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1.




Now, Bix Rivers has disappeared, and who do you think is going to tell his story but me? Maybe his stepfather? Man, that dude does not know Bix deep and now he never will, will he? Only thing he could say is he’s probably secretly happy Bix ran away and got out of his life, but he won’t tell you even that on account of he’s busy getting sympathy dumped on him all over town as the poor deserted guardian.

How about Bix’s momma? Can she tell you? I reckon not—she is crazy in the hospital. And you can believe, they don’t let crazies have anything sharp like a pencil, else she poke out her eye or worse. So she won’t be writing any stories for a long time. But me—I have plenty of pencils, number threes all sharp and dark green enamel on the outside, and I have four black and white marble composition books. Plus I can tell you some things, like Bix was thirteen last birthday (same as me), Bix was a shortstop (supreme), Bix gets red spots the size of a quarter on his cheekbones when angry and a splotch looks like a cardinal smack in the middle of his forehead when he is ashamed. I can tell a lot more besides, including why Bix ran away. You just listen to me and you’ll be getting the story, all you want. You don’t pay any mind to all this creepy jive that is going around town and school now about how Bix was bad and crazy like his momma and deserted her when she was sick and his stepfather too. Didn’t I hear that old snooty preacher at the white First Baptist saying so last Sunday, moaning about children full of sin, with everybody in the church mooning with sympathy and staring all mushy over at the poor stepfather sitting in the third row?

I went by there to talk to that man after church, thinking to catch him all softened up and ask had he got any word of Bix. But when I heard that sin-child chatter, I gave it over. Fact I almost jumped right into their high service mumbo and told them what they were about—that would have been a sight, this skinny kid black as a clarinet wailing out a licorice tune right there on the light blue carpet aisle cutting off that organ with the fake pipes just as it wheezed into one of their wavery old hymns. But it would not have done ary bit of good. When people are set to hear bad things, that is what they will hear. Listen, that is just about all white people go to church for, to have some soft old duck moan at them about all the sins ever been committed and all going to keep right on being committed so we might just as well give up on getting good, and settle for getting a nasty thrill watching the sins go on. You don’t hear that kind of giving up at the colored churches around here, I can tell you. People mostly go there to sing, which is different from moaning any day.

When I came home from that church I was angry at the lies being told. Not just that they told that Bix was bad and a runaway—because there was some bad growing in Bix, and he did run away and that is that. But those people did not understand worth a penny.


That is when and why I decided to write this story of Bix. Of Bix and me, mostly, I guess it has to be. I may not understand it all yet myself, but I got all summer ahead of me, and a room to myself, cool up under the eaves, because my brother Henri is off to camp. My momma wanted to send me first, but I told her I wouldn’t go on account of I knew I could use the summer better writing this out. So it’s Henri gets to make the wallets and lanyards and sing the national anthem while the flag is raised every morning and swim in a lake warm as blood.

It’s me gets to tell the truth.
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Something else is, I have Bix’s notebook.

Now, Bix was not a great writer like me. I got seven straight grades of all A in English, six in black schools that were harder than the white one, which nobody believes. The lunches were better at the colored schools too, but nobody buys that either. Anyway, Bix is about B- in English and bad handwriting to boot. But he did keep a notebook.

Mostly the book is full of study on how to play the position of shortstop in baseball. Bix wrote down all kinds of things he heard or thought about playing double-s, including fourteen pages all the way to the margin written fast as fire, taking down word for word a special radio show where Phil Rizzuto talked for half an hour straight on the fine points of the job. Looks like that Rizzuto can motor the mouth, because he left Bix in the dust several times and there is nothing to show but these dots(…) for these spots. There is one other funny thing. One of the fine points Rizzuto allows is that A shortstop has to spin light. This is nothing hard to figure, since the shortstop turns the pivot on double plays, though it is a pretty phrase. But it went straight to Bix’s head and spun HIM, because the next page after the Rizzuto interview is covered with nothing but repetitions of the words SPIN LIGHT SPIN LIGHT SPIN LIGHT SPIN LIGHT. Then at the bottom is one sentence: I WILL PLAY MY GAME BENEATH THE SPIN LIGHT.

The rest of the notebook is recipes and notes for taking care of your baseball glove. Really, recipes. There are three pages telling how to make homemade hickory ash ointment for heel flex, and a chart showing the seven places where you just got to stick balsam paste if you want your glove to do something called HOLD MAXIMAL HINGE LINE. I knew this stuff was in the book, for Bix told me about it a few weeks ago when I watched him fix his glove with these very things.

As soon as I decided to write this story I knew I had to have this notebook. Bix had told me he kept it in his comic collection, between GREEN LANTERN and the JUSTICE LEAGUE OF AMERICA.

I knew his stepfather would not give it to me if I asked. And anyway it was between Bix and me. So last night I got out of bed at midnight and snuck off my roof, which I could never have done if Henri was still here because he sleeps like a dog with one eye open. I had on my high black Chucks for grip, and a black sweater and blue jeans.

I snuck on over to Bix’s old house. It was dark. I knew his stepfather slept downstairs in the back of the house, so I was not worried about him. I also knew Bix’s room was on the second floor, right in front. So I climbed the porch railing and up onto the ridge of the decoration above the door, and then grabbed the sill of Bix’s old window and pulled myself up, tennies gripping the brick just fine. I picked the window open pretty quietly with a grapefruit knife and raised it and climbed right on in.

For a minute I just stood there getting sad. That room had a smell that was like Bix, something like leaves on the ground but like fresh dough too. In the moonlight that came in slanty through the window I could see Bix’s baseball cap on the post of a chair and a pair of his tennies, one of them in the seat of that chair and the other on its side underneath. There were newspaper clippings on the walls and I could read the big black letters of one of them where the moon hit: McCOVEY SMASH CAUGHT—YANKS TAKE SERIES. I could even barely smell Bix’s old baseball glove somewhere nearby. As I say, I watched him oil it up this spring and he explained you could smell if a glove was oiled the right way and made me sniff it before and after he worked it in.

Even though I had never seen it when it was his I could tell it was not Bix’s room any longer. The sheets were stripped off the mattress, and the big flat ugly thing looked weird and like it had never touched a human in all its days, with these aqua stripes and a couple of large labels sewn on and this roping around the edges. A bed without sheets is one of the ugliest things you ever see. Also there were some boxes piled inside the door, and I knew they were for Bix’s stuff to get piled into. I found the comics collection, in a large old box under the back window. I looked up the GREEN LANTERNs and there was the notebook. It is a red spiral one. Personally I hate the spiral kind. Bix liked it because he could keep his pencil inside the spiral. I keep my pencil behind my ear. You may want to write something down and not always have the notebook handy, but Bix of course was not a writer and probably never did.

I tucked the notebook inside my shirt and walked back over to the window to leave. But then I saw Bix’s glove, tossed in the front corner of the room, and you know I had to pick it up and sniff it and then I couldn’t help it but started to cry, first time I ever cried about Bix, feeling like I had lost something and then feeling like I did not know if I ever had it. Bix was gone and worse the Bix I used to dig was gone even before he went and I didn’t know where either of them was but he left his glove behind, which he must be unhappy without regardless of being the old Bix or the new. When I smelled the glove I could tell it was oiled the right way. I chucked it back in the corner and climbed out.

I came down much as I went up, only jumping all the way from the decoration over the door instead of climbing onto the railing. That wooden thing in the middle of the decoration is a pineapple, which I never could tell before. Why put a wooden pineapple up over a door?

I got back to my room okay. I stayed up pretty late reading the whole notebook, reading every single repetition of SPIN LIGHT SPIN LIGHT SPIN LIGHT until it meant all these different things to me and I thought to myself that wherever he is I hope Bix is spinning light.

Maybe I ought not to have taken the notebook. I did break into a house, I picked a window, I stole something. But I am sure Bix would rather I had it to use even a little in my book than let it sit in amongst the GREEN LANTERNs when his stepfather burns them.

I am not a trespasser. I am not a thief either. I am Jerome Foxworthy, and that’s it, jack.
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The first time I saw Bix was about exactly one year ago. School had just let out, and I was pretty sad as I always am when summer starts. See, I like school. I like fall, I like winter, and spring isn’t bad. It never really gets cold in the winter here in Wilmington (North Carolina, there’s one in Delaware too) because we are in the South and also we get that Gulf Stream sending in that old warm wind to shore (I have all A’s in geography and science too). I do like it when you have to sleep under a weight of blankets and outside you see frost in the shade and everything that has an odor you can smell very clearly, and nothing smells bad.

Most of all, though, I like basketball. In the winter, basketball is the game. Everybody is thinking hoops. Playing hoops too, all over the place—you can get a game anywhere, one on one, three on three half court, five on five full. Indoors, outdoors. Some games split up in the middle and move in or out, if one team shoots better in the breeze. For gym class, you are walking down the hall to get there and from five hundred feet away you can feel it in the bottoms of your feet rumbling through the floors: bammata bammata bammata bam, twenty dudes dribbling those balls on that old gymnasium wood, baby. Nothing anywhere but the main game of basketball mattering the most. That’s winter.

But summer changes it all. Summer comes, and people get all easy and slowed and they nod all the time and smile instead of talking fast like they do in winter. But worst of all, once school lets out, all anybody wants to play is baseball. Baseball! Bunch of dudes in knee pants standing up straight and watching each other do very little. Here, Sir, I am throwing this sphere at you. Thank you, Sir, I believe I shall bop it with this stick. Well struck, Sir, and here it comes; I shall endeavor to catch it with my big fat glove that looks like I got a disease. What a tea party.

No tricks. Baseball is like those redcoats in that Revolutionary War (all A’s in history too), standing up and pointing their chins, marching in neat lines, loading up those dumb muskets very calm and up front, with polished boots and polished buckles and all kinds of honor…and getting their ass kicked by the Swamp Fox. Listen, the Swamp Fox had the idea. He used his brain. Running behind bushes with those bent knees, wearing moccasins and muddy buckskin, dangling his hat on the end of a stick and then popping up to flick a knife out from behind his collar, whisssh! I can tell you one thing: that Swamp Fox, if he lived now, he would be a basketball player. Hoops is for the tricksters. You can bet if there was another war today and it was the dudes who played baseball against the ones who pop the double pump reverse spin lay-ups, the baseballers would never know what hit them.

So I hated baseball, for the game it was, and for how it took hoops right out of everybody’s life. I especially didn’t like the Little League. It was bad enough when all of my friends would go out to a lumpy old field and pick up sides and whack the ball around. But when adults give them little pretty uniforms and build them little stadiums and put the games on radio and sell soda and candy bars in the stands, then the kids start acting all serious and prissy and like all this attention is the best reason why they ought to play ball. Well, Wilmington is very hip to Little League, or at least to white Little League. There are more than twenty teams. They play doubleheaders four nights a week in these cute little genuine stadiums built just outside town, with lights, scoreboards, announcers, chalk on-deck circles and resin bags, all that crap. Every Friday the paper prints the pictures of four Stars of the Week. On Sunday we get the week’s box scores.

The white box scores, that is. The colored league is not nearly as big as the white. Dig, there are probably more left-handed relief pitchers with a missing front tooth and a forkball that breaks left to right in the white league than there are players of all kinds in the black. The black people only get four teams together. They play all their games at Catalpa Park. This park has a baseball diamond and big outfield where there isn’t a fence but a creek running the border. Anything hit into the creek, even on the bounce, is a home run. It is a nice place to play, with all those huge catalpa trees wearing long bean earrings on their flappy-ear leaves. The spectators sit on the porches of houses across the street that runs along third base line. You only get refreshments if the person who lives there feels like making lemonade and cornmeal cookies.

The games are pretty bad, even for baseball. Those four teams get pretty tired of playing each other over and over all summer long, especially since the talent (if that’s what you want to call it) is spread around so even. Listen, two years ago every team finished with the same record, twenty-two wins and twenty-two losses, all tied for first and last place at the same time. They had play-offs and every team went two and two.

Let me ask: Would you like baseball if you were me and this is the highest you could hope to go?

Even so, it was a baseball game where I first saw Bix, one year ago. I didn’t want to be there, I didn’t want to watch, most of all I sure did not want to start liking some flashy white dude with a face like one of those Vienna choir boy singers that I saw in Raleigh two years ago (I got to say they could sing, though). I did not want to like anything or anybody. But Bix got me, baby.
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I was there because my brother Maurice was making his bigtime debut as coach of the Beefy’s Lunch team. Maurice is five years older than me. He skipped a grade. This fall he goes off to college up north in Massachusetts, on a scholarship because he’s so smart (no smarter than Henri and me on the tests, but just older right now). He wants to be a doctor. Not the same doctor who gives you shots and pills, but one who talks a lot and tries to make you think. He’ll probably be pretty good. He practiced enough on Henri and me all these years, though we had plenty from our momma and never felt nearly as bad as he liked to make out. Henri and I agreed long ago to let him practice on us. We thought he was practicing to be a father, not a doctor. We even thought at first he was going to marry Momma and take over, but Momma put us right on that one.

Anyway, Maurice was doing his father-doctor-coach thing with the Beefy’s Lunch team last summer, and always coming home from practice with his clipboard and statistics and little stories about how Poke Peters struck out six times but the last two times held his head high which showed positive thinking and Manny Abernathy dropped three fly balls in left field but didn’t cry once and wasn’t that a step of progress? and so on. Henri, who liked baseball like all the other fools around here, read Maurice’s statistic sheet one day and asked Maurice what the initials CA stood for. There was a column underneath them with a space for each boy’s name, in between RBI which is runs batted in, and E which is errors. Maurice said CA was Crises Averted. That’s Maurice. Momma laughed. She told Henri and me later that the team was coaching Maurice much more than he was coaching them, and it was all right that way.

When the day for the first exhibition game came around, Momma said we had to go and cheer for Beefy’s and give our support to old Maurice because he was probably going to fret himself silly. I moaned up a storm because I didn’t want to go and watch Manny Abernathy drop fly balls and yet not shed a tear, and Poke Peters whiff but hold his head high, and all of the colored boys averting crises right and left. What a great way to spend a summer evening. But Momma said we had to come. Maurice’s team was likely to get creamed and he would need us to cheer for his boys.

The main reason the Beefy’s team was set for a creaming was that they were playing the annual exhibition against the white team from the Seven-Up bottling company across town. The Seven-Up team comes every year just before the season and plays one of the black teams at Catalpa Park. Why the Seven-Ups do this nobody knows. No other white team pays any attention to the black league. I used to think it was because the Seven-Ups must be the worst white team and needed to beat up on somebody. I also used to think it must be just because they wanted to primp, in their official uniforms. I still thought so that night, when we went to the game and saw the teams.


I laughed when I saw Maurice’s boys down on the field. They looked goofy and proud of it. The team is sponsored by this jolly old fellow named Beefy who owns a lunch counter and tobacco shop in our part of town. The team uniforms are just maroon shirts with gold writing, worn with whatever pants the players’ momma didn’t care if they tore up. On the front of the shirt is a cartoon of Beefy. Big belly, cigar, eyes all wide and round and smiling like a true fool. On the backs are the numbers, like any team, but not quite. The man who made the shirts used numerals so big he could only fit one digit on the kid-size backs, which is fine if you only have nine players, 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9. But there were fourteen on the team and they all had to have jerseys. So what the man did was, he repeated numbers 1 through 5 but he stuck them on upside down, [image: image], so each kid had his own numeral. Man, the ways niggers think to do things sometimes.

The Seven-Ups had no such silliness on themselves. They were decked out in style. Their suits were thick white flannel with green satin piping down the leg and green satin numbers on the back, 1 through 15 with no 13 for bad luck like elevators in tall buildings. Also the Seven-Up slogan was on their backs: above the numbers in green satin it said YOU LIKE IT, and then below the number it said IT LIKES YOU.

They had those baggy pants with elastic at the knee. They had those stockings with no heels or toes, green with three white stripes. They had black leather shoes with pink rubber cleats. And while I watched their pitcher warm up close by the third base line, I saw they even had nice little stitched holes punched in the flannel beneath their arm, so their little nice sweats could dry right away and no unpleasant odors develop.


The best part, to me, was a mostly orange patch sewed over the heart—it was the label off the Seven-Up bottle, this weird thing I had always studied and never figured out. There is a big white 7 and a little UP, which you would expect, though what there is seven of in that drink I will never probably know. But then, off to the side and behind the 7, were these tall, thin silhouettes in dark green of naked people swigging from bottles very gracefully while all these bubbles and streams flowed up around them. I used to look at that label on the bottle whenever I drank a Seven-Up, and I made up all kinds of mysterious half stories about what it all meant but never really got to the magic of it. For a long time I gave up Seven-Up though it was my favorite soda, just because that label bothered me so.

They looked a good deal too fancy. I watched them take infield. They knew what they were doing, but anybody can look good fielding slow rollers hit by a coach whose son is probably the first baseman. Fancy white boys, I thought. Who knows, maybe Maurice’s boys will lick them bad?

Then the game started. Maurice’s team was up first. Poke spent about three minutes squinting down at Maurice in the third base coach box and finally figured out the signals Maurice was flashing, slapping his head and tapping his right arm and then his left thigh and turning his hat around three times and such as that. What it all meant was, BUNT! Poke laid one down, and beat it out. I’ll say this for him, he can fly. The next kid walked. Maurice was busting with pride. He always was saying that it took more brains to take four bad pitches than it did to hit a home run. I always answered that very thing proved baseball was a brainless game, giving more reward for the homer than the walk.

Anyway, the white pitcher didn’t look too sharp and I started to think maybe this was Beefy’s Lunch’s day. The people around me on the porches were whooping it up a bit, with two base runners and nobody out. It didn’t even faze them when the next kid struck out, trying to put the ball in the creek, his helmet falling off after every swing. GET IT WET! all the poor fools screamed. DUNK THAT SUCKER, HOO!

The fourth batter was a kid named Oscar who was Maurice’s pride and joy, though whether because he was a slugger or just because he was an orphan who hadn’t started yet being a knife murderer at ten was not exactly clear. Anyway, Oscar was big, and he looked mean, and he had a swing even I had to say was very pretty. He took two pitches from that white pitcher, and then he lashed one. I mean, the boy LASHED it.

The ball left his bat in a blurry piece of speed you couldn’t see for trying. The first you could locate was when it kicked up a spray of dirt just past second base on its way into the outfield and probably clean through the center fielder and all the way into the creek. Every colored there cheered when they saw it, WHOO!

But then out of nowhere the white shortstop whizzed into the picture. He was stretched out full, two feet off the ground, flying like he was shot from a bow and arrow, moving as fast as the ball. WHISH! He snapped his mitt out and snagged that ball ten feet behind second base, and then before he even hit the ground he plucked it out with his bare hand and flipped it backhand to the second baseman, who was standing on the bag. The second baseman went up in a spring over the sliding base runner and whipped a sidearm throw to first that beat Oscar by five feet. BAM BAM BAM a double play and the Seven-Ups trotted in to take their cuts while Poke was still tearing for home not knowing what had happened behind him and the porch fools still rooting, though a bit confused by now.

When we did realize, we clapped again and hooted, but this time it was for those Seven-Ups too. They came to PLAY. And if they wanted to do it in pink rubber cleats, I guess it was okay by me.
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