs as they lay in bed—and then, much like my own father had done with me, I would tell them a story as they drifted off. I’d lie with each of them, waiting for their breathing to deepen. I felt there was trust here, that my children understood the depth of my love in an intuitive way, that they felt comfortable and safe within it.

But whereas with Maddy I enjoyed a kind of unspoken and deep bond of comfort and ease, Max was often fidgety and hyper-frisky with me. I observed the warm yearning he directed toward his mom, and was aware that not much of that was coming at me. Often he seemed angry at me, pushing me away. And as much as I’d kiss and snuggle him, my little boy wasn’t kissing me back.

Oedipal phase? Smooching with Mommy, giving Daddy the “who the hell are you?” treatment? For a while I thought so. This would surely change in its own time—Max was just going through a “Mommy thing.”

But it bothered me. I began to notice that Max and I didn’t seem completely comfortable around each other. With twins it’s hard to carve out time alone with one child or the other, but even when I’d make the conscious effort to get some time with Max, we didn’t seem to have much to talk about. I’d become uncomfortable when periods of silence set in and at those moments I’d try to find some razzle-dazzle way of reaching him—a special outing to the zoo, a marathon tickling session, maybe a new video—but somehow we just weren’t connecting. This was awful. Nothing in life was more important to me than being a good father, and suddenly this relationship felt stale and hollow.

Meanwhile, I was getting feedback from Wendy. Well, I’ll call it “feedback” now; at the time it just felt like constant nagging. I was distracted, she said, always distracted. What was I thinking about? Work, bills, projects—whatever. It was my style to be obsessively thinking about something else always, and especially when I was with the kids. Like a worker on an assembly line, I was getting the job done, but my mind was always elsewhere, racing. My inner preoccupations were pulling me away from the truly intimate moments. Particularly with Max. I wasn’t hearing him. “Listen to him,” Wendy would say. “Did you hear what he just asked you?” She’d catch me a dozen times a day, not really listening. There but not really there, the classic male deception. I’d pretend I’d heard what he’d just said—that old guy trick of repeating the words still somehow lingering in your ears though you didn’t actually take them in, did you? God, it was annoying to be caught.

“He wants your attention so badly. I see the look on his face when he asks you something and you haven’t heard. Take him in,” she said. “Don’t entertain him, just have a conversation with him. I know how much you love him, but he needs you just to listen to him, hear him.”

“Take him in,” my wife beseeched me.

One afternoon, I arrived at a kindergarten friend’s house to pick Max up at the end of a play date. The boys weren’t ready to be done playing, so they went wild when I came in the room and asked Max to get his shoes on. Then when I picked him up and put him on the bed to help with the shoes, Max suddenly exploded with rage and began pummeling me with his fists and screaming, “Go away!” This was not a kind of tantrum I’d ever seen from him before. This expressed deeper layers of feelings than not wanting his play date to end. I hugged him to me to try to calm him, and as he continued to fight me, I began (to my horror) to feel my own tears building. Something was wrong between me and Max.

That night, I poured myself a drink and tried to sort this thing out. I tried to absorb what Wendy had been telling me without being defensive. I began to think about my own father and how he related to me. Much like me, he was a man often lost in preoccupation. Though very loving, he often seemed to be in his own world. Fact is, my father rarely actually played with me. Got down on the floor to shoot marbles. Dealt the cards for a game of Go Fish. Or set aside a day for a special outing with me. Did my father emerge from the busy factory of his own obsessions to “take me in” or did he more or less get the job done with one hand while the rest of him was busy with his own battles? Was that what I was doing with Max?

I never played Little League as a kid, and my dad was anything but Little League Coach material. I’m probably one of the few grown men in America who can honestly say I never played catch with my father—well, not a game that actually worked out. We didn’t pore over the sports page together, or take in a game at the Stadium, or chat about the pennant race. I’ve read a dozen elegiac memoirs about how baseball was the first intimacy shared between a father and son—but not this father and son. To him, sports were a stupid waste of time. He dismissed, even ridiculed, my interest in it.

         

My father, Moishe Dluznowsky (drop a few letters, as we eventually did, you come up with “Dunow”), was a Yiddish writer who fled the onslaught of Hitler and stepped off the boat in New York just at the end of the Second World War. Standing five feet tall in his stocking feet, Moishe took a deep breath at the age of forty and found the strength and resolve to begin a new life. He found work cutting diamonds in New York’s fabled diamond district, and began selling stories and articles to the then-thriving Yiddish press. He met my mother at the offices of a Yiddish literary journal, and, as family legend has it, took her out to the Fleur de Lis, a little French restaurant in the neighborhood, and proposed on the spot.

My stunned mother made her way back to Brooklyn on the subway that night—and then took a year or two to think things over. Who was this strange, determined refugee from Europe, twelve years her senior, and what kind of life could she make with him? He pursued her relentlessly and his cosmopolitan charms eventually won her over. They married and began a family in his one-room apartment on West 71st Street. My sister, Esti, and I grew up and attempted to pull off the balancing act of being “normal” hula-hooping American kids while trying not to rock the world of our fresh-off-the-boat parents.

I look at the goofy black-and-white Kodak snapshots of our family vacations—four little people wearing oversized raincoats and floppy rain hats in some cave underneath Niagara Falls, four little people with parrots on their heads in some “tropical jungle” preserve outside of Miami, four little people standing rigidly at attention in somber overcoats in front of the Lincoln Memorial looking like fugitives from a Fritz Lang movie—and honestly I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

My father was not like other dads. In the 1950s, an era of rigorous conformity, he didn’t fit the mold. He was tiny: in a world of six-footers, he stood just five. He was older than other dads, nearly forty-seven when I was born. No big deal these days, but that wasn’t happening much back in 1952. He spoke several languages, often finding a way to mix two or three into the same sentence, with Yiddish as the glue and foundation. But with his strongly accented and somewhat eccentric English, nobody was going to mistake him for the dad next door. He was more like someone’s Old World grandfather. Other dads went off to an office or a factory to work—my dad was home all day, pounding away on a Yiddish typewriter, the fastest one hand, one finger typist I’ve ever seen. His desk was in the living room—which was also my parents’ bedroom and where we watched TV or played our noisy children’s games or ate dinner—and always, day and night, there was the sound of Daddy klopping on the typewriter, the relentless syncopated accompaniment to the cacophony of domestic life proceeding all around him, whether the strains of Popeye or Howdy Doody on TV, or the cries of my sister and me locked in big sister/bratty little brother mortal combat, or my mother shreiying at him about one thing or another. Somehow, he was oblivious to it all. Mornings you could find him gossiping on the phone with his Yiddish writer friends, or running down to the Forward building on East Broadway to schmooze some more with the other literati and assorted gantze machers (big shots) at the dairy cafeteria on the corner, the Lower East Side equivalent of the Café Deux Magots.

My mom was the breadwinner, going off every morning to her job as a schoolteacher at a local public elementary school. My father was the one to get my sister and me ready for school (from the age of six this already involved a hot cup of coffee heavily laced with milk) and he’d be there to meet us with a snack at three o’clock when we got home. He did most of the housekeeping and shopping and cleaning and cooking too. While other kids brought peanut butter and jelly on Wonder Bread for lunch, I unwrapped the sandwich my father had made me—sardines, onions, and a hard-boiled egg on pumpernickel. When I came home from school, my dad would greet me at the door wearing an apron. I loved my dad, I worshipped him in fact but let’s face it, the guy caused me a lot of embarrassment as a kid. It was my father who would show up at school for open school day when the parents were allowed into the classroom to observe. There was Moishe, in his felt hat and rumpled trench coat and his heavy accent, standing around in the back with all the mothers, young women in their twenties who towered over him by about a foot. “Wow, who’s that?” all the kids would be whispering and giggling. “That’s Henry’s dad, man, that little old guy is Henry’s dad. Wow!”

Yeah, wow. One thing you don’t want your parents to be is different. When I regarded my father in his own world—the world of Yiddish culture, the world of our family—he was like a god, a giant. But when I saw him in the light of the larger culture all around us, or my school-day reality, he was like someone out of a grainy black-and-white foreign film. He was too short, too old, and he had a funny accent.

My father loved his children with all his heart and soul, and he showed it with affection, playfulness, and comforting physical tenderness. There were a hundred little names of endearment—all of them Yiddish—but most often I was his goldeneh yingeleh (golden little boy). He was a wonderful storyteller—painting imaginary worlds filled with legendary characters with names like “the Munten-Shpringer,” a great bearded giant who would leap (shpring) over mountains to rescue little children in trouble, and his cohorts, Chicky-Ricky, Big Chief Pocolulu (for whom he blew fantastic smoke rings), and the kindly Dr. Schnitzel-Schnatzel. A natural clown, he was a marvel with a band of children around. He’d get down on his hands and knees on the floor and pretend to be a doggy or a horsey. And he always had a packet of Life Savers in his pocket, at the ready to treat us to a sweet. At night, when I couldn’t sleep, it was my dad who lay with me—I would comfort myself by reaching over and rubbing my fingers against his wonderfully bushy eyebrows. “Bothering Daddy’s Eyes,” it was called, and for me it was trancelike. He’d come whenever I called—I’d glom on to those eyebrows like a kid with a security blanket—and he’d lie with me till both of us were snoring away.

The Holocaust wasn’t that far behind us in those days, and its memory made itself large in my family. My father had lost both parents and five brothers and sisters in the death camps, and his larger world had been annihilated just as thoroughly and ferociously. So our family had a somewhat ginger sense of its place in this new world, a little ship just past the storm, with the wreckage of Europe still fresh and smoldering. We felt a bit foreign and separate. We understood profoundly that Leave It to Beaver and The Donna Reed Show were not about us. For our own comfort, we allowed ourselves to feel special and clannish. But the goyische world, which in some sense meant anything at all that wasn’t us (even other Jews could be dangerously goyische in our conception), was something we approached with an odd mix of smug separation and extreme caution. The world outside our tiny apartment (where my sister and I shared a bedroom and the folks slept on a Castro Convertible in the living room) seemed airy and light, a step into fresh air after being cooped up in a steamy kitchen with a beef brisket cooking on the stove. It glittered and beckoned. My sister and I were able to navigate it well enough—you would swear we fit right in—but I don’t think we ever felt like we belonged. We belonged at home.

Because if you did go out in the world, you invited worry. Not just ordinary Jewish worry (which is pretty formidable all by itself); no, we’re talking refugee-family-in-the-New Land worry. In which the basic idea is: It’s scary out there! Goyim lurking everywhere you look! You could get hurt. You could get hurt if you didn’t finish all your food at dinner or dress warmly enough. (I have an abiding image of my father rushing out to the hallway by the elevator with some extra bit of clothing—a scarf, a hat, an extra sweater—and desperately pleading with me to put it on. And I’m not just talking about when I was five years old; it was no different when I was twenty.) You could get hurt if you had a sore throat and a slight fever of 101 (“Drink a glass of hot tea and get under the covers. You’ll shvitz it out!”). You could get hurt playing with the wrong kids at school, just as later in life you could get hurt if you affiliated with a political group or got married outside of your kind. Don’t mix in, we were often told, mish zik nisht arayn! You could most certainly get hurt playing sports—an activity, in my father’s view, more or less reserved for hooligans and Cossack youth. Hey, you could get hurt just going out the door.

And therein lay the tension and conflict that would define my life. Should I venture out in the world, or should I stay where I belonged, at home?

Of course the door was always there, beckoning, and in my own persistent fashion, I found my way over the threshold. Sports was one sure ticket out, into a world that had nothing to do with my bookish, cloistered family.

         

As a little kid growing up in a small New York apartment, my exposure to sports was virtually nil. Most of my play was solitary and improvised, my playroom the floor of my bedroom closet, where I would stage elaborate military campaigns using dominoes and marbles as soldiers. We didn’t have a backyard to wander in and out of casually. I’d go to the park with my mother and next-door neighbors Johnny and Dicky Schreiber (refugee children themselves) to ride our tricycles, but we didn’t play sports—there was no one to show us how.

By the time I was in school, I’d learned to play freeze tag and stoopball in the street at lunchtime, dodgeball in the gym, punchball and Chinese handball in the blacktop yard, and occasionally wandered over to a deserted field in Central Park with Mitchell Horowitz and Robby Fruchtman to hit a baseball around. But this was New York City in the 1950s, and nothing like an organized Little League existed. There was never anything like a full team or an organized game to speak of—let alone uniforms, coaches, umpires, a reasonably maintained diamond—just two or three kids in dungarees and sneakers on a tattered meadow in the park after school, throwing around a battered hardball as the afternoon light faded, pretending to be Clete Boyer as we acrobatically dove to our right to snare a grounder, hoping not to land on broken glass or dog shit. Or maybe a couple of guys with a pink Spaldeen and a taped-up broomstick—a stickball bat—with a rectangular strike zone painted against the side of a building, flailing away at each other’s best “stuff.” But I can’t recall any dads—not mine or anyone’s—ever being out there with us. Whatever we put together on those scruffy fields, we put together on our own. Those afternoons had a slightly lonely feel to them.

At home I fashioned playing fields from less than nothing. If I threw the ball against my dresser in just the right way, I could field grounders. If I stood in the hall outside my bedroom at just the right angle, I could pitch through the door and across my room and into a chair—the “catcher”—in my closet. The planter on the living-room wall—maybe six feet off the ground—became my basketball hoop. And with a Ping-Pong paddle and a rubber ball, I played heated games of tennis off the kitchen wall.

When I was ten years old I was sent off to spend the summer at sleep-away camp. Camp Kinder Ring (translation: “Children’s Circle”) was founded in the 1920s as an embodiment of the ideals of socialist labor and Yiddish secular culture, a place where the families of the Jewish proletariat could send their children for a little fresh air, greenery and proletarian solidarity. It had evolved into an intensely competitive athletic camp, now run by thick-muscled physical ed directors instead of elderly Yiddish poets, the very antithesis of its original ideals. It was eight weeks of hell.

The kids were largely middle-class galoots from the Long Island suburbs, mean and legendary little guys like Larry Fidelsky, Stooey Marx, Jeff Weisberg, Norm Luckman, and Artie Kessler. These guys had played some ball. These guys were athletes. And if you weren’t an athlete, you barely rated as a human being: you were a “queer.” Forget having friends, forget getting to dance with a girl at a social, forget being favored by the equally Neanderthal counselors (large swaggering guys like Bernie Artz, Ira Schmuckler, and the one Gentile in the entire camp, the slick and savvy Frank Valentine).

In real life you might be a violin prodigy, or a math genius, or just a happy, well-liked kid; here, if you were not an athlete, you were worthless, a second-class citizen. You were exiled to the land of queerdom, where, as if shared misery could provide any relief, you were welcome to hang out with other losers like Joel Fishman (a fat blubbery kid with bad breath who cried out in his sleep), Elliot Teitelbaum, (horrendous buckteeth), Arnold “Ants in his Pants” Frantz (a drooler), Marty “Dumbo” Birnbaum (ears so big you’d want to twang them every time you walked by), and Barry Schneider (early puberty: this kid was so hairy by the time he was eleven he looked like a chimpanzee).

These were my cohorts, some more ostracized than the others but with one unifying common denominator: a lack of ability on the playing field. Overnight, I had gone from being a normal, popular kid during my school-year existence, to a complete outcast in the summertime, all because I couldn’t field a grounder, dribble a basketball, or walk with an athlete’s swagger. It was my first introduction to the brutal hierarchies of jock culture, and the point was made loud and clear: life was good for the kids who could play ball. If you were going to be picked last you were better off not even showing up.

The little gangsters from Long Island literally could not bring themselves to call me by my apparently sissy actual name, Henry. No, it would never do. They called me “Hank.”

I was homesick and miserable for weeks. And then I came to a moment of truth and resolve: I wasn’t going to let myself be beaten by this cruel system. I would remake myself if I had to. I would become an Athlete, I would rise above my roots as a mama’s boy with a Yiddish writer father and become a mean, scrappy little Long Island–style athlete. I would become Hank Dunow.

It wasn’t going to be easy. Short, chubby, and basically uncoordinated, I had to work at it with dogged intensity. But I knew life was better on the other side, and damn it, I was going to get there. During Color War or competitions with other camps, we were divided into A, B, and C teams. I began my Kinder Ring life on the C teams. Being on a C team was like wearing a sandwich board that said “loser.” You didn’t want to be seen with this crew. Even I found them embarrassing. It took me a couple of summers before I moved up to the B team. Though nothing to crow about, this at least was not a profound humiliation. Finally, in my last year at Kinder Ring, I rose to the level of substitute on the A team. Who cared that I barely got to play (better really, less chance of making an error and being demoted back down to the lower depths)—at least now I was hanging with the cool kids, the athletes. Attaboy, Hankie baby! And yes, that was me, A-team player Hank Dunow, smooching on the moonlit volleyball courts with Rita Nussbaum (upon whom puberty had worked a few wondrous transformations of its own) at the end-of-summer junior prom. Finally, in my fifth and last summer at Kinder Ring, I was called up to the flagpole one evening to be honored for my contributions in the day’s Color War events. I had remade myself. I was an Athlete. Life had no prouder moment.

At around this time, I began to discover the splendors of rooting for a big league baseball team. Though I have some vague memories of seeing Ebbets Field and the Polo Grounds in the grainy black-and-white images of 1950s television, and the sounds of Red Barber and the Rheingold jingle—“My beer is Rheingold, the dry beer!”—have a familiar ring to them, big league baseball first really caught my eye in the form of the 1960 World Series, the Yankees and the Pirates, which ended so tragically with Bill Mazeroski’s ninth-inning home run off Ralph Terry. (Man oh man, was that really forty years ago?) It was true love from then on. Once the 1961 season was underway, with its historic pursuit of Babe Ruth’s single-season home run record by Mickey Mantle and Roger Maris, I was fully hooked. Those 1961 Yankees were an immortal squad (indulge me for a just a moment as I escort you around the diamond: Moose Skowron on first, little Bobby Richardson at second, Tony Kubek at short, the slick-fielding Clete Boyer at third, Ellie Howard behind the plate (or, on occasion, the legendary Yogi Berra), Maris in right, the Mick in center, Hector Lopez or Johnny Blanchard in left, Whitey Ford or Ralph Terry on the mound, and Luis Arroyo coming in from the pen (in those days they called them firemen, not closers). What a team! These were gods. I turned my bedroom into a shrine to these men, baseball cards and black-and-white glossies Scotch-taped to every inch of the wall.

I had it bad—real bad—for the Mick, the fair-haired switch-hitter from Oklahoma, number 7. Even now, the only name I immediately associate with the word “hero” is his. Everything about the Mantle story—being raised by a poor coal miner, Mutt Mantle, who’d taught young Mick to play ball, coming to New York as an untutored hayseed and taking the town by storm—touched my imagination. I thrilled at his feats, and identified with his legendary hardships and crippling injuries. You’d have thought he was Mahatma Gandhi or something, such was the whispered reverence with which we spoke of the Mick’s “knees.” I got into fights with snotty, know-it-all kids who argued the merits of Willie Mays over Mickey Mantle. (Mays may have had some good years but, again, look at the hardships, the pain, the knees, the Mick had to play with every day.) At night, I prayed that the Mick would hit .300 and not get injured. Lying in bed, I’d hold long conversations with Mickey as I pretended he was my friend. I fantasized that instead of nosy Mrs. Marcus and her faintly mustached, overweight daughter Rochelle living in the apartment next door, Mickey and his wife Merlyn, and the fair-haired Mantle kids lived there, and Mick would take me and my buddies to Riverside Park to play ball. On the real steamy nights of my overheated imagination, I would pretend that the Mick was my father. I was no longer Henry Dunow, son of the Yiddish writer Moishe Dluznowsky; I was Hank Mantle, son of the Mick.

I dreamed of playing shortstop for the New York Yankees. But what kind of profession for a smart Jewish kid was that, playing ball? My parents had other destinies in mind for me. So I’d envision a life where I played for the Yankees during the season and was maybe a U.S. senator or a brain surgeon during the off-season. Such a dilemma! And you can imagine my real dilemma in 1963 when my Uncle Bob took me and my cousin David to my first World Series game—the Dodgers and the Yanks, Game 1—and Sandy Koufax, famous Jew who only days before had skipped his turn in the Dodger rotation because of Yom Kippur—faced my pantheon of heroes. Who to root for, my god Mantle or my landsman Koufax? Sandy struck out fifteen Yankees that day (setting an all-time World Series record), including the Mick four times. A real bad day for the Bronx Bombers, but score one for the Jews. From our nosebleed seats in the upper deck, I recorded the event for posterity with my Kodak Brownie camera, the lens making the action look even further away. I still have those black-and-white snapshots, a full roll—and if you really squint, you can just about make out that there actually are minuscule human figures in the shot. Of course, on the back of each I dutifully penciled in all the vital data—what inning, who was up, what the count was. For the archives.

         

My father observed my sports infatuation with a mixture of bemusement and irritation. He was largely indifferent to the idea of me playing sports, but watching sports, that was another story entirely. How could I waste my time on something so idiotic? How could I get homework done lying on the living-room floor with one eye in my social studies book and one eye on the television, waiting for the Mick’s turn at bat?

Of course, my father did not play sports of any kind. I don’t believe I ever saw him run, jump, lift, or exert himself in physical activity on any occasion. A ball, or racquet, or golf club would look intrinsically absurd in his hands. He didn’t know how to swim. When we’d go to the shore, he’d approach the water carefully to take a tunk—a round-shouldered, doughy man with bathing trunks pulled high to his navel, two pairs of glasses sitting on his forehead—and bend over to splash and slap his body with water. Then he’d walk into the ocean waves, intrepid as ever, until the water reached his chin, turn, smile and wave to us, and walk out.

Was he intimidated by the world of sports? You know, big burly American men? No, not at all. In fact, he held it in total disdain. To him the idea of grown men running around, throwing a ball was narishkeit (foolishness). Downright pagan in fact: a bunch of guys sitting around watching a ball game might as well have been dancing around a steaming cauldron in grass skirts. They hadn’t done this in Tomashov, the small town in Poland where he’d grown up. The names of teams—Giants, Pirates, Tigers, Indians—made him chuckle; he was mystified that adults could use such childish names with a straight face. With a sarcastic look of fierce concentration, he would mimic the fervent acrobatics of baseball players—running, jumping, lunging—like the antics of clowns at the circus. It was silly, incomprehensible. When my Uncle Bob dropped dead of a heart attack in the stands at Shea Stadium during a Jets game, Moishe was angry—what the hell was he doing at a football stadium, a grown man? “Narishkeit!”

That I worshipped Mickey Mantle made about as much sense to my father as if I’d worshipped Mickey Mouse.

         

I never doubted my parents’ love for a moment. How could I? My family produced love the way worker bees produce honey. It was everywhere, the very air you breathed. If anything, I was smothered by it. If love was often expressed in the form of worry—“Eat something, you’re skinny like a stick!”—that was okay, worry was a currency I understood just fine. Certainly, my parents were not remote. Unaffectionate? Cold? Please, it was like a steam room in there.

My father loved me. I was his goldeneh yingeleh. Now, when I look back, I wonder if he understood or accepted how different and separate from him I was, his bright and shiny American son. I wonder how much he actually heard me, saw me, “took me in.”




Two



THE CRYSTAL BALL

So I began to pay attention. Max would speak, and I would make damn sure I was listening. Really listening. Sometimes I needed every ounce of my will and concentration to silence my preoccupations, so I could give myself over to him.

I would initiate a shared activity with Max or join him in something he was doing—building a tower at the Lego table, playing a board game, buying fruits and vegetables at his grocery store and getting rung up at his cash register. I’d done these activities with him before but there was a qualitative difference now in the way I lent myself to it. I worked at it, sometimes pulling myself back to the present moment with a start, like someone shaking off being asleep at the wheel.

I was astounded at how much this simple change in the quality of my attention turned things around. I don’t think I had realized how hard Max had had to work to get and, more important, keep my attention. He began to seek me out more and was noticeably more affectionate, throwing his arms around my neck for the morning goodbye kiss, running down the hall to greet me as I got off the elevator coming home from work. It felt wonderful. It was only a beginning, but a hopeful one, and I wanted to do more.

         

Right around this time, Max began to discover sports. He’d caught on to the phenomenon that was Derek Jeter, and I got a kick out of asking him who his favorite Yankee was to impress our neighbors in the elevator with my precocious son—but I realize now that that routine was about as genuine as a ventriloquist prodding his dummy. The sensational 1998 Yankees’ season caught his attention, and occasionally he’d sit for an inning or two of baseball on TV. But on a spring afternoon in April 1999, in the middle of an Easter visit to Grandma’s, Max drifted into the family room, where I was watching the Knicks play the Miami Heat in the decisive game of the playoffs, and suddenly he was watching with a different kind of focus. When Alan Houston sank the miraculous game-winning shot, we both jumped up on the sofa shouting for joy—and we discovered a common ground of infinite possibility and richness. I hadn’t planned on sports becoming such a boundless area of connection for us, but once it took hold it developed a life of its own.

He identified powerfully with the stars of the game: Sampras and Agassi in tennis; a churning, burning infatuation with Mia Hamm of the U.S. Women’s Soccer team; Latrell Sprewell of the Knicks. Could I do his hair in braids, like Spree? I’d hear him do a sports announcer’s play-by-play with his own name mixed in. “Jeter scoops up the grounder, relays to Max Owen-Dunow at second, who fires to Martinez at first for the double play . . . Ewing takes the pass from Sprewell, sees Owen-Dunow open in the corner, Owen-Dunow fires up a three-pointer . . . Swish.”

He literally threw himself into playing sports—I mean he’d fling his body after a ball in the most endearing herky-jerky lunges you can imagine. He couldn’t catch, he couldn’t throw, he couldn’t dribble, he couldn’t hit—but every bit of his thirty-five pounds flew through the air after a ball. He’d flub the catch, or kick the ball out of bounds, or flail at a pitch without a prayer—but the beautiful part is that he saw only images of greatness: Jeter to Owen-Dunow to Martinez! Double play!

First we’d play in our apartment, as the makeshift playing fields and arenas of my apartment-bound childhood were reconstructed all over again: a long hallway used to pitch a baseball, a basket hoop rigged to a closet door. We’d play basketball long into the night—he’d be the Knicks, I’d be the Indiana Pacers—running up ludicrous scores like 342–286. He’d fling himself all over the floor, kicking the ball halfway across the living room more often than not, but congratulating himself on his brilliant play. “LJ hits the three-pointer from downtown, as the fans go wild!” he’d shout, running up and down the living room, his elbow bent and fist aloft in Larry Johnson’s patented “L” sign. “Sprewell from the corner, and, yes, it’s good,” he’d patter in a perfect Marv Albert imitation. “The Knicks are on fire, ladies and gentlemen!” I realized that the essence of playing ball for Max was the fantasy opportunity it offered him. A doughy-faced boy who still sleeps with his spiky-haired baby doll named Michelangelo and the last remnant of a tattered security blanket named Blooie, could transform himself into the likes of Patrick Ewing or Bernie Williams or Keyshawn Johnson in the blink of an eye. All of it chronicled by the play-by-play. “It’s deep enough, it’s high enough . . . it’s a home run for Max Owen-Dunow!”

When the weather warmed we’d go off to the park for long solitary games of baseball, just the two of us.

Just practicing was no fun. We always had to play a game. He called his team the Yankee Kittens, a mix of Yankee players and characters from his favorite storybooks and videos and, of course, himself. (Characters named Tottoro and Mae and Kimmy and Jigglypuff found their way into the lineup, sandwiched between Paul O’Neill and Bernie Williams and Max Owen-Dunow.) The heavy starring roles were reserved for Derek Jeter and Max Owen-Dunow, who was both the star pitcher and the star hitter. My team was either the crosstown-rival Mets or a ragtag group of whatever Old-Timers would pop into my head—Gehrig, Ruth, Mantle, Mays, Musial, Munson, DiMaggio, Koufax, and Mattingly were some of the regulars. Games went on forever and had to be carried over from day to day, because it was not uncommon for the Yankee Kittens to score forty or fifty runs in a single inning. A typical final score might be Yankee Kittens 340, Old-Timers 0. Somehow my old guys could just never manage to nudge a run across the plate. Using a plastic bat that I’d picked up at the supermarket, so fat it looked like Fred Flintstone’s club, and an oversize neon pink rubber softball, Max would thwack hit after hit off the soft lobs I’d serve up to him. And every time he hit the ball he would drop the bat and run the bases; since I was the only fielder most of his hits were home runs. He’d run lap after lap around the bases, never tiring. I’d had knee surgery following a ski accident several months before and I’d limp around after him in my heavy knee brace. Getting him to quit at the end of an inning was always a struggle.

Oddly, he never wanted other boys to join in. If he had a friend over for a play date and I’d take the two of them to the park, it was clear he wasn’t enjoying himself. The presence of another boy impinged upon his fantasy world, made it difficult for him to inhabit and—most important—call the play-by-play of his Yankee Kitten universe. He couldn’t wait for the other kid to leave, so that we could get back to Yankee Kitten Ball. In Yankee Kitten land, he had Daddy all to himself, and his only teammates were his “friends”—basically the starting lineup of the New York Yankees with a couple of fairy-tale creatures thrown in. Kitten Ball seemed to serve as a kind of transitional object for him; like a security blanket, it allowed him to keep one foot firmly in childhood, while with the other he poked tentatively into the world of big men.

I’d overhear him talking to himself in bed at night in his earnest, intimate “just between us” voice. “That’s okay, Jeter,” he’d say reassuringly, “you’ll get a hit next time. Want to come over to my house? Bernie’s going to be there, and Clemens too.”

His delicious malapropisms: The Toyota Blue Jays. The Milky-walky Brewers. The Harlem Go-getters. The American Liege. The batting record (accent on the second syllable). The New Jersey Delis. The reminder of the season. The quarterback got snacked. His know-it-all expression: So who do you like better, Max, McGwire or Sosa? “Sosa.” Why? “Well, you know”—he’d nod his head almost smugly—“Dominic Pride!”

         

Then one day I stood on a chair and from the upper reaches of my closet I brought down a sacred relic to pass on to my son. All-Star Baseball. You guys who grew up in the 1950s know exactly what I’m talking about. The board game in the green box? With the little cardboard disks for each player divided proportionally into home runs, extra-base hits, singles, strikeouts, groundouts, etc.? You’d put the disk on a spinner for each at-bat and spin the arrow to see if it put you on base, sent you back to the dugout with a strikeout, or let you go trotting around the diamond with a four-bagger. It was a remarkably lifelike version of a baseball game—and best of all, you could keep score and gather stats for your teams and individual players. You can take all those fancy computer baseball games with their bells and whistles; I’ll stick with All-Star Baseball.

The game had been a major obsession of mine when I was about nine years old. I’d created an entire league, with myself as commissioner, and named my star-studded team (I had both Mantle and Mays on my squad) the New York Olympians. In 1961, I played an entire season, about 150 games, and kept a sheaf of records. Batting averages for every player, box scores of every game.

The thing is, I always played alone, batting for both sides. Certainly wasn’t going to get Moishe in there, lying on the floor playing this silly game. It worked okay alone, and it allowed my fantasies full range. In my record books, you’ll find the box scores of a handful of games I played against friends, but for the most part I played alone. Hundreds of games, hundreds of hours.

Years ago I’d stored the game away carefully, the cardboard box long since collapsed, many of the disks frayed and repaired with Scotch tape, much like a bandaged athlete. I knew someday there would be someone—I didn’t know exactly who, but someone like Max—with whom to share this. And now, finally, the time had come. My son was ready for All-Star Baseball.

It took no coaxing—he understood that this was the Holy Grail. We plunged in immediately, retaining the six teams from my 1961 league. I let Max have my old Olympians squad—Julian Javier, Phil Rizzuto, Mays, Mantle, Billy Williams, Hank Greenberg, Clete Boyer, Gus Triandos, Whitey Ford—and I handled the opposition teams. And, of course, we kept full score.

We’d play a game a night. Pure heaven. Max and I under the lights on the fields of All-Star Baseball.

         

Halloween that year, Max wanted to dress up as a sports figure, but he couldn’t make up his mind which sport. He decided he wanted to embody all sports at once: “Sporty Man.” I feared this would look ridiculous and tried to talk him into a nice new Giants football outfit—helmet, shoulder pads, jersey, and stretch pants—which I’d gotten for him at FAO Schwarz: a crisp, manly, jocklike outfit, straight and to the point, albeit a bit generic. “Henry, you’re awful!” my wife chided me. “Let him use his imagination. That’s what a costume is supposed to be about. Let him do what he wants.” So on top of the Giants outfit, he pasted to his helmet a homemade baseball bat fashioned from a cardboard tube, taped a toy soccer ball on one shoulder, a toy football on the other, a toy baseball mitt on the front of his jersey, a toy baseball on the back, and carried a small tennis racquet in his hand. Ta-da-ta-da-ta-da . . . Sporty Man! And I’ve got to admit he pulled it off. In a world full of store-bought Pokémon outfits, he got nothing but compliments for his originality and imagination as we went door to door Trick or Treating that night. It was a good reminder: just take him in. I’d been a fool to doubt him, Mr. Sporty Man.

         

I’d been aware of the West Side Little League since we’d moved into the neighborhood ten years before. The field is practically outside our apartment building door in Riverside Park, and every spring I’d see the kids traipse by in their uniforms, shouting to each other, bats and gloves slung over their shoulders, moms and dads trailing dutifully behind. I figured Max would take an interest. So when I mentioned it to him one afternoon, I was surprised to hear him say that he wasn’t interested. The boys looked big to him. One afternoon, after we’d finished a game of Yankee Kitten Ball, I suggested that we walk over to the field, check out a game from up close. Max seemed reluctant, and as we got close to the sideline he began to cringe and pull me away, an uncharacteristic fit of shyness and timidity. Clearly, this was a line he wasn’t quite ready to cross.

So we played at Kitten Ball all through that summer, late afternoons into dusk, and to the delight of both of us, he began to genuinely get the hang of hitting a baseball. The feeling of playing with a clumsy toddler began to wear away, as Max slowly began to develop some ability and feel for the game. His hand-eye coordination started to come around, his swing leveled and strengthened, a basic feel for timing took hold. He had mastered all the tics and nuances of the major league hitter’s batting ritual, right down to holding out a hand to the umpire to call time between pitches while he dug himself into the box. Wendy would come out and watch us, and often became the “demented fan”—like the notorious big-chested Morgana on television—compelled to run out onto the field and maul her favorite player in her arms, smothering him with kisses.

He was getting good, really good, smacking line drives and sharp grounders all over the field. And occasionally catching a ball thrown to him.

At the end of the summer I asked Max about Little League for next year. I was a little hesitant about bringing it up because I knew he would be nervous. I’d had the idea that maybe I could volunteer to coach. If Max was going to play Little League, I wanted to be there. What was I going to do . . . entrust my little guy to someone else’s care? No way. No one could bully him with Daddy there. Overprotective? Guilty as charged. Projecting my own insecurities? Absolutely. But when I asked Max if he’d want to be on a Little League team if Daddy were the coach, he threw his arms around me. “Yes,” he shouted, “yes!”

We began calling the league office right after Labor Day, and waited eagerly for the application that arrived in January. I signed Max up and sent in the $80 registration fee with a note enclosed saying that I’d like to be a coach. Qualifications? I wrote that I enjoyed working with kids, had decent baseball skills, and really wanted to share this moment with my son. What more could they ask?

         

A welcoming letter from the league arrived a few weeks later. Max tore open the envelope and paced around the apartment excitedly. Opening day was the first weekend in April.

“Grab your mitt, buddy,” I called. “Let’s play catch.” It was a cold winter afternoon, but we had to do something to celebrate or else he was going to burst. Out in the narrow hallway of our building, I threw him grounders, liners, pop-ups, and watched as he flung himself after the ball with complete abandon.

For the briefest instant, an unhappy memory flickered. It had been a while since I’d thought about it.

When the kids were eight months old, Wendy mentioned one day that she was worried about Max because he didn’t seem to be moving that much. I thought she was making a big deal out of nothing. The kid was perfectly healthy.

When you have twins, you just can’t help compare one to the other, see who’s doing what and who isn’t. It’s your very own family laboratory of child development. Wendy’s always been hypervigilant—and over the years, despite my usual male tendency to pooh-pooh almost everything, I’ve learned to listen. After all, on that brutally cold February afternoon five weeks before our due date, when Wendy “sensed” that the kids were not kicking as much as usual, we were right to rush to the hospital, because it turned out that Baby B, as Maddy was then known, was in serious distress. Wendy was wheeled straight into an emergency C-section, not a minute to spare.

“But he’s not rolling over yet,” Wendy persisted. “An eight-month-old is supposed to roll over. Look at Maddy. She’s rolling over. He just lies there.”

“Wendy, he’s fine. He’s just a little delayed. He’ll catch up.”

“And look at the way he scrunches up his arms. Like a little tadpole. That just doesn’t seem right. He’s too tight. And when you pick him up, it’s like picking up a sack of flour. He just lies there.”

So I gave in and we went to the doctor. Our excellent and gentle West End Avenue pediatrician, Dr. Mitchell Kaplan, listened to us and looked Max over carefully, manipulating his tiny limbs every which way, shining lights in his eyes, tapping his pudgy knees to test his reflexes. He called in a colleague for a consult.

“Do you have any trouble pulling his legs apart when you change his diapers? Do his legs seem stiff ?”

Wendy and I thought hard.

“Well, maybe a bit. Maybe a bit more than Maddy.”

Long reflective pause, during which time Wendy and I died a thousand deaths. The doctors looked at us carefully and spoke slowly.

“It’s probably nothing. But we’re a bit concerned with the rigidity of his limbs. His muscle tone is a little tight. Again, this is probably nothing more than a minor developmental delay, but if you’re worried, it’s not a bad idea to check him out with a developmental specialist. We’ll refer you to someone very good at New York Hospital.”

“What is it you’re concerned about?” I asked. “I mean, what’s the worst-case scenario here?”

“Well,” said Mitchell Kaplan. “His symptoms are quite mild, so I really don’t think this is a likelihood here at all. But this kind of rigidity—the tightness you feel when you change his diapers—could be an indication of cerebral palsy.”

And the bottom fell out.

Fighting back our terror, we made an appointment with the recommended specialist at New York Hospital. The three days until we went to see her were murder. We observed Max as carefully as a laboratory rat—poking him, prodding him, pulling at his legs, measuring how much he’d moved in his crib overnight, praying for him to roll over. Just looking at our happy, gurgling baby boy was heartbreaking.

Finally, the time came to bring him to New York Hospital.

In a small white room we waited for the specialist, Max cooing like a pigeon. Then the doctor swept into the room. She said a brusque hello and turned toward Max, a wide phony smile suddenly pasted on her face like some kind of rictus. We disliked her immediately. Max began to cry. She made some perfunctory goo-goo sounds while manipulating his limbs, never pausing for a moment to make actual contact with the baby. Then, before she’d said as much as a word to us, she called in a graduate student, a young Asian man, and as she held Max up in the air like some kind of display prop, she commented on the rigidity of his limbs, his weak -up-per-torso muscle tone, his constricted arm position, his stiff legs. The Asian doctor nodded and took notes. Max continued to scream through all of it. If I hadn’t been so traumatized, I’d have certainly killed the woman on the spot.

Finally, she turned to us. No phony smile for Mom and Dad; she was all business. With about as much concern as someone delivering a weather report, she gave us her diagnosis.

“I think it’s likely your son has cerebral palsy. The symptomatology is fairly classic. It’s difficult to diagnose with absolute certainty at this age, and it’s also impossible to say how severe his case will be, but I suspect that over the next six months to a year we’ll see more clear-cut indicators as he arrives at specific developmental hurdles like crawling or walking.”

“You mean he might not walk?” I blurted out.

“I didn’t say that,” the doctor snapped testily. “I said that I suspect that there will be issues with his motor development but we’re not able to determine at this point how severe those issues will be.”

She said a few things about the importance of early intervention, and recommended that we immediately enroll Max in the New York State Early Intervention Program, where he would receive services from a physical therapist. A social worker would come to our home in the next few weeks to set it up. Holy shit. We listened numbly. She said a curt goodbye, and finally—mercifully—she was gone.

It was the worst moment of our lives. We made it out of the hospital and walked up York Avenue in a trance. Max was cooing happily. Wendy and I were in a state of shock.

We were scheduled to leave two days later for a week’s vacation at a rented cottage on the beach on Cap Cod. It was our first vacation since the kids were born. It was several weeks before Max would be seen and evaluated by the physical therapist. I actually dreaded going away, fearing that the dislocation and isolation could only make our terror worse. But we didn’t see how staying behind in the hot city would make things any better either.

The drive to the Cape was grueling, one baby or the other crying pretty much at all times. Twins are like a diabolical wrestling tag team—just as one begins to let up and you think you might actually catch a moment’s peace, the other will invariably jump right in, fresh and raring to go. I used to say that having twins wasn’t just an experience of baby plus baby, it was baby squared. It was a seven-hour drive, a dreary, rainy day, and we must have pulled over a half dozen times just to sit in the stopped car, by the side of the road, and weep.

When we finally made it to Wellfleet, we searched for a liquor store before locating our cottage. It was going to be a long week.

I don’t think a moment went by that week (or for the next few months, for that matter) that I didn’t obsess about Max. We studied his every move, hoping for something that would give us a ray of hope. I played devil’s advocate, battling Wendy’s pessimism, but the truth is I was scared out of my mind. Over and over, I made bargains with God. Let it be me, God . . . I’ve had a decent, active life . . . I’ve played enough tennis . . . put me in a wheelchair. Take ten years off my life. Twenty. Anything, but spare this sweet boy. The one thing I’ve always been afraid of, that I doubted my ability to be able to handle, was seeing my child in pain. And here was something that promised to deliver a lifetime of it.

It rained the whole week. Not a ray of sunshine. Wendy and I came to call the place Cape Fear. A certain Telemann flute concerto that we played frequently on our car’s tape deck that week still plunges me into a state of abject terror when I hear it now.

It was still raining when we got home. A day later we brought Max back to the hospital to see the physical therapist, a sweet woman named Joan, who was very kind and tried to be reassuring. She took the time to explain to us that cerebral palsy was a vague catchall term that covered a full range of motor disabilities present from birth. It could present itself as the kind of disability that left a child as twisted as a pretzel and unable to walk, or it could manifest as a slight limp, or make a soccer player better able to kick with his left foot than his right. Joan couldn’t tell us for certain that Max wouldn’t have problems, but her sense was that over time his issues would work themselves out. No guarantees, of course. The key phrase was “time will tell.” It would be several years of uncertainty.

So three times a week we brought Max to Joan and her little gym, where he bounced off big rubber balls, lay on the floor kicking in the air, loosened up those stiff little legs and tried to slap some muscle on that flabby upper torso of his. The Pillsbury Doughboy, we sometimes called him. Slowly but surely, at his own pace, he came along. When Maddy began crawling, he did a kind of “commando crawl,” using his elbows to pull himself across the floor. He walked at sixteen months, a big relief.

Through all the early months of terror and the several years of uncertainty that followed, one thought, one image, sustained me. I must have wished for it a thousand times. Please, God, I would say, addressing my prayer in a general way to whatever deity or force or spirit might be minding the shop and shaping our destinies, just allow me a five-second glimpse into a crystal ball. I don’t care about anything else and I won’t bother you for anything more. Just show me my son five years from now, in a baseball uniform, playing shortstop for a Little League team. Just show me Max scooping up a grounder and throwing to first base. That’s all I need to see.




Three



IN THE COMPANY

OF BOYS

There was still snow on the ground on the Sunday morning in mid-February I took Max for his Little League tryout. “Tryout” is something of a misnomer, because in the West Side Little League, where noncompetitiveness is preached as the law of the land, no boy is turned away. But the newcomers are assessed at the beginning of the season so that the teams will be formed with a reasonable degree of balance and parity. At least one kid per team should be able to hit the ball, I guess. Max and I had been practicing all week in the long carpeted hallway of our apartment building, the urban dweller’s backyard.

He was up at the crack of dawn, tugging me out of bed to be sure we’d get there on time. I suited him up in his Derek Jeter outfit and off we went by cab to PS 163 on Amsterdam and 93rd, and though we got there at the stroke of nine, there was already a crowd of boys and their dads, along with a sprinkling of moms and one or two girls.

At least six of the boys were wearing Derek Jeter shirts.

Max’s friend from school Marlon was there and the two of them immediately took up a post at the doorway to the gym, watching the first group of boys already being put through their paces. Marlon towers over Max, as do most of the other boys. He’s telling war stories about his vast baseball experience (“I was really smacking the ball already when I was two . . .” “I’ve been to Yankee Stadium about ten times, Shea about six times . . .”), Max, nodding eagerly, playing the acolyte to Marlon’s seasoned pro. He’s nervous, I can tell. This is agonizing. Why should my son have to be nervous about anything? Do I really have to let him out into the world at all? Can’t we just go home and play some more Yankee Kitten Ball?

Max is glued to the doorway, watching the boys before him, until finally after half an hour his name is called with the next group of ten. The boys line up against the wall, pounding their mitts ferociously, as though to prove to themselves they’re as tough and ready as the next. “When you throw,” I whisper to him a parting bit of advice, “concentrate on accuracy.” “Awright,” he says impatiently, pulling away. In they go, as a small knot of fathers cluster in their wake in the gym doorway, collectively holding our breath. I notice a couple of aluminum bats and several baseballs lying almost at my feet and instinctively pick up a ball to hold, maybe as a good-luck charm. To my surprise, it’s soft; in fact the label says “soft-core baseball.” I like the sound of that. This is what is used in seven-year-old Little League; it looks exactly like a real hardball, but if a kid gets hit between the eyes with a line drive, it won’t kill him. It’s a kinder, gentler ball.

The boys divide into groups for catching and throwing, batting, and running. In the catching and throwing group, Max lets a few grounders go through his legs, but his throws are strong and true and he seems relaxed. He moves on to hitting, and on his first swing nails a solid drive all the way to the gym wall. “Ooh! Nice shot!” says the father behind me, who’s literally breathing on my neck craning to see, and it’s all I can do to suppress a “That’s my boy!” Max takes a few more swings, with reasonable success, and I begin to breathe normally again.

Next kid up belongs to the dad behind me. “Two for four . . . three for five . . . three for six,” he counts off, as his guy takes his cuts. “Well, he did better than I did in my first Little League tryout,” he allows as the boy finishes. “At least he hit the ball. Two line drives, one off the wall—I’ll take it!” And I realize that this is about the same thing for all of us fathers. We’re invested, we’re tense—we know what can lie ahead, not just in Little League but in the wider world—and we’re concerned for our boys.

Max comes running out literally jumping for joy, and we make our way out into a bright winter sun with the other fathers and sons, words of encouragement floating in the air—“Hey, Ned, you really tore the cover off the old ball . . .” “You looked good out there, Mikey”—and go across the street to the Cuban diner for breakfast, a buttered roll and juice for Max, a café con leche for the old man. We’re both chattering excitedly to each other about the morning’s events. Little League has begun, and I’m in heaven.

         

At seven years old contradictions abound. When I come in to cover Max at night, I might find him lying in his twisted blankets with a baseball in one hand and his stuffed dachshund in the other. And yet he can swagger with the best of ’em. When I ask him how he thinks the Knicks will do in the playoffs, he puffs himself up into his 6'10'' NBA forward mode and grunts: “Gon’ be a war.” The plump moonface and chubby body of his toddler years have given way to a leaner face and wiry body, but when I carry him bundled up in towels after a bath, pink and squeaky clean, he’s still my baby boy.

It’s said that seven is the age of reason, the turning point where that fuzzy sense of the world unique to childhood begins to give way to the harder-nosed sensibility that makes us “more grown-up.” The line between what’s real and what’s make-believe begins to harden and set. Painted wings and silver rings give way to other toys. Maddy is enchanted with elves, so sometimes I’ll leave a note from “your friend, an elf” under her pillow at night. We say that the letters come straight from the Elf Post Office, but when pressed on the point she’ll fess up that elves are not real. And Max turns up his nose at the very mention of elves, dismissing it as “babyish.”

He believes he knows everything. Hey Max, did you know E=MC squared? “I know, I know.” Wendy and I are often astounded by his utter faith in his own capacities. You’d think it obnoxious if it weren’t for his seriousness of purpose and passionate interest in whatever he’s doing. He takes such pleasure from the world.

Optimistic and intrepid by nature, he tends to make the best of most situations. Scrapes, bumps, and bruises don’t bother him; he’s remarkably stoic about physical pain and almost never cries (a shtarker, we would say in Yiddish). But Mr. Big Shot can’t sit still for a video or storybook in which there is any suspense. I’ve seen him run screaming from the room over a Bert and Ernie episode on Sesame Street.

A bit of a wise guy—if you give him a hand to shake, he’ll offer you his foot, with a sad-sack face straight out of Keaton. He loves to sing, and will walk into a roomful of strangers and break into a song. He likes Simon & Garfunkel: a seven-year-old singing “Hello, darkness, my old friend . . .”—how funny is that?

He came into the world with an instinctive love of machinery. His earliest passion was for garbage trucks; as a two-year-old, he would awaken to the sound of the 6 A.M. pickup, climb up on the sofa by the window, and point. “Bobitz!” he would mutter, in hushed wonder. He likes to figure out the way things work. And he likes to keep track of things, constantly writing down numbers and statistics in messy hieroglyphics incomprehensible to anyone but him.

He has a wonderfully soulful look about him. Small and skinny, with a high forehead and long sandy hair, you might mistake him for a proper British schoolboy. On the other hand, when he lost his two top front teeth he looked like something out of Deliverance. He has an earnest manner and when he’s telling you something of particular import he’ll cock his head, lower his voice to a smoky confidential tone, and look you right in the eye.

A boy so sweet that my and Wendy’s first nickname for him was Mr. Honey.

He is named for my father, Moishe, and shares his Yiddish and Hebrew name. Notwithstanding, I didn’t have it in me to hang a tag like Moishe on my son. So we let the letter “M” carry the legacy, with the added bonus that his great-grandfather who came over from Russia was also named Max.

My son is a small boy, the latest in a long line of short men. My father, as noted, barely cleared five feet. I’m no giant myself at 5'5''. As a baby, when size is still measured as “length” rather than “height,” Max lined up squarely in the 10th percentile, and then gradually inched his way up to about the 20th–25th. My guess is he’ll have an inch or two on his old man by the time he’s a teenager, and that will be fine. Most important, I see how he carries himself in the world—and there is nothing “small” about this boy. Starting five for the Knicks may be a bit of a stretch, but shortstop for the Yankees shouldn’t be any problem at all.

There is always a highlights tape running in his head, starring a certain 46'' athlete. He plays the part with moxie. In our cluttered living room, he’ll leap headlong through the air to land on the cushiony sofa, chasing down a screaming line drive or a bullet spiral pass he’s thrown to himself. As we walk down a city street, he’ll suddenly shout, “Time me, Dad!” and take off running, his hands going up in a victory celebration as he crosses the finish line at the end of the block, flashbulbs popping away. And it’s a rare trash can we pass that he doesn’t slam-dunk something into, with a dominating grimace. Playing touch football—just the two of us, man on man—he will “scramble” behind the line endlessly, eluding one imaginary tackler after another, faking left, faking right, spinning this way and that, pirouetting, his tongue puffed into his cheek with determination, a whirling tornado in a storm of his own making. I’m not even in pursuit, hanging back at the line of scrimmage trying not to smile.

Sports is probably the last remaining fantasy frontier for Max as he enters into the age of reason and the world begins to take on the unforgiving clarity of adult life. He can still see himself breaking through the line at Giants Stadium to score the winning touchdown, sinking the three-pointer from the corner at the Garden, hitting the ninth-inning home run at the Stadium, sinking a putt on the eighteenth hole at Augusta—all to the screaming adulation of thousands, all to the excited inner patter of the play-by-play. The distance between a seven-year-old’s outsize fantasies of himself and the reality of his scrawny body is what makes these last vestiges of early childhood, these heroic dreams, so very poignant.

         

West Side Little League is at least nominally coed. About half the seven-year-old teams include two or three girls on the roster. We asked Maddy if she wanted to join a team.

“Gosh, no!” she exclaimed, looking startled.

Maddy is not a sports fan. She likes books. She was a bookworm even before she learned to read. One of my fondest memories of her early childhood is the image of a tiny girl with a big book in her lap, studying every page intensely. She prefers artistic and creative pursuits like ballet, which she excels at, and sports hold about as much appeal for her as they did for Moishe. She has a favorite Yankee—Bernie Williams—but chose him only because she likes the name Bernie, not because he led the American League in hitting last year. “Annoying baseball” is what she calls the great National Pastime. “I agree with Moishe,” she cheerfully proclaims, “baseball is dumb!”

I had a conversation with her about my decision to coach Max.

“This is going to take up a lot of my time, you know.”

“That’s no fair, Daddy,” she said, her brow knit with worry. “What about me?”

“You and I will find other ways to be together,” I promised, though I felt some trepidation when I envisioned trying to fit it all in.

         

There are still no signs of spring in the air a few weeks later when a group of fifty fathers, my fellow coaches in the West Side Little League who will coach the six-, seven-, and eight-year-olds, once again make our way to the auditorium of PS 163 for a Coaches Clinic, a general training and orientation session. Attendance mandatory.

I check out my compadres. This is a Manhattan crowd and the dads tend to be a little older than what you might find elsewhere. Gray heads, salt-and-pepper goatees, bald spots, and potbellies abound; unshaven, rumpled-looking guys in jeans and sweatshirts who made it out of bed earlier than usual on their day of rest, clutching Styrofoam coffee cups, munching bagels. No way to know, really, what these guys do during the week; could be an investment banker on my left, a shoe-store clerk on my right.

We sit there waiting for the meeting to begin. There’s a very man-to-man feeling about the group, a bunch of guys ready to focus and pay attention in earnest: an eleventh-hour briefing preparatory to a military mission. Godspeed, men.

We’re addressed first by Larry, a silver-haired guy of about fifty, sitting up on the stage, legs dangling, comfortably tossing a baseball from one hand to the other. Larry is an experienced baseball guy. He’s coached every level of Little League, high school and college, played a lot of ball himself. He speaks with the calm assurance of a guy who knows his stuff, plain and simple. I find him easy to listen to.

Check your competitive instincts at the door, we’re told first. The West Side Little League is a recreational league, a teaching league. There are no standings, no statistics, no individual achievement awards. A good coach is not the guy who wins a lot of games, but the guy who gets his players to the next level in terms of skills as individual and team players. A good coach encourages the kid to make the throw to first, even if he could have just raced to the bag to get the sure out—that way the kid has learned something, has executed the play. A good coach pays as much attention to the kids on his team at the bottom level as to the kids at the top; what you do at the bottom level is what makes your team a better team. At some point in the season the weakest player on the team is going to make a spectacular catch—even if it’s by accident—and then it will all have been worth it. A good coach doesn’t argue with the umps or with other parents, but shows the kids how a grown-up good sportsman acts. You are a teacher, leader, administrator, cheerleader. Have fun. Keep it simple. Keep the kids busy in practice. Keep the other parents involved. Delegate. Organize and orchestrate your practices. Have a lesson plan. Break down the practice into stations of three or four kids. Move around the whole team. Make yourself available to each of the kids. Always be positive. Give the kid a chance to succeed.

The main rule: everyone plays at all times, and you have to rotate the positions at least twice a game. Each kid has to play every position, you can’t just stick the best kids at the skill positions and hide the weak ones way out in the outfield. This is a critical league rule, the essence of the West Side Little League credo, and it has to be observed. Don’t sacrifice what you’re supposed to be doing for the sake of winning. Remember, no one has a greater sense of injustice than a seven-year-old.

Yet we are told that there will be coaches who will try to get away with not complying with the rotation rule—they will essentially cheat for the sake of winning—and we will be able to figure out who they are pretty quickly. I’m aghast at the very idea. Finessing the rules with seven-year-olds? For the sake of winning? Then the commissioner of the league gets up and addresses the question directly. “Last year,” he tells us, “one of the coaches consistently disobeyed this rule. And the complaint went from a kid, to a parent, to the umpire, to the division head, to the head of the league, and ultimately to the New York Times.” The Times! Sheesh!

“You’re providing the snapshots these kids will take with them for later in life,” the commissioner tells us. “You want them to have vivid and positive memories when they remember what Little League was like. Not ‘Oh God I had an asshole for a coach.’         ”

I’m loving every word of this, soaking it up. This is exactly my philosophy, and as my anxiety fades I begin to relax with the idea that this league is going to be a genuinely rich experience for Max and for me. Sure, there will be a few coaches and parents who might be jerks, but all in all the vibe seems pretty enlightened.

Larry introduces us to a young guy named Angelo who’s going to demonstrate a few basic coaching techniques for us. Angelo played minor league ball at one time and now coaches in a semipro league. Serious ballplayer, in other words. As he goes through a few motions in front of the auditorium, you immediately know there’s an athlete up there. In contrast to us grubby, flabby-looking dads, Angelo has a kind of lithe beauty; his every movement with the ball and bat is fluid, rhythmic, economic. He’s a pleasure to watch.

He starts us off with a simple drill to teach kids how to catch “glove-up,” which, as I know from playing with Max, is something most seven-year-olds just don’t do yet. Make sure their glove is small enough—not too big, not too heavy or too stiff. Then line them up, starting real close, maybe ten feet away. Work without the glove at first. Show them the ready position: legs apart, knees bent, hands out in front. Then stop the ball—don’t catch it—with the left; trap it with the right; show it; make the throw.

Stop the ball, don’t catch it. What a totally brilliant insight! Angelo demonstrates. Pure, spare moves; poetry in motion. I’m bursting with excitement. I’ve been doing this my whole life and now I’m seeing it broken down to basics and thus revealed in a new light . . . tremendous!

He gets five dads at a time up front with him to try it out. There’s a thrill to be on our feet doing something with the ball, even something so basic. But that’s where the poetry in motion ends and reality shows its dreary face. The dads try the same simple steps Angelo has just shown us, but we don’t look like Angelo. Still, the spirit is willing. We laugh when one dad drops the ball, applaud wildly a moment later when he gets it right.

On we go through simple drills for throwing, stopping grounders, hitting. Simple tips: Line up the “knocking” knuckles of each hand when gripping the bat. Use a Magic Marker on their knuckles to help them do it. Okay to rest the bat on the right shoulder. Pivot on the back foot—it’s just like “squashing a bug.” I’m taking notes furiously. This is good stuff.

The general meeting comes to an end, with a wish that all of us have a good year and show our kids a good time. Then the Sixs, Sevens and Eights break into separate groups for division meetings and the tenor of the afternoon suddenly changes.

Meet Jim Hennessy, league coordinator. Tall, lean, and all muscle despite his forty-something years, blond hair slicked back, intensely gung-ho. Kind of guy you might find on your bowling team, or guzzling back a few pitchers of brewskies with the guys at a sports bar. Jim has a seven-year-old son, so he’ll be coaching a team in our division. And coaching is something he takes very seriously.

“Couple of tips, guys,” he tells the group of us Sevens coaches and assistant coaches. “First of all, you want to make sure you get your kids out in March a couple of times before the official practice begins in April. Don’t wait for the good weather, don’t wait for the league to give you a field—go find a church basement or rec hall or something. ’Cause if you don’t get ’em going before April, you’re gonna be dead meat once the season starts. I’m telling you. You wait till April, you’re gonna get killed out there.”

Dead meat?

“I recommend a batting range. I take my kid out to Long Island every Friday night, he gets a couple hundred cuts in . . . huge improvement. They’re teaching him the chop swing. Down and through, all in the wrists. Chop down and rotate. Great stuff.” Jim grabs a bat, starts demonstrating, a savage whip of a swing, short and lethal, like a boxer’s jab. “None of this loopy shit. Just down and through, down and through. It’s a killer swing.”

Batting range? For a seven-year-old? Killer swing?

“Last year, my team went undefeated. I worked those kids. They learned how to play ball, had a great time. End of the season, I gave them each a copy of Ted Williams’ The Science of Hitting.” (Of course, Jim coached the six-year-olds in the Tee-Ball division last year. I wonder what the Splendid Splinter had to say about hitting off the tee.)

“And be assertive with the parents. Don’t let them push you around. You tell them who’s boss. You let them think they can walk all over you, they will. And use your assistant coaches. These guys are your lieutenants.”

“Hey, Jim,” I chime in. “Is this Little League or war?”

“It’s war,” he snorts. “You’ll see.”

“And in the house,” Jim continues, “I got him swinging in front of the mirror. I put tape on the mirror where his nose should be. Lines him right up, rest of the body follows. And remember. Chop! Down and through.” Jim takes another dozen vicious chops.

I’m having Camp Kinder Ring flashbacks. Jim could easily have been one of my swaggering counselors.

Then he hands out the rosters and displays the team uniforms. The Sevens teams are named for intergalactic entities: The Satellites, The Skywalkers, The Asteroids, the Apollos . . . and so on. My team: the Galaxies. I love the very expanse it suggests. And there are the twelve names of my team members. My guys.

As we leave the auditorium, I wait to get Jim’s attention for a quick word on an administrative question involving schedule and equipment. But Jim is too busy for me now. He’s got his two assistant coaches, his capos, deep in a strategy huddle, and he’s already laying out a plan of attack, a blueprint for total domination of the Sevens division.

         

Another problem: my own capo, Gregory Morrison, didn’t show up for the orientation session. I’d only spoken with Greg once a few weeks earlier and he’d seemed like an okay guy. But not showing up at the training session without at least a phone call bugged me; after all, it was a mandatory meeting. So I called him that afternoon. Spoke to the wife.

“Oh, Greg’s out of town on a business trip. Was he supposed to be at the meeting?”

“Didn’t you get the notice?”

“Well, we did get something . . . But actually, you know, I signed Greg up for the job without telling him. He’s very busy with business commitments, so I don’t know how much time he’ll have for this. He’s really great with the kids, though—you know, doing the sports stuff?—when he has the time. I guess I sort of thought we could share the job. Y’know, I’d do the secretarial stuff and he’d do the sports stuff.”

“Right. Have Gregory call me, would you?”

Two days later, still no word from Gregory. So I called him and identified myself. Blank silence from his end.

“Uh . . . So look, Gregory, is this something you can do or isn’t it? It’s a big job and the kids are depending on us” (I’m a master of the guilty dig) “and I’m going to need someone who can really be there and pitch in. If you can’t do it, tell me—I’ll get someone else.”

“Well, I feel really bad about this Henry. You know, my wife signed me up without checking with me—and I’m away on business a lot of weekends. And there’s no way I can make a midweek practice, I work really late. And Austin’s got to miss about five games himself, because we go away to our country house a lot. And then in June I’m in Asia on business for the whole month . . .”

Lucky Austin.

“You know I’m not supposed to accept any kids on the team who have to miss more than two games.”

“I’m really sorry. I’m just not going to be available that much. But I’m great working with kids when I have the time . . .”

I fired him.

I called up Jim Hennessy to see about getting another assistant.

“Ah, that’s a hell of a note,” he said. “Call some of the other dads on your team. Let’s see, who’ve you got? Now don’t try this guy Mitchell Goodman. He was my assistant coach last year. He’s an okay guy, but he’s weak.”

“Weak? What do you mean?”

“It’s an attitude thing. Believe me, you don’t want to work with this guy. He’s a pain in the ass. You want a strong coach. Get someone else.”

Whatever you say. I immediately call up Mitchell Goodman.

“No, I don’t really think I want to be a coach this year. I was an assistant last year, for this guy Jim Hennessy, and I really didn’t have a good experience,” he tells me.

“What happened?”

“Well, he was just really gung-ho. Determined to win. I just didn’t like the way he handled the boys. My son Josh didn’t have a great time. He was one of the coaches that didn’t rotate the positions enough, which you know is a league rule. Some of the kids got upset. The parents on the other teams would catch him at it, but he’d do it anyway and a lot of people got really mad.”

“No shit.”

“No shit.”

“Wow.”

Mitchell seemed reluctant to commit to being my assistant. Said he’d think about it. In the meantime, I spoke to another dad, who agreed to step in. My staff was in place.

It was time to gather my boys.
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THE GALAXIES

Dear Cory & family:

         

Please read this letter together.

I’m writing to welcome you to your new West Side Little League team, THE GALAXIES. For those of you who don’t know, a “galaxy” is a grouping of millions and billions of stars in outer space. So I guess this is going to be a team with lots of star players!

My name is Henry Dunow (I’m the father of one of the boys on the team) and I’m going to be your coach. For some of you this may be the first time you’ve played on a Little

League team, or even the first time you’ve played in an organized game—so I want to tell you a little bit about the kind of team I’d like us to have.

The main thing is we’re going to have fun. We may win a few ball games, and we may lose a few too. Sometimes we’ll hit a home run, and sometimes we might strike out. That’s all part of the game (even Derek Jeter sometimes strikes out!). Myself and the other coaches are going to work with each of you to improve your baseball skills—hitting, catching, throwing and running—and I bet by at the end of the season we’re going to have a bunch of really good ballplayers on our team.

I’m going to be calling each of you later this week to say hello and answer any questions you might have about our team. And I’m looking forward to seeing each of you on the field, in your great-looking Galaxies uniforms (which you’ll get in time for opening day).

         

Play ball!

         

Your coach,

         

Henry

         


Max just about wet his pants when he got his copy of the letter, especially the line where I describe myself as “the father of one of the boys.” He ran about six circles around the living room, holding the letter in his hand like a banner. Along with the letter came a roster, the twelve names of his teammates, who from that moment on loomed large as his new brethren. I’d hear him shooting the breeze with them, talking about the game they’d just played, laying plans for the next. Of course, he hadn’t met them yet.

Two nights later, I began calling the boys. First I’d get the parents. Clearly a bit uncertain about me . . . who the hell is this stranger they’re turning their kids over to? I’d quickly try to establish that I was not a typical “gung-ho” Little League Coach, that my only concern was for the boys to have a rewarding experience. Then I’d ask to speak to their child.

Seven-year-olds are not exactly phone conversationalists yet. I’m not sure anyone had ever asked to speak to them on the phone before, certainly not a grown-up. I’d say hello, my name is Henry and I’m going to be the coach of your Little League team and I wanted to call and welcome you to the team—then, usually, silence from the other end. I’d ask them what positions they liked to play, whether they’d played last year, did they have a good time, who’s their favorite team, Yankees or Mets, who’s their favorite player? Squeaky little voices, not saying much, unless you hit a gusher. “Yeah, and I’m a really good player, y’know, I play with my brother, and he’s eleven, and I’m better than him, I beat him all the time. I like shortstop the best, but I like pitcher and catcher too.”

Debby Spencer, my team parent (in charge of phoning around, scheduling snack duty, etc.), is a chatty woman with formidable zip in her voice, a positive “can-do” kind of person. I like her immediately, and feel relieved to have her as my main partner in this enterprise. She’s my front office. An attorney by profession, she radiates efficiency. She thanks me for my letter, which has gotten Dylan very excited. “Dylan’s dad died a year ago Memorial Day in a horrific accident,” Debby suddenly tells me, from out of nowhere. “He’s going to need a lot.” It’s an open-ended statement, the word “need” intoned as a fully active, wide-open verb, dimensions not specified.

I’m stunned as I put the phone down. I’ve promised Debby I will give Dylan the best experience I possibly can. I think about the word “need,” turning it over in my head until the syllable just sounds peculiar and drained of meaning. A seven-year-old’s need for his father. Take away the father, where does it go?




Four



THE OLD

COUNTRY

I was twenty-four years old when my father died. By the time I was an adolescent, he was essentially an old man. When I was twelve a devastating heart attack put his mortality right on the front burner of our family life. I lived in fear of his death from that point on, and that fear put its stamp on me. If my father died (was it possible that somehow he never would?) how exactly would the world go on? Even now it surprises me that I was able to move beyond that event. When I look back on his profound presence in my life it’s like visiting a country both remote and familiar. I’m still trying to understand who he was and to reconcile his contradictions. I can see him more objectively now, but even in the distance of time he continues to dazzle and confound.

My father was a worrier. That’s like saying Michael Jordan played a little basketball. Moishe was one of the world’s great worriers. Small things, mainly, but he went at it . . . well, like a madman. An example: a piece of broken glass. If a plate or drinking glass was dropped and broken in our household, a sewing needle misplaced, or a staple or nail lost on the floor, it would trigger a panic. It was as if air-raid sirens (of the sort Londoners must have heard during the Blitz) began to sound loudly in our apartment. My father would be down on his hands and knees searching for pieces of glass, and the entire room would be quarantined for days, as though a trace of bubonic plague had been detected. It would be several weeks before anyone was allowed to walk barefoot again. In fact, why risk ever walking barefoot? (For years I thought borves, Yiddish for barefoot, was a dirty word.)

Untidiness was something my father could not abide. He would nag us relentlessly and with operatic pathos, equating a messy closet with the horrors he’d run from. My bedroom closet, “der chazzer shtall” (the pigsty), seemed to be the great curse of his life. The clutter of clothes and toys on the floor could bring him close to tears.

After years of terror and running halfway across the world to save his life while everyone and everything he knew perished, it had come to this: in the hands-and-knees search for jagged pieces of glass on the kitchen floor, in the harried nagging to get us to clean our rooms, was his need to banish the chaos of his past, the horror of what had happened to his family—his mother, his father, his brothers and sisters—and his world. His constant preoccupation with household order obscured a whole constellation of feelings and thoughts kept separate from us. A piece of him was missing, not available.

         

He was born in Poland in 1906, in Tomashov, a small town not far from Lodz. I always imagined a quaint shtetl from the stories of Sholom Aleichem, the paintings of Chagall, but just a little bit of research unveils turn-of-the-century Tomashov as a grimy provincial city of small industry: electric streetcars and paved streets rather than ox-drawn wagons and muddy lanes.

There’s so much I have to reconstruct for myself. My father either resolutely didn’t talk about his childhood (“What do you need to know it for?”) or was vague and dismissive (“We were poor like dogs. Not a shtickl crust of bread to eat. We slept in one bed”). He was never clear on how many brothers and sisters he had—sometimes I thought twelve, sometimes ten, turns out it was only five—nor did he say very much at all about his father, Henech (my namesake), or his mother, Esther (Esti’s namesake), other than that his father studied Torah all day and his mother kept a store. I never saw a picture of either of them, my grandparents; Moishe carried very little material baggage with him when he fled the Old Country.

His education, such as it was, never went beyond cheder, the one-room schoolhouse where he studied Torah and Talmud and the other scriptures and commentaries of orthodox Jewish life, to the exclusion of anything else. Later, in America, he would bemoan his lack of formal education and opportunity, though he was quite proud of having accomplished what he had without it.

As he prepared his famous oil, lemon, and vinegar salads for our family’s dinner night after night, Moishe would boast about being the best cook in the Polish Army. So we knew that at eighteen he left home to do service in the militia for several years. There are photos of him in uniform, a small man with a boy’s face in solemn military regalia.

At twenty-one, he ran off to Paris, joining an expatriate community of Jewish writers and artists from Eastern Europe fleeing the anti-Semitism and provincial orthodoxy of their homelands. A brother and two sisters had come to Paris before him, so Moishe found himself among family. He worked as a traveling salesman and lived the life of a bon vivant in an apartment in Montparnasse. He met a dancer and there was a brief marriage that ended badly. In an old photo he is leaning against a flashy Renault, cigarette in hand, sharp-looking suit, a fedora angled so sharply as to all but obscure his face. Five feet tall, he is Bogart and Belmondo and Bonaparte all at once.

He begins to write and sells a few stories to the Yiddish press. He meets writers and artists—Zalman Schneour, Mané Katz, Arbit Blatas. Life is good. But he is alert to the Nazi menace and in 1939 wisely flees Paris for North Africa just on the eve of the Occupation, getting out on a journalist’s visa. His brother and sisters are not so lucky; roused from their apartment in the Pletzl (the Jewish quarter of Paris, now the chic streets of the Marais), rounded up at dawn at Drancy, his brother Avram, his sister Sarah, and her husband, Joseph, are deported to Auschwitz. Gone. Erased. Avram’s wife, Chavele, and her four daughters escape to the French countryside; my father’s nephew, Richard, twelve years old, escapes to a distant relative in the South, then across the Pyrenees to Spain. The ones still behind in Poland perish. My father either never learns how or will not say: der Daitche, the Germans, his only explanation.

He can’t look back, so he keeps running. Several years in Morocco, living among Sephardic Jews in the mellahs of Casablanca and Fez, surviving; then, once again on a journalist’s visa, he is able to come to America as the war continues to rage and news of the death camps leaks out. He arrives by ship. Finds a rented room on West 71st Street and a job among the Hasidim in the diamond district, cutting stones. It is a new world, and only the presence of an occasional refugee acquaintance from Europe—this one from Paris, that one from Warsaw—gives him a clue, a reminder, as to who he is.

         

My father spoke very little about his experiences during the Holocaust—fleeing Paris, hiding out in Morocco, coming to America, wondering what had become of the others—nor did he particularize his feelings, beyond a visceral, burning hatred for “the Germans.” His reticence left a big hole at the center of our family’s life, a void. A legacy of destruction and annihilation which clashed so jarringly with the antiseptic milieu of the Eisenhower fifties that it could hardly even be talked about, let alone resolved.

But the unsaid was very real to all of us. Things we simply knew without their being spoken about, secrets that remained buried and amorphous but which were all too alive. My father’s experiences and the images of his psyche became part of my own internal landscape, the texture of my dreams, the unconscious fuel and raw material of my preoccupations and psychic chores. What was not spelled out, I invented. The history of my father’s suffering was as vivid and real to me as what had happened in school the previous day.

At night, in the dark of our own dreams, we would hear my father cry out in his sleep. Tortured cries, filled with terror, unbearable to listen to. My mother would shake him. “Moishe, wake up. Wake up!” But he would be slow to wake, and when he did he’d have little to say about his dreams. “Vilder hindt.” He was being chased by wild dogs. My sister and I would stand in the doorway, silent.

My father’s fears and worries united us. Little mincing fears to keep the big ones at bay. We huddled together as a family under the defining shelter of those fears—of the piece of broken glass on the floor, of even the mildest illness, of the outside world, of moving on and away from each other—and we knew who we were. Fear made us cozy. Fear made us safe.

         

He meets my mother at the offices of a Yiddish literary journal called Der Tzukumft, which means, aptly, The Future. They’re introduced. She’s working as the secretary to a prominent Yiddish writer and editor. Bertha Klebanow has a formidable background as a Yiddishist herself; raised in a tradition of secular Yiddishkeit by her atheist parents, she is a graduate of the renowned Mitlshul of the Arbeiter Ring (Workmen’s Circle), where she studied with the most revered lehrerin (teachers) of the day. My mother and father come from different worlds but share certain principles, both see being Jewish as a matter of cultural identity rather than religion, commitment to social action rather than faith, both revere Yiddish literature and the language itself. My mother has been in America since she was a child, and is not quite prepared for the intensity and determination of this little man from Paris, twelve years her senior. My father perseveres. She brings him home to meet her parents, her brothers. They wed.

         

In the grainy black-and-white photographs of my parents’ wedding, my father has the look of the proverbial deer caught in the headlights. His expression, somewhere between grim and dazed, seems to be asking, “What am I doing here?” In many ways, it’s a reasonable question.

It is July 14, 1946. Bastille Day. A hot sweltering night at the Paramount Ballroom, a catering hall on the Grand Concourse in the Bronx. Great electric fans whir as men sweat profusely and mop their brows and women give up their hairdos to the humid air. Later in the evening, the men have loosened their ties, taken off their jackets, and rolled up their sleeves; although not my father, who still looks buttoned-down and stiff in his double-breasted jacket. The guests raise their glasses and mug broadly for the camera, standing on chairs or screwing up their faces in looks of gleeful surprise. My father only manages a rueful grin.

More than a half century ago, these images. A step removed from daguerreotypes, they reveal a foreign world, a lost time. Neither the bride and groom nor their guests convey the handsome, youthful imagery of ceremonies of the newlywed. No one looks particularly fresh. The men, florid and ethnic, are older; the women, thick-ankled, heavy, a bit worn. There is my Grandpa Max, leading my mother, Bertha, down the aisle. By a quick calculation, he should be in his mid-fifties here, but he looks eighty. Grandma Rose on the other flank, stern and determined. My mother coming down the aisle looks nervous and adorable, but basically in shock; at twenty-nine, she is late to marry for her generation. What kind of life will she have with this man just off the boat from the Old World? She stares rigidly in front of her, into the future, as if afraid to alter her gaze for even a second.

There are my father’s friends. Men whom I know only by their last names, for that is how they addressed each other—Tennenbaum, Fuchs, Maltz, Rusoff, Ackerman, Kaiser, Sussman, Ayalti, Schloss—and whom I know only as the old men who came to the apartment in later years bearing boxes of chocolate, a bottle of schnapps, maybe a painting wrapped in newspaper. Here they are as young guys, men younger than I am now—and the shock of recognition is startling. They are a gang of short, dark, debonair men out for a good time at their friend Dluznowsky’s wedding. They’re the lucky ones, after all. They’re in America, just freshly arrived. Most of their friends, their families, were not so lucky. And tonight is a simcha, a joyous occasion. Dluznowsky’s chaseneh. They have a few glasses of wine too many and throw an arm around my father’s shoulder, slap him on the back. Writers, poets, artists all of them, some of genuine quality, others hangers-on, they are a community of literati plucked fresh from the culture that spawned them—the studios and ateliers of Paris, the cafés and salons of Warsaw and Vienna, the cheder and Talmud Torah of their Eastern European shtetl childhoods—landed suddenly on the streets of New York, scrambling to find haven and make sense of their lives. But tonight is a simcha.

There is my mother’s family. There are her two brothers, my uncles Bob and Aaron. Young guys then, they must have been just out of college. Handsome and tall, swaggering Jewish bachelors, virile princes, my mother idolized these two all her life. So did I—they were, after all, the Americans in our family. They had played basketball at City College, they raised families in the suburbs, they spoke English without accents, they were tall, they knew how to drive!

There are my Grandpa Max’s two brothers, Jake and Al. I never knew these two—they died before I was born—but the three brothers and what they accomplished were the stuff of family legend. Just on the eve of the Great Depression, the three Klebanow brothers arrived in America from Minsk with their families. Jake took a job driving a delivery truck for Silvercup Bakeries, and at the end of the day couldn’t bring himself to throw out the stale bread. So the three brothers came up with an idea. Jake would bring the bread home at night to the apartment on Raddy Place in Brooklyn, and all the kids—my mother, my uncles, their cousins—would pitch in “papering” the bread, taking it out of its wrappers. Then Max, Jake and Al hired a goyische chemist and developed the first formula for dog kibble. A year or two later they sold the formula to the A&P—ever hear of Laddy Boy?—and rode out the Depression in style. When the next generation was ready to step in, the family business split three ways: Jake and his offspring went with the dog food (made a fortune); Al’s family went into real estate and went bust; Max and his two sons, Bob and Aaron (with my mom along for the ride as a nonworking partner), took the kibble idea one step further and built a feed mill in upstate New York to service the dairy farmers of Dutchess County. Where they did all right. Maxon Mills (Max and sons, so to speak), this humble family business—Jews making cow food for goyim farmers in the hinterlands—carried on its sturdy, workmanlike shoulders the fortunes of three families well into the next generation. It paid my college bills, my sister’s, and all my many cousins’ too.

Then there is a confusing array of aunts and uncles and cousins from my mother’s side, with names like Tanta Tzippa, Tanta Gussie, cousins Libby, Leo, Harold, and Izzy. People I’d see sporadically through the years at weddings, bar mitzvahs, funerals, the occasional bris. Drop me in a room with these people and they’d all look familiar. “Yeah, Henry . . . Bertha’s kid, how are ya?” they’d greet me. “What are ya doin’ with yourself? Ya married yet?” But for the life of me I couldn’t pick one from the other.

My father’s family is sparsely represented. There are so few of them left now: parents, a half dozen brothers and sisters—all perished. Only two are present today to usher Moishe into his new life with his bride: my cousins Annette and Richard, each a child of one of my father’s older siblings, each having made a harrowing escape from France. Annette, a stunning nineteen-year-old French beauty, walks my father down the aisle to “give away” her Uncle Moishe; Richard, still a boy when he came here, cared for first by my father and now by a foster family, looks on impassively.

Under the chuppah, Moishe and Grandpa Max both wear wide-brimmed fedora hats, rather than yarmulkes. I suppose this is the fashion of the day, but they both look more like Chicago gangsters than the groom and father of the bride. Even now I have to wonder what my Grandpa Max makes of my father as he gives his daughter away. Both are well-traveled men of the world, raised in Orthodox religious homes; both have thrown off the beliefs and traditions of their upbringing and embraced nonbelief, yet both are quintessentially Jewish and would define themselves accordingly. Grandpa Max and his family, one generation ahead of my father and his writer friends in the new land, have embraced the world of commerce; my father and his group loftily declare themselves artists, even as they try to get their footing in America. My father, with his uncertain English, not a penny to his name and no prospects save an article here or there in the Forward, at forty-one almost as close in age to my grandfather as he is to my mother, has taken the hand of Max’s only daughter Bertha in marriage.

At the dais behind bottles of wine, seltzer, and a huge challah, there are my parents, flanked by my mother’s parents on one side, and the great Yiddish novelist and poet Zalman Schneour and his wife on the other. Schneour, a revered guest, looks like something out of Proust with his waxed mustache and silver goatee; he alone among the guests is wearing a tuxedo. Rumor is that he is talked about for a Nobel Prize, though the world of Yiddish writers is always filled with rumor and gossip, fantasy and envy.

And smack in the middle is Moishe Dluznowsky. As the photographer captures a last formal shot of the table of honor, everyone looks up and smiles. Except my father, who stares, eyes wide.

         

Within a year my sister Esti is born, and a few years later, a son, me. And so begins a new life for my father. It is not a life he’d have anticipated or recognized only a few years prior. His life should have ended in Europe—in the camps, or at the hands of a vicious mob on a city street, or in a forest alongside a ditch that would soon become a grave—as it did for so many others. But here he is on the other side of the ocean, beginning fresh with a new family in a new world. A bonus life.

Perhaps Esti and I are the most startling feature of this new life. He was almost forty when he came to America; he must have figured that children were not to be part of the plan in Moishe Dluznowsky’s well-traveled and tumultuous life. Yet here we were.

         

Moishe got a kick out of people. He knew everyone in the neighborhood: the doormen, the newspaper guy, the grocer, the cigar-store clerk all shared a joke or a bit of gossip with Moishe as he made his rounds. He forged relationships with the occasional and incidental characters of his life, people from vastly different worlds—Charlie, the “goy” handyman who’d come up from the dank basement (where he kept a tank of goldfish) to fix a faucet or change a lightbulb, a huge lumbering black man in overalls just up from South Carolina with whom Moishe would sit at the kitchen table and share a shot of schnapps and a laugh when the chore was done, or a conductor on a train whose singsong recitation of station stops Moishe would parrot, or the Italian grocer on the corner with whom he’d hondel over the price of fruit, the owner of the Chinese restaurant in the neighborhood who liked to try out his few words of Yiddish on him. He liked these people; they liked him.

He had a noble, beautiful face—soulful brown eyes, a strong nose, a high brow touched by thinning wisps of black hair—and on his forehead always perched two pairs of eyeglasses, dark sunglasses on top of prescription horn-rims for reading. He had small, pearly-white hands—once, when he was in the hospital, a nurse told him he had the most beautiful hands she’d ever seen on a man—and he always wrote with a gold-capped fountain pen, constantly making notes on countless scraps of paper stuffed into his pockets. A lifelong smoker until ordered to quit after a massive heart attack at the age of fifty-nine, he was never without an unlit cigarette in his mouth after that. When one end wore out, he’d break it off and turn the cigarette around. It would get smaller and smaller until finally it was little more than a stained butt hanging off his lip, at which point my mother might snatch it from his mouth. Strangers approached with matches and lighters, he’d wave them away with an ironic laugh.

As far as I could tell, he was never depressed, too caught up worrying about the day-to-day chores of keeping order in life to let melancholy take hold. I don’t believe he spent much time on introspection or self-reflection. He was brutally pragmatic about life, with little patience for narishkeit (foolishness) or kvatch (rubbish). The idea of mental or emotional weakness frightened him terribly. He disliked hearing the phrase “I’m depressed”; for himself, he never admitted that his mood ever altered in the slightest. When I was in psychotherapy as a young man, he reacted with distaste, equating it with malaise and indulgence. This was not toughness on his part; rather, I believe it was fear, an acknowledgment that the doors of self-examination could lead to terrible places if unbarred. But my father was not afraid of death, not in the least. Later, after a heart attack which rendered his life distinctly finite, he would talk about death jokingly, like a change in the weather. “When I’m upstairs . . . ,” he’d say, pointing skyward, “in yeneh velt, the other world.”

He hated to be caught in a good mood, reserving his right to be miserable and tortured. “A good mood?” he would say, when so accused. “If a dog would leck me it would drop dead.” A confirmed fatalist, his response to most news, good or bad, was a shrug and one word: “farfaln” (it’s too late already, what would it help?). Ask him how everything’s going? Freg nisht, don’t ask, he’d say. He hated dogs and cats and other domesticated small animals—the very idea of a pet struck him as shmutzik, unclean and unwholesome. As a concession to the children, because we weren’t allowed a dog or cat we had a long line of parakeets. Moishe tended to them himself, cursing with mild animosity and grudging affection. Dreckickeh Petey, shmutzikeh Princey, farshtunkeneh Princess, farkakteh Penny!

He had a gusto for cursing, in the more languages the better. Merde alors! (French: ah shit!) punctuated just about every sentence, simmering under his breath. Gey kakn oyfn yam! (Yiddish for “go shit on the sea!”) was a frequent utterance. A shvartz yor! (a black year!). Gey in drerd! (go to hell). And, when the gaskets really blew, he’d reach for his native Polish: “Yap tvoiach motch!” ( essentially, “go fuck your mother!”).

It was a solid and deep marriage, but my parents fought like cats and dogs. Mainly, my mother yelled and Moishe absorbed—so for years as a child I believed my mother to be the aggressor, although now in hindsight it’s perfectly clear who called the shots in our family, who brought the frustration level to a boil. Esti and I would stand by, begging them to stop—but she’d go on yelling as my father cursed stubbornly under his breath. Mainly the squabbles had to do with petty things, my mother’s frustration with his stinginess and lack of largesse. A schoolteacher, she would stew when vacation time came round and my father had prepared nothing, not a trip to Florida nor tickets to a Broadway show. Fleeing the bombardment, he’d run off to Times Square at the last minute to try to nab a few cheap seats to My Fair Lady or whatever. Then, as we’d climb to the top of the balcony, Esti and I would pray that he hadn’t gotten seats in the very last row.

“A farshtupteh kop,” my mother would often scream at him—literally a stuffed head, a stubborn mule. Fights would escalate to a crescendo until my father could stand it no longer, and then, the moment Esti and I most feared: he would stalk out of the apartment into the hallway screaming, “Genug shoyn! Enough already! Ich ken nisht mer! I can’t take it anymore. I’m going to greb a room in a hotel!” The ultimate threat, the final breakdown of order! “Please, Daddy,” Esti and I would beg, in our pajamas at the apartment doorway, my father fuming and smoking a cigarette by the elevator. “Please don’t greb a room in a hotel!” Desolate, noirish images of my father holed up in the seedy residence hotel directly across the street from us loomed threateningly in my mind. Well, he never actually grebbed that mythical room, always retreated back for another round of bruising domestic squabble.

He was seriously short, but he didn’t seem to know it. Maybe because all his Yiddish writer and artist friends were as elfish as he (I guess they just built a smaller model where he came from), I never saw him reveal a hint of awareness that he was a small man living in a world of giants. Impish, charming when he wanted to be, he’d flirt with women a head taller than himself, and they’d flirt back. He swaggered through life with bluster and self-importance and no small amount of grandiosity, not giving much concern to what others might think. And when things didn’t go his way, he wielded the ultimate weapon: he would make a scandal! ( pronounced scahndahl, rhymes with Stendhal). Pity the poor desk clerk in the lobby of the Miami Beach hotel that had lost our reservation, or the maître d’ at a restaurant that kept us waiting for hours, or the snotty school administrator who would not budge on a class assignment, as Moishe came charging in on his white steed: did they know with whom they were dealing?—a barimte Yiddische schreiber!, a prominent Yiddish writer!, published in newspapers all around the world!—Merde alors, he would make such a scandal! He always got his way.

He was fond of posing for photographs in front of statues of his heroes—Spinoza, Napoleon, Balzac, among others—always with an index finger pointing off into the indeterminate distance, as if some conquerable world lay ahead. There is hardly a photo of him in which he’s not pointing.

My father hated the Germans. He hated Poland, the country of his birth. He had mixed feelings about America, where he never felt truly at home and whose politics he came to abhor during the Vietnam years. He loved France, where he’d spent his adult youth, and everything French. Not surprisingly, his great hero was Napoleon. He admired De Gaulle for his stand against the Nazis.

Cultured and well read in European literature, he also adored Chaplin’s Tramp, and loved even more the mumbling, cackling, strutting Popeye the Sailor Man, the righteous indignities of Mayberry’s Deputy Barney Fife, or the thickheadedness of Jackie Gleason’s Ralph Kramden: comic archetypes who could as easily have stepped from the pages of Sholom Aleichem’s Kleyneh Mentchelech (Little People) as from the wastelands of television. He related to these eccentrics, these losers in life, these court jesters, these outsiders and knaves who nonetheless thought they belonged, thought they were someone.

He was the main attraction in our family life, the central hub of our wheel. We took the shape he gave us (son of Yiddish writer, daughter of Yiddish writer, wife of Yiddish writer) and defined ourselves in his reflected glory. His mood determined the weather. When he was jolly and insouciant, the whole family went along for the ride. When he kidded or mugged or tickled or told fantastical stories with legendary characters, we squealed with delight. When he was honored by his peers, we basked and kvelled. We all wanted a piece of him. On cold days, Esti and I would clamor for the special “Daddy warm-up” (he’d rub us ferociously through our overcoats). It didn’t really do anything, but it felt like the sun. An itch on your back? Only Daddy knew how to scratch it with his strong fingers. “Kratz me, Daddy!” we’d cry. Scratch me! He’d bluster when he was angry. Ich gey nemen dem passic! (I’m going to get the belt!), he’d say, and sometimes he’d even take off his belt and brandish it theatrically, but he never laid a finger on Esti or me, not once.

Our mother’s love we took somewhat for granted. Warm, dependable, utilitarian love: she was there to make the world work for you—schoolwork, shopping, arranging doctor appointments—it was essential, but not magical. Or if we got into trouble, it was our mother who came riding to the rescue; like the time the guy at the pizza shop boxed my ear for horsing around in the aisle, it was my mother who showed up to threaten him with his very life. The designated “American” in our family, my mother was there to take care of business. My father rarely got involved in that kind of stuff, which we always attributed to his imperfect English—though now I understand it also had something to do with his detachment and preoccupation. Daddy’s love was something special, an audience with the king. His touch—a rough bearded kiss against my cheek, his hand in mine as we walked West End Avenue, the feel of him lying in bed with me at night—was more than just a good feeling. It was the feeling of being in the right place, a small haven in the big world.

But he could also disappear from us, walled off by his typewriter, walled off by his remote and terrible past which he would not speak about, walled off by the Yiddish language (which we understood only imperfectly), walled off by his strange and foreign friends, by his mincing and ever-present household obsessions. His worries took him away from us. Quite often he was gone; present but not really there. A playful father who only rarely played with us.

As a small child I loved nothing more than to sit behind him on the back of the old green sofa, my legs draped over his shoulders, “bothering” his eyes—not talking, just touching him, feeling the warmth of his skull under my hands, lost in the sensuousness of well-being, feeling his presence. Daddy. He’d sit peacefully—maybe reading the Forward, maybe watching Gunsmoke on TV. It was our way of communion. Unspoken. Powerful. Undeniably real. Later, when I was older and towered over my father (at five foot five, I became “the Giant” of the family), I would sneak up on him from behind and, before he could brush my hand away, reach down and touch his eyebrows, rest my hand against his forehead—and remind myself of that communion, that space, that time.

I believed his love was not like other fathers’ love. It was deeper, holier even—and in some ways this made up for his not being a dad with whom I could play catch, or work on cars, or talk sports, or visit at the office or plant. He was different, but I saw that difference as special, and that made me special too. How much do you love me, Daddy? I would ask. “Up to the sky and down to the sky,” he would reply, “and even more.”

         

If it’s a common fantasy for a boy to want to be like his father, it wasn’t one of mine. As much as I loved him, I don’t remember that I ever looked at him and thought: That’s the guy I want to be when I grow up. I pictured something different.

I pictured being a regular guy. An American. I wanted to be tall. I wanted to be a young, handsome dad. To have a pretty wife and a regular job. To speak without an accent. To drive a car. To know how to use tools and fix things. To play baseball, where no one has a past and all that matters is whether you’re out or safe. I wanted the lightness, the airiness of a universe that self-defined as neatly as a nine-inning game. I wanted to protect my father, stand by his side—but I also wanted to get out and breathe.

I would have liked to have played Little League.




Five



WHICH WAY

TO FIRST?

Jim Hennessy calls up one night and asks if I’ve been able to get the boys together for a practice yet.

“Uh, well, the weather’s been lousy, Jim. I’ve got one scheduled for this weekend, but the forecast is for rain.”

“Got to get an indoor space, man. My guys have had three two-hour workouts already.”

“Really? Where have you been able to get space?”

“Rented the gym at First Presbyterian for the whole month.”

“Wow. That’s got to cost a fortune.”

“Gotta do what you gotta do.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I say uncertainly.

“So, Henry, you want to come to one of my practices, check it out, see how I do it?”

“Sure. When?”

“Tell me if it’s something you’re interested in, I’ll give you the details.” Jim’s being a little cagey about this for some reason.

“Okay, sure.”

“Great. Bring your kid. But don’t tell any of the other coaches about it.”

So that Saturday, when rain has indeed prevented me from getting my guys together, Max and I show up in the midafternoon at First Presbyterian. It’s a full-scale gym, and out on the floor six dads are tossing baseballs back and forth to kids, Coach Jim roaming among them, in head-to-toe nylon warm-ups, chewing gum ferociously. At the front of the gym, six batting tees lined up in an orderly row. In fact, everything is orderly—none of the chaos you usually associate with a group of seven-year-old boys. These kids are in line. This is the big leagues here, and I feel like a poor relation snooping around the Yankee training camp.

“Okay, guys, let’s rock ’n’ roll,” he shouts as he calls the boys together. Max joins in, the smallest in the group, snapping his fingers with excitement.

Jim reviews some of the drills and concepts from the previous week, then runs the guys through a snappy set of warm-up exercises. One kid gets in the middle and leads the group in the exercise of his choice. Jim’s quipping and exhorting, the kids seem tuned right in to him. He refers to himself in the third person as “Coach Jim”—as in “Tommy, how did Coach Jim show you how to hold the glove?”—and the kids call him “Coach Jim.” What can I say? The guy’s a natural coach. He shows them how to stride “like a monkey” as they range left and right for a grounder. “Keep that butt up, babe, butt up!” Seven-year-olds like hearing the word “butt.” “Looking good, Nate. Love ya, babe!”

Then he turns the practice over to a couple of muscle-bound guys in warm-up suits named Mike and Lou. Couple of guys who run a “baseball academy” out on Long Island, whom Jim has hired for this special session. “These guys got everybody,” Jim tells me, “the fire department leagues, the Catholic high schools . . . everybody goes.”

I’m wary at first. I unfairly assume these beefy guys with muscles are a couple of lugs, a legacy of my own insecurity—even as an adult, I’m attuned to the possibility of humiliation, of being seen as a runt—and my father’s bias toward physical men. “Bulvan,” he might have called them, thickheaded oaf; implicit in that term would have been his fear of the bare-knuckled, anti-Semitic Gentile world he imagined, a line of fear traceable to the peasant pogroms of his Eastern European heritage.

But right here in the gymnasium of the First Presbyterian, I have to admit these guys are good. Like Angelo, they know how to break down baseball moves and skills into basic building blocks. They’re good with the boys—not exactly nurturing, but by no means Marine drill sergeants either—and I can see why if you’re serious about learning baseball, they have a lot to offer. They teach the kids how to position themselves at the plate, what a good stance looks like, how to “squash the bug” with the back foot, and ( contrary to the standard doctrine on which I was raised) to keep the back elbow down when batting. Throwing: how to grip the ball (across the “C”—whoa, is that how you hold it? I didn’t know that), the power position, the block step and the crow hop before the throw, the follow-through with the shoulders.

At the end of a pretty grueling two-hour practice, they run the boys through a wicked relay race guaranteed to make them sleep good that night. Coach Jim gives them a little pep talk for the week to come, the guys from Long Island hand out business cards to the other fathers, and the boys peel out, chattering happily.

“So, Max, did you have a good time.”

“Oh yeah!” He’s snapping fingers with both hands now, skipping along beside me excitedly.

“Those drills were fun?”

“They were great!”

“You liked Coach Jim?”

“Oh yeah!” he says, with unmistakable enthusiasm.

Okay, I think, taking that in.

         

I’m up late that night, the night before the first Galaxy practice. In my underwear—my chubby middle-aged body reflected in the living-room window—I’m actually practicing the block step and the crow hop as taught by Mike and Lou. Jeez, have I actually been throwing the ball wrong all my life? A little late in the day to be finding that out, the night before I begin “teaching” baseball. Me, teaching baseball? What a joke. Jim Hennessy’s a baseball coach, not me. C’mon, I was a mediocre softball player at best, even at the pinnacle of my Hank Dunow period. Never played in an organized league, couldn’t hit for much, couldn’t handle a grounder, had to claw my way up to the respectability of the A team, where I lived in fear of being found out for the C team player I really was. Never saw a ground ball I wasn’t afraid of, and spent most of my time on a baseball diamond praying the ball wouldn’t be hit to me. Who am I to be demonstrating proper moves? Even to seven-year-olds. There are going to be some other fathers hanging around at practice, watching. Maybe one of those guys who actually knows this stuff will push me aside and demonstrate the right way to field a grounder. Even in front of seven-year-olds, I might feel judged.

Late into the night I practiced. Got the equipment organized. Made a big Galaxies poster. Wrote each boy’s name on a ball to present to them as a gift after their first practice. Observed my batting stance and stroke in the hallway mirror. Thought of a simple team cheer: Who Are We? The Galaxies! Wrote down an agenda for the first practice. Practiced throwing some more.

Oy vey, I was a wreck.

         

The lousy weather continues the next day, so I make a quick decision to rent out the community room of the apartment building I live in—a large, featureless, brightly lit room usually used for co-op meetings and the occasional lavish birthday party. Not perfect, but it beats running around in the rain. Couple hours, a hundred bucks—but you gotta do what you gotta do, right? I call all the parents and arrange to have the kids gather at four o’clock.

Wendy and Maddy have gone down to Grandma’s in Philly for the weekend, so Max and I are on our own. Just the boys. We spend the whole day preparing. The shared sense of purpose is wonderful. We make a huge banner—THE GALAXIES—with stars and planets and comets and moons all over, each with the name of a team member. We go down and move all the furniture in the community room into a storage closet. Chase around the neighborhood looking for a bag of plastic Wiffle balls. Go out and order three large pizzas. Max has a toy pitching machine we got him for his birthday a few weeks earlier, which we set up, along with some batting tees. Hunker down and wait for the boys to arrive. We’re both nervous.

“Hey, Max, wanna have a catch?”

“Sure, Dad.”

Suddenly the room is filled with little boys. They seem to arrive all at once. I’m nervous and slightly awed, as though meeting my betrothed for the first time. Almost instantly, they treat me like I’m someone important in their lives, someone they like. The heartbreaking trustfulness of little boys, it’s a palpable force in the room. Cory beams goofily at the very sight of me, like he can’t believe I’m real. Will: a bit somber and stoic, a man of few words. Nathan: “I have to go to the bathroom.” Kevin: man of steel, a seven-year-old Paul O’Neill. Sasha: on the phone, I assumed I was talking to the only girl on my team. Told her how glad I was to have a girl on the team. Sasha’s a boy. Little peanut of a guy, a pitzeleh to use the Yiddish phrase, someone actually smaller than Max. A southpaw. Seth: fluffy, fair-haired, very sweet. Austin: hello? Anybody home? Sam and Josh: two dark-haired kids who go to school together, inseparable best friends and almost impossible to tell apart. Note to myself: Josh slightly cross-eyed, Sam not. Steve: quiet, polite, all business about his baseball. “Hello, I’m Steve and I play shortstop.” And finally, Dylan.

Oh, Dylan. From the first instant: wild, obstinate, absolutely beyond control. Constantly out of line. Gets up on the window ledge of the playroom, won’t get down. Jumps his place in line over and over. Fights with the other boys for the ball. Swings a bat about an inch from Cory’s head. Doesn’t listen to one single thing I say. Starts acting up during my “inspirational” welcome speech to the boys. Before I know it, every other word out of my mouth is Dylan! Dylan! Dylan! I shoot Debby a quick look, wondering if she’s going to involve herself, but her strategy seems to be that this is my show and she’s not going to interfere. Swell. I’ve prepped myself to be the great nurturing male figure, and instead I’m about ready to kill this kid! All I’m doing is yelling at him.

I gather the boys around and tell them what I hope the season will bring us. That we’ll all learn something about baseball, make good friends, have a good time, win a few, lose a few too. That we’ll all be kind to each other, support each other on the field. I don’t drag it out too long. It is, after all, time to play ball.

I line the boys up on one side of the room, parents on the other. I demonstrate catching “glove-up.” I demonstrate throwing with a follow-through. Max, who’s wound up tighter than a clock, corrects me on almost everything I say, or in any case adds his two cents based on what he’d heard yesterday from Mike and Lou and Coach Jim. “No, Dad. You’re supposed to step this way when you throw. You have to do the crow hop.” “Yes, Max, that’s true too,” I tell him, “but let’s keep it simple for now.” “But, Dad. That’s not the right way.”

We begin throwing back and forth, dads to sons. Max, God help me, has turned into a robot, so carefully parroting what he’s learned the day before that he looks like a marionette on strings. Relax, sweetie, relax.

“Max, what are you doing? Why are you moving so slow?”

He leans toward me. “It’s okay, Dad,” he whispers with a conspiratorial air. “I’m showing the guys how to do it.”

I give him the thumbs-up sign. He returns the gesture crisply and goes back to his duties, oblivious to the fact that his fine example goes unnoticed by the other boys.

How is he stacking up against these other boys—top of the heap, bottom, somewhere in the middle? Where would he be picked in a choose-up game, the classic moment of truth? Is he even aware of such a pecking order? Okay, Henry, let it go. You’ve got twelve little boys, not one. I go down the line watching the others—some can catch and throw the ball, some are entirely hopeless at this point—but I shout encouragement and praise to all. My voice is starting to go. It’s going to be a long spring.

Time to bat. Each boy hits off the tee. I sidle up to each one to adjust his stance. Elbow down, bat back, legs further apart, turn your head forward, squash that bug. Feeling their little bodies under my hands for the first time. It’s a comfortable, connected feeling. The laying on of hands. Healing, almost.

Then we fire up the pitching machine. Rapid-fire Wiffle balls, coming at ’em. The boys love it, whacking away, taking their cuts. It feels good to swing the bat. A couple of them really wallop it. Dylan, alas, has completely disintegrated by this point—he keeps getting in the path of the pitching-machine trajectory and won’t keep his place in line. Pandemonium is about to break loose—so I call out the magic word: Pizza!

Later, Debby helps me clean up. I feel for her. Who’s going to be the one to acknowledge that Dylan is an unholy mess of a little boy, one of the walking wounded if ever I’ve seen one? Debby breaks the ice. “Nothing like a roomful of fathers to send him over the edge,” she says. I nod, unable to think of something reassuring to say.

         

I’m a little more relaxed when the Galaxies meet in Riverside Park for our first outdoor practice a week later. I start to get a feel for both the chaos and the pathos that is seven-year-old baseball.

As Max and I wait for the other boys to show, I anticipate that I’ll have to start all over with them, making a fresh connection. But what astounds me is how each boy wriggles with joy at the sight of me, lighting up as I say his name. What have I done to deserve this, this instant bond of affection and trust? As each one comes up, I pat him on the head, tell him how glad I am to see him. They’re pleased that I remember them.

All the actual fields are taken (you want anything in Manhattan, you better get there a couple hours early), so we commandeer a bumpy patch of dirt alongside the running track. After a warm-up catch, I put the kids into field positions and tell them to make the play as a batter hits the ball and runs it out. I pitch, nice easy underhand tosses. Every time the ball is hit, six kids leave their position and practically tackle each other to get to the ball and be the one to throw it. “Stay in your positions,” I keep shouting. Elsewhere on the field, boys are sitting down. Every time I look down, Nathan is underfoot, looking up at me with big watery eyes and asking me, “Where should I stand?”

“Go to second base, Nathan.”

“Where’s second base?”

“Behind the pitcher’s mound.”

“Where’s the pitcher’s mound?”

After an hour of Marx Brothers-like drills, I organize the kids into two teams for an intrasquad game, six on a side. Somehow this feels like opening day, a momentous moment—the first “at-bat” for each boy, the first attempt to actually get on base or get a runner out. At this level, it’s an awesome step.

They are introduced, perhaps for the first time in their lives, to the terrible and fierce concept of the strikeout. Any of the boys who played Little League ball as six-year-olds played Tee-Ball, in which strikes are not counted—you just keep swinging until you make contact. But now, against “live” pitching (albeit from me or one of the other dads), it’s the regular three strikes and you’re out, go have a seat. Yes, kids, welcome to real life.

Cory is the first to go down swinging. I call the last strike a foul tip (what the hell—it’s a practice game) to give him another chance, but he misses again. He is still smiling as he squares up to face another pitch. I steel myself . . .

“That’s it, Cory,” I say. “Strike three. You’ll get ’em next time. Next batter.”

A quick look of disbelief crosses Cory’s apple-cheeked face, and he hangs his head a bit as he walks away.

“Every one of us is going to strike out from time to time,” I call. “Nothing to worry about.”

But Dylan strikes out too, despite the benefit of a called “foul tip” or two. He is not able to handle it. Bursting into tears, he stalks from the field. I go to him immediately and tell him to take it easy, he’ll get another at-bat. “Problem is, you’re a power hitter, Dylan. You swing so hard. You’re probably one of the strongest guys on the team. But power hitters strike out more than other guys. All of ’em—Mickey Mantle, Babe Ruth, Reggie Jackson.”

“But I know how to hit. I’m a good hitter.”

“Yes, you are. And next time you’ll get it.”

But next time, he doesn’t. When he gets to two strikes, it’s palpable how badly everyone on the field wants him to get a piece of the ball. Debby, his mom, on the sidelines; Phil, Cory’s dad, who’s now pitching from the mound, encouraging him; me, behind the plate, telling him to swing easy—my God, the tension of wanting a little boy to get a hit, it’s like the last inning of the World Series. He swings and misses a third time, and he’s out.

This time, Dylan runs from the field and sits alone behind the tree that is our backstop, sobbing. I excuse myself from the game and go over to him.

“Y’know, Dylan, when I was a kid, I used to strike out more than all the other boys and it used to bother me a lot. I know it doesn’t feel good. But the important thing is that you gave it your best, and if you keep working hard at it, you’re going to strike out less and less. I know you’re a good hitter.”

“But I’m not. I’m no good,” he says, kicking his legs against the dirt in frustration, raising a cloud of dust. “I was bad for the team, even though I really tried. I’m just no good.” His voice breaks into sobs.

I put my arm around him. The dirt on his face is marked by the paths of his tears.

“Hey, Dylan, your team’s back out in the field. What do you say we get out there?”

“No.”

“How about if I go out there with you? We’ll play your position together.”

“Will you stand right next to me?”

“Sure.”

“Only if you stand next to me.”

“Okay, let’s do it!”

Out we go to second base. Where, for a time, Dylan’s demons seem to let him be.

Meanwhile, Max steps up to the plate for his first at-bat and, unbelievably, hits a towering drive to left field—possibly the longest ball he’s ever hit. Such a mighty shot almost seems inappropriate emanating from his small self. He chugs around third and slides in to the plate, just as he’s seen the big guys do on TV, even though the ball is not even back in the infield yet. Safe! A home run in his first time at bat.

He’s not the best player on the field. He’s not the worst of the bunch either. Should I care? Am I being an asshole Little League father? No, I don’t think so. He hit a home run today. He had a great time mixing it up with the other boys. Look at him, he’s beside himself with excitement.

He’ll do fine.

I’ve held off giving out the uniforms, wanting to keep them fresh for our first game the next day. But now, with practice over, I break open the box. I’m dying to see what the uniforms will look like. Black jerseys, gray pants, pull-up baseball socks. On the front: “The Galaxies.” As the boys start excitedly grabbing shirts and pulling them from the box, I see the name of the team sponsor on the back, a local moving and storage company: “Moishe’s Movers.” I’ll be damned! Moishe’s! (I’m speechless.) From somewhere in the great beyond, one can almost hear an ironic chuckle.

It’s a Friday evening in New York. As practice ends (“Who are we? THE GALAXIES!”) the sun is setting over the Hudson, a mellow schmear of pastel pink and gold. It was a good practice. Our first game against another team is tomorrow. Max and I trudge up the hill, reliving his home run in all its splendor, laying plans for what’s to come. He takes my hand as we make our way home.

         

After dinner, we try on our uniforms. Wendy and Maddy ooh and aah. Black cap, black jersey, gray stretch pants, real elastic baseball socks that pull up to mid-calf—what can I say? These are some badass-looking uniforms. A week earlier I’d gone to a sporting-goods store and bought two pairs of cleats, size 1 for Max, size 8 for me. Max goes nuts at the sight of the cleats. We lace them on. I go nuts. I’ve never had a pair of cleats before. Hell, I’ve never had a uniform before. I don’t know who’s more excited, Max or me. Finally I have to go off into the bedroom alone and gaze at myself in my baseball uniform in the full-length closet mirror. Awesome, just awesome. Hammerin’ Hank Dunow.

         

The game next day against the Cosmos is not a regular-season game; it’s what Max would call only an “expedition” game. But it is momentous to be lining up against another team. And the good Lord couldn’t have ordered up a more perfect day for baseball: blue skies, 65 degrees, a slight breeze.

I’ve made a batting order (alphabetical—seems as good a system as any). I’ve assigned positions. The boys show up, wearing their uniforms for the first time. They’re jumping around like frisky dogs. I call them together and give them my “win or lose, we’re here to have a good time” speech. Everyone’s going to strike out a time or two. Okay, Galaxies, let’s go get ’em.

I stand behind the plate as Cory straps the catcher’s equipment onto his marshmallow self. From over his shoulder, looking out on the dusty brown dirt field, I see my boys spread across the diamond in their positions, their hands on their knees, their uniforms spotless. My heart fills. The Galaxies! There’s Max, my son, at second base.

“Batter up,” shouts Cory’s dad, Phil, who will be the official umpire for all our games.

The first Cosmos batter hits a grounder to Max. Somehow, he stops it with his chest and finds the ball sitting still on the ground before him. He picks it up and throws to Kevin at first base. Kevin reaches with his glove and catches the throw one-handed. No, he’s not standing on the base, but with extraordinary sangfroid he simply turns and takes two steps to the bag and steps on it. The Galaxies have retired a batter.

It is the last putout we will make for the rest of the game.

It’s painful to describe what follows. Batter after batter puts the ball into play, and my guys just can’t quite find the handle. Or if they do pick the ball up, they don’t have a clue where to throw. If they do throw it, it ends up in the outfield, where five or six of them chase it all at once. There is mayhem on every play. I feel helpless. There is nothing I can do to stop this out-of-control vehicle as it careens along. Only the existence of a five-run-per-inning rule gets us off the field finally. Thankfully, the other team is only a little more effective at fielding than we are, so we come back with three of our own in the bottom of the first.

By the next time we’re in the field, any semblance of making a play has vanished. The wind is blowing dust in our eyes, and the boys get listless. From my post coaching behind the pitcher’s mound I turn around and see that half my team is quite literally lying down. I yell at them to get up and put their hands on their knees in the ready position. You spend a lot of time in baseball standing around waiting for something to happen. Until you come to appreciate the nuances of ritual that imbue that waiting time with meaning and grace it can just feel like . . . well, waiting. And you know what else? Losing is boring. And standing around on the field while the other guys race around the bases is demoralizing.

Meanwhile, out in the outfield beyond second base, another team is warming up in orderly lines. Their coach barks orders to them and they snap to like grunts in boot camp. It’s him: Jim Hennessy. The wraparound shades, the whistle, the double-knit pullover, cleats: cool, calm, collected, and totally in control. And his boys? I could swear his kids look bigger than mine.

Back in our little corner of hell, the rout is on. We’ve scored a few runs, but by the bottom of the last inning we’re down 20–8. With two outs, Max comes up with the bases loaded. It’s the classic hero situation, the entire team on its feet along the sidelines cheering him on. If there is a chance for the Galaxies to stay alive this is it. He looks so tiny underneath his huge batting helmet, part toddler, part little man. Should he be asked to handle this kind of pressure? He’s had two solid hits earlier but I can tell from his first swing—cramped and mechanical—that he’s nervous. Take your time, buddy, just relax, I call to him, but he’s alone up there. Strike two. What can I do? Wait for a good pitch, I yell feebly. He swings mightily and misses. Strike three. Max drops his bat, shakes his head, and retreats to the bench.

“Okay, Galaxies, gather round,” I shout, calling them quickly into an end-of-the-game huddle. Before they’re all there, I put an arm around Max and say to him quietly, “You okay, sweetie? You gave it a good try up there.”

“I’m okay. Hey, Dad, y’know what my average is? I was two for three. It’s .667!”

I get the feeling he’s taking it in stride.

         

Baseball is a solitary game. A game of isolated moments; situations of awesome and lonely responsibility when a player must stand alone. Although it is a team sport, in its critical essence it always comes down to a singular confrontation, pitcher against batter, a primal drama. Or a particular player—the shortstop, the center fielder, the second baseman—trying to make the play. Unlike in continuous action sports—basketball, hockey, tennis, soccer—you spend much of your time in baseball standing around, waiting for a ball hit in your direction, a play that will actually involve you in the action. You spend much of it sitting on the sideline waiting for your turn at bat. Finally that moment comes, and suddenly you are thrust into the unforgiving spotlight. Your teammates’ attention and their hopes are focused on you, but there is nothing they can do at that moment to actually help you. You sense their presence: supportive, but also fiercely demanding, oppressive. You must not let them down. In the outfield, your reflexes and instincts tell you that finally a batted ball is heading in your direction. You are a soldier suddenly called to the front line. You get a bead on the ball and then wait for it to descend. An eternity.

I watch my seven-year-olds at the plate and I marvel that they can handle the pressure. Faces earnest and intent, they stare down the line at the pitcher. It is almost heartbreaking to see this pure concentration, this acceptance of responsibility in someone so young. A chorus of support and advice greets each batter. “Atta baby, Josh!” shouts one father. “Choke up on the bat, Josh! That’s it. No, a little more. Yeah, good!” says another. “Keep those feet apart, Josh baby”—from another student of the game. “Not so close to the plate, Josh. Step back a little”—yet another expert heard from. “Wait for your pitch, Josh. Only swing at the good ones. All the time in the world, Josh.” It is a miracle Josh can absorb all this frantic instruction without having a nervous breakdown. And then, after Josh has finally gotten the gumption to swing at a pitch, missing wildly, he hears the ubiquitous and ever popular “Keep your eye on the ball, Josh.” Possibly the most useless suggestion of all. Where the hell else would Josh be keeping his eye at a moment like this? “Keep your eye on the ball” is what you tell a batter when you have nothing useful to say.

Poor Josh strikes out and then has to make the long walk, alone, back to the sideline. For the most part his teammates are silent, not quite wanting to look their man in the eye after his failed mission: maybe a halfhearted “nice try” or “you’ll get ’em next time.” Josh knows he has let down the cause. Somehow he will have to handle that knowledge. Somehow he will have to reconcile the sting of failure, rebuild his confidence, and tame his performance anxiety by the time of his next at-bat, two or three innings later. Some can do this handily, some cannot.

It is a harsh game, in which your moments of achievement and your moments of failure are highlighted. Because it is a slow, deliberate contest, these moments are not trampled over by the flow of action, but stand indelibly, often not erased for several innings; perhaps not at all. Complete accountability, nowhere to hide. It is difficult to learn from your mistakes in this game, for your next opportunity to redeem yourself after a strikeout or an error may not come for some time. Until then, you must live with what you did with your moment in the spotlight.

         

We give the other team a 2–4–6–8 cheer of appreciation. We give ourselves a cheer for our good effort. The boys seem to feel good, the loss barely registering. “We played hard.” I tell them. “The hitting was great. And next week we’ll do a little better.”

We got clobbered. What the hell. Those other guys were good. They seemed more prepared. As we walk away I wonder somewhat anxiously about the skill level and focus of my team—will the Galaxies be able to cut it in this league? Will I? Maybe it was my fault. Maybe I didn’t prepare them well enough. The boys are chattering together. One of the dads comes over and tells me I should be drilling the kids harder on their fielding. Gee, thanks. Everyone’s a critic.




Six



UPPER WEST

SIDE STORY

The West Side Little League plays its games in that narrow strip of nature known as Riverside Park, that runs up the western shore of Manhattan Island. Never more than half a mile wide, it is a long strand of greenery, playgrounds, dog runs, climbing rocks, and ball fields that slope down from the grand prewar apartment buildings on Riverside Drive (Manhattan’s westernmost avenue) to the promenade along the wide majestic waters of the Hudson. Across the river are the New Jersey Palisades and, as depicted in the famous Steinberg cartoon, the rest of America and the known universe. Unlike Central Park, it is not visited much by people from out of the neighborhood. You won’t find tourists here, you won’t find grand public events like the New York Marathon or a Pavarotti concert under the stars. What you will find is people from the neighborhood who have made it their backyard: a Puerto Rican family having a Fourth of July picnic with salsa music blaring, a lone sunbather stripped down to practically nothing in the middle of a field, an elderly man feeding bread crumbs to the pigeons from a paint-stripped and splintery park bench, or a young mother and her toddler making their way to a playground. It’s just where people live.

This is my old country. Not only have I lived on the Upper West Side for the last ten years and raised my kids here, I actually grew up here, two blocks south of the apartment we live in now. I spent my twenties living in California, most of my thirties downtown in New York’s East Village—but now I’m here, back in the old neighborhood. It’s an unpretentious part of town, still largely made up of middle-class families. A lot of the neighborhood kids go to the local public schools and stop by the pizza joint on the way home, just as I did. When I walk Max and Maddy to school along West End Avenue in the morning I pass landmarks that feel not just familiar to me but like archaeological relics of another age.

This very same stretch of Riverside Park along the 70s and 80s, where Max and Maddy romp today, was my backyard. This is where my toddler friends Johnny and Dicky Schreiber from across the hall and I ruled the universe on our tricycles, our mothers chatting together on the park bench while our fathers were off conquering their own worlds. The playground hasn’t changed much; neither has this tree or that rock or that set of bushes which we used as our fortress. Every inch of this park has a history for me—every climbing rock, every drinking fountain, the monkey bars, the huge sledding hill which now seems nothing more than a gentle slope. Here’s where I learned to ride a two-wheeler, my mother running valiantly behind me. Here’s where I got beat up by some older kids. There is the horseshoe-shaped, WPA-era playground of my youth, unchanged, with a circular sprinkler pool in the center, sunk a foot into the ground. In my day, they’d fill it with water in the winter, let it freeze, and presto, a skating rink. There’s the park bench where Lisa Sokol and I made out. This is rich terrain.

The West Side Little League ball field, under the shadow of an abandoned section of the West Side Highway, is right up against the Hudson. A foul pop over the backstop will roll right into the river. A community of houseboats bob at anchor in the nearby 79th Street Boat Basin. It’s not a manicured suburban ball field, but a plain dirt infield—bumpy and hard—surrounded by uneven weedy grass in the outfield. There are no dugouts or bleachers or even benches, just a soggy bale or two of hay for the parents to sit on while the kids go about their business in the dust. Signs cautioning you to watch out for rat poison (and, one assumes, rats?) are everywhere.

You have the sense of something squeezed out of the very edge of the city just before it meets the river, a thin margin of weedy green surrendered grudgingly from the concrete and grime.

Field of Dreams it ain’t. But it’ll do.

         

On my way to work every morning I walk past the apartment building on West End Avenue where I grew up. The one-bedroom apartment my family paid $90 a month for back in the 1950s probably goes for a cool half million now on the co-op market. I almost never fail to peek into the shadowy lobby, thinking perhaps I might see the ghost of my old friend Tony, the gruff Italian doorman who would snarl affectionately at me, “Hit the road, runt!” Further up the street, on 72nd toward Broadway, they’ve just closed the Royale Kosher Bakery, probably the last storefront that had gone unchanged since way back then. The cookies in the display still looked the same as they did when I was a boy, but I doubt I’d be handed a free rugeleh cookie (along with the blessing on mayn kepeleh, my little head) if I went in and pressed my nose to the glass. Lochman’s, the old candy store, is now a Radio Shack, the Walgreens on the corner of Broadway is an Urban Outfitters, a 24-hour Korean Deli and Salad Bar stands across the street where once you could get a hot dog and a knish at Nedicks, and Gremel’s, the grocery with sawdust on the floor where old man Gremel tallied your order on a brown paper bag, is—God save us—a Starbucks. Still, squint your eyes just a bit so that the names of the stores blur, and the neighborhood hasn’t changed. I can be back in the blink of an eye.

         

The walls of our cramped apartment on West End Avenue were crowded with paintings; vivid landscapes and portraits hung one above the other almost from floor to ceiling. The curio cabinets were filled with glittery silver objects of Judaica: spice boxes, candlesticks, Torah ornaments, ceremonial plates. The shelves were jammed tight with books.

My parents entertained often: noisy, exotic evenings, filled with aroma and smoke. Only Yiddish was spoken. The guests were writers, artists, and theater people for the most part. Great names filled the air: Isaac Bashevis Singer, Josef Buloff, Maurice Schwartz, Zalman Schneour, David Opatashu, Tziporrah Shpaisman, Mané Katz, Chaim Gross, Jacob Glatstein, Moses and Raphael Soyer, Chaim Grade. Florid, grande dame actresses from the Yiddish theater, reeking of perfume; posturing novelists and Yiddish poets holding forth on who had value, who did not; a struggling painter recently arrived from Paris—perhaps invited, perhaps not—showing up at the door in a tattered coat with a canvas wrapped in newspaper under his arm, a house gift in lieu of chocolates.

There were peculiar hors d’oeuvres, none to my liking: caviar, smoked fish, sprats and sardines on slices of dense black pumpernickel. Beautiful boxes of chocolates. Sweet wines, of which Esti and I were always offered a taste. We’d wander around uncertainly, the instant apple of everyone’s eye. “Dluznowsky’s kinder?” someone would exclaim effusively. “Kum aher, kleyneleh!” Come here, little one, I would be commanded. And I would be fussed over as though I were the original miracle of creation. A pinched cheek, or—whether from a man or a woman—a sloppy kiss that covered half my face, smelling of perfume and alcohol and smoked fish. “Shayne vi a maydeleh! ” they would marvel. Pretty as a little girl.

Dinner, crowded around the table, would be filled with elaborate toasts and inflated words of congratulations. There was loud garbled conversation, rising to the level of din, all in Yiddish, all incomprehensible to me. Then debate: impassioned gesticulating, fierce arguments over this or that writer’s importance. Kibitzing and gossip, often at someone’s expense. There seemed to be much at stake here: the pecking order of this self-enclosed world of Yiddish culture, who rated and who didn’t. On these nights, there was no outside world—there was only Yiddish. And why not? In those days, my father would go down to the corner in the morning and buy not one, but two daily Yiddish papers, the Forward and the Day. Yiddish journals arrived at our apartment every day from Paris, Buenos Aires, Jerusalem. When I came home from school I’d find my father standing at the kitchen table, cutting out his articles or serialized novels from these papers and pasting them with rubber cement into student composition notebooks—the same kind I used for school—volume upon volume. And on the street corners of New York, Yiddish could be heard everywhere. As my father made his neighborhood rounds—the grocer, the tailor, the shoemaker, the newsstand guy—he spoke Yiddish, only Yiddish. New York, in certain neighborhoods, still had a bit of the shtetl to it, the feel of a village where people knew each other’s business and spoke mameloshen, the mother tongue.

On nights like this, after parading around in my footsie pajamas to be fussed over one last time, as I lay in bed in the room I shared with Esti, listening to the undimmed tumult in the next room, I felt heir to a special kingdom. My father came alive and glowed in this setting, spinning stories to the laughter and appreciation of all. I knew we were different. My parents and their friends were not like anyone else. They were royalty. They were the center of the universe.

How could my parents’ friends know, as they celebrated and gossiped, only a few years removed from the shadow of the Holocaust, that an even greater enemy to their language and culture lay just ahead? That they would age. That their children would separate from them—as children do—and trade in their heritage for the more comfortable feeling of fitting in with everyone else. That Yiddish would disappear. That what seemed so proud and alive would soon be just a memory.

         

Opening day, finally. The moment we’ve been waiting for. We’re playing the Apollos.

We wake up to a drizzle, foggy and gray with the forecast saying it’s only going to get worse. By ten o’clock I’ve spoken to each parent at least once, and, no surprise, I’m hearing the full range of sentiments. “Oh, just call the thing off. We were thinking of driving out to Connecticut anyway,” from one family. “Hey, a little rain and mud won’t hurt ’em,” from Cory’s dad, Phil. So I check in with Jim Hennessy, whose team also has a 2:30 game.

He’s chewing noisily on what sounds like a bagel when he picks up. The chewing continues.

“Hey, guy, what’s up?”

“Well, Jim, I was wondering if we’ll be playing today.”

“Why not?”

“Have you looked outside? It’s raining.”

“Oh, yeah? No big deal. Little rain won’t hurt anyone. ’Less it gets nasty—y’know, like dangerous—we’re good to go, babe. Let the games begin.”

Okay.

By two o’clock, Max and I are out there. Sasha comes running at us through the mist, bursting with excitement, glad to see another player. The fog off the river is thick, the infield dirt is basically mud, the ball is wet every time you pick it up. One by one my guys drift in and it looks like we’re going to play ball. We’re ready.

Except by 2:30, the scheduled start time, there’s still no sign of the Apollos. Are they just not showing up, forfeiting because of the weather? Finally, at 2:40 there’s a sprinkling of Apollo players in blue. Where’s their coach? Here he comes, they say, pointing to a schleppy-looking guy just making his way onto the field. He’s not carrying the customary coach duffel bag full of equipment, just a Fairway shopping bag, which I assume has a few baseballs in it. He’s not wearing the uniform either. Actually, he looks a bit hung-over, truth be told. He shambles over. “Hey, man. I’m Jerry. What time’s the game start?”

“Now,” I tell him.

“No kidding? I thought three o’clock. Jeez, I hope my guys show up.”

You gotta love Jerry. He’s the anti-Jim Hennessy. Looks less like a coach than me.

“Jerry, you want the field to warm your guys up?” I offer.

“Nah. Why bother? Not like they’re gonna get any better now.”

Turns out Jerry has never yet called his team together for a practice. He barely knows his kids’ names. “Kyle, Kyle, Kyle!” he yells after one to pay attention and pick up a ball that’s come his way. “Aaah . . . you’re not Kyle . . . what the hell’s your name again? Oh yeah, Brandon, right, right. Brandon, pick up the ball, will ya?”

“This size, they all look alike,” he confides to me.

I line my guys up for a pep talk. Opening day and all that. I look over my troops. “Okay, guys, do your best, be nice to each other and to the other team, have a good time. And when you get the ball, take your time before you make the throw.” I have them sing “The Star-Spangled Banner” with me: sense of the occasion, you know? Nobody knows the words, including me. Max is holding his cap over his heart, like the pros do. Sasha is picking his nose. Nathan is putting a handful of dirt down Cory’s back. I cut to the finish . . . “And the home of the brave . . .” Play ball! The Galaxies take the field.

All three Apollo batters strike out in the top of the first. Our team comes up and, by dint of simply putting the ball into play (a few dribbling grounders, a pop-up or two that go about as far as the pitcher’s mound), we score the maximum five runs. 5–0 Galaxies after one. Jerry’s Apollos look like a bunch of seven-year-olds who’ve never met before. Wow, we might actually win this one.

And so it goes. By the end of four we have a 14–2 lead. We’re cruising. Dylan has hit a home run, and he’s beaming as he crosses the plate. “Hey, Henry, didja see? I hit a home run! I hit a home run!” He runs over to me, jumping with pride. “And an awesome shot it was,” I tell him.

Sam smacks a round-tripper too. Even Nathan gets the bat on the ball, connecting on a screamer straight back at the pitcher’s mound, and I actually have to hit the deck to get out of its way. Hilarity ensues. Max, animated and cocky behind the plate with the man-sized catcher’s equipment on, fires the ball down to third every time an Apollo player strikes out, just like he’s seen the big league catchers do. Of course, there’s never anyone on third to catch it and it goes into left field each time, but the fathers are getting a kick out of it. “Kid watches too much TV,” I explain, secretly proud. Sasha, the little peanut, actually catches a line drive and makes an unassisted double play. I go wild. “Sasha! Sasha! You de man!” Or there’s intrepid Will catching a fly ball in the outfield (in the outfield, for chrissakes!), making it look easy. I can even laugh as I trip over Nathan. (“But where should I stand?” His wet lips and bleary eyes looking up at me. “Uh, Nathan, uh, yeah . . . just go stand at the pitcher’s mound.” “Where’s the pitcher’s mound?” “Right there, Nathan. Stand right in front of the shortstop.” “Where’s the shortstop?” I grasp his shoulders to nudge him in that direction. He falls down. Kid’s made out of Silly Putty). In coach-pitch ball, the coach pitches to his own players, trying to give them something easy to hit. I’m on the mound today (which puts me all of about eight feet from the batter) and I take a moment to relate to each of my boys as they come to the plate. They all get a happy smile on their face as I whisper to them conspiratorially that I feel something big is going to happen on this one, I really feel it, as I lob it in as softly as the human touch allows. Boom, they swing. Yes, baby, yes. Run!

Between innings, I whisper to Debby. “Y’know, I’m not the competitive type, but I’ve got to admit . . . winning feels just a little bit better than losing. Is it okay to admit that?”

Fatal last words. In the fifth, the Apollos score five and bring it to 14–7. We add three more in the bottom of the inning. 17–7. Three more outs, all we have to do is protect a ten-run lead. Piece of cake, I think.

But the Apollos have suddenly discovered their bats. Instead of striking out, they’re putting those treacherous little dribblers into play. My guys are picking them up, but it all falls apart after that. They get the ball in their mitt, and are engulfed in a thick cloud of bewilderment. They stand there holding the ball, looking every which way as I and all the other fathers scream which base to throw to. Then they wake up, and throw (wildly) to a base the runner has long since passed. Nathan is practicing what looks like Tai Chi moves, his glove sitting on his head. Sam is sitting on second base in a perfect lotus position. The Apollos load the bases—and one by one they push run after run across home plate. There are two outs, but the bases stay loaded, they keep dinking grounders around the infield, and we can’t get that goddamn last out. Because it’s the last inning, the Apollos are not limited to five runs but can keep piling them on until they take the lead. 17–10. 17–12. 17–14. 17–15. This is the longest goddamn inning of my life! I’m dying out here!

Finally, mercifully, an Apollo batter strikes out. Game over. We’ve been spared. I call the boys together. They’re a total mess, covered with mud—they look like those warriorlike pictures of the Green Bay Packers under Lombardi. I’m so exhausted and drained I barely have speech, so I make it quick. “Congratulations, guys. You won the opener. You played hard and you looked good. Let’s hear it for the Apollos.” The boys line up and slap palms with the opposing players. Jerry comes over, slaps me on the shoulder.

“Good game, Coach. You guys are awesome.”

“Well, Jerry, you guys made it interesting at the end there.”

“Yeah, we did, didn’t we? I tell ya, I was shitting bullets.”

The season is underway.

         

It’s a wonder that baseball survives today as the National Pastime. The game itself is relatively quiet, somewhat slow, often boring. Meditative, for both player and spectator. At any given moment on the field—between pitches, for example—nothing is happening. Deliberate, timeworn ritual fills the space. A pitcher looks in to the catcher for a sign. Tugs on his cap. Shakes his head. A batter steps out of the batter’s box. Taps his bat against his cleats. Spits. Digs in at the plate. A runner leads off first, testing the boundaries of safety, measured in inches, mentally teasing the pitcher, daring him to make his move. The catcher comes out to the mound to steady the pitcher. They shoot the shit. They have all the time in the world. The manager waves his left hand and someone starts warming up in the bullpen. The third-base coach flashes an elaborate signal to the batter—pulling his ear, rubbing his belly, scratching his balls. I could break the moment down endlessly, microscopically, layers within layers. Finally, a pitch. The batter lets it go by. Nothing happened—and the whole mechanism rewinds, only to begin again.

Compare this with the in-your-face, hip-hop, slamma-whamma-jamma style of the NBA, or the heavy-metal Neanderthal appeal of the NFL—both of which bombard the fan/viewer with rapid-fire, high-volume stimulation. Yet neither basketball nor football touches us in the same way as baseball. In baseball we feel the intimacy of a real encounter—a team sport, but at every crucial moment a man-against-man confrontation. We understand that a quiet moment can be as interesting and complex as an explosion of scoring. We enjoy—and admire—a pitching duel as much as a slugfest. The rhythms of the game are true to life, slower, full of stops and starts and dead space.

We develop intense, lifelong attachments to teams and to individual players. We feel we know them intimately. These loyalties are passed along father to son, generation to generation—Babe Ruth is as important to Max as Mark McGwire and, because of his dad’s passion, the Yankees are his team and Mickey Mantle is his hero too. Grown men are fans of the Los Angeles Dodgers or the San Francisco Giants because their old men were fans of the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Giants. There is a sense of history and tradition, a reverence for the old days, for the Old-Timers, for the milestones that stand for decades in the record book. The way we nurture these traditions, we might as well be playing ball in sepia tones. We get a chill seeing Ted Williams and Stan Musial standing on the same All-Century Team podium with Ken Griffey Jr. and Roger Clemens. There is a sense of coming full circle. The past recedes, but is reborn every season.

         

What is it about guys and sports? Not just playing sports, but talking sports. What is it about this particular shared language and set of reference points that makes us feel so bonded with each other?

Talking sports is a way for guys to get intimate with each other, to make contact. You were a Yankee fan as a kid? Wow, so was I. You remember Mantle’s homer in the ’64 Series? Me too! It’s the shared metaphor, the secret handshake.

Sports talk isn’t all statistics; it has depth, texture. It can open up avenues for dramatic storytelling, witty repartee, philosophical exploration. When two guys ruefully shake their heads together about the hapless Knicks and the Patrick Ewing finger-roll in the playoffs that just would not drop, or commiserate about the decades that have gone by as the Cubs wander without a pennant, or reminisce about the Mookie Wilson grounder that dribbled through Buckner’s legs to put a stake in the heart of the Boston Red Sox—there is a profound, shared understanding at work. We are excavating the caves of human fallibility, tasting the bittersweet ironies of life, confronting our sense of what it means to be a man. These aren’t just sports events, they’re morality tales, parables.

A lot of Jewish men seem to take a particular vicarious thrill at watching sports—just check out Woody Allen in those expensive courtside seats at the Knicks home games, night after night. We like to kid about our own ineptitude at athletics—pure self-protection, I think. The theory runs something like: if you can’t beat ’em, make a joke about it. But there is something powerfully “other” to the Jewish man about the natural athlete: competent with his hands and body, unconscious in his grace, spontaneous and decisive where others might be hesitant and self-aware, reflexive rather than cerebral, comfortable not only on the field but in the locker room and shower too. To the people of the book, coming from families that emphasized nothing but study, coming from centuries-old historical traditions of physical intimidation and brutal defeat, Yeshivah buchers getting beat up on their way home from school—here is the antithesis of all our demons. We worship these guys, plain and simple—but make no mistake, we know they hail from another planet. So many Jewish sports fans, so few Jewish professional athletes.

Go figure.






Seven



OUT AT THE PLATE

Game day, and it’s going to be a hot one. An early taste of summer, it’s pushing 90 in the temperature and humidity departments both, and the sweat is dripping off my nose. It’s the kind of day you’d just as soon not leave the air-conditioning, let alone take charge of twelve screaming banshees in the midday sun. Keep these boys hydrated, I tell the parents. Water break after every inning.

But the heat isn’t bothering the Galaxies. They’re revved and ready for the Satellites.

First batter, Dylan. As is his custom, he lets about a dozen perfectly good pitches go by before taking the bat off his shoulder. He’ll swing when he’s good and ready. But when he does, he connects, and sends a soaring line drive straight up the middle, right past the center fielder, so that it rolls all the way to the fence. It’s a mighty drive, probably the best ball Dylan’s ever hit, and a grand way to begin the game.

Dylan takes off, smelling a homer. But as he rounds first, it’s clear to everyone but him he’s come nowhere close to touching the bag. “Come back, Dylan!” yells Mitchell, coaching down at first. “Go back, go back!” the rest of us are shouting. But Dylan’s got his head down, and if he even hears us, he ain’t listening. He ends up on third, as the Satellite second baseman walks over to first and steps on the bag. After a considered pause, umpire Phil rules: “Gotta call you out, buddy. One away.”

Instant meltdown. Dylan, predictably in tears, inconsolable, won’t leave third base. Discussion ensues. Proposal and counterproposal. I argue to let Dylan stay on base. I suggest we let him have a single, send him back to first base. Too cruel to take this hit away from him entirely, right at the top of the game. Jason, coach of the Satellites, agrees. Umpire Phil will go with it, but reluctantly. “Well, okay, Henry, but this kid’s gotta learn some sportsmanship. I mean, the rules are the rules. Can’t play the game without ’em.”

He’s right. Of course he’s right. I am treating Dylan differently than I would the other boys, allowing him to play by a different set of rules. On the other hand, it’s 92 degrees and only the first goddamn inning, and maybe I’m just looking for a way to move this thing along without too many casualties.

My guys play a hell of a game. Nathan: as far as I can tell the kid’s got no instinct or even liking for the game of baseball, but somehow he owns a fluid, rippling swing at the plate, and when he makes contact he really sends it. Steve makes a catch at shortstop that can only be described in religious terms: a pure miracle. Austin cleanly fields a grounder and throws a guy out at first. Seth, red-in-the-face as a strawberry in the hot sun, holds on and makes a tag when a runner plows into him at third, knocking him down in a cloud of dust. Max is chatting up the batters behind the plate, throwing off his mask to chase foul balls, firing down to third after a strikeout. Will circles under a high pop fly, doesn’t seem to have a clue where the ball is, but through some quirk of physics his red, white, and blue glove is in the right place just as the ball comes down to his plane and he squeezes it for the last out of an inning. At the end of five and a half, the Galaxies have a comfortable 20–10 lead, though I’d be a fool to assume that even a ten-run lead is a safe cushion in the Sevens division of the West Side Little League. Somewhere in the dark, twisted chambers of my pessimistic soul, I know disaster looms.

We’ve reached the ninety-minute time limit and the Satellites’ coach asks if we should just call the game for time. But wanting to be a sport about it, I tell him, “Nah, let’s play it out. How long can it take?”

Twenty minutes later, we’ve watched our ten-run lead evaporate faster than the sweat on our brow. 20–13. 20–14. It’s hot, we’re tired, and my boys are coming apart at the seams. Nobody seems able to complete a play. They’ll pick up a grounder—hear a half dozen coaches and parents scream a half dozen commands for which base to throw it to—and absolutely freeze. 20–15. 20–16. I can smell desperation in the air. The boys are getting irritable with each other, frustrated with their inability to close this thing out.

Now there are two outs, but destiny is surely against us and escape seems beyond our reach. I’m standing out by second base, sweating like a pig and trying to reckon with my own deep, pervasive, lifelong sense of pessimism and the perversities of fate, the bitter irony of hubris, that seem to define my very being. I feel genuine shame as I silently pray, really beg, for the seven-year-old at the plate to strike out. “Swing, goddamnit, swing at it and miss!” I’m muttering. Grounder to third, through Seth’s legs. Grounder to the mound; Sasha picks it up but throws it right past first base. Pop-up to Josh: he circles around, gets twisted up in his own feet, falls to the ground, ball bops him on the head. Bases loaded. We’re not going to get that last out, are we? That’s it; I’m going to kill myself.

The next Satellite batter drills a sharp line drive, shoulder high, straight out to center field, a clean hit. I hang my head and turn my back on the play, afraid to look. But when I do finally peek, I see that Nathan has interrupted his Tai Chi routine out in center, run with uncustomary speed to the fence, grabbed the ball, and heaved a strong and uncannily accurate throw back to the pitcher’s mound. One run has already come in, then another, and another. The batter is now rounding third, determined to score and even up the game, though the third-base coach is clearly shouting for him to hold up. Sam, dependable Sam, fields the throw from Nathan and heads toward the plate, a mano-a-mano footrace between him and the runner. Time stands still. It is 20–19. The runner lunges, stretching for the plate. Sam lunges. Sam tags him, a hard tag, square on the shoulder. The runner goes down to the ground in a heap, as Sam topples over him. Umpire Phil plants himself and for a long moment studies the damage: “Yer out!” he cries. Game over!

But the downed runner is screaming in pain, still lying in the dirt by home plate, writhing, and for a moment I fear he is seriously hurt. “Get back, get back everybody,” I tell the boys who are celebrating all around him. Coach Jason is there, dusting the boy off, coaxing him into a sitting position. “Is he okay?” I ask. “Yeah,” says Jason nervously. “But he’s gonna hear it from his father. That was his father who put up the red light at third, and he ran right through it.”

In an instant, the kid’s dad is squeezing among us at home plate, his two-hundred-dollar Oakley shades glinting sharply in the sun. Young guy, blond and husky, looks like an athlete.

“Get up! I said get up, Carter! You’re not hurt, so stop faking it. Just get up. What the hell were you doing out there? Didn’t you hear me tell you to stop? Didn’t you see my hands up? What the hell’s the matter with you?”

He yanks Carter to his feet and drags him over to the sideline for a further dressing-down. We stand there stunned and uncomfortable, until Coach Jason goes over to intervene.

My boys shuffle quietly to our side of the diamond to pick up their stuff and quench their thirst and fatigue with some cold juice and cookies, their opportunity to shout and celebrate eclipsed by this unpleasant incident. They’re upset, reflexively flinching from this explosion of paternal rage.

“Why was that dad so angry?” Max asks me, his mouth full of the six chocolate-chip cookies he’s just shoved in there.

“Some people just take this way too seriously,” I tell him. “They forget it’s just a game.”

“Did he think his son wasn’t trying?” I can see that Max is shaken, trying to make some sense of this.

“Sweetie, I don’t know what he was thinking.” I wish I had a better answer for Max. I look over and see that Jason is still trying to calm the guy down.

And so ends our game, which began with a perhaps ill-considered gesture of leniency, and finishes now with this harsh and glaringly stupid moment of cruelty. 20–19 Galaxies. An exciting, heroic finish. But it leaves a bad taste.

         

That night, at a surprise fiftieth-birthday dinner for my friend Lee at a local Italian joint, the talk turned to Little League. I told the group about my first few games with the Galaxies and about the ugly incident today at the end of the game. From the guys around the table came a chorus of memories about their own Little League experiences and the same word came up over and over again: traumatic. Followed by tales of overbearing coaches, overinvolved fathers. No one had many positive things to say about Little League. There were no “great times, loads of fun, swell camaraderie, character building, Coach was like a hero to me” reveries—none of that. Now, either I’m hanging around with the wrong guys or I have to wonder: What the hell was going on back then?

Lee talked about competing with his athletic twin brother. As little kids they played on the “farm” level and Lee was together with his brother and all their best friends on the same team. A tiny kid, he walked all the time, but he played every game and would get a few hits. The next year, there were tryouts for the “minors”: serious business. Lee’s brother and all of their friends were promoted to the minors, where even the uniforms were more sophisticated; he was left behind on the farm. Humiliated, he quit Little League at the age of eight. He remembers watching his dad’s excitement at seeing his twin brother play at an All-Star level. “I went from being an active player to someone who sits it out on the sidelines.” He laughed. “Story of my life.”

“My dad was the coach my first year,” another friend spoke up. “The only reason he took the job was to make a baseball player out of me. He really wanted me to be an athlete. But I hated baseball. I wasn’t any good at it, and it drove my dad crazy. Basically, I was afraid of the ball. Hardball was like playing with a rock. I was afraid it was going to knock my teeth out. I would sit down out in right field and my dad would run all the way out there to scream at me, and then he’d kick me off the field. It was like I let him down. But I just didn’t want to play.”

Another guy remembered not hustling for a fly ball and being screamed at by the coach. “I was so humiliated that I actually feigned an injury and pulled myself out of the game. It was very intense and I was never the same after. All this happened in the space of a second, but I swear that moment took sports away from me for the next twenty years. I basically gave up on myself. After that I always thought I’m not good enough to be anything other than a liability. Even now, when I go skiing, I’ll be cruising along on a nice intermediate trail, getting into a nice rhythm, singing a little song to myself, whoosh, whoosh, whoosh, making my turns—and then I’ll get onto a black diamond trail and a little voice in my head says what the hell are you doing on a black diamond trail, you don’t belong here—and I’ll just completely freeze up.”

“I had a coach who basically taught bad sportsmanship,” said another guy. “At the end of the game, he’d have us spit in our hands before we shook hands with the other team. That’s when the brawls always broke out, during the handshakes.”

Over and over again, the guys talked about Little League as the first time in life they were measured, judged, and categorized—and being marked for life by it. “It was the first time I understood that the world was divided into two kinds of people,” said one. “Those who were comfortable and confident with sports, and those who weren’t. Those who were picked first, those who were picked last.

“I became the person to keep the ball away from. Put me out in right field. Try to have someone get to the ball before I get to it, so I don’t mess up. Try not to let me bat any more often than you have to. How much fun do you think that was? I basically felt hated, like I smelled bad or something. I was really good at spelling—but so what?”

I think about the potential for Little League to be a life-altering experience. I think about the impact of a single exasperated “Jesus Christ!” muttered under your breath when a kid makes a bad play. I think about what a delicate thing male self-image is. The company of boys, the company of men: it begins here.

“It’s a rite of passage,” said my friend Rob. “In some cultures you have to go out and kill a wild boar with your hands. In America, you play Little League.”

         

Max is still awake when Wendy and I get home that night. I go in to tuck him in.

“Why aren’t you sleeping, sweetie?”

“I don’t know,” he says. “Daddy, would you lie with me?”

I kiss Maddy, who’s sleeping in the bunk above him, and arrange her blankets. Then I stretch out alongside Max. I tell him how proud I was of how he carried himself in our game. As he begins to get sleepy, he reaches out both arms and hugs me tightly around my neck, his forehead against my cheek, his warm breath in my ear, and he stays that way until he’s fallen asleep.
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HENRY’S DOING YOGA

My life changed the summer I was twelve.

I was away at Camp Kinder Ring when in July my Grandpa Max passed away, my parents giving me the news as they arrived a few days later for visiting day. Other than Grandma Rose, who died when I was too young to really remember her, no one had died before. This was new ground. I remember the tremor that passed through my father’s voice as he told me Grandpa had died when my folks greeted me at the tennis courts, my mother bursting into tears and hugging me so long and so hard it frightened me. It occurred to me, perhaps for the first time, that Grandpa wasn’t just my grandfather, he was also my mother’s father. He’d brought her into the world, brought her over from Russia as a little girl. And now he was gone.

It was a complicated time in my life. I’d made steady progress in my never-ending quest to move up from the C team to the A team; in fact, I was now the top player on the B team and the talk among seasoned Kinder Ring pundits had me moving up to the “big club” before too long, surely by next year’s Color War. Sometime that summer I’d had my first wet dream, brought on by nocturnal visions of Miss Miller, my fifth-grade art teacher. I didn’t know what the hell was happening—a strange unheralded sensation in the dark of night. Had I peed my bed, a humiliation worse than death? After an anxious night, I woke expecting the worst kind of torment at the hands of my bunkmates, only to find—miracle of miracles—the only evidence of my mishap was a small, silver dollar-sized stain on the sheet, and some inexplicable crustiness on my pajamas. Strange . . .

On the last day of camp that summer my bunkmates and I waited impatiently for our parents to arrive and pick us up. Our trunks and duffel bags dotted the sylvan lawns of Kinder Ring like so many sheep. Their parents would drive up to the cabin in great luxurious American cars—Cadillacs and Impalas and shiny Rivieras—to whisk them off to the split-level ranch houses and basketball courts and bowling leagues and shopping malls of suburban Long Island. Mine were coming by Greyhound bus—my parents didn’t own a car, they didn’t even know how to drive—to schlepp me home to the city where the playing field of my closet awaited me.

I was the last kid to be picked up that day, and it wasn’t my parents who came to get me. It was my Aunt Bobbi who drove up. “Your dad wasn’t feeling so good,” she explained as I ran down the steps of my cabin, all my excitement suddenly gone. “Mom wanted to stay with him till he felt better, so I drove over to get you myself.”

Oh . . . But when we got back to my Aunt Bobbi’s home in Connecticut, there was no sign of Mom or Dad. Nor my sister, Esti, who was supposed to be there. “Well, your dad’s in the hospital,” Bobbi explained. “Nothing to worry about. He had some muscle pains and the doctor wanted him to rest up a few days.”

Muscle pains? What kind of muscle? “Muscle” was not a word ordinarily used in the same sentence with my father.

All that afternoon my nervousness mounted. My mother and Esti finally appeared. Daddy had pulled a muscle in his chest, my mother said, and it was sort of painful, so the doctor wanted him to lie still for a few days. He’d hurt himself while giving a lecture at Camp Boiberik, a bungalow colony where my parents often spent summer weekends. It was filled with elderly Yiddish poets wandering around in ill-fitting Bermuda shorts. I knew Boiberik well: we’d played them in softball earlier that summer. My father had been taken to the nearest hospital, in the town of Rhinebeck.

How does someone pull a muscle giving a lecture? I wondered. A day or two later Uncle Aaron drove us over to Rhinebeck. The small, brick county hospital, Northern Dutchess, was my first experience of the hushed, antiseptic atmosphere of a hospital and I immediately knew I was in a sad and terrible place. A door opened off a corridor into a dark, shadowy room. A man lay on a huge bed. A tiny, elderly man, pale and insubstantial. Before I could even speak the word “Daddy,” I had begun to cry. My father turned to me and tried to raise his head. Small choked sounds came out of his mouth. He lifted a hand, weakly; put the hand down. He began to cry. I had never seen my father cry. I didn’t recognize him. He had become an old man.

“Goldeneh yingeleh,” he whispered.

A nurse came into the room, all good cheer and bustle. Her name was Helen. “Now, now, Mr. Dunow,” she said. “Is this your son? Your boy? It must be wonderful to see your son again. What’s your name, young man?”

“Hank. I mean, Henry.” Two days after the end of a Kinder Ring summer, I was still having a bit of an identity crisis.

“Well, don’t be crying, Henry. Dad’s just a little tired right now, so maybe you and Mom and your sister should wait out in the hall for just a bit.”

But before we could move, a great tidal wave of a doctor swept into the room. Dr. Cole was big and bluff and full of bluster.

“And who’s this?” he bellowed. “This your son, Mr. Dunow?”

My father, just now recovering himself, wiped away tears. Maybe he’d thought he would never see me again. Now, he could barely speak to meet the doctor’s volley of good cheer.

“Now stop your worrying, Mr. Dunow,” the doctor scolded. “You’re going to be just fine. After all, Eisenhower had five of ’em. And look at him! Still playing golf every day.”

Eisenhower? Five of ’em? I knew the answer to the riddle, finally. Heart attack.

My life changed at that moment. My father had had a heart attack. A massive heart attack, as I would learn. He was fifty-nine years old.

“Is Daddy going to die?” I cried out.

I was led out of the hospital room and the door slammed shut on the world of my childhood.

From that moment on, as I burst into fresh tears and my mother led me down the corridor and into a waiting room, it became my job to keep my father alive.

         

For the next two months, my mother stayed in Rhinebeck to be near my father. Esti and I lived with a family friend in Manhattan. I was in junior high school, preparing for my bar mitzvah in a few months’ time. On weekends, Esti and I would take the train up the Hudson to Rhinebeck, where we stayed with my mom in the Beekman Arms, an Early American Colonial white clapboard inn that claimed to be the oldest hotel in North America. Everyone from George Washington to Franklin Delano Roosevelt had slept here—and now the shell-shocked Dunow family, with its ailing Yiddish writer patriarch fighting for his life just down the street, would sleep here too. We’d eat the enormous buffet breakfasts before leaving for the hospital, then arrive back at the end of the day for the enormous afternoon tea. We’d walk down the tree-lined main street to the hospital, grand New England homes and blazing fall foliage lining the way. There was a popular song on the radio at that time called “The Eve of Destruction,” a growling rant with crashing guitar chords and apocalyptic lyrics, and I’d sing it to myself as I walked the blocks to the hospital.

         

I believed I had a hot line to God. God would listen to me. Because my father, Moishe Dluznowsky, was a righteous and long-suffering Yiddish writer who’d escaped the Holocaust, he would be spared—but only as long as I kept the hot line open. This took constant attention. It was a big job, but my father’s life depended on my doing it right and if I let up for a minute there would be terrible consequences.

It started small. I found myself needing to go to bed in precisely the same set routine—putting on pajamas in a certain order, lying with one side of my head on the pillow rather than the other, saying a word of prayer for my father inside my head as I drifted off to sleep. But soon those bedtime rituals began to grow. And grow. And grow. Until, eventually, my entire miserable twelve-year-old life had become a prison of inescapable ritual.

My liturgy was entirely of a personal making, and it had to be done exactly the same way every night. Or else my father would die. Getting undressed, putting away my clothes, getting water, checking that the doors were locked, checking that lights were turned off, saying good night to my sister, saying good night to my parents, going to the bathroom. All had to be done the same way, every single step.

I became obsessed with numbers. Particularly the number four, since there were four people in my family, and if no one died there would always be four people in my family. So Four became a kind of holy formulation. And the next-best thing to Four was any even number, because Four could be neatly divided into two. So I had to say everything twice. I had to say everything twice. Please pass the salt. Please pass the salt.

Then came the jumping. To keep the earth spinning on its axis I had to jump up and touch the doorframe of every doorway I passed through, and every awning on the streets of Manhattan I passed under as well. Since I was a short twelve-year-old, it was usually quite a jump. Also, I had to touch the top of the doorframe with four fingers of my right hand aligned so that each hit the frame at exactly the same instant. Otherwise? Jump again, of course.

Keep jumping till I got it right. Sometimes twenty, thirty times. Every doorframe I walked through.

I’d move through the house in the dark of night, everyone else asleep, standing in doorways jumping over and over again. Finally, I’d make it into bed—and then the worst of it would begin:

First, my “prayers.” Keep Daddy Alive, Keep Daddy Alive. Elaborate rituals, involving not only words and phrases but body positions, hand gestures, complicated patterns of thoughts and images that had to be run through my mind in just the right sequence, each ritual dedicated to the care and well-being of those who were precious to me, as well as remembrances of those who had died. The ritual was divided into sections, like the acts of a grand opera. And the slightest mistake, the slightest interruption—an itch that distracted me, blinking at the wrong moment, an elbow joint creaking as I rolled around in bed—meant I had to go back to the beginning and start over. It would take hours. By three or four in the morning, I’d be weeping desperately. But I couldn’t turn it off. There was always more to do.

Although worse at night, it was not a whole lot better during the day. I’d jump. I’d say things twice. Anytime a bad or scary thought crossed my mind, I’d have to undo it. Make the thought go away, make it not count. I’d say a prayer (well, I’d say it four times, actually), and I’d go into a kind of trance state with my hands held rigidly at my sides, my fingers curled into a clawlike position, my eyes closed or rapidly blinking

When my father finally came home from the hospital after an eight-week stay, he wasn’t the same. He had become an old man. Things didn’t work quite right. He couldn’t pee. He couldn’t walk up a flight of stairs. He had to take a nap every afternoon. He stayed in his bathrobe all day. I watched him like a hawk.

My parents noticed my strange behavior of course. At night, they’d hear me jumping up and down in a doorway, long after they’d gone to bed. “Stop jumping,” they’d yell. “Go to bed.” During the day, they’d see me standing still, eyes closed, hands at my sides, whispering to myself. “Henry’s doing yoga,” Esti would tease me. My parents questioned me about it, even scolded me for being annoying and weird—but it was essentially left at that. Henry’s doing yoga. Basically I was ignored. Everyone was worried about my dad.

A lot of bad things happened that year. My mother needed gallbladder surgery, then fell into a depression. A close family friend (whom Esti and I had stayed with just months before) passed away. My mother woke up one morning stricken with Bell’s palsy, a disfiguring neurological condition which made her look as though she’d suffered a stroke. Esti got ready to go off to college. I was going to be alone with my parents. I had to take care of them. I had to keep everyone happy. My rituals continued.

No one ever asked me, in so many words, “Are you worried about Daddy dying?” No one ever brought it out of the shadows and into the light. As always in my family, there were layers of reality, some known and spoken about, others sealed off. Much like my father’s past before he came to this country, it wasn’t something we talked about.

I was on my own. So I found my own way to keep my anxiety under control. Just as my father had learned to fix his mind on the untidy room, the missing sewing needle, the piece of broken glass lurking on the kitchen floor as his way of disassociating, I too found ways to freeze out the terror. I couldn’t imagine a universe that didn’t contain my father. So I built a fortress to protect the idea that he would never die, and I kept the soldiers and galley slaves working round the clock.

No one intervened as I did my psychic chores. I went deeper and deeper into my compulsive prison, jumping and repeating. I barely slept. Teachers noticed in school, but just yelled at me to pay attention. Once, someone on the bus got up to give me a seat. She must have thought I was having a convulsion.

Ironically, it was good old Camp Kinder Ring that saved me. I went back there the next summer, and I quickly understood that I couldn’t do this stuff in a cabin full of twelve other boys. They’d burn me at the stake like a witch. So I found ways to shrink my routines, to “socialize” them, so to speak. Hours of rituals at night were condensed into a few words thought but not spoken, jumping up in a doorway accomplished with just a subtle upward flick of the wrist as I passed through a door, the arduous work of a trance distilled to squeezing four fingers into the palm of my hand. In its reduced form, my world of compulsive ritual survives today, like a lone strand of DNA embedded in amber, safely contained but always a threat to replicate.

         

And so I became fixated upon my father’s mortality. It bound me to him in a cocoon of worry and concern. My mind wandered away from my central mission occasionally into other happier adolescent preoccupations—girls, mostly—but I didn’t allow myself to stay away for long.

When my sister went away to college, I felt my duty to hold the fort even more keenly. I was alone with my parents now and I was concerned that without me they would be alone. Only I could shield my parents from the inevitable (I presumed) sadness of growing older. Even the fact that I was growing older caused me grief—wasn’t I in fact pushing them one step closer to the grave?

So I stuck around—a lot. After school my friends would be out roaming the neighborhood, amusing themselves in one way or another. Me, I went home. Ate the snack Moishe had waiting for me, read the sports page, started my homework. On a weekend night, I’d go to the neighborhood movie with my parents. Moishe, still infirm, needed to walk slowly; my mother liked to hold my hand as we strolled. I lived in desperate fear of running into a gang of my friends, out on their own to catch a new James Bond flick, rowdy and free. These guys would eat me alive if they saw me out on a Saturday night with my elderly, Yiddish-speaking parents. By day, at school, I was as cool as any of them—but that stopped when I went home. I used to envy other kids their separation, their freedom to navigate their own lives. They had tall, young, car-driving American parents who spoke without an accent. They had parents who could take care of themselves; they didn’t need to worry about their parents growing old and lonely. Or dying.

Henry doing yoga late into the night, my father on his hands and knees looking for broken glass or chasing after me with an extra piece of warm clothing: all born of worry. In my family, caring for another person could find no higher form of expression than to fear for them and to keep them close by. These were our desperate hedges against change and loss, our attempts to freeze life where it stood. Of course, there’s only so much you can control. Finally, you have to let go.
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LIVERWURST

ON RYE

The season’s barely underway when it’s interrupted by Easter Break. Our family flew to California for a quick four-day visit with Wendy’s grandmother on her ninety-eighth birthday. We go every year, always fearing it will be our last trip. But Max and Maddy’s Great-grandma Nina is quite a sturdy old gal (and a major San Francisco Giant fan to boot, doesn’t miss a single game on TV or radio), and I have a feeling we’re good for another dozen or so.

Wendy’s cousin Matt and his family live up the road from Great-grandma Nina and that’s where the party takes place. Matt’s an outdoorsman who works maintaining local riverbeds for Monterey county; his home sits in the crook of a deep valley, on a beautiful spread of land covered with lush gardens and a variety of fruit trees. It’s paradise. And in the middle of this Garden of Eden sits a pitching machine and a batting cage he’s built for his son Justin.

Max goes positively gooey-eyed for Justin. A couple of years older than Max, Justin was a shy, withdrawn kid until he discovered baseball a few years back. Baseball gave him confidence and he blossomed. He turned out to be quite talented and is the star of his league (which in California, where they take Little League plenty seriously, is no mean feat). He throws a curveball that will make your jaw drop. Kid could be a big leaguer someday.

Max is dying to use the batting cage and pitching machine, so I ask Matt to fire it up. I don’t want Max standing up there alone with hardballs flying at him at seventy miles an hour, so I get in there with him and put my arms around him from behind, both to protect him and to help him swing the bat. He shoos me away. “Don’t be babyish, Dad!” Okay, I stand back. Then, when he gets a bat on the ball and starts hitting a few, he doesn’t want me complimenting him or congratulating him either. God forbid I get excited and hug him when his turn is up. It’s babyish!

A bunch of Justin’s friends show up, and before long there’s a baseball game underway, the kids on one side, a few of the dads and uncles on the other. I see Max fitting right in with the older boys, showing off his stuff. He’s not in their league, of course, but that doesn’t seem to faze him in the least. Mr. Big. I’m thrilled to see how stalwart and assured he is among these guys; at his age, I’d have skulked around meekly, afraid to even ask for a turn.

He studiously avoids contact with me during the game. “Strike him out, Justin baby,” he cries with glee as Justin gets two strikes on me. I’m not Daddy now, I’m just another guy on the field.

I have a sudden yearning for a game of Yankee Kitten Ball. Just Max and me, alone on the planet, playing until dusk, all those enchanted hours. We didn’t need teammates. I used to be indispensable—like some incredible hardware gadget that fits all needs, all sockets and fittings, Dad-as-Swiss Army knife. Now there’s a whole tool chest of companions.

And this is only the beginning. His world will get bigger. He will acquire friends, partners, someday a family of his own. There will be other teachers, mentors, even other “father figures.” Wendy and I will no longer be the absolute center of his universe.

I know this is how it should be. This is letting go.

It begins the moment they’re born: they leave their mother’s body, they are launched. One day I hold my daughter to my chest, the next I send her bravely off to her first day of school. I’ll look up again and be holding back tears as I walk her down the aisle to the strains of the Pachelbel Canon, to “give her away,” as it once was called. Preparing a child for leaving is as important a part of parenting as protecting her and keeping her safe. And then of course, there is the great final separation: we die. If all has gone well, our kids—presumably grown by now—are well enough prepared so that they survive that final sundering more or less intact. They love us, they will mourn, and they will miss us—but they go on living. Because now they have lives of their own.

I think it’s the most difficult aspect of parenting, where the most well-meaning parents are likely to do damage. Often in the name of love, or in the well-intended guise of protection. Often in the mistaken idea that we know what’s best for our child. Often because we forget that we and our children are not one and the same; our children are by definition . . . someone else.

I came from a family that resisted separation. We existed for each other, like a single being, hardly recognizing that the whole was made up of individual parts.

         

Max and Maddy were born in the wrong month. They were supposed to be March babies. We’d gone to the hospital that day in early February because Wendy sensed the babies were unusually still inside her. They ran a sonogram, a few tests, and were about to send us home after one more. It was going to take about a half hour. It was near dinnertime and Wendy, ravenous, asked me to go out in the freezing night to get her a liverwurst sandwich at the corner deli. When your wife is eight months pregnant and starving and wants liverwurst, you do as she asks. When I came back ten minutes later, it looked like a scene from ER. All hell had broken loose, and I saw my wife, oxygen mask already in place, wheeled by me on a gurney and into the elevator. “Get on,” shouted the doctor in charge, “these babies are ready to come out, now! ”

Maddy, then known as Baby B, was in “distress.” Her heart rate had dropped and the doctor was worried she wasn’t getting enough oxygen.

Bing, bang, boom, twenty minutes later we were in the operating room and they were slicing Wendy open. I stand beside her, holding her hand, both of us trying to hook up with the unfathomable reality that this is actually it. Wendy is remarkably calm, even though she’s trembling slightly. I sneak a quick peek over the curtain they’ve pulled over her belly and pull back fast—looks like a butcher shop in there, and for an instant I’m afraid I’ll throw up. I’m in shock. Are the babies in danger? They’re five weeks early—will everything be complete, will they be fully formed? Is something going to be missing? Or still mushy? Everything’s happening really fast now, and suddenly the doctor—Diane, the on-call standby obstetrician I’d met for the first time only moments before and who looks alarmingly young—calls out, “Here comes Baby A,” and, abracadabra, she holds up my son, covered with slime and rivulets of blood. It’s him! I study his face. He doesn’t look familiar. What an interesting person, I think. In the midst of all this chaos, he looks so calm and composed. He’s magnificent. Max is held under my nose for a brief instant—Wendy doesn’t even get a look at him—and then he’s snatched away to an adjacent table and surrounded by nurses. “Here comes Baby B,” Diane shouts. “Ooh! This one’s a little one!” How little? “Too little?” I call out anxiously. “No, no, she’s fine. She’s a beauty. We’ll just have to put some meat on her.” And tiny Madeleine is handed to me for a brief moment, swaddled in white. I look down, and I recognize her immediately. She has my mother’s face, my face. My daughter, my precious little girl. I’m smitten.

They’re brought to Wendy, but only for a moment before being whisked away. At four pounds three ounces and three pounds four ounces, respectively, Baby A and Baby B will need some time in the Neo-Natal Intensive Care Unit, the NICU (pronounced Nik-yu, what a funny word), to fatten up before we can bring them home.

Wendy is trembling uncontrollably as they begin to stitch her up, in a mild state of shock. The doctors ask me to leave and tell me to come see her in recovery in about half an hour. It will also be about that long before I can visit the babies in the NICU. I wander the halls dazed. In the scrub closet where I’d hastily changed into a sterile surgical robe, I see the liverwurst sandwich where I’d stashed it. Suddenly I’m ravenous.

I find a phone and call my mother, who begins to cry. “Are they all right? What does the doctor say? Are you sure they’re all right?” she asks me over and over again. “Yes, Mom, they’re fine. They’re perfect. Just a little small.” I begin to weep a bit, sharing this moment with my mother. She has been frail, in and out of the hospital these past five years. “I didn’t think I’d make it, Henechul,” she says, choking up, calling me by my diminutive Yiddish name. She will have only nine months to know these babies before she’s gone, slipping away here in this same hospital. At her funeral, Wendy and I put a photo of Max and Maddy into the coffin.

I think of my father with a sudden wave of longing, a sensation at once sad but also sweet and full; the longing makes him feel very real to me. “Moishe,” I say aloud in the empty hospital corridor. “Geb a kook! Have a look. A goldeneh yingeleh and a shayne maydeleh. I did it.”

I climb two flights of stairs to check on Wendy in recovery. She’s doing fine, utterly played out, still shaking, sucking on ice chips. We kiss and hold each other for a moment. “You smell like liverwurst,” she tells me. “Go see them. Tell them Mommy can’t wait to hold them.”

I’m nervous making my way to the NICU. I have to scrub my hands with industrial-strength soap, put on a flimsy yellow robe and a hair net, and cover my shoes in paper slippers. I push a button and an electronic door swings open into a brightly lit science-fiction world, where the tiniest humans are nursed along to the accompanying beeping sounds and flashing lights of terrifying machinery. As I walk down the corridor, I see a one-pound little person struggling for life, born four months early, every inch covered with wires, patches, and tubes, its body throbbing like a frightened bird.

A nurse intercepts me and I tell her who I’m looking for. They’re in separate areas, she tells me. After nearly nine months of shared lodging, now they’re yards apart. Is that okay? I think to myself. Shouldn’t they be together?

“Here he is,” the nurse says, and there is Max. He lies there under the lights, his chest rising and falling rapidly. He looks wise, priestly. “Owen-Dunow, Baby A” reads a hastily scribbled Post-it stuck to his isolette. My son, I think. It is a large, inarticulate thought; it fills my heart, it fills the room.

She takes me to Maddy, down the hall. “Owen-Dunow, Baby B.” My beautiful daughter, only three pounds, her tiny mouth moving in search of something to suck. She is fascinating. She’s less than an hour old but I feel a love so intense and particular it’s hard not to pull her from her wires and tubes and hold her close to me. She would fit into the palm of my hand.

I go back and forth, from one to the other. I’m the father of twins.

         

The next few weeks are strange indeed, with the babies living across town in high-tech incubators. We camp out at the hospital for three weeks, either together or in shifts. Maddy and Max are so tiny. When I hold them, I feel the warmth of their mass more than any actual weight. The pointy blue or pink stocking caps on their heads make them look like elves, or some kind of tacky lawn ornament. The babies thrive, steadily and surely. Finally, Max and Maddy come home.

Like everyone else, we were sent home from the hospital without an instruction manual. Now was my cue for the most important role of my life. Enter “Dad” from wings, stage right. Was I supposed to have studied up? How the hell was I supposed to know how to do this, how to be “fatherly.” I’m not talking about the nuts-and-bolts stuff like changing a diaper. Wasn’t fatherhood supposed to involve wisdom?

I didn’t have much time to think about these things. I had to hit the ground running. Nothing I’d been told about having kids had prepared me for what it’s like.

The children’s birth made me feel that I owned my own life outright; I was a procreator now, not just the fruit of another’s loins. I’d always had a past and a present, now I held a tangible future in my arms. My whole being filled with a resolve to always protect them, to give them the world.

I felt immortal. I felt mortal. I felt exhausted and exhilarated.
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WHO ARE

THESE GUYS?

The season resumes.

Today we face the dragon: Jim Hennessy’s team, the Astronauts. We might as well be playing the Juggernauts. I don’t know if they’ve been taking vitamins or steroids or what, but these kids are huge.

I barely recognize the ball field when we show up. Fresh lime has been laid down for the foul lines, there’s an actual batter’s box imprint around the plate, and even on-deck circles on either side of the field. A parent is dragging a sweeper around the base path.

The Astronauts are in the field, snapping the ball around the infield, looking suspiciously like an actual baseball team. One of Jim’s three assistant coaches, all of whom look like lumberjacks, comes over to me to deliver a printed-out “lineup card.” I have no such document to give him in return, since I haven’t even made a lineup yet.

“Yo, Henry,” Jim calls from across the diamond, “you got the game ball?”

“The what?”

“You guys are the home team. You provide the game ball.”

“Sure,” I say, reaching into my duffel bag and tossing him the first ball I discover amidst the jumble of batting helmets in there. “Will this do?”

I’m just getting started on jotting down a lineup when Jim comes over, looking skeptical.

“I don’t know. This ball looks a little soft. The league give you this one?”

“Uh, yeah,” I say, none too certainly. “That one came from the league.”

“Okay, what the hell, we’ll go with it. Have a good game.”

My guys take the field. I have a foreboding image of lambs trotting off to the slaughter.

The Astronauts are unbelievably good. We’re not in their league. I don’t know how Jim managed it—and I wouldn’t want to speculate—but one father whose son played for him last year says that he scouts the other teams the previous season to identify the best players and then—a perk of being league coordinator—handpicks them for his own squad. With maybe two exceptions, every kid on his team is a slugger. I’m seeing line drives that shouldn’t be coming off a seven-year-old’s bat. These kids are wearing batting gloves. Wraparound shades. Boot black under their eyes. One kid—he looks like a seven-year-old Harmon Killebrew—hits the ball farther than I could, towering shots to deepest center field that have my outfielders chasing balls into the next county. “Why are we playing these guys?” I hear Josh behind me. “They’re twice as big as us! They’re twice as good! I bet they’re not even seven. I bet they’re eight! We’re going to get clobbered.” No shit, Sherlock.

Like a boxer being pummeled in the first round, we survive the Astronauts scoring the maximum five runs in the first. Then we come to bat ourselves. We manage to put a couple of runs on the scoreboard, but we also discover that these Astronauts can field. Line drives back to the pitcher are gloved. Pop flies to shortstop are caught. Grounders are scooped up. Sometimes the fielder makes the throw to first, other times (even more amazingly) he simply has the good sense (or the presence of mind to hear Coach Jim screaming his lungs out from the sideline and follow his instructions) to just hold the ball, so a simple grounder stays a one-base hit and doesn’t become a four-bagger. In our league, that’s good defense. At one point, the Astronaut infield executes a textbook double play, short to second to first. Jim’s got his guys crouched out there in the ready position, hands on knees, whereas my guys stand around (when they’re even standing), their hands more often than not clutching their uniform in the general vicinity of their weenies.

Second inning, as I’m staggering off the field after a brutal string of Astronaut hits produce five more runs, I stumble over something small and insistent.

“I have to go to the bathroom.”

“Oh, jeez, Nathan. Not now. Please not now.”

“But I have to!”

“Bad?”

“Yes. Real bad.”

“Go pee behind the backstop.”

“No. I don’t want to.”

“Work with me, Nathan. Please.”

“No, I don’t want to.”

“You’re up this inning.”

“I don’t care.”

And so it goes. By the time Nathan returns, the Galaxies have gone down in order. We trudge back onto the field for more punishment. “Let’s hold ’em, guys,” I call pathetically.

Meanwhile, Jim Hennessy is pacing the sideline like a panther, stoking and working his boys at every opportunity. “No, Cormac, no! Don’t look at the ball. Don’t look at it! Just run.” “Take that extra base, Ronnie! Keep going, keep going!” “Get out there, Robert. I don’t want to see you loafing!” “Ready position, Antoine. Ready position!” He’s screaming himself hoarse.

We come to bat again without scoring. Third inning, Astronauts pile on five more. My guys are shell-shocked now, in la-la land. At one point, as the action rages and the body count mounts, I almost hate to interrupt Cory at third base as a runner comes sliding in and one of our outfielders has miraculously thrown to the correct base. Standing there, his hands contemplatively clasped behind his back, a dreamy smile upon his face, looking off in exactly the opposite direction of the play . . . he might as well have hung up a Do Not Disturb sign. It seems a shame to startle him. “Wake up, Cory! Wake up! The ball’s coming!” In fact, none of my infielders seem to want to turn around and see what’s going on in the outfield when the ball is hit over their heads. So that when the ball does make its way back into play, no one is more surprised to see it than they. There’s Nathan, my good man Nathan, lying down and studying the insect life in left field. Sam—steady, dependable, sure-handed Sam at first base—if only he’d had his eyes open when that runner came barreling down and knocked him head over heels. Wake up, guys. Please?

The Astronauts march on. 15–2. 20–2. Unrelenting, they wallop one screaming line drive after another: up the middle, down the line in left, down the line in right. And Coach Jim stays right on top of his guys, egging them on.

“I want to see you run, Cameron! Don’t just stand there! Shake a leg! Come on, get the lead out!”

He takes a tougher tone with his players than I take with mine, but in fairness there’s nothing unkind in his words. In fact, the boys generally seem to enjoy Coach Jim’s banter. And he’s nothing if not a model of good sportsmanship. He has words of encouragement for our hapless lot as well as for his own team. He’s concerned when our shortstop, Steve, gets hit in the mouth with the ball. He says “nice try” to our guys when someone strikes out, and “nice catch” on the one or two occasions a Galaxy actually catches the ball. Ump makes a couple of questionable calls, but Jim doesn’t argue and tells his kids to take it in stride. As Jim pitches to his boys, he gives them steady, sober encouragement. When Max, as catcher, flashes his “symbols” (one for fastball, two for curve, three for change-up) Jim’s good enough to play along, nodding his head or shaking him off. When an Astronaut makes a boner play they hear about it from Jim, but with the general message that you’ll get it next time. He doesn’t lose his cool, he doesn’t get down on a player in a thoughtless way.

I wonder if he really let himself go how much competitive edge he’d allow to show. He’s studiously fair, but I wonder if he has to curb the instinct to punch his fist in the air when a guy on the other team strikes out. Of course, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit to feeling some of that myself.

Hmm, Jim . . . as much as I wanted (needed?) to see him purely as the prototypical gung-ho coach who cares too much about winning—that by which I differentiated myself—he wasn’t making it so simple for me.

Not my style, no. But who’s whooping it up with a twenty-run lead, and who’s trying to keep his players from falling asleep in the grass?

Jim and I have a different orientation. He’s fitting the boys into the game, I’m trying to fit the game to these boys. I’m sure the Jim approach is good for some of the kids; certainly the stronger ones with skills thrive on it. But I wonder if there might not be one or two more sensitive kids on any team who wilt and withdraw, the heat just a little too intense for them. They find someplace internal to hide, and the game stampedes right past them.

         

Amidst the carnage that afternoon, there are some moments of grace. Steve at shortstop reaches out his hand at just the right moment and miraculously snares a smoking line drive that practically takes his mitt off. The crowd goes wild, and I personally fall to my knees in the dust and thank the Supreme Being. Nathan, who despite it all has a marvelously fluid swing at the plate, tags two wicked line drives in the course of the game (though Astronauts appear from nowhere to haul them in). Max comes up with the bases loaded, holds up his hand to call time in a letter-perfect Tino Martinez homage, digs in, calls time again, spits in his hands, lines up his stance, digs in, and smacks one up the middle, collecting (as he later recounts to the elevator man in our building) “a couple of ribbies.” Cory gets a hit. Quiet Will gets a hit. Seth, red in the face as he huffs and puffs around third, slides safely into home, eluding a tag.

The game ends. 28–5. Were it not for the five-run-per-inning rule, it could have been twice as bad.

“Well we got through it,” says Rachel, Sasha’s mom. “At least we don’t have to play these guys again. Do we? Please say we don’t.”

“Did we win?” asks Nathan in complete earnest as we walk off the field.

None of the boys seem to care they’ve been crushed. I’m struck by this. They played as well as they could against a superior team, they had their moments of heroics, they had a good time. “Guys, I’m really proud of you,” I tell them in the huddle. “You played hard, you didn’t get down on yourselves when we fell behind, you made a lot of great plays, and you were good sports. Way to go.”

         

Hands together. “Who are we? THE GALAXIES!!!”

Late one night, lying in bed exhausted at a level of stupefaction only the parents of small children and, perhaps, coal miners working the bowels of the earth in West Virginia can appreciate, Wendy and I were staring at the tube, channel surfing. We happened on a rerun from an old sitcom called Coach. In this episode, Coach Hayden Fox is desperately trying to come up with a fix-it solution for his and Christine’s troubling fertility problem. Big and virile as he is, Hayden’s “little guys” just aren’t swimming right. So he decides that he will find a sperm donor. Trusty sidekick Luther pores over a loose-leaf notebook from a local agency filled with possible donor candidates and tosses suggestions to Hayden. Pulitzer Prize–winning novelist? Nah, probably an alcoholic. . . . Nuclear scientist? No way, Luther, mutated genes! . . . Classical musician? And what, get beat up by the other kids all the time? The Coach muses aloud on who the ideal son would be: strong and tough, a great athlete, a leader, decisive, fearless, a winner. “God, Hayden,” says Luther, “sounds like you’re describing Troy Aikman, for crying out loud.” Bingo! Coach’s face lights up. Troy Aikman: two-time Super Bowl-winning quarterback. That’s the sperm he wants. A minute later he’s on the phone to Troy, and in the next scene he’s sneaking into his cabin with the actual Troy Aikman in tow, planning to surprise Christine with his trophy sperm donor.

I’d always enjoyed this show in a mindless sort of way, but tonight it strikes a different chord. As I listen to Coach Fox catalogue the ideal qualities he’s looking for in a son (and it’s entirely unthinkable that any sperm cell emitted from the loins of Troy Aikman could possibly produce a girl), I think about what my list of ideal qualities would be. For “strong and tough,” I might substitute “self-assured and resilient.” “A great athlete”? How about someone comfortable in his own skin, whether or not he can hit a ball? “Fearless”? I’d say, someone not afraid to admit when he is afraid. “A leader”? Make it someone kind and fair toward others. “A winner”? Maybe I’d just leave that one off the list altogether. It’s not a bad quality, mind you, but being a winner should be understood as the sum of many qualities in life, not simply the outcome of life’s little contests. And I certainly don’t think young kids should be divided into winners and losers.

Which is exactly what Christine says to Hayden when she comes home and—to her horror—finds Troy Aikman sitting on her sofa, a plastic cup in his hand and a goofy look on his face. I don’t want some super-baby, some Super Bowl champion, she tells the Coach, I want your baby, someone who’ll grow up to be as complicated and lovable as you are.

“It’s okay,” Troy Aikman tells Hayden and Christine as they apologize for all the inconvenience they’ve put him through and send him home. “Most people want Joe Montana anyway.”

         

Friday afternoon practice. The workweek is done, it’s a beautiful spring afternoon, sun hanging low over the Hudson, cherry blossom petals carpeting the field like a light dusting of snow. Twelve raucous little boys, a handful of mothers—no other fathers (tough, if not impossible, to get these dads to leave work early)—and me. The boys are cheerful and cooperative, I’m feeling good, the moms are pitching in, and there are the beginnings of a nice rapport with this core group of the more involved mothers—Debby, Rachel, and Michelle. I’m goofing with the ladies, feeling downright flirtatious. “Nice catch, Mom!” I lay it on for Debby, as she hauls in a line drive Dylan has smashed to the outfield. “Way to go, Rachel. Hey, sign this girl up!” “Hey, Michelle, grab a bat and hit these guys some grounders! Put ’em to work!” I like these women. I find it easier to bond with them, to work with them, than I do with the dads. I feel less guarded. Sometimes with the dads, I’m afraid that I’m being judged, that someone might be thinking: Who is this guy? Hell, I could do a better job than him.

It’s like I’m afraid I’ll be measured against some iconographic masculine standard and found wanting. Just as finding the dark grimy space under the hood of a car a forbidding mystery feels like some kind of personal failure. Look, I’m a guy who grew up with a father who had to call the super to change a lightbulb.

After practice, Debby and I sit for a bit and allow Max and Dylan some time to horse around in the adjoining playground before going home. They head for the swings.

“I’m so glad Dylan has you as a coach,” she says, abruptly looking away for a moment. “You’re really wonderful with him, and with the other boys too. You’re so patient and gentle.”

For a moment, I’m speechless. In truth, I don’t feel I’ve been very successful in reaching Dylan, or even very patient in dealing with him. There is a hard nugget of resistance there, an impenetrable barrier that I’ve not been able to breach. His flailing at the world, his acting out, keeps me at bay. Even if I could reach him, exactly what is it I want to give him? What can I possibly do to fix what’s broken?

I try to thank Debby, but just then Dylan has let go of the swing at the top of its arc, recklessly flying through the air and crashing to the concrete in a heap. He’s not hurt, but it’s a definite conversation killer.




Eleven



BRINGIN’ IT HOME

Galaxies vs. Coronas. It is our finest moment. Everything meshes. We play a—well, there’s only one word for it—beautiful game. The Coronas pull ahead to a 5–0 lead in their first at-bat, but—down five runs? not a problem—my boys chip away, adding two of our own in the bottom of the first, holding the Coronas scoreless (yeah, you heard me: scoreless!) through two full innings, as we pull even, and then go ahead, 7–5. I’m seeing amazing stuff at the plate and in the field. We’re five, six weeks into this—and you know what?—these guys are learning some baseball. Max is starting to catch the ball, no longer backing away from each throw as if a rock were being thrown at his head. Nathan has morphed into Don Mattingly, whacking one crisp line drive after another. Cory understands that after he hits the ball, the basic idea is to run to first base. Will’s swing now has a trajectory arc of more than a few inches. Sasha no longer spins 360 degrees and falls down on every swing. Sam is a serious candidate for a Golden Glove Award at the major league level. Dylan, actually one of the best hitters on the team, no longer goes into full meltdown when he strikes out.

There are some lapses. It’s a long afternoon, after all. Josh, pulling a two-inning stint behind the plate as catcher, sits (not crouches) in the dirt four or five feet behind the plate and stays back there no matter what’s going on in the field. “Josh,” I gently suggest, “if the batter hits a little dribbler right in front of the plate, go get it and throw the runner out at first.” Nice concept, an inner voice tells me, but who’s kidding whom? I’ve commanded the boys to “take” the first pitch no matter what, just to get comfortable up there before flailing away, and though I’ve explained a dozen times that to “take” a pitch means not to swing, and remind them again as they step to the plate, each of them lunges at the first pitch anyway.

But both teams are playing well: sharp hitting by the batters on both sides, and—though I wouldn’t exactly call it “slick” fielding by the defense—at least the game is being shaped as much by what’s being done right as by what’s being done wrong. Catches, throws, decisions, tags: it’s what they call execution. I like the spirit on the other team, and I like the equanimity with which their coach, a guy named Frank, is handling them. The lead shifts back and forth from one team to the other, but not with the kind of wild bipolar swings we’ve seen in other games, more like two teams steadily battling, chipping away at each other. 7–5 becomes 7–7, then 8–7 their favor, then 9–8 ours. Finally, as we move to the last inning, we are delicately nursing a one-run lead at 13–12. (13–12? In our league, this is practically a pitcher’s duel.) Very tense.

As we take the field in the top of the sixth to protect our fragile lead, Dylan is suddenly yipping at my feet like a poorly trained dog. “Can I play pitcher? Can I play pitcher? Please, can I play pitcher? Please, please, please?”

“No, Dylan. You’ve already played infield. Go back to short center,” I tell him. I’m thinking: Number one, that’s fair; I have to rotate the players, give everyone a chance at the action. Number two: I’ve got my best fielder, Sam, playing pitcher’s helper with a one-run lead. Why the hell should I put Dylan in there now and risk it all?

“Oh, please, please, please, please.”

“No, Dylan. Go back to your position.”

“I hate it there. I hate it. I never get the ball. Please let me play pitcher. Please please please please . . .”

Umpire Phil has shouted, “Play ball!” There’s a Corona batter in the box. Dylan is clawing at my shirt, practically climbing into my face.

I crack. Against my better judgment, I send Sam to first, Kevin to short center, put Dylan at pitcher’s helper. I’m not proud of this. But, damn it, we’ve got three more outs to go and let’s just get this thing on ice.

         

Disaster. Batter after batter hits the ball right back to the pitcher’s mound. Dylan’s actually a pretty good fielder; it’s not that he can’t handle the ball. But after he throws the first chance for a putout over the first baseman’s head, he just doesn’t seem to want to make this work. Next batter, he fields the grounder cleanly, and as I urge him simply to throw to first, in tones of early-stage but still restrained hysteria, he just holds on to the ball, glaring at me with either confusion or defiance, I’m not sure which. Next ball hit to him, he stumbles over his feet, recovers, picks up the ball, and decides just to sit down in the dirt with it, not a care in the world, as the lead runner scampers home. Tie game.

I approach the mound. “Dylan,” I hiss, as I put my hands on his scrawny shoulders, ostensibly to massage a little calm into his tense body. “Relax. Okay? Relax.” Truth is, I’d like to wring his neck right about now. I debate pulling him out of this position in mid-inning (a demotion probably unprecedented in West Side Little League play), banishing him to the outfield to work out his demons in private. I get myself in check, though with difficulty. “You’re a good fielder. Just try to make the play.” I pat him on the cheek.

“Why can’t this game be over?” he says. “I hate this game. It’s stupid.”

“That’s an interesting point, Dylan,” I say. “Actually, I share your view on the matter. So let’s just take a deep breath, take our time when we get the ball, think about where we want to throw it, work together—and let’s get out of this thing. Drink some juice, eat some cookies, go home. Shall we?”

“Yeah, but . . .”

“No buts, Dylan. Unless you mean ‘let’s kick their butts.’         ”

A flicker of a smile. Light at the end of the tunnel.

“Batter up!” Phil shouts.

We get out of the inning, but they’ve scored a few and we’re down 15–13 going into our last licks. Among my boys, I can feel a new and commanding quality in the air. Poise. Self-belief. They know what they have to do, and, damn it, they’re going to do it. Seth steps to the plate: boom, a shot up the middle. Max goes through all of his rituals—using his bat to line up his stance, rubbing some dirt in his hands, digging in, raising his hand in a gesture of time-out as he adjusts his helmet—misses two pitches wildly (c’mon, buddy, I silently root), and boom: soft liner over the second baseman’s head. Sasha: well, not exactly “boom” in this instance, more of a dink, but it produces one of those deadly little dribblers in front of the plate that nobody knows what to do with except stare. Bases loaded. Nathan. Let one go by, I remind him. Wild swing, and a miss. “Nathan,” I tell him, “don’t swing at this one. Get comfortable up there.” He lunges at a ridiculous pitch, strike two. “Nathan,” I hiss, “don’t swing!” He does, practically corkscrewing into the ground. Strike three. “Nice try,” I tell him as he tosses his bat and sits down, “you gave it your best.” I’d like to kill the little shit.

Sam is next and hits a simple pop fly, maybe ten feet in the air, directly above the head of the first baseman. It’s the kind of shot that in this league could possibly be caught, but could just as easily be misplayed into a home run. This time, they catch it. “Shit,” I mutter, and I don’t care who hears me.

Two outs. Does it get any better than this? Kevin steps to the plate. Tall, blond, lanky kid, a dependable hitter. “C’mon, Kevin. You can do it!” the Galaxies are screaming, everyone on their feet along the third-base line. “C’mon, Kevin!”

Boom. Kevin delivers. A line drive over the left fielder’s head. If you were a cinematographer, here’s where you’d hit the slow-mo button. Everyone’s coming home on this one, every Galaxy boy hopping up and down, jumping on each other, knocking each other over with joy. Max comes running up to me. “Dad, I scored the tying run. I scored the tying run!” Then Sasha: “And I scored the winning run!” I look for Frank, the Coronas’ coach, and we catch each other’s eye across the pandemonium. “Great game,” we both shout simultaneously.

But in the midst of all the celebrating one kid has run over to me and buried his face in my belly, crying. “Josh.” I look down. “Josh, what’s the matter? Did you get hurt?”

“Nnnnn-oooo . . .” He can barely talk for all the blubbering. “But I didn’t get to bat!” Max comes over and explains: Josh was in the on-deck circle, up next, waiting for his shot at glory, when the game ended.

“Don’t worry, my man.” I give him a hug around the shoulders. “You’ll get your chance. Next game? You lead off for the Galaxies.”

         

I’m running late from work, Max can’t find his glove, it’s close to six by the time we get to practice: but I’m delighted to find ten of my boys having a perfectly good time throwing the ball around in the pleasant afternoon light, the usual Friday-practice moms— Debby, Michelle, Rachel, Nora—sitting and relaxing along the fence. Everyone’s happy, weather’s great. Boys are looking good—I just let them play catch for a while rather than break them into drills, for once not feeling the need to be Mr. Organized Clipboard & Whistle Coach. Little League heaven. And, funny thing, as I’m watching the boys play, it’s impossible not to register that they’re actually starting to look pretty good. They’re catching the ball. They’re making good throws.

I focus in on Dylan and begin a game of catch with him. He’s catching everything I throw him—high flies, grounders, throws with some zip on them—and he’s getting it back to me with accuracy. Except when he warns me that he’s “gonna throw his fastball” and twice the ball sails way over my head and, plunk, right into the river. “Would you call me Mark McGwire instead of Dylan?” he asks. Mr. McGwire it is. His face is always so serious, slightly wary. The ball goes back and forth, back and forth, as we ease into a steady and relaxed rhythm. We are quiet. The ball makes a smacking sound as it hits each of our mitts in turn. Nice and easy.

Suddenly something hits me from behind. It’s Max, jumping on my back followed by Kevin and Sasha and Sam, piling up on me all at once, laughing uproariously and bringing me to my knees. “Get Coach,” they shout, “everybody come get Coach.” In a moment I’m buried under a mountain of laughing boys.

When finally I peel them off me and try to break them into groups, the transition into organized practice doesn’t work. The boys are wild and resistant, they just want to be silly and slaphappy today. It’s a Friday afternoon after a long week at school for them. Maybe the last thing they need is to have another grown-up try to “teach” them something, even if it’s only how to decide which base to throw to and how to know when a runner is forced out and when a runner needs to be tagged. Later for that stuff, man . . . can’t we just play?

Suddenly Nathan is before me. His face is covered in tears and he shudders as he tries to catch his breath.

“Dylan threw his glove at me,” he finally stammers. “Right in my face. And he hit me.” The crying starts again. I look up to find Dylan, who’s skulking guiltily a few feet away.

“Dylan, did you throw your glove at Nathan? Did you hit him?”

“Yes.” Simple as that. Dylan’s face drained and defiant now . . . he can’t be touched, he’s a million miles away. Go ahead, just try and make something of it.

“You want to tell me why? You want to explain what happened?”

“No.”

“Nathan, you want to tell me what happened?”

“He just threw his glove at me, right in my face.”

Dylan jumps in. “Well, he was playing with Seth and Sam and they were leaving me out.”

Ah-ha! The old “leaving me out” conundrum. You take it from here, King Solomon.

“Nathan, were you and the others leaving Dylan out?”

“No. We were just playing. And then Dylan started grabbing the ball from us and acting stupid. And then he hit me. Really hard.”

By now the mothers, Debby and Nora, are jumping into the mix. Nora seems reluctant to press charges, just sweep it away. But Debby demands that her son apologize to Nathan.

“I won’t apologize,” says Dylan. “Because he’s never going to accept my apology.”

“How do you know that, Dylan?” I ask.

“Because he didn’t accept my apology when I hit him last week. He never accepts my apology.”

This happened last week too?

“You’re stupid, Dylan.”

“No, you’re stupid, Nathan.”

Okay, enough.

“Guys! Let’s just stop right now. You guys are teammates, understand? You’ve got to support each other, help each other. I won’t have this kind of behavior on the Galaxies, understand? There will be no ‘leaving out’ and no hitting. You got that? If you want to be on the Galaxies, you have to treat each other kindly and with respect. That’s the rule. Now, I don’t know exactly what happened here and I’m not sure I’m going to be able to find out, but I want both of you to shake hands and let go of it and start treating each other like teammates again. Now, c’mon, let me see you shake.”

Staring at the ground, they do. It’s getting late. I call the boys together. I tell them that I wasn’t happy with the way things went in practice. Nobody was listening, and a couple of our Galaxy guys got into a fight. Tomorrow, when we play the Coronas, I want to see team spirit and friendship and support. I want to see you taking your time on your throws, I tell them, thinking before you let go of the ball. I want you to wait and swing at good pitches. Let’s get comfortable up there. Let’s stay calm. Let’s slow it down.

And while you’re at it, I want to say to them, let’s lie in the grass and enjoy this beautiful spring evening. Life’s only going to get more complicated and cruel. Let’s hold off on the fighting. Let’s stay seven forever.

“Hey, Dylan,” I call as he picks up his jacket and glove to leave the field. “I liked our catch today.”

He meets my gaze for a moment, then turns away without answering.

See you tomorrow, boys.

         

As we climb the hill, I sidle up to Debby. She was clearly upset, perhaps even embarrassed, by the incident with Dylan and Nathan. What’s it like going 24/7 with this challenging kid? “Tough afternoon,” I settle for. “The boys just seemed ready to blow today.”

Debby ignores the generalization and just sighs, really sighs. “Dylan’s testing his limits,” she says. “You know, his dad died on Memorial Day, so we’ve got ourselves an anniversary coming up. I told Dylan it was going to be the anniversary of Daddy’s death, and you know what he said?” Debby laughs. “         ‘What’s an anniversary?’ I’ve asked him what he wants to do that day, if he wants to do something special to remember his daddy—you know, look at photo albums or pray for him at church—but he just gets angry and says he doesn’t want to talk about it. But I figure it’s better to bring it up. I know he’s thinking about it. I know he’s going to be real sensitive to Father’s Day too.”

I tell Debby that I was thinking about getting a bunch of tickets for the team to go to Yankee Stadium for Father’s Day and ask her if she’d prefer I didn’t.

“Oh no,” she insists. “That’ll be so nice for the boys and it might even help Dylan out to be real busy on that day. But, please, just as long as I don’t have to go.” She laughs. “I took him to one ball game last summer, and I’d just as soon be poked in the eye with a sharp stick before I’ll sit through that again.” I imagine three hours of Dylan fidgeting and straying in a crowded stadium on a hot summer day. Yikes.

I think about what a brave thing it was to enroll Dylan in Little League only months after his father has died. The quintessential father-son activity, in which at every game, every practice, Dylan’s lack of a father will be most glaringly underlined. A normal reflex, I guess—just because my son doesn’t have a dad, why should he miss out on something? I think about my mother playing catch with me, as she often did, or taking me to Yankee Stadium. Filling in for Moishe, though Moishe was certainly alive and well at the time. For a moment, I wonder about Dylan’s dad—who he was, how he died?

Stupidly, I allow my curiosity to speak and ask Debby how her husband died.

“I don’t really want to talk about that,” Debby says quickly, closing down at lightning speed, like one of those flowers that retract to the touch.

“Of course. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, that’s all right. It’s just . . . difficult.”

What an odd couple, they are, Debby and Dylan. Moody, out-of-control Dylan, storm clouds brewing in his eyes—a troubled little boy trying to find the trick of dealing with his shitty hand of cards; perky, bright-eyed Debby—a pretty, accomplished woman, whose Southern twang and relentless cheer is somewhat out of place among the darker, neurotic hues more characteristic of Manhattan. What kind of comfort do they offer each other?

Max and Dylan have run too far ahead of us, Dylan already climbing over the wall at the edge of the park that will put him right onto busy Riverside Drive. Max clearly likes Dylan a lot, is excited by his rebelliousness, and will follow him into anything. Debby and I almost gratefully switch into parental efficiency mode and in another moment my boy and I go off on our separate way. It’s been a long day.

         

I wonder if there is some way I can reach out to Dylan and to Debby.

I decide to send a letter, acknowledging this difficult anniversary. I tell them that I know this time of year must be hard for them, remembering Dylan’s dad. I tell Dylan that it must make him sad, and even angry, not to be able to see his dad anymore. I tell him that I lost my own dad many years ago and I still miss him. Sometimes, even now, I have conversations with him in my mind. I tell Dylan that his dad must have been a great guy to have such a wonderful son.

Words, words, words. Does this really help? I wonder.

         

The next Saturday at game time it’s raining. No doubt about this one, we’re talking cats and dogs. By eleven o’clock I’ve had a call from Jim Hennessy and even he concedes. No game today.

I’m bummed. It’s going to be a long Saturday. Max and Maddy are fidgety and restless, the apartment is an unholy mess, Wendy is off at a friend’s baby shower, so I’ll be on my own with the kids. I drink my coffee on the living-room sofa, slightly numb, as Max and Maddy loudly engage in philosophical debate in the next room: “You’re stupid!” “No, you’re stupid!” “No, you’re stupid!” “No, you’re stupid!” “Daddy! Max called me stupid!” Etc. I sense the walls closing in. A kind of rainy-day melancholy takes hold. And begins to fester.

I pick up the lineup and field position cards I’d so carefully printed on the computer the night before. My man Josh leading off, just like I’d promised him. Cory—let’s give him a shot at pitcher’s helper, build his confidence a bit. Didn’t I promise Sasha he could be catcher next game? He’s going to look a riot in that huge mask and chest protector. Max will be disappointed not to start at catcher, but I have to be fair. I’ll put Max in left.

Well, no game today, that lineup will have to keep. Hell, with the Memorial Day break the next week, there are really only three games left. We are past the all-important halfway mark. And for me—at least in the mood I’m in—everything that follows now is only staving off the inevitable. This sweet season will end. The boys will go off to their summer day camps. There will be talk of a reunion game in the fall, but it will never happen. It will be gone.

I pull out an envelope of team photos I’ve just gotten back from the lab. I’m planning to put together a yearbook for the boys as an end-of-season keepsake; I’ve got groups shots, action shots, shots in corny baseball poses. Pictures have always been my feeble wedge against the onslaught of time. I snap ’em by the thousands. If you’d bought stock in Kodak the year my kids were born, you’d have made a fortune by now. And videotape? I’ve got miles of it, much too much to even look at.

Max comes over and plops down on the sofa with me. He hasn’t seen the pictures yet. There’s a goofy shot of Steve, his ears sticking out. Seth looking red-faced and dead serious. Nathan mugging for the camera. Cory looking clueless. Josh with his cheeks puffed out. Sasha practically disappearing under his hat. Kevin caught with his eyes closed, looking like he just ate something putrid. Max and I laugh and laugh. The melancholy lifts. Maddy comes out of her room to see what the fuss is about and I gather the two of them in my arms. They will not always be so gatherable. But right now, like Lou Gehrig, I am the luckiest man in the world. “Get dressed, guys,” I tell them. “Let’s get out of the house. Where should we go?” We decide on the Metropolitan Museum—the Egyptian Temple of Dendur, with its vast spaces and great, flat reflecting pools. It’s one of our spots. We walk through Central Park, laughing and carousing in pure silliness, getting drenched. Savoring a rainy day in New York.




Twelve



THE SHIKSA THING

Catching a subway to work one morning that week, I notice a young guy—maybe fifteen, skinny bordering on wispy, black T-shirt, a nascent goatee, a small gold hoop earring—a hip-looking dude, standing with an older man—also bearded, flecked with gray, dressed in a suit—chatting. Clearly father and son. I like the boy’s look and bearing. He seems like an individual, an artsy, bohemian sort of kid, not completely caught up in teenage shopping-mall hip-hop regalia, but certainly no preppy Brooks Brothers type either. I fantasize that Max might look something like this ten years down the road.

I observe father and son chatting on the subway platform, one on his way to work, the other to school. They seem to have a nice easy rapport. I can’t hear what they’re saying, but I see a broad smile break out on the son’s face at something his dad tells him. The local pulls in and before Dad gets on, he throws an arm around his son and pulls him close for a quick hug, cheek to cheek, the hint of a kiss thrown hurriedly into the scramble.

I wonder about the relationship I will have with Max when he looks like this guy on the subway—ten years from now—or even twenty years from now, when perhaps he’ll be raising a little one of his own. Will we have easy banter? Will he confide in me about what’s really going on in his life? Will we share interests? I remember all too clearly that it was at this age when my relationship with Moishe began to deteriorate, just as I began to have some of my own ideas about who I was going to be in life.

         

High school was rough for me. I went to a specialized New York City public high school, the Bronx High School of Science. Forget that the emphasis was on science and math, certainly not my strengths; forget that the damn place was a dreary hour-long subway ride away; forget that it had all the warmth and nurture of a factory, four thousand kids climbing all over each other to grind out an extra point on their Regents exams and SATs; forget that no one else among my friends was going there. This is where smart kids went; this is where I was going.

Still reeling from the difficult time that followed my father’s heart attack, still trying to get my obsessive-compulsive rituals under control, still feeling the heavy isolation and obligations of being alone in the nest with my folks, removed from the familiar surroundings of my local neighborhood school—I became a very serious young man, darkness and despair my credo. Fact is, I was depressed, so I somehow endeavored to turn depression into something cool—a lifestyle, a cause, a statement of being. I walked around in baggy corduroys, a long overcoat, a pathetic postpubescent beard, and a copy of Sartre’s Nausea in my back pocket. While other kids were hanging out on the corner smoking cigarettes, I actually smoked a pipe. Junior year, we studied Hamlet and I identified with the tortured Prince: ambivalent, despairing of meaning in life, obsessed with death, paralyzed. Hell of a role model. Bottom line: I had no friends. But who needed them? Bunch of fools didn’t know that life was short and brutish and then you die. My existential despair dovetailed nicely with the political unrest and alienation of the day—protests against the war in Vietnam, student strikes, Black Power solidarity demonstrations, hippie Be-Ins in Central Park—I was there for all of them, but for the most part I was hanging by myself, a lonely self-styled existential hero.

High school sports? Oh, please, I couldn’t be bothered. Although my freshman year I did inquire about the tennis team in the gym office. The coach, Mr. Karas (lovingly known to his charges as Mr. K!), who also doubled as a shop teacher, gave me the once-over appraisingly. “Shapiro!” he yelled to a lanky, long-limbed blond kid lounging nearby. “Take this guy out to hit. See what he’s got.”

Since our school had no tennis courts (actually no athletic facilities whatsoever, other than a gym), Shapiro and I had to travel together all the way to Van Cortlandt Park for our assignation. Sensing we were from different orbits, we had nothing to say to each other, so we just sat across the aisle on the subway and buried our noses in our textbooks. Then we got to the tennis courts and Shapiro totally massacred me. An entire set, I didn’t win a single point. Shapiro, methodical, wasn’t about to just give me one either. I guess I was under the misconception that it was enough to like tennis to try out for the team; I didn’t realize you actually had to be good at it. Shapiro didn’t say a single word when we finished. Just packed up his racquet and schoolbooks, sneered, and walked away. I wonder what he had to say to Mr. K! about me. I walked toward the subway in the twilight. Here I was in the middle of the Bronx with darkness falling and a stupid tennis racquet in my hand. Life could have ended right then. I wouldn’t have cared.

For the first and only time in my life, I lost interest in the Yankees. Of course, it did coincide with a dark period of Yankee history, the late 1960s Fritz Peterson-Horace Clarke-Mel Stottlemyre era when the Yankees fell from dynastic glory and occupied the cellar for years, before Steinbrenner came charging in with his big mouth and big bucks to restore the glory. But it wasn’t just that. Baseball—did it really matter in a world void of meaning? Baseball no longer seemed cool.

I did have one solitary friend during high school. Jeremy Yanowitz, one of the few kids from my neighborhood. Nice kid, kind of a nebbish. We were friends, but we hated each other too—probably because we were each other’s only friend. Jeremy reminded me of how unhappy and lonely I was. We’d meet at the subway in the morning and barely say hello, each proof to the other of how sucky life was.

Of course, with Jeremy I could drop the alienated French existentialist routine and just be myself. I could even be interested in sports. We’d take the hour-long ride on the D train up to school, quizzing each other on questions in preparation for a chemistry exam, or playing hockey in the aisle of the subway car, kicking around a wadded-up piece of loose-leaf paper. We took in an occasional Knicks game at the old Garden on 49th Street—Walt Bellamy, Cazzie Russell, Dick Van Arsdale, Dave “the Rave” Stallworth, little Howie Komives. A nothing team. Thursday nights, we’d meet up on the corner of 86th Street and head over to the gym at the local Jewish Center, where grown guys played basketball. Some good players there, mainly middle-aged Jewish guys who’d had their moments of glory twenty, thirty years earlier at City College. Every few games they’d be a player or two short, and Jeremy and/or I would be beckoned over from a side court to add another body for them to run right over. I’d play entire games with these guys, lucky to touch the ball even once. It was a smelly, sweaty, strangely homey place. Jeremy and I would towel off, get dressed and go home without showering, our sweaty heads drying quickly in the cold night air. Neither of us wanted to hang out in the shower room with naked, middle-aged Jewish basketball players.

         

Around this time, things began to get difficult between my father and me. People in that era liked to speak of a “generation gap,” the new counterculture pitted against the old establishment. But that wasn’t it at all for Moishe and me.

It certainly wasn’t about politics. Nobody despised the war in Vietnam more than my father. I remember getting ready for school every morning, my father listening to the news on WQXR radio, lustily cursing out LBJ at the mention of each new development, each new casualty list. “Merde alors! As bad as the Germans,” he would say, the ultimate condemnation.

It wasn’t about long hair. Sure, I looked as ragged and bedraggled as anyone, hair down to my shoulders, jeans torn and patched—my style leaning more toward fiery Marxist revolutionary combined with Gauloise-smoking Left Bank existentialist than toward tie-died, love-beaded hippie. And Moishe certainly wasn’t happy about it. “You look . . . shmutzik [dirty]” was what he had to say, but he left it at that.

It was about shiksas.

Amazingly, at about that time and in the midst of all my existential despair, both manufactured and real, I fell in love. Deeply, ponderously, monumentally into first love, which comes only once in life, and leaves you clawing amidst the debris.

I’d met Nina the summer I was fifteen, when I was lucky enough (after all my miserable years at Kinder Ring) to spend two months at an enlightened and artistic summer camp for teenagers in Connecticut called Buck’s Rock. It was a place that stressed freedom and individuality—completely unstructured, all you were required to do was attend meals. But with extraordinary staff and facilities, teenagers produced amazing work in all fields of the arts—painting, sculpture, writing, photography, theater, dance, you name it. There were absolutely no sports. No basketball court, no baseball diamond. No jocks. Sports were not cool. Instead it was long hair, guitars, folksinging, and (when no one was looking) smoking pot. I felt I’d been set free: a brave new world where the usual mindless hierarchies didn’t matter. You didn’t have to be Big Man on Campus—a great athlete, smooth with the girls, slick with the guys—to matter. Sensing kindred souls, I made some friends there, and during the long lonely months of the school year at Bronx Science, they (Jeremy used to mockingly call them my “groovy friends”) sustained me.

Nina was the most ethereal and exotic being I’d ever laid eyes on. Hair pulled back into a braid to reveal a face that belonged in a sixteenth-century Flemish Master painting, she was . . . different. A talented young dancer who studied with Merce Cunningham, she played the flute, she read Gertrude Stein, she lit candles and kept seashells around her bed, she drank ouzo, she dug Aretha Franklin and Otis Redding when everyone else was grooving to Sgt. Pepper. And, most important, she bought my act, I bought hers. We took each other very seriously. Two heavy, intense kids.

We did all kinds of wild things that sweet summer, all of us. Discovered pot, for one. Wrote poetry. Played guitar. Skinny-dipped. And one night, as a group of us traipsed back giggling through the woods after a midnight dip, Nina and I fell behind, took each other’s hand, and went a little further.

On a wintry afternoon at the Cloisters a few months later, looking at medieval art as the sun sank over the Hudson, we declared our everlasting love. We’d spend our lives together, off somewhere in a remote cabin. We’d be artists. Nina would dance, Henry would write. We’d make babies.

Only one problem. Nina wasn’t Jewish. Her father was; her mother wasn’t. She had a Jewish last name but technically, in keeping with Jewish law, which traces Jewish blood through the maternal line, Nina was a shiksa.

         

My father was not a religious man. He was not a believer. In fact, he was an avowed atheist. We rarely went to services, didn’t belong to any congregation. We didn’t keep kosher, we didn’t light Shabbos candles on Friday night. But make no mistake about it: being Jewish was the central fact of his life and, by extension, the central fact of our family’s life. The imperatives of Judaism as an ethnicity, a cultural and moral tradition, were as compelling to him as a faith in a divine power. It was how he defined himself. Anyone not Jewish was a goy, be they white, black, yellow, Catholic, Protestant, Buddhist, Muslim, Hindu, or heathen; President of the United States or wanted criminal.

And then along came Nina. Because of her Jewish last name, I was able to keep quiet about the facts of the matter for a long time. My parents were amazingly permissive about what was clearly an overheated relationship for a couple of teenagers. They must have guessed Nina and I had surrendered our virginity at an alarmingly early age, but they never spoke to me about it. In the midst of a lonely adolescence, I think they were just glad to see me happy.

We didn’t spend much time around my parents. Mainly, I went up to visit Nina in her parents’ home in a leafy suburb north of the city. I adored her mother, a painter, every bit as exotic as she. Her father, a professor at Columbia, was a tougher nut to crack. He never forgave me for a limp first handshake. “He shakes hands like a fish,” he told Nina more than once.

And then one day I broke the news at home. Over dinner, my mother had asked whether Nina’s family did anything special to observe the High Holy Days.

“Not that I know of,” I said, and then tried to slip in, “By the way, Nina’s actually only half Jewish.”

My father looked like he hadn’t quite heard me right, but when I repeated myself, he began to sputter and curse. Of course, the half-Jewish part was as good as useless. They weren’t really Jews, Jews who cared about being Jewish. He smacked a hand against the side of his face in wretched disbelief.

“I thought you were a smart boy,” he said. “Now I see that you’re an idiot. A gantze [complete] idyot! You understand nothing. Gornisht! For this I ran from the Nazis, so my son could be with a shiksa? Gottinhimmel! God in heaven! Shrechlich! Terrible!”

He left the table to go pace the living room, one end to the other. I followed him. My mother, who essentially followed my father’s lead on these matters, was more supportive once things began to boil over, more rational: “Moishe, stop it! Genug shoyn! Enough already! He’s fifteen, for God’s sake. He’s not getting married tomorrow!”

“Married?” said Moishe, spitting out his unlit cigarette, tapping at the air furiously with his right hand, his typing hand, as though pounding away at the Yiddish typewriter. Here’s where it got operatic. “You marry a shiksa, I’ll kill myself. Finished. That’s all. I’ll be in the grave. Gedenk! Remember!”

Wow. I knew it would be bad, but not this bad. He’d met Nina, liked her. She’d been charmed by him. But obviously that didn’t matter now. This changed everything. By now Moishe was hysterical, wandering around the apartment muttering to himself about how everything in his life, even escaping the Nazis, didn’t matter; it was cursed if it came to this, his son marrying a shiksa.

“You’re not my son!” he finally came out with. Tears welled up in his eyes, bringing to bear the full force of his long suffering.

It was true. If I went in this direction, I could not be his son. The laws of physics according to Moishe Dluznowsky.

“Daddy, don’t worry,” was all I could muster. It was killing me that I was causing him pain. After all he’d been through. I actually feared that this tumult would push him right into another heart attack. “I’m not getting married.”

And of course, I wasn’t. We were fifteen. I didn’t end up getting married to anyone until I was thirty-six. The relationship with Nina lasted through my first year of college and it included, along the way, a summer-long bike trip through Maine and Nova Scotia when we were seventeen, camping in a tent every night, both of us keeping journals filled with groping teenage poetry and ruminations on the meaning of life—still to this day one of my life’s most romantic adventures. But of course it didn’t last. We grew up, came to our senses, went our separate ways. The shiksa thing wasn’t the reason we broke up, but it had taken its toll. It upset Nina that my father’s disapproval unsettled me so much. It was to become a common theme with future girlfriends who were not Jewish, all of them reasonably understanding of my father’s distrust of the goyische world (somehow they didn’t seem to take it personally), but all of them simply wanting me to be my own man. It was one thing if Moishe had a problem with their not being Jewish; it was another if I did.

Moishe carried on throughout, kvetching and blustering about the shame I had brought down upon myself and—more important—him. Dluznowsky’s son, carrying on with a shiksa maydel! Ultimately, his bark was worse than his bite—he never actually forbade me to go on seeing Nina. He kept on barking, though.

The lines had been drawn. Now that I was leaving childhood and becoming a man, my father was very clearly defining the behaviors that were permissible if I were to continue as his son. There was not a lot of middle ground. There would not be much give-and-take. He didn’t want to hear about who I was, what my dreams or yearnings might be, what my fears or sensitivities might be, what kind of life I envisioned for myself: he didn’t have patience for any of that. There were certain acceptable ways for Moishe Dluznowsky’s son to act, and certain things that were quite simply forbidden.

“But, Moishe,” I asked him one day. By this point in life I’d taken to calling him by his first name. “Didn’t you ever sleep with a shiksa?”

He was thoughtful for a moment, sheepish. He waved a hand, dismissively.

“Yah, maybe; maybe once. But only for a minute!”

We stared at each other deadpan for a beat and then we both broke into laughter.

         

It was not a one-time occurrence, the shiksa thing. After Nina, all my major romantic involvements were with non-Jews—including the woman I one day married and who is the mother of my decidedly half-Jewish children. The war with my father continued, escalated. Just an unlucky coincidence, I used to tell myself. I didn’t have a preference for non-Jewish women. I loved Jewish women. When I was little, I’d fantasize about meeting and falling in love with a woman whose father was a Yiddish writer too. (Talk about looking for a needle in a haystack!) I felt comfortable around Jewish women. It’s not like I was crazy about Waspy blondes. Not at all. I was drawn to dark-haired ethnic types. Yet one Gentile girlfriend after another . . .

My father had drawn the lines so rigidly that maybe I had to go exactly the other way in order to feel I owned my own actions. If I fell for a Jewish woman, I’d have to question whether I felt this was of my own accord or just to please my father. Was she my heart’s desire or my father’s?

I used to feel ashamed of my father’s attitudes about intermarriage. I thought they were narrow-minded and chauvinistic; on occasion, I even accused him of being racist. I wanted my father to be more high-minded and sophisticated about things, like the well-traveled modern intellectual I believed he was—not some cliché character out of Goodbye, Columbus. In hindsight, I understand him better, and the darker fears that drove his belief. After all, we were living in the immediate shadow of the Holocaust. How could my father possibly understand a son so easily willing to surrender his Jewishness for a piece of shtreudel from the suburbs, after everything that same Jewishness had cost so many millions of our sisters and brothers, just a generation past? How could I not see that?

I could see it, of course. I didn’t really disagree with him. But I also had to learn to breathe for myself, in a world that was changing more rapidly than my father could keep pace with. I never surrendered my Jewishness, but I needed to live it on my own terms.

         

The express comes and the kid and I both get on. He sits across from me, pulls a book out of his backpack, and begins to read. I strain to see what it is. Gatsby. Perfect.




Thirteen



SMALL FEATS

OF DARING

We play our games on the handful of baseball diamonds reserved for the West Side Little League on weekends by Parks Department permit. Those fields are almost impossible to come by at any other time, including the weekday afternoons we practice. In New York City, any patch of green (or green and brown, or just plain brown, or even an open expanse of blacktop or concrete) is precious turf, and you have to scramble against other Little League teams, local private school soccer squads in their satiny short pants uniforms, Latino softball teams with big-bellied guys smoking cigarettes and swigging Budweiser, corporate squads from Morgan Stanley and Bankers Trust working hard to show each other just how loose they can get when not stuffed into pinstripe suits, artsy-looking coed teams from the New York Broadway Theater League (I’ve seen Pacino in action in Central Park), or the Playboy Bunnies, not to mention the occasional unaffiliated kids just out for a catch with their dads or each other.

Today we’re stuck on the edge of the track field in an overgrown patch of ankle-high weeds. The grass is so long that the ball will not roll. And if you lose sight of it, it’s lost. Take two steps back in one direction, you’re likely to tumble backward off the grass embankment onto the dusty cinder running track. Two steps in the other direction, you’ll bloody your ankle on a pile of construction debris, where two teenagers are practicing X-Game routines on their dirt bikes. The slightest overthrow (good thing my guys never do that) puts the ball right in the river. I start practice with a bag of twelve balls. We finish with two. Scattered all along the length and width of the track field are about six other Little League teams of varying ages, swarms of little kids by the dozen, and harried middle-aged men like me running around trying to maintain order. It’s a scene worthy of a painting by Hieronymus Bosch.

It’s another sultry afternoon. It’s over 90 and humid, and from the way the wind is starting to come up, I feel like we better hurry if we want to get this thing in before a major downpour hits.

Only six of my guys have shown up for practice today, and frankly I’m grateful not to have the full squad. We’re in heavy fantasy mode this afternoon, as each of the guys insists on an alter ego: Mark McGwire (Dylan), Sammy Sosa (Sasha), Mike Piazza (Will, our lone Met fan), Ken Griffey Jr. with a dash of Roger Clemens (Josh), Derek Jeter (Max), and Babe Ruth (Nathan). Nathan wouldn’t know the difference if I introduced myself to him as Babe Ruth or Joe Schmo—so what the hell, I make him the Bambino for the day. And I narrate the whole afternoon like a radio announcer: “Griffey snares a wicked line drive deep in center, turns, fires it back to Babe Ruth at second to catch Piazza off the bag. Double play! And the shadows begin to lengthen here at Wrigley. Over to you, Scooter.” The boys are squealing like piglets, and I’m a little giddy with the silliness of it all.

Sasha’s grandfather Bill, a burly, thick-armed, white-haired guy in from Cleveland for the weekend, who clearly loves kids and knows his baseball, jumps in to help out today. He stands behind the plate to catch while the boys take batting practice, throwing in little tidbits of advice that sound pretty good from where I’m standing. At least different from the tired bits of advice I’ve been giving them. Good to have another guy involved. A guy from another generation. My father’s generation, come to think of it, though as different from Moishe as night from day.

Before long my mood has soured because once again I’m having a tough time with Dylan. Just a few days after writing him a caring note, I feel like I have no patience for him. No more Mr. Nice Guy. Time to set some limits.

“Can I bat first? Can I bat first?”

“No. You’ll bat in the order I tell you to.”

Then: “Dylan, stand up or I’m going to throw you off the field.”

“Can I play first? Can I play first?”

“No. Play third.”

“I don’t want to play third. I hate third. Third stinks. I want to play first.”

“Okay, Dylan, look,” I say. “Who’s the coach here?” Not a trace of friendliness left in my voice.

“You,” he says suspiciously.

“Who’s in charge?”

“You,” he reluctantly mutters.

“And who do you have to listen to?”

“Nobody.”

“No, Dylan.” I take him firmly by the shoulders. “You listen to me. You do exactly what I tell you to do. You don’t complain about it. You just do it. And if you don’t listen and do what I say, I will throw you off the”—I check my instinct, barely, to say “fucking team”—“team. Now, is that perfectly clear?”

“Yes,” he says meekly, staring at me with concern and uncertainty. I’ve gotten through. He heads to third base.

Why has it taken me so long to arrive at the obvious? Dylan has to be treated like everyone else. It contains him, calms him. Bending over backwards just seems to make things worse.

The practice has gone well, but the face-down with Dylan is draining, leaving a residue of sadness. The wind is starting to gust now; the first drops won’t be long. I call it a day.

I want to ask Debby what Dylan was like before his dad died. Was he this out of control then? Or was he a perfectly well-behaved kid thrown completely off track by loss? I don’t feel comfortable asking.

         

That night a lightning storm rages, clears away all the murk and humidity. In the morning, the city smells clean for a change. We’ve got perfect game weather.

It’s the Cosmos again, our opponents from the preseason exhibition. They’re coached by a team of two guys, Rick and Jonathan—apparently on equal footing with each other, as opposed to head coach and assistant. I like these guys; they’re low-key, take coaching seriously, and approach it with intelligence and balance. They call me and Umpire Phil over for a pregame conference to discuss ground rules. Do we want to allow the weaker hitters a fourth strike? Do we enforce the ten-pitch-per-batter limit? What to do about overthrows? Does the runner stop when the ball gets back to the infield or when an infielder has clearly handled the throw?

“Always best to do this,” says Rick. “Just to get things clear. You can never tell when you’re going to run into some asshole like that guy on the Stardusters.”

“Oh? What was that about?”

“The guy had his own kid so intimidated that when he got two strikes the kid was afraid to swing. Let about twenty, thirty pitches go by. Kid was frozen, his dad just glaring at him, yelling at him . . . it was getting ridiculous. Finally we asked that he be called out for taking too many pitches. The dad had a total shit fit. Practically took the kid’s head off.”

“Glad I missed that one.”

The game gets underway. As before, the Cosmos are good. Solid. They really execute on the infield plays—and it doesn’t help that most of my guys look at the ball after hitting it with a kind of confused amazement before it occurs to them that maybe they ought to drop the bat and head down the line to first. We take ourselves out of at least two innings with bonehead base running.

But as I stand on the field with the boys and try to maintain cohesion and mindfulness on defense, I find that suddenly I just don’t care that much. Win? Lose? What’s the big deal? Today we fall behind in the first inning and never really catch up—and I just can’t get all lathered up about it. The boys are having a great time. They’re playing hard, but I can’t really swear that they’d be any happier if they were up by eight runs rather than down by eight runs. Am I fostering a bunch of passive softies who’ll get walked all over in later life? Should I be stoking that fire in their bellies?

Out beyond our outfield, I see Jim Hennessy working his boys. He’s putting them through a hitting drill, looking at the nuances of each kid’s swing, having them envision and swing at an imaginary pitch. He’s actually teaching, not just strolling through practice hoping everyone has a good time and no one cries. And from fifty yards away I can sense that it’s working. He’s getting something across to these kids. He works and demonstrates with one kid at a time; the others sit in the grass and listen, remarkably attentive, under control. They’re like a tough, determined band of commandos, getting ready to storm a hostile beach. And he’s got about five dads working with him, way more than I’ve ever been able to recruit. Amazing. What’s he putting in the bug juice anyway?

I’m interrupted in my reveries by a hard shot that goes by my ear and then through one, two, three of my guys’ legs. Back at the outfield fence, four more Galaxies chase the ball down and energetically tussle over who’s going to pick it up and throw it back to the infield. They’re falling all over each other. What would Jim Hennessy say about this? The batter rounds third and goes for it. It’s a three-run homer. We’re down ten.

Last inning, down ten runs, I give the guys a bit of a Knute Rockne number—not because I think it’ll make much of a difference, but because I think they’ll enjoy a taste of high drama. But we go down 1-2-3 to end the game. I call the boys over. This is the aspect of coaching I enjoy most, huddling with the boys in a close knot, our arms around each other’s shoulders, their earnest faces intent on me, waiting for me to help them make sense of it all, one or another chipping in two cents’ worth of seven-year-old wisdom. I talk straight to them, man to man.

“Good game, guys. We played a really good team and they had a big lead from the start, but you played hard and you played well and you never quit. I really like what I saw out there. So let’s feel really good about today.”

“Yeah,” pipes in Josh. “I think those guys were bigger than us anyway. I bet they were eight.” It’s his explanation for everything.

We put our hands together. It’s amazing: we’re really a team now. The boys have begun to enjoy the hands-together ritual as much as I do. “Who are we?”

“The Galaxies!”

Debby comes over and throws a friendly arm around my shoulder. “Coach, I can’t believe the season is almost over! All of us mothers can’t stand it. Now you’ve got to coach next year and we’ve got to make the league let us keep the team together. Don’t you think that would be great for the boys?”

“Absolutely,” I say. “Look, we’ll keep these guys together somehow. Maybe we can have a Galaxy reunion game in the fall.”

Jim Hennessy strolls by with his guys in a pack, ready for their game. We catch a moment.

“Man, I can’t believe we’re down to two more games,” he says. “The rainout . . . Man, it just zipped by. Maybe we can schedule some makeup games. What’re you doing Sunday? Maybe we can just pull some of the guys together for a pickup game, y’know, mix up the teams. Keep this thing going.” One of Jim’s boys runs by and he playfully slaps him five and tells him to go out to his position. I don’t know why it’s escaped me until now, but I suddenly see just how much heart Jim has for the boys.

Everyone’s feeling it.

Trying to hold on as the season slips away.

         

At our next practice, all the boys want to do is catch pop flies, as high as I can throw them. “Throw me the highest, highest, highest, highest pop fly you ever throwed,” cries Will. “No, no grounders! Just pop flies.”

I heave the ball straight up into the air, over and over again. The boys—Max, Will, Dylan, Seth—stumble uncertainly and bravely under its long arc, looking skyward, anticipating its fall, sticking their gloves up to protect their faces. Sometimes it lands with a thud a foot or two to the side, sometimes it hits them on the head, sometimes—plop—right in the old mitt. Small feats of daring. A year from now, they’ll be catching this kind of toss without even thinking about it. They will be athletes. But today they are stumbling in the grass, imploring me to throw it higher, higher, higher.

I keep throwing flies until my arm is tired. I remember throwing myself pop flies as a kid, on the lawn behind our bungalow. The ball reaching its apex, slowing, the white sphere appearing frozen and urgent against the blue sky, beginning its descent, seeming to take forever to reach me, my legs carrying me shakily toward the bull’s-eye.

         

The radio, reporting 98 degrees and humid, issues a heat warning. Children and elderly, don’t overdo it. So I’m more than a little taken aback when, at game time, my suggestion to the Moonbeams’ coach that we limit the game to four innings or one hour, whichever is sooner, gets turned down with a flat no. Either we play it in full or why bother? My view: if it isn’t fun—and playing too long in 98 degree heat just isn’t—why bother?

My opposite on the Moonbeams, Bruce, had seemed like a reasonable guy when I chatted with him some months before at the coaches’ orientation. In fact, he was the guy who most made me feel like I might pass muster in this coach thing. He and I were the only first-time coaches in the division this season. He looked like anything but an athlete—a mild, bespectacled guy who might have been the bank clerk sitting across the desk when you applied for a loan. If he could be a coach, certainly I could.

We got off on the wrong foot this afternoon, but Bruce agreed that we could revisit the heat question after three innings, see how badly the boys were wilting at that point.

Then things got testy. Over and over again, Bruce questioned Umpire Phil’s calls. Asks him to clarify this, clarify that. No one has spoken back to Umpire Phil all season before this. Phil is about ready to blow—the heat’s getting to everyone—and tells Bruce (sotto voce) that if he asks him for clarification one more time he’s going to throw him off the fucking field. Then Phil calls a fair ball on a Moonbeam batter who has obviously kicked the ball while leaving the batter’s box. Everyone on the field, including the parents on the Moonbeam bench, see it clearly. But when Phil, realizing he missed the call, asks Bruce if his player touched the ball with his foot, Bruce just says, “Hey, man, you’re the umpire. You make the call.”

Okay, right.

Then, an inning later, one of my parents goes over to a Moonbeam base runner and hands him a batting helmet to wear while he’s on base—a league rule—and Bruce comes running out. “Don’t interfere with my player! Don’t touch my player!” My parent retreats, in shock.

Third inning over, we have scratched out a two-run lead. Nothing much in this league, but still, a lead. Confer with Bruce about calling the game after four. No, he won’t do it. If my boys can’t take the heat, we should forfeit.

All right, asshole! Fuck this shit. I want to beat this guy. Funny-looking little no-necked asshole. For the first time this season, I’m in my fighting skin.

It’s my first taste of Little League Rage. It’s not a parent-child thing; it’s a parent-to-parent thing. Forget the kids; actually, that’s the scary part—for the moment the kids don’t even exist. You come out there with the best of intentions. You’re a good sport. You don’t really care about winning or losing. It’s just a game, after all.

But then another parent makes a remark, says something that rubs you the wrong way, pulls a move you think is uncalled for. You try to let it go by. But then he does it again. This raises your hackles a bit. You mutter something under your breath, make an offhand remark in the general direction of the other parent; not trying to start something, just want to let him know he’s being a bit of an asshole and the whole world knows it. But then Mr. Asshole keeps coming at you. And suddenly, it’s no holds barred. This guy wants to be an asshole? You’ll show him what asshole is all about. You invented asshole. Asshole is your middle name! Suddenly you don’t care what anybody thinks. You don’t care what you’re doing in front of your kid. The other kids. The other parents. The world at large. All pretenses of being reasonable, being fair, go out the window. This ain’t about Little League anymore, this is about you and me, buddy. Forget about the rules of civilization. Forget about keeping things in perspective. Because you, asshole, are not going to get away with this. You’re about two seconds away from punching Mr. Asshole in the nose. If he hasn’t punched you already!

And that’s what Little League Rage is all about. It’s an asshole contest.

A friend told me an anecdote from his own Little League past. There was an eleven-year-old on their team who didn’t look like an eleven-year-old, he looked (and hit) like Boog Powell. Home run, every time up. So the coach on the other team ordered his pitcher to intentionally walk him. Intentionally walk an eleven-year-old, that’s how much he wanted to win. The coach on my friend’s team deemed this an asshole move. So when the best hitter on the other team came up, my friend’s coach ordered his pitcher to throw at the kid. A brushback pitch. A beanball thrown at an eleven-year-old! This incited an actual brawl. Not between the kids, mind you—they sat it out, like healthy, well-adjusted human beings—between the parents. Punches were thrown.

Then I read an article in Newsweek entitled “Parents Behaving Badly,” about two dads mixing it up at their nine-year-olds’ hockey game. An argument over tactics, both dads quickly boiling over, ended with one sitting atop the other and beating his head against the ice. The guy died the next day of a cerebral hemorrhage. The article went on to talk about how children’s sports leagues across the country have instituted mandatory adult classes in sportsmanship, required parents to sign a code of behavior, offered assault insurance to umpires and referees, or set aside “Silent Saturdays” when people in the stands are forbidden to speak—or, in a few places, banned parental spectators altogether.

I hadn’t seen anything like that in my tour of duty with the Galaxies. Occasionally someone muttered under his breath about some asshole on the other side of the diamond, but I never saw it get beyond an exchange of barbed remarks. But that afternoon playing the Moonbeams, I felt it within myself for the first time. A hot, glowing cinder of Little League Rage. You wanna piece of me? Bring it on.

         

I turn back to the game. The boys are getting listless. My outfielders are wandering around out there like some thirsty tribe marooned forty days in the desert. I survey my infield. Sam’s practicing cartwheels over at first. Cory’s keeping himself entertained at second, talking to himself, grinning like the village idiot. Will, at short, looks catatonic, wouldn’t see the ball coming if it hit him right between the eyes. And there’s Max at the hot corner, putting acrobatic tags on invisible runners as they slide thunderously into third: swiping with his glove, hopping over the phantom runner to narrowly escape their sharp, flashing cleats, grimacing to himself at the sheer bottom-of-the-ninth high drama of it all, shaking his head at a job well done, or maybe sneering at the foolishness of the runner, thinking he could beat the tag with Max Owen-Dunow guarding the bag. It’s tough, thankless, thirsty work being a big league third baseman, ain’t it? Wait a minute . . . What’s he doing? Why’s he moving his mouth like that? Oh my God. He’s chewing tobacco. Working his cud, working his jaw like he’s got a big plug of Bull Durham in there. Doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing, but clearly this is how the big boys do it. Meanwhile, bam! One of the Moonbeams hits a high hopper right past him; he’s too busy chawing and swiping, swiping and chawing, to even see it go by. The Moonbeams are motoring around the bases, and each of my boys is elsewhere, lost in their own particular fantasy world. Lovely.

“PAY ATTENTION, GUYS!”

The bases are full when a Moonbeam hits a tremendous shot out to center. Dylan, perfectly positioned, looks like he might actually catch it. He plants himself. Glove up, he waits. But no, it hits off his wrist, bounces away and to the fence. Dylan retrieves. “Second base,” I shout. “Dylan, second base!” Everyone’s jumping up and down, calling for the ball. Dylan sets himself to throw, but then freezes, a confused look on his face. He holds the ball, just holds it, and holds it, and fucking holds it. He stares at me. What is his problem? Is this kid fucking with me?

“Goddamnit, throw the ball, Dylan! What the hell is the matter with you? Just throw the goddamn ball!”

He doesn’t. The runner is long home by now and the entire Moonbeam bench is cheering. Dylan is still holding the ball as he sits down in the dirt and starts to cry.

I look around and see my boys staring at me warily. Oh, man. I don’t believe it. I have seen the enemy, and he is me. I’ve let the heat, the asshole Moonbeam coach, and a spark of Little League Rage get to me.

I walk out to Dylan in center field. He looks up.

“I didn’t know where . . . I was trying to . . . I didn’t know . . . I was trying . . .” His body is shuddering as he tries to explain himself. “I didn’t know where . . .”

“You didn’t know where to throw the ball,” I finish the sentence for him, putting an arm around him. I am terribly ashamed.

“I’m sorry, Dylan. I’m so sorry. That was wrong what I did. I know you were only trying to do your best.”

I raise Dylan to his feet.

“That’s it, game over,” I call out. This has gone on long enough. I lead my boys off the field. They are alarmingly red-faced, their hair underneath their baseball caps sopping wet. They smell like wet, dirty dogs.

“You don’t want your last licks?” asks Coach Bruce.

“No. Game’s over.”

“You forfeit?”

“Yeah. We forfeit.”

I call the boys into our huddle. I feel Max beside me and pull him close. It’s all I can do to keep from hugging each and every one of them. “It’s okay, boys,” I tell them, “it’s okay.” I feel like I’ve exposed them to danger and now they’re safe. In our huddle, our arms around each other’s shoulders, I feel restored.




Fourteen



LIGHTING OUT

FOR THE

TERRITORIES

I wanted to be a writer when I grew up. Probably the first sound I heard from infancy on was Moishe klopping away at the Yiddish typewriter. It was a grown-up sound, a forbidding sound—it meant Daddy was busy, off in his own world—and someday I wanted to make a sound like that too. I saw the kind of reverence my father commanded around our household. To be a writer was a noble and lofty calling. If the larger world didn’t quite recognize him in that way, that was okay—I could see that in his own circumscribed universe of Yiddish writers, he walked tall. A voracious reader early on, I fell in love with a particular writer for the first time while still in elementary school. John Steinbeck’s epic American tales of hardship and survival captured my imagination and I devoured everything of his I could get my hands on. Between Steinbeck and Moishe, I knew exactly what I wanted to do with my life.

What a shock when Moishe gave me an argument. I’d have thought he’d be thrilled to see me honor him in this way by following in his path.

“A writer? Vey iz mir! Far vos? Why? You’ll be miserable. You don’t be a writer. You be something else. You live your life. You have a trade. You have a family. And then, Gottinhimmel, God in heaven, if you have to write something, you write it. That’s all. Chekhov was a doctor first, then a writer. A writer he wants to be. You want to write, write! But don’t be a writer.”

You didn’t choose to be a writer. You could as well say “I plan to be the Dalai Lama” when I grow up. You lived your life, and if there was something to say about it, you wrote. When my sister came home from college one day with a boyfriend who identified himself as “a poet,” my father had a field day. From then on, this guy had only one name as far as my father was concerned: The Poet!

“But, Moishe,” I’d cry. “You’re an artist. You’re a writer.”

“Yah! And what did it get me? Gornisht! Nothing! Tzooris! Trouble! I suffered all my life. I wrote because what else would I do? Don’t waste your life. You’ll be miserable and poor. I didn’t come to America for you to be a writer.”

So what did he want me to be, his only son?

“What’s wrong with a doctor? You could be an oysegeveinlech [marvelous] doctor.”

“Why? Why a doctor?”

“And why not?” was his answer. There he saw respect, money, security, belonging. “The Levines,” he would marvel, referring to another branch of our family. “All doctors. Him, the wife, both sons. Can you imagine?” It was outrageous, so much good fortune under one roof.

“Believe me,” he would go on. “If I could have been a doctor, I would have. But who had the education? For me it was impossible. If I could take the whole writer business and throw it out the window, I would.”

It was hard to be a Jew, he would tell me. It was hard to be a writer. Hardest of all, he swore, was to be a Jewish writer.

Of course, the messages were mixed, because when I did do some writing for a class or school literary magazine, I’d hear him kvelling on the phone with one of his friends, “Yah, der kleyner [the little one], he wants to be a writer. He published something.” Pause. “It was not bad,” he’d confide. Of course I knew he reveled in being a writer, fancied himself someone special. Did he think he had what it took and I didn’t? Did he think I couldn’t cut it?

“Don’t be an idyot! You’re smart like anything, you can do anything. It’s because you’re somebody. That’s why I want you to be a doctor. Something real! Any shmendrik can be a writer. For you I want something better.” The classic immigrant credo: for you something better. And also a reflection of a gnawing truth: that for all the glory he commanded in his sealed world of Yiddish writers, here in America what did it amount to? Gornisht.

“But I want to be a writer.” My final word.

“You’ll suffer.” His.

         

In fact, I’d read very little of my father’s work. My command of written Yiddish was such that I might haltingly make my way through a newspaper article, but hardly through a short story, let alone a novel. Very little of my father’s work had been translated: a novel back in the 1950s, a couple of stories in anthologies, an occasional children’s story, an English typescript of one of his plays that had been produced in the Yiddish theater. I’d read all of that when I was younger. Then, too, there were the many stories he told that were drawn from his work, tales filled with moral lessons and O. Henry–like twists of irony. These stories acquired the status of family legends and we referenced them as though they were universal myths known to all. For the most part, his written work was an abstraction for me: unexplored territory, but nevertheless the cornerstone on which our family staked its claim to glory. It was understood that my father was a great writer, merely unrecognized—and that was because it was his misfortune (regularly lamented by him as by all his Yiddish writer friends) to be writing in a dying language. Surely it was only bad luck—or a lack of good luck or a good translator—that kept him from recognition, from his due. It was a terrible injustice, it seemed to me. Mickey Mantle had his bad knees to contend with; my father had Yiddish.

In college my interests and horizons as a reader widened. As I began to get a grip on the elements of the modern novel, as well as my own tastes in fiction, I had a more pointed interest in knowing who my father was as a writer. Moishe had no real interest in opening this door to me; in fact, it was to his great dismay that I was using my time in college to study literature at all, when I should have been putting it to more practical use—medicine, chemistry, accounting, something with the promise of a profession or trade at the end of the day. Parnoseh! Livelihood, he would remind me. Hob a bisl seykhl! Have a little common sense. Novels and poetry I could always read. Literature was something you found in life, not in school. He wasn’t sending me to college to read Milton and John Donne.

I set out to reread some of the translations of his work I had read when younger. There was also a sizable sheaf of stories and essays in English that had been translated by my mother. I read these as well. For the first time as an adult reader, I entered into the world of my father’s writing: the shtetl of the Eastern European Ashkenazi Jew, the mellah of the North African Sephardic Jew, the lonely rooming houses of Manhattan’s West Side in the 1940s and 1950s.

My father wrote with painterly craft, an eye for detail and reportage, capturing his subjects in their modest dwellings, in the alleys and behind the workbenches, in the marketplace and the prayer house, cloaking them in the ordinary and the festive, their woes and burdens, their pious dreams. A vanished world came back to life in his pages.

Yet for all its pungent flavor, it seemed rather a small and constricted world, constructed upon certain limited and conventional beliefs. It was a world of sentimental endings, of good triumphing over evil, of Jews who were dependably righteous and goyim who were dependably conniving and persecuting. So-and-so invited a poor beggar in for Shabbos dinner, so-and-so stole a chicken, so-and-so had an ungrateful child who would not care for her in old age, so-and-so had promised his daughter in marriage to a miserly older merchant. The stories were charming but they didn’t speak to me.

In college I was reading Camus, Kafka, Woolf, Faulkner, Joyce—writers who reinvented the world and stretched the form of the novel. My father’s work now seemed to me small—not “important,” not “literary.” He was just a storyteller. So much of my identity was built upon believing I was the son of a great artist. If my father was not quite the giant I had believed him to be, then who exactly was I?

As a project for a writing class at school, I set out to translate and adapt one of my father’s stories. With my mother’s help, I set to work on a story called “The Machine of Yoske the RopeMaker.” Yoske was a simple tradesman in a tiny shtetl whose set way of life is thrown into an uproar with the visit of his brother No-son, now known as Nathan, from America. Nathan has seen the ways of the New World and, impatient that Yoske has not modernized his rope-making business, resolves to do something about it. Several weeks after the brother has returned to America, a huge crate bearing a rope-making machine arrives, sent across the ocean by Nathan. Jonah the Coachman assembles the machine for Yoske and it commences spitting out ropes as if by magic. Suddenly, Yoske is swimming in beautiful new ropes and profits. But somehow, with the loss of his old routines, the honest hard work of making ropes by hand, he begins to feel useless and despondent. The whole village is infected by his gloom.

In my father’s story, Yoske ultimately takes an ax to the machine and destroys it, restoring tradition and simplicity to his life and to the community. Life goes on happily. This didn’t seem right to me. It seemed pat, as in a fairy tale. I asked my father if I could try a new ending for the story. Go ahead, he said. In my adaptation, Yoske remains despondent, and Chaim the Organ Grinder, another villager, is one day found to have hanged himself. He has used one of the silvery ropes from Yoske’s new machine to take his life.

Remember, I was still the guy with the pipe and the copy of Sartre in my back pocket.

My father didn’t much like my version. He shrugged when he came to the ending. “It wouldn’t happen that way,” was all he had to say.

         

When the time came to choose a college, my family debated strenuously about whether I was to stay home or go to an out-of-town school. I was deeply ambivalent, torn by the desire to be close to my folks, whom I felt needed me near, and a desire to get out into the world. We chose a compromise. I would go to Columbia, just a few subway stops away, but I would live in the dorms, not at home. With its radical student politics at fever pitch, Columbia seemed to me to be the center of the universe—the perfect place for my post-adolescent ennui to mature into dark, intense young manhood. And I could also come home for a good chicken dinner.

But by the time I finished college, I knew I had to get out of New York. Living thirty blocks north of my parents felt more like living at the end of a long hallway than actually being out on my own. Suddenly a job ended and a relationship ran out of gas at roughly the same moment, and I found myself unfettered. I was twenty-two. If I didn’t get out of New York and try living somewhere else now, I figured, I never would. When a postcard from my childhood friend Robby arrived, inviting me to come out to Berkeley and crash on his floor for the summer—I jumped at it. And ended up staying eight years.

My parents flipped. California? What kind of farkakteh idea was this? Move three thousand miles away? Did family mean nothing to me?

But I couldn’t help myself. California spelled freedom, and it hit me like a blast of pure oxygen from the moment I stepped off the plane. Things were different here. People were different here. You’d meet someone and instead of the usual New York question, “What do you do?” you’d hear the California version, “What are you into?” You could work a menial job by day and be a groovy performance artist by night—and people actually bought it. Berkeley was filled with people jettisoning some previous phase of their lives and reinventing themselves. Every sort of new humanistic therapy or self-actualization fad had a foothold here. Nobody had parents. Or at least nobody had parents in locus. As opposed to back East, where almost everyone I knew still seemed to speak to their parents on a daily basis. There were no traditions here. Shed your skin and do your own thing. I couldn’t believe it was actually me out here.

The air was good, the light was spectacular, the livin’ was easy. Before long I had a job pumping cappuccino in a North Berkeley espresso café, a room in a beautiful house high up in the Berkeley hills, and a funky old Karmann Ghia convertible to tool around in. Following a whim, I got involved with a local theater company, worked myself a foothold in the fertile Bay Area theater scene, and before long—presto!—I had a new identity. I was an actor! Just like that.

Moishe was beside himself. What kind of foolishness was this now? An actor. Gottinhimmel. This was what had come of all the promise of my youth, the investment in my education (“Aroysegevorfen gelt!” he’d sputter, thrown away money), the faith that I would make a place for myself in the world? An actor? This was worse than being a writer. In my father’s eyes, I was no better than a bum. Worse, even—because I had been given the opportunity to be successful, to make more of my life. I wasn’t raised up poverty-stricken in Tomashov. I hadn’t faced discrimination as a Jew. I had an education. I’d had a promising job right after college, working in a prestigious publishing house. There had been talk of graduate school, a doctoral program in clinical psychology. In the eyes of my family I was the gifted prince, capable of doing anything I wanted in life. So what was I? An actor in California. Serving coffee in a café. To my father, this defied comprehension. It was shameful. Perverse. I was throwing my life away. Aroysegevorfen!

And then I compounded my guilt with the inevitable—you guessed it—shiksa. I fell in love with a woman named Dagmar, someone with a background as different from mine as the planet had to offer. She hailed from a small town in the middle of the vast Northern California agricultural valley, where, unlike the vertical landscapes of Manhattan, the world is flat as a pancake for as far as the eye can see, and streets have names like County Road 49, not Broadway or Madison Avenue. Dagmar’s mom still lived there, now working on her sixth marriage, and the one time we visited I was awestruck to find a television in each room of the house, all turned on at the same time. We sat at the kitchen table, chain-smoked, and drank martinis, the television blaring, a mountain of lipstick-stained butts growing before us. Every now and then, Dagmar’s mom would bark an order at #6: “Step it up, Cy!” she’d growl. Dagmar was cocktail-waitressing at a San Francisco jazz club when I met her; she was a bit older than me, with flashing blue eyes and a pretty smile, a country twang in her voice, fiercely independent, took no shit from anyone, funny as a pistol, and hell-bent on leaving her family and her past behind. She was a fast-moving train—and I wanted to hitch a ride and see how far it could take me.

In a heartbeat, Dagmar and I were living together. Somehow, I managed to keep this a secret from my parents for about a year. Then, when it had begun to be evident that I was actually staying in California, that this wasn’t just something that would pass quickly like stomach flu, my parents announced that they were coming to visit me. I had to let the cat out of the bag.

I called home.

“Yah, so what’s new? Everything’s good?” Moishe began.

I felt a sudden and powerful wave of missing him. I hadn’t gotten used to living so far away.

“Daddy, I have something I have to tell you about.”

“What?” he sounded alarmed. “Something’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I’m fine, everything’s good.”

“So?”

“I haven’t told you about this before, but I’m involved with a woman and in fact we’ve been living together for a while.”

“What involved? A girlfriend?”

“Yes. A girlfriend.”

Pause.

“Not Jewish,” he said.

“Right,” I said. “Not Jewish.”

I waited for him to say something.

“Moishe?”

“Vos zol ich zogn? ” What should I say? “Los mir aroop.” Leave me alone.

“Can we talk about this?”

“Do what you want.”

End of conversation. He handed the phone to my mother. It would have been easier if he’d screamed at me.

A couple of weeks later they arrived. Their plan was to stay a few days in the Bay Area in a nearby hotel, before a tour bus carried them south down the coast. I was surprised at how well it went when they met Dagmar, my mother working both sides of the room like a busy diplomat, my father—who, when all was said and done, couldn’t quite resist a pretty girl—actually being quite funny, with his unlit cigarette dangling at all times, and charming the pants off of Dagmar, who pronounced him an “adorable little guy.” Still, before he left, my father told me he saw nothing about my life in California he either liked or approved of. You’re throwing your life away, he repeated.

         

Things simmered for a while. When I’d call home I’d speak mainly with my mother, my father getting on at the end for a few perfunctory words. He’d ask after my health and then there would be an awkward silence.

“Y’know, I just got cast in a play. Tennessee Williams. It’s a nice role . . .”

“And what will come of it? They’re paying you?”

“No, it’s a showcase. But it’s a really great opportunity . . .”

“Fun gornisht kumt gornisht,” he cut me off. From nothing comes nothing.

“Moishe, don’t we have anything to talk about? Aren’t you interested in what’s going on in my life?”

“What? What is there to talk about?” he jumped in. “Vos kumt mit dem anderer zach?” What’s going on with that other thing? He couldn’t bring himself to use her name.

“With Dagmar? Moishe, we’re living together. You know that. What am I supposed to say to you?”

“So it’s the same.”

“Yes, it’s the same.”

“Then there’s nothing to talk about.”

And so it went. A year after my parents’ visit, I got word that my sister, Esti, was getting married—The Poet had hung in there—and soon after, the invitation arrived. It was addressed to me; there was no mention of Dagmar. I called Esti.

“Do I understand correctly that you’re not inviting Dagmar?”

“No, Henry, I’m not. You know how much it would upset Daddy if she’s there and I don’t want him upset at my wedding. Partly the wedding’s for him.”

“The wedding’s not for him, Esti—it’s for you.”

“Exactly. It’s for me. And I want Daddy’s attention on the wedding and on me, not on you and Dagmar.”

“I’m your brother. Dagmar and I have been together almost three years. She’s part of my life. You know that . . .”

But Esti would not budge. She was my lifelong ally, the only one who understood the exact psychic confusion engendered by our family history—the ambivalence, the fierce pride paired with embarrassment, the desire to protect clashing with the desire to break free—because she had shared it. We faced up to our unique situation—both a rich legacy and a burden—as loyal comrades. In the many quarrels and disputes with the parents over this or that teenage issue, we stood by one another. It was understood that we would be a united front. But she would not be my ally in this instance. I was being intentionally provocative, she felt, seizing the one thing in life that would most disturb our father. Giving him a zetz, a sharp little punch, in the one spot he was most vulnerable. She didn’t want the whole wedding upstaged by the latest “Henry crisis,” turned into an instrument for me to brandish my independence. Well, maybe she was right. Maybe I was just a stubborn troublemaker. Because my response to the whole shitty affair and what I considered to be my sister’s betrayal was to decide that Dagmar would come to New York anyway—she would join me there right after the wedding.

It was a lovely wedding. Simple and homey. My sister was happy. My mother kvelled and cried. My Aunt Marcia played Yiddish songs on the accordion. People sang. Everyone, myself included, had a wonderful time. Except Moishe, it seemed, who was so preoccupied and wound up about this or that detail of the wedding party, he seemed not to be taking in the fact that his only daughter was being married.

For the first time, I thought he might be losing it. He seemed to be living in the constant din of his obsessions. In recent years he’d become more and more a prisoner of his fixations and worries, sometimes to the point of irrationality—and now I wondered where this would finally take him.

He didn’t look well either. He seemed pale, subdued. His mind elsewhere.

         

I waited until the next day to tell my folks that Dagmar would be joining me in New York. We’d be staying at a friend’s apartment further uptown.

My father was oddly silent at the news, perhaps too disgusted with me to vent.

“I’ll invite her for dinner,” said my mother.

“That’s not necessary, Mom. It would probably be a disaster. We’ve got plenty other things to do . . .”

“She’s coming to New York? She’ll have dinner with us.” Period.

And so a few days later we rang the doorbell. My father answered. He barely murmured a greeting. Perhaps unconsciously, he let go of the door before Dagmar had fully entered, so that it quite literally closed on her.

I’d invited a couple of friends who were close to my family and understood my father’s quirks, just to pad the house. Dagmar, giddy from her first visit to New York and no doubt racing with nervousness, held up well—chatting and laughing at everyone’s jokes. But my father was not to be charmed this evening. He put on quite a show. He didn’t say a single word through dinner. He sat at his place at the table making bread balls, which he placed in a line in front of him.

We said good night. I was as furious with my father as he was with me.

Before leaving New York a few days later, I came back to the apartment by myself to say goodbye. I found my father in his usual place: at his desk, at the typewriter, klopping.

“Moishe, I’m going today. I’m going back to California.”

He looked up at me and said nothing for a beat. Finally, he muttered, “Gey gezundt,” go in health, but more out of superstition than conviction, it seemed. He resumed typing.

“You don’t want to talk?”

“What talk? What’s there to say? Go have your narische life. It’s worse than foolish, it’s idiotic. Go be a bum!”

“But it’s my life and I’m entitled to have my own goddamn life!”

“Yah! Nebech! Poor thing! The great chochem! Wise man! And what you do with your dreckickeh shitty life will kill me! Du farshteist? You understand?”

I felt hammers pounding at my head. I felt as if I would explode. Something huge and out of control crawled up and burst out of me.

“Stop it! Just stop it. I can’t take this anymore. Can’t you just let me be? Let me have my own life?” I was shouting now, crossing the living room toward my father, not sure what I would do when I got there. Choke him? Hit him? Put my arms around him and hug him to me, try to extinguish his rage? Put my arms around him and beg to be forgiven?

He had risen too, and as I reached him, he forcefully pushed me away. It was more a blow than a shove. For the first time ever, he’d struck me.

“Go! Go already.” I could see that he was weeping.

My mother had heard the commotion and now she too jumped in, screaming at my father to stop, to leave me be. Idiot, she called him, you’re driving him away. The two of them went at it with such anger I thought they would kill each other. I was yelling too, trying to keep them apart. It had turned into a brawl.

Finally there was nothing to do but leave. As I stood waiting for the elevator, my father came to the apartment doorway and stood, silently staring at me.

“I’m sorry, Daddy,” I said.

         

How could it have come to this? How could something so minor, my involvement with a Gentile woman—well, not minor exactly, but harmless, it seemed to me, an irritant perhaps but hardly a catastrophe—bring about such a sundering? Was this business so devastating that it canceled out all that came before? Was my father’s anger greater than his love? It was unthinkable that I had become one of those sons who don’t get along with their fathers. Not in my family. Our whole credo was how much we meant to each other, how we stuck together above all.

But when I thought about it, my father hadn’t said a positive word to me in years. He disapproved of my life, every aspect of it. Where I lived, what I did for a living, what I looked like, whom I was sleeping with. What was I—some kind of bank robber or drug addict or child molester? My entire generation was defining itself by rebelling against the values of our parents; by comparison to many, my crimes were mild. How had it exploded to this level of hysteria? Was he crazy, or was I? Was my sister right? I was in love with Dagmar, of course, but was that the driving force here or had I been drawn to this relationship just because of how intensely it would provoke my father? I didn’t want to provoke him, at least not consciously—but here I had challenged him on the most sacred ground—Yiddishkeit, Jewishness, his very soul. Surely something could be worked out. Maybe we would never see eye to eye, but in view of everything at stake here I hoped my father would be able to live and let live. I understood where he was coming from, but couldn’t he accept that my life was not governed by the same rules and values as his? Hadn’t he himself forged an independent path as a young man, leaving the provincial, orthodox world of his parents, the world for which he’d been molded, when he left Poland for Paris?

         

On a Sunday morning six weeks later I was working behind the counter in the espresso café I managed in Berkeley. The hungry croissant and cappuccino crowd was lined up six deep, barking like dogs. The phone behind the counter rang. I could barely hear above the din. My mother’s voice. Why was my mother calling here? How had she even gotten the number?

“Mom? What’s the matter?” I shouted, although I already knew.

“He’s gone, my darling. Daddy’s gone.”

“No.”

“Yes, Henry, yes,” she sobbed.

“No,” I said more forcefully, as if I still had a say in this.

“He loved you so much,” said my mother.

Earl Grey, one of the regulars—a red-faced old drunk with an Austrian accent, we called him that because he always ordered a pot of tea—was before me now at the counter, shirtless, tapping three quarters against the copper surface to get my attention. Without a word I stripped off my apron and pushed him out of the way, fighting my way outside so I could breathe.

         

It had been twelve years since my father’s first heart attack. In all those years, my parents had avoided going back to Camp Boiberik, though it had always been a place where they’d enjoyed spending time with friends, people from their circles. Now, twelve years later and with my father seemingly in decent health, they thought they would give it a try for a weekend. In the middle of their first night there, Moishe suffered a heart attack and was rushed, my mother at his side, along country roads to the same hospital in Rhinebeck where he’d convalesced years before. There, in the emergency room, he died.

         

I was on a plane to New York within hours. I remember standing, before leaving, in front of the mirror in my bedroom, staring intently at my own face, as if I might discover something there. The event I had feared most had actually happened. I was still here. It was something of a surprise; my life, after all, was separate and distinct from my father’s.

The grief was unpredictable, going from numb one moment to searing hot the next. When it hit, I felt like I was falling through space. I hoarded every memory I had of my father, collecting images in my mind like a panicked villager in the path of an advancing army. The sound of his voice, the feel of his touch. How much of him could I still keep? With grief came its eerie partner, the sense of unreality that attends the death of a loved one. What do you mean, I’ll never see him again or hear his voice? How can that be? Surely he’ll walk into the room any moment.

The funeral was a big affair, several hundred people in attendance. One Yiddish writer after another—the little men familiar to me from the parties at my parents’ home—stood to eulogize my father; it was all in Yiddish, so I understood very little. Even here, my father seemed both as close to me as my own skin but also distant, someone I barely knew at all.

We had not reconciled, of course. His death came so hard upon our quarrel it was impossible not to feel somehow implicated. Guilt and sadness hung over me throughout the month I stayed in New York—the funeral, the grave, the shiva—dozens of people in our apartment night after night, friends of the family I had not seen in years, asking me what I was up to in California, what my plans and prospects would be. Then they stopped coming, and it was just my mother, Esti, and me, huddled together in that apartment, trying to discover who we were now, with the center of our family gone. Finally, there came the struggle with my mother over whether or not I would return to California, to my so-called life there.

         

Things went badly for me in the several years after Moishe died. My life fell apart as I seemed to live out his prophecy for me. Perhaps this was how I mourned. I went back to California, very much against my mother’s wishes. The relationship with Dagmar collapsed, a casualty of the enormous guilt I felt over my father’s death. Intent on pursuing an acting career, I moved from Berkeley to Los Angeles, where I joined the ranks of thousands of out-of-work actors with their noses pressed up against the glass. I lived in a decrepit bungalow in Hollywood, with Vietnamese refugee families and drug dealers as neighbors. My furniture was a mattress on the floor and a telephone. Between hustling for acting jobs, I waited tables in a restaurant in Beverly Hills, serving food to people whose lives—unlike mine—seemed to be working out just fine. Though previously I’d dabbled in recreational drugs as much as the next guy, now I couldn’t do anything without first getting stoned. I was depressed to a degree that frightened me and I was certain that life would never get better again. When I finally hit bottom, I packed up and moved back to New York.

Coming back felt like surrender, my great experiment in independence scuttled. I had gritted my teeth and tried to make a life as an actor, an artist’s life that would mirror my father’s. I’d failed. Now, just shy of thirty, with no job and no prospects, I was living at home with my mother, sleeping in my childhood bed. A charcoal portrait of my father that had hung in the center hall of our apartment for so many years as to be almost invisible now arrested my eye with melancholy insistence every time I walked past it.

At night, in my restless dreams, there was a recurring theme: I am searching for something that I know is very important to me and that I have lost somehow—the problem is, I can’t remember what it is. I awakened every morning with a feeling of terror.

For the first time in my life, I understood I could fall over the edge. I crept as close to the precipice as I could and stood there swaying, not sure I had it in me to pull back.

         

In the middle of the Galaxies season, I made it a point to get tickets to Death of a Salesman, the fiftieth-aniversary production of Arthur Miller’s masterpiece with Brian Dennehy as Willy Loman. I personally worship this play—some may call it kitchen drama, but to me it is one of the great works of twentieth-century writing and a truly harrowing depiction of the human condition—and I manage to see every major production. But it had now been at least ten years since I’d last seen the play (with Dustin Hoffman as Willy Loman) and I wondered if it would affect me as powerfully as it always had. I practically have the damn thing memorized—did it still have the power to move me to tears?

Salesman is always seen as the tragedy of Willy Loman, an average man who falls victim to his own self-destructive bluster and pride. But I’ve always identified with Biff, saw, in his struggles to live up to his father’s grandiose notions of who Willy Loman’s son should be, a parallel with my own conflicted struggle to fill the mold my father had prepared for me. Surely it is one of our common themes: the son paralyzed or even destroyed by the dictates or vicarious dreams of the father. It was the theme that filled the years of my own young adulthood, and it was my relationship with my father—either in harmony or in struggle—that defined who I was for so much of my life.

“Now hear this, Willy. This is me,” Biff cries to his father in the heartbreaking climactic scene, and then goes on to recite a litany of his downward spiral through life. “I’m not bringing home any prizes anymore, and you’re going to stop waiting for me to bring them home! . . . Pop, I’m nothing”—he says it again—“I’m nothing, Pop . . . it’s just what I am, that’s all . . . Will you let me go, for Christ’s sake? Will you take that phony dream and burn it before something happens?” It is the saddest story ever told. Father and son, stripped bare of illusions. Even now, I cannot read those lines without weeping.

But as I watch the curtain fall on Death of a Salesman through blurry eyes, the lump in my throat so big I fear it will strangle me, I realize that something has changed. I’ve spent the play thinking about myself in connection to Max, rather than in connection to Moishe. Something has shifted irrevocably in my life, and now I see myself primarily as a father, more so than as a son. As I watch Willy and Biff Loman confront the damage they’ve done to themselves and to each other, I think about Max making his way out into the world someday. And hope that I can guide him without standing in his way.

         

I survived my twenties, just barely. At the end of my tether, I hung on and reeled myself in. My grandiose expectations had become the instrument of my near-demise. Wasn’t I supposed to be someone special, a star like my father? First I dreamed of being a writer, then an actor. How had I fallen down so badly? I took a long look at myself in the mirror: imperfect, struggling, no longer the boy wonder of my parents’ dreams for whom anything was possible. Who was I, once I’d surrendered those expectations?

The rebuilding started at the bottom. I had to learn to think about myself in a different way. I had to construct a basic, unadorned platform of self-acceptance to stand upon. The few months at my mother’s was like a convalescence. I ventured back out into the world slowly. Elements of a life followed. I lucked into a job in book publishing, and over time built a solid career for myself as a literary agent. I married. I began a family.

It pains me that my father never got to know how my life turned out: that I finally came home, that I weathered the turbulence and uncertainty of my twenties, that I built a full life. He doesn’t know the wonderful woman I married, Wendy. Saddest of all, he doesn’t know my children, Max and Maddy, his grandchildren, in whom he would swell with delight and pride. Naches is the Yiddish word. How do you translate naches? “Reaping the bounty” is the closest I can get.

Everything turned out all right, Moishe. You didn’t have to worry so. I’m fine, your yingeleh.

         

I remember the first time I tried to talk with Max and Maddy about God and religion and about their dual heritages. They must have been about three or four years old. We were going to be attending a Rosh Hashanah service for the first time, a children’s service at a neighborhood synagogue, and I wanted to give them at least some sort of context. I talked with them about the concept of God in the most basic way I could, describing God as the force which makes our world the way it is as well as the power which makes people want to do good and kind things for each other. Nature, I suggested—the wonderful animals, and flowers, and sunshine that make our world—would be a good place to look to begin to understand God. I went on to explain that different people had all kinds of notions about what God is, and people of varying points of view belonged to different groups, called religions. Daddy, for example, was raised in the Jewish religion. Mommy comes from a Christian tradition. So you guys have both traditions in you.

Max and Maddy absorbed all of this very quietly, with a kind of solemn interest. We walked out of their room together to where Wendy was waiting.

“So did Daddy talk to you about what we’re doing this afternoon?”

They both nodded seriously.

“And what did you learn?”

Silence. Until Maddy, in her deep toddler voice, pronounced with authority:

“Me and Max are part Jewish and part crystal.”

         

One afternoon a week, after their regular school day, Max and Maddy attend a Yiddish shule (school) formed a number of years ago by a group of parents who came from a similar background as I. Many of us grew up in Yiddish-speaking homes, the children of immigrants and survivors, where the emphasis was not upon religion but upon Yiddishkeit as a cultural identity and tradition. At shule, the kids learn about the folklore, literature, ethical tradition, music, and holidays of the Jewish people, as well as a bit of the Yiddish language.

One Saturday morning in May (with a Galaxy game later that afternoon) we attended a bar mitzvah ceremony for one of the boys graduating from shule this spring. The entire community attends and all the children participate. As I watch Max and Maddy sing the Yiddish folk songs that are so familiar to me from my childhood—Oyfn Pripetshik, Tum-balalayke, and the heartbreaking lullaby Rozhinkes mit Mandlen (Raisins and Almonds)—I feel an inexpressible gratitude toward my children and toward Wendy for honoring a culture and a heritage and a language which is not entirely theirs, and which no amount of study will bring back. As I hear the sounds of Yiddish and see a grandmother in the first row smiling broadly and nodding with pleasure as she mouths the words to the songs with the children, I think of Max and Maddy’s grandparents, Moishe and Bertha, whom they will never know. I feel their presence here today as my children honor their traditions and, in doing so, honor them.

         

Moishe had completed another novel only weeks before his death, and it was scheduled to be serialized, as were all of his novels, in the Forward; it would begin appearing the day after he died. In the weeks following, I would go down to the newsstand where my father bought the Forward every morning and fetch home several copies. My mother, Esti, and I would stand at the kitchen table cutting out the columns of newsprint and gluing them ceremoniously into composition notebooks, as he always had. It was a sad day, months later, when the novel stopped running. It was his afterlife, a flickering ghost. Finally the composition notebooks would be stored in the high reaches of the hall closet, with all the many boxes of his papers.

It was some years before we were able to deal with those boxes and their contents—voluminous quantities of manuscripts, typescripts, notes, newspaper articles, children’s stories, letters, and ancient bureaucratic documents from before the war. My mother wanted to handle the job of organizing the material herself, but it proved to be far too much for her, physically and emotionally. After some years, we hired a Yiddish-language archivist to organize and catalogue everything. Then our family donated the archive to YIVO, an institute for the preservation of Yiddish language and culture. On a wintry day in February we transported twenty cardboard archive boxes across town to the YIVO building on Fifth Avenue. The head librarian was extremely gracious as he had us sign some legal papers and then led us into a windowless room, where he flicked on the light to reveal rows of stark metal shelves, each tightly packed with boxes like the ones that held my father’s papers. For a moment, I wondered just how many people—relatives, scholars, lovers of Yiddish—actually visited this dark airless room, in the basement of an institute devoted to a language commonly said to be dying. As he showed us to the empty shelf set aside for my father, I noticed the names of several of Moishe’s writer friends on the adjacent shelves. For a moment, I had a vision of the ghostly spirits of these dead Yiddish writers, who had carried their culture out of the ashes of war, from one world to another, climbing out of their boxes in the still of night to greet each other and indulge in a bit of gossip and friendly kibitzing, continuing those lively arguments I remembered from the gatherings at my parents’ apartment, so many years ago. A world unto themselves.

I loaded the twenty boxes—containing my father’s entire life as a writer—on the shelf as my mother and Esti stood by, then we all turned to each other and fell together in a hug, each sobbing quietly as the weight of our life together as a family, all that history, settled upon us. As we walked to the door and the librarian flicked the light switch and the room went dark, I said to my mother and Esti, “It’s good. I think Daddy’s in the right place.”




Fifteen



CLOSING CEREMONIES

It’s the week before the last game. In the blink of an eye, the season will be over, and my Galaxies will go spinning off into space. Parents will exchange phone numbers, with talk of play dates and get-togethers over the summer—but that will likely not happen. At best, I’ll run into one or the other of the boys around the neighborhood—having a slice at the pizza shop or being fitted for new sneakers at the shoe store on Broadway. They’ll say hello sheepishly and I’ll tell them how big they’ve gotten. That will be about it. Sure, I’ll see some of them on the ball fields next season. But by league rules, as I’ve now learned, this group of boys won’t play together again as a team next year, and none of these boys (except Max, of course) will be coached by me. They will be opponents. Shake ’em up, move ’em out, don’t get too attached.

Midweek, I call Jim Hennessy to find out the arrangements for picking up trophies and, as I learn, evaluation forms. I will have to fill one out for each boy and send it back to—you guessed it—Jim Hennessy. He’ll have first crack once again, singling out the little supermen of the league. Somehow, evaluating the guys seems like a betrayal, like I’m turning them over to the enemy, and I have a perverse inclination to throw a wrench in the works by inverting all the evaluations. Nathan? Star of the team! Fabulous attitude! Phenomenal athlete! A pleasure to coach!

“Hey, bud, having fun yet?” Jim asks, chipper as ever.

“Yeah, man, it’s been beautiful. Really rewarding for me, and the guys are having a great time. Really, it’s been . . .” I search for a better, more all-encompassing word, can’t find one. “Beautiful.”

“You really see their skills improving, don’t you?”

“Yeah, they’re coming along beautifully.” That word again. “Week to week. It’s a beautiful thing.” Jeez, what am I, brain dead? When did the world get so darn gorgeous?

“Win a few games?”

Okay, now we’re getting to the nitty-gritty.

“Yeah, we didn’t do too badly. Finished over five hundred.” Then I feel compelled to add, “Funny thing is, kids don’t seem to really care if they win or lose. They have a good time either way.”

“Main thing is seeing their techniques improve and that they have fun,” Jim comes back with.

“Yeah.”

“Okay, bud. I’ll probably see you Saturday. What time’s your game?”

“Two-thirty. Then we’re going to have a picnic—all the families—and then a closing ceremony.”

“Real nice. Who’re you playing?”

“Coronas.”

“No, Cosmos!” comes Max’s urgent voice from the bedroom. I thought he was asleep by now.

“Kid doesn’t miss a beat,” I tell Jim.

“Know what you mean. These guys love baseball, morning, noon, and night,” he says.

“It’s a beautiful thing,” I agree.

All the while I’m speaking to him, I hear the normal cacophony of home life in the Hennessy household in the background. Children’s voices trilling away. “Get in your pajamas, sweetie,” Jim injects. “Go ask Mommy. She’ll help you find them.”

He’s a decent guy, when all is said and done. Likes to win ball games, but that’s not a sin. We have different paths to the same goal. “Give these boys a good time, a good memory,” I remember him saying to the other coaches early in the season.

From the moment I met him, I had Jim pegged as my opposite: a big guy, a regular guy, a gung-ho Little League Coach kind of guy. Because I felt threatened by some of his qualities, I needed to fancy myself superior to him, so I oversimplified what I saw there. But men aren’t so easily categorized. There’s almost always more than meets the eye, and there are different ways to be a man. I think of Jim. I think of my father. I think of myself.

         

I’ve been planning to produce a team yearbook for the boys and present it to them after the final game, at our “closing ceremonies.” I’ve taken hundreds of shots of the guys—team shots, action shots, individual “baseball card”-style portraits of each boy in his batting stance, looking very much like the real thing. I spend the entire day Thursday on the floor of my office—Mr. Dunow’s not taking any calls today!—cutting, cropping, pasting up The Official 2000 West Side Little League Yearbook. Each player gets his own page: a shot of him in his batting-stance shot, framed by a caption: “Max has been a standout at catcher for the Galaxies this season, with his trademark throw down to third base after a strikeout. He’s a clutch hitter who always seems to make something happen at the plate. A real big leaguer, this kid has style!” “Cory turned into a slugger this season for the Galaxies, smacking solid line drives and really hustling on the base paths. He plays the game with a lot of heart. Great effort! A great Galaxy! Go, Cory!” And I couldn’t resist an occasional yuk for my own benefit: “The Galaxies’ ‘Iron Horse,’ Nathan showed some real grit out there, always in the thick of the action.”

By noon Friday I had a dummy assembled. I hustled over to the copy shop, after a quick stop at the bank to pick up $300 in singles. Yeah, you heard me. This was going to be expensive but by now I’d lost all perspective. Gotta do what you gotta do. I stood by the machine for hours working in a frenzy, cursing it every time the paper jammed, not even counting the dollar bills I kept feeding it. It was utterly exhausting, but by five o’clock I had twelve yearbooks.

         

Finally it’s game day. Once again, we’re playing our old friends the Cosmos. There’s clearly been some glitch in the schedule—I think we were meant to host the Coronas today, not the Cosmos, but Cosmos/Coronas, what’s the diff?—because this is the third time this season we’ve faced them. We lost the previous two. But these are good guys, Rick and Jonathan’s team—and it’s fitting that the season end against these friendly rivals.

Max and I show up a bit late, lugging the laundry cart full of gear. The boys run up, jumping around me excitedly. “This morning I learned a new way to jump and catch the ball, because I was injured—I think I broke my leg,” shouts Will, demonstrating his jump. It’s a ferocious jump, sure enough, but looks kind of like the old jump—but you didn’t hear that from me. Cory bounds over, practically knocks me down, beaming and blushing at the very sight of me, bashful and delighted all at once. It’s all I can do to keep from flinging him down in the dirt and tickling him until he squeals. I ask him about the huge Band-Aid on his arm. “Oh, oh, oh. I was running too fast on my couch and I fell and I banged my head and my scab on my arm came off and it was all gooey!” That’s nice, Cory. Okay . . . who’s next? Little Josh Goodman tugs on my uniform. Wants me to know that he’s been practicing real hard and he’s going to hit a home run today. A sudden, involuntary catch in my throat, as I tousle his hair. “Oh my God,” I say to Umpire Phil, “am I going to miss these guys.” Phil just nods his head and smiles.

The last game turns out to be our very best. Turns out there is a God, and he’s a Galaxy fan.

First inning. We shut ’em down in order. Yeah, you got that right—shut ’em down one, two, three. I don’t believe that’s happened all season for the Galaxies. And then next inning? We do it again. Three up, three down. All on cleanly executed plays. Are we watching Damn Yankees here or what? Hey, somebody make a pact with the Devil without telling old Coach about it?

By the fourth inning, we’ve put together a 9–2 lead. On other days this might have seemed a slim margin, but today, their graduation day, the Galaxies are indomitable. Seth makes the kind of catch in the outfield that you pray for all season, a high fly ball that settles into his glove like some computer-guided smart weapon. Sasha, playing first base today, hauls in a sharp drive right down the line, his lefty glove twisted around so completely his arm looks like a corkscrew. But he holds on. And Sam, the human vacuum cleaner, is everywhere, racing around the infield, scooping up sharp grounders, catching pop-ups, tagging runners. Dylan’s having a great game, getting on base each time up and whooping it up—I’m glad to see him relaxed and having fun.

In the fifth inning, I get my reward for the whole season. Max is behind the plate catching when a Cosmos batter hits a high pop straight up in the air. Life switches over to slow motion as I see Max fling off his catcher’s mask, glance upward, and then throw himself headlong in the dirt in front of home plate, his glove hand stretched in front of him to the utmost. The ball reaches its apex and descends, finding its way downward into Max’s mitt. Time slows to a halt as I see the ball nestle in there, and then a glimpse of white as the ball oozes its way to the outer reaches of the glove. Sprawled in the dirt, Max squeezes his mini Derek Jeter mitt for all he’s worth, and holds on. With all his bravado—“Dad, I figured out my average for the season and I’m batting         .949.” “Mom, I haven’t made a single error all season, you can ask Dad”—this is actually his finest moment of the season. In the next-to-last inning of the last game. Still lying prone in the dust, Max holds up his mitt containing the ball to evidence the putout. The Cosmos batter is retired. I break loose from any shred of restraint or sense of proportion and run toward Max at home plate, leading a charge of frenzied Galaxies. I lift up my boy and hug him. Eleven Galaxies follow and pile on. Later, Max will tell me that he was so nervous when he saw the ball go up behind him that he shut his eyes and made the catch with his eyes completely closed. He thought one of the dads, backing him up behind the plate, had caught the ball. Only when he saw me running toward him yelling, my arms stretched in front of me with my thumbs pointing up in the air, did he realize that the ball was in his mitt and he’d made the catch himself.

Then there’s Nathan. At the outset of the game, arms drooped heavily at his side, complaint and weariness infusing his voice, he plants himself right in front of me. If I want to move forward, I will have to push him out of the way or knock him over.

“Where do I play?” he asks.

“Center field, Nathan.”

“Where’s center field?”

“Oh, come on, Nathan. Don’t do this. It’s the last game of the season. You know where center field is. I know you do.”

“No, I don’t.”

“It’s straight out behind second base, Nathan.”

“Where’s second base?”

“Nathan. Please. You really don’t know where second base is? After all this time?”

“No, I don’t.”

Help me, Lord, help me.

“Right there.” I point. “Right there behind the pitcher’s mound.”

“Where’s the pitcher’s mound?”

That’s it. I pick Nathan up like a sack of potatoes, fling him over my shoulder, and carry him out to center field, where I unceremoniously dump him on the ground. “Okay, Nathan,” I say. “Now you know where center field is. Take a good look around, maybe you’ll remember for next time.”

         

In the final inning, we hold the Cosmos scoreless. The final three outs are like the tolling of a bell, signaling the end of our season. Sam makes the last play, gathering up a grounder and racing the runner to first to make the out unassisted. Final score: Galaxies 13, Cosmos 2.

The boys come in cheering and leaping. Last game, last huddle. I tell them how proud I am. They’ve saved their best for last. They’ve beaten a team that had beaten us two times before. Let’s put our hands together. I look at their smiling, earnest faces. The season is over. Who are we? The Galaxies!

As we break from the huddle, I catch sight of Debby.

“Great game, Coach.”

“Wasn’t it? They were, well, they were splendid, that’s what they were.”

I can see that Debby has a tear in her eye, threatening to spill. This ending will be hard for her, I realize, closing down this avenue of connection and belonging for Dylan and for herself. I ask if she and Dylan have plans for the summer, getting out of town or anything. She tells me they’re taking it one week at a time. She’d love for Dylan and Max to get together.

“It’s hard being a single parent. Hard making plans,” she says.

Umpire Phil comes over, throws an arm around me.

“Thanks for a great season, Coach. Thanks for giving Cory a great experience.”

“You were a great umpire, Phil, the Platonic ideal of an umpire,” I say. I tell him that he handled a tough job with humor and fairness.

“You ought to consider coaching yourself,” I say to him. “You’ve got a nice way with the boys.”

He asks me if I’ll be coaching again. Yeah, probably. He suggests maybe we could pair up, be co-coaches like Rick and Jonathan. That’s an idea, I say, though I realize I like doing this solo, taking on the challenges and decisions and satisfactions all for myself. And reaping the rewards too. There are some things in life I’m selfish about: this, as it turns out, is one of them.

I gather the players, parents, and siblings and we adjourn to a nearby meadow for a late afternoon picnic and our closing ceremonies.

         

The blankets are spread and the scene is lit with the dramatic hues of a sinking sun. I have in mind an exalted, character-building ceremony—y’know, just a little something they’ll remember all their lives and that will make them better human beings—but it’s clear what the boys want. They want their goddamn trophies, which they know are in the box I’m carrying, and they gather around me like hungry savages, lunging and snatching. I have to shoo them away, protecting my booty against marauders. You want your trophies, you’re gonna have to put up with Coach getting schmalzy. This closing ceremony is as much for me (and the other parents) as it is for the boys. They’re not the only ones moving on today. We too must let go.

I’ve not actually prepared anything in particular to say today, trusting it will come. Finally, everyone is in front of me. I open my mouth.

“Before we give out trophies and yearbooks, I want to say a few words to all of you, as team players and team parents. This has been a special season for many reasons. We’ve had a wonderful group here, a wonderful community. When the season began just a few months ago, none of us knew each other—and now we’re friends. You boys have played beautifully together. I was really pleased all season long to see you cooperating with each other, cheering for each other, being proud of our team, being nice to your teammates and the kids on other teams too. You showed great sportsmanship. Let’s hear a cheer for each other!”

Raucous cheers.

“We also were lucky to have such a great bunch of parents. Everyone really pitched in to make this a wonderful experience. So let’s hear it for the parents!”

More cheers.

“A lot of good things happened out on the field. It was nice that we won more games than we lost. That was never the most important thing, but it does mean that we worked really hard and got much better at playing baseball, and I’m very proud of each of you for the progress you made.

“And it was a special season for one other reason. In fact, you’ll never have another one quite like it, ever.” Here I paused for a moment, wondering exactly how to sell this idea, the boys looking at me expectantly. “It was special because this season you were seven years old, and next season . . .” And here, the emotions I have kept at bay all day crawl right up my throat and completely strangle me. I have to stop for a second to gather myself. “Next season, you won’t be seven anymore, you’ll be eight. And although it’s great to be eight . . .” And I have to stop again, not quite sure how to complete this thought in a way that will mean something to the boys. Live it while you can, little guys, I want to say, it will be gone before you know it. You dream of being grown-up, but what you have now is life at its purest moment of promise. I smile at them, trying to look each one of them in the eye. “Although it’s great to be eight,” I say, “well, there’s nothing quite like being seven, is there?”

One by one I call each boy up to receive his trophy and yearbook. I can’t decide whether a handshake or a hug is appropriate; I end up giving them both. The trophies are handsome—a plastic bronze-colored batter atop a faux-marble pedestal, each boy’s name engraved under the name of the team.

I have a special trophy cup, which I present to Maddy. I tell everyone that she deserves an honorary award in recognition of the patience and grace with which she handled Daddy’s being so involved with Little League all spring long. As I hug my little girl, I feel a genuine sense of relief that this intense endeavor is ending, that balance will be restored to our lives again.

Wendy comes over and hugs me, tells me how proud she is. No one knew better than she the fears and trepidations I’d had about taking this on, or how much I’d gained from the experience.

The boys present me with a T-shirt with the Galaxy team picture on the front. Debby thanks me on behalf of the parents. She says the other teams don’t even know what they’re missing.

         

As the sun disappears, the families disperse. Wendy and Maddy have gone on home and I stay behind with Max, and with Debby and Dylan, to help pick up the trash. We walk out of the park together and begin making our way down Riverside Drive, the two boys mugging and goofing around as we go, playing a game of tag. When we reach the corner Debby hugs me tightly for a moment.

“Thanks for everything,” she says.

I know that we’re both thinking about Dylan. He has a difficult journey in front of him. As much as Debby loves him, and as good a mother as she is, she cannot “father” him. That’s a man’s job.

“Say goodbye to Henry,” she calls to her son, who’s off chasing Max.

Dylan runs toward me and tags me as he goes by.

“You’re it,” he yells, and he’s gone.

         

Was I out of my mind?

All right, I admit I had some things to prove. For myself, I needed to lay to rest the ghost of being a nonathletic boy with a nonathletic father. I wanted my son to feel like a regular guy, in a way I never did as a boy. I wanted him to feel included, not an outsider.

This wasn’t really about baseball. I wanted to involve myself in an activity that was of passionate interest to my son and enrich my connection with him through that involvement. I wanted to be more present in his life. I succeeded.

Wearing a coach’s uniform didn’t make me feel that I had to be someone other than who I am. I didn’t have to assume some other persona or pretend to more knowledge and authority than I felt comfortable with. I was so worried about being enough of an athlete and leader—man enough, in truth—to do the job right, and some of the qualities and instincts that proved to be most important, playfulness and tenderness, were the ones handed down to me by my own father. I know what having a gentle male figure in my life meant to me as a little boy. Moishe may not have been able to play a convincing game of catch, but the way he loved me taught me more about what I needed to know about being a coach than all the athletic skills in the world.

Did Max and I draw closer? Oh yes. Coaching Max felt like the right thing to be happening between us. It meant something to him for me to be standing in this particular spot, leaning toward him and extending my hand, at just this moment in his life. I learned that simple things—spending time, paying attention, listening to him—made all the difference in our relationship.

And the twelve young men who were the Galaxies? I believe they had a damn good time. I’d like to think they tasted the joy of community and how to play with heart. They learned a little baseball. I think they felt safe in an arena that is oftentimes fraught with tension and pitfalls. I’d like to think that next season, when they are eight, they will come back to the game eagerly and without fear. I’d like to think no damage was done on my watch.

Will I do it again next year?

Wouldn’t miss it for the world.

         

Max and I have just a few blocks to go, but we’re in no hurry. We talk about the game today, we talk about the various boys. We talk about the season being over, about how we’ll play ball together over the summer, about joining up again for next season. We talk of nothing in particular. Max dawdles here and there to relive moments of the game. We laugh again about his eyes being closed when he made the miraculous catch behind home plate. He tells me that next year, when the kids are allowed to pitch, he wants to be a pitcher. Then he stops to show me his pitching motion. On the corner of 72nd and West End, by the vast overflowing fruit and vegetable bins of the corner market, he comes to a complete halt.

Max Owen-Dunow on the mound. He looks in to the catcher for the sign. Doesn’t like that pitch, shakes it off. Okay, he finally nods. Tugs on his cap. Checks the runner on first. Steps off the rubber. Picks up the rosin bag. Now he’s ready. He sets. Goes into his windup. Delivers . . .

For a moment, everything freezes. Max—with all his slow-motion hitches, exaggerated gestures, and facial expressions, his head full of dreams and roaring crowds—and me, looking on in wonder. There is a faint whiff of rotting fruit in the air. I will always have this moment.

My father walked me to school and back down this very street some forty years ago. I remember the feel of his hand in mine as if it were yesterday, the sound of his voice when he called me yingeleh, his chuckle as he told me a story, the worried look on his face as he read a thermometer when I was sick. A father who, when all was said and done, loved with all his heart. Up to the sky, down to the sky, and even more. An imperfect father, an imperfect man; coping with his demons, giving love in the way he was able to give, trying to do his best as he launched his children into the world.

As I watch Max in his Galaxies uniform, I wonder what Moishe would make of his grandson. It would be something to introduce these two to each other, right here on West End Avenue. Moishe would place a hand against Max’s face and give his cheek a kiss. “Boychik!” he would say, Yiddish slang for little boy. “Zisse goldeneh yingeleh.” Sweet golden boy. He’d pull a pack of Life Savers from his pocket and offer one to Max. Then, with a wink to me, he’d add: “Er iz shoyn a gantzer mentch, der kleyner.” He’s already a full-fledged person, the little one. And implicit in that remark would be Moishe’s blessing: that I had, after all, done something very right in my life.

“Come, Max,” I say, breaking him from his pitching reverie as I awaken from my own. “It’s late. Let’s go.” I take his hand and we walk the last block toward home.




Epilogue



THE CATSKILLS, 1959

That night, when I call out, my father comes into the tiny room I share with my sister just off the bungalow kitchen. Esti is already asleep. The sound of crickets, intrusive and unnatural to a city kid like me, is oppressive and close. I feel like I have been awake for hours.

“Gey shlofn, yingeleh,” he says to me, sitting on the edge of the bed, his hand placed gently on my brow. Go to sleep.

“I can’t, Daddy. Will you lie with me?”

“Zay shtil,” he whispers, stretching out alongside me. Lie still.

His back to me, I reach around him to touch his eyebrows. I linger there like a blind man reading a face with his fingers. My whole being is there, inside that sensation. Almost instantly, I am calm. The sound of the crickets fades away, my thoughts begin to soften and blur.

All day long with the other kids, I’d felt like an outsider. Left out and scorned. And when my father came out to help me, to play catch, it only made things worse. His look of concentration, trying so hard, had made me wretchedly sad. We were terribly alone, he and I.

But here, it doesn’t matter. No one else exists. I listen to my father begin to snore. I get sleepy. Here in this dark room, in the noisy summer night, with my father beside me, I have everything I could possibly want.
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