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BOOK ONE
Joy to the Wordl!




CHAPTER ONE
Chevalier

Thank you! Thank you!

—last words of D. T. Suzuki

Camas, Washington/September/1956

Papa is in his easy chair, reading the Sunday sports page. I am lying across his lap. Later he will rise to his feet and the lap will divide into parts—plaid shirt, brown leather belt, baggy tan trousers—but for now the lap is one thing: a ground, a region, an earth. My head rests on one wide, cushioned arm of the chair, my feet on the other. The rest of me rests on Papa. The newspaper blocks his face from view, but the vast pages vibrate in time to his pulse, and the ballplayer in the photo looks serious. I ask no questions. I stay quiet. I feel his slow, even breathing. I smell his smoke.

On the opposite chair arm, beside my argyle shins, is a small ashtray—an upholstered sandbag with five brass grooves arching over a green glass dish. Papa’s cigarette smolders in the center groove. It has no filter. It’s called a Lucky Strike. Past its slow blue smoke is the diningroom window. Past the window, yellowing maples and a low gray sky. Past the maples and under the sky, a neighbor man with a pitchfork, burning an immense pile of black limbs and old brown leaves.

Papa’s hand appears. It hangs above the ashtray. It is blue-veined, black-haired, brown-skinned, scarred and powerful. It takes up the cigarette and disappears behind the paper. The neighbor man throws an enormous forkful of leaves onto the burn pile, smothering the flames. Papa takes a deep breath. The hand returns the cigarette to the same brass groove, a quarter-inch orange coal on the end of it now, the smoke rising up much faster than before. A dense cloud of white billows up through the smoldering leaves. Papa breathes out. The leaves ignite. Even through the window I hear them bursting into flame. Papa turns a page, the paper makes the same crackling, burning sound, and I glimpse his eyes before the paper reopens: they are serious, like the ballplayer’s.

Idly Papa’s long fingers twist the ashtray in a circle. Slowly the man with the pitchfork circles his burning brush. The hand picks up the cigarette. The man forks more leaves onto the fire. The hand returns the cigarette, folds it against the green glass, crushes the hot coal with the tip of a bare finger. The man stares for a moment into the fire, then sticks his fork in the ground and walks away.

The newspaper shudders, closes, then drops, and there is his face: the sun-browned skin and high cheekbones; the slightly hooked, almost Bedouin nose; the strong jaw still shiny from a late-morning shave, a few missed whiskers at the base of each nostril; the gray eyes—clear, kind, already crowfooted, and always just a little sad around the edges.

There he is. Papa. There is my father.

The screen door slams. I lurch, open my eyes—newspaper falls from my body. I am lying alone in my father’s chair. He has vanished right out from under me, leaving a blanket of sports page when he left. I look outside: the sky is still low and gray, yellow leaves still waving, but the burn pile is ashes and the man and pitchfork are gone. I look at the chair arm: the ashtray is still there, but the green glass is clean, the ashes and Lucky butt gone.

I can tell by the heaviness of step that it’s my brother Irwin back in the kitchen. When I hear the icebox open, I know that neither Mama nor Papa is in the house. I hear him gulping milk straight out of the bottle. Germs … I hear the careful folding and refolding of wax paper round a plate of leftovers. Thou shalt not steal … I hear a shout somewhere outside, and Irwin darts into the diningroom, his mouth stuffed full of something, his eyes bulging, then, seeing no one, relieved.

“Where’s Papa?” I ask.

He jumps, bolts the food, chokes a little, laughs. “Where are you?”

I sit up in the chair.

He laughs again, starts back toward the kitchen, then calls back to me, “Battle Ground. Playin’ ball.”

The screen door slams.

I am alone on the floor of mine and Irwin’s room now, picturing Battle Ground. I’ve been there, Mama says. It’s got the big park with the pool where I waded with my boats when it was too hot to be in the bleachers, she says. I can’t remember the bleachers, I can’t remember the ballfield, but I remember the pool. And now I think I remember the tall men with caps and gloves running over the grass, splashing in and out of the water, throwing and hitting baseballs and singing Aaaaaa! Aaaaaa! and Hum Babe! and Hey, Batter! My oldest brother, Everett, showed me how they sing. He said that Hum Babes are special, because Papa is the pitcher and it’s his pitches that hum. I said, They call Papa a babe? No, Everett said, they just sing Hum Babe to the pitches, but some players call him Smoke because of his Lucky Strikes and fastball, and some call him Hook because of his curveballs and nose. I said I thought they were just plain baseballs. He said they were, but that curveballs and fastballs are kinds of pitches, and pitches are special throws nobody but the pitcher knows how to make, and Papa has seven different kinds, not counting his different deliveries. He didn’t say what a delivery was, but he said Papa had a kind that went ffffffffwirp! called a sinker, and a kind that went ffffffffweet! called a slider and a kind that went ffffffffwow! called a forkball and a kind that went bleeeeeeeeeeurp! called a change-up and a secret kind too, called a knuckler, which he only used when he was red-hot since it might go rrow!rrow!rrow! or might do nothing at all, and I felt almost like crying by then, I was so confused and wanted so much not to be. Everett noticed, and shoved me in a gruff, friendly sort of way. Don’t worry, he said. Next summer I’d be old enough to go watch him pitch, and soon as I watched him I’d understand everything fine …

But I don’t want to understand next summer. I want to understand now. So I have the sports page here beside me on the floor, open to the ballplayer with the serious face. And this is not an orange crayon in my mouth. It’s a Lucky Strike. “Fffffffweeet!” I tell it. This isn’t the lid of a mayonnaise jar in my hand, either. It’s an ashtray. “Bleeeeeeeeeeurp!” And Bobby, my bear, is the neighbor man and this salad fork is his pitchfork and these piled blankets are the pile of burning brush. Because I am not me. I am Smoke! I am my father! and the harder I suck the Lucky the hotter burns the brush! Aaaaaaaaaaa! the fire hums, babe, the flames ffffffffwirp and ffffffffwow! And when I spin my ashtray the neighbor man is helpless: I spin, spin, spin it, he whirls round and round and round. Then I throw, I forkball, I pitchfork my Lucky clear up to the sky and rrow!rrow!rrow! flaming leaves and limbs and papers knuckle every which way and the trees and batters and people and houses burn! burn! burn!

I saw.

I saw what Papa was doing.

And next year I’ll go with my brother to watch all the ballplayers splash and throw and sing.

Camas/February/1957

My parents are sitting on the old purple sofa. Mama is peeling oranges on a dish towel spread across her lap, but she’s so hugely pregnant that the peels are collecting clear out between her knees. Papa says that she grew Everett, Peter, Irwin and me inside her one by one, but that she’s gotten so good at it she’s decided to grow two at once this time, to save money, time and trouble. “Now wait just a minute!” Mama always says to this. “Who’s the greedy farmer that planted two seeds at once?” Then they laugh. I don’t get it. They say this and laugh every time anybody stops by these days. If they don’t say it the people look sort of sick, Mama’s stomach is so big, so sometimes they even say it to the same person twice. I still don’t get it. Anyhow she’s huge, and the new two inside her are called The Twins, and once they’re born I won’t be the youngest anymore, and they might be sisters, which might be fun, and Mama will supposedly shrink back to her same old size and act more her same old way. So I guess it’s a good thing.

It’s Peter’s turn for Papa’s chair, and he’s lolling in it like a cat on the hood of a warm car, trying to make Everett and Irwin jealous. They don’t even notice. They’re belly-down on the floor with their chins in their hands, watching some baby ducks on TV waddle through a dish of Purina Puppy Chow. “What does that prove?” Everett asks the TV.

“Yeah,” says Irwin. “What does that prove?”

“Ducks’ll eat slugs,” Everett says. “That don’t prove a thing about Purina.”

“Yeah,” says Irwin. “That don’t prove a thing.”

Everett turns to Irwin and glares. Peter watches them and laughs. Irwin’s bigger than Everett, but two years younger, and whatever Everett says or does lately, Irwin says and does the same. Peter thinks it’s funny. Everett thinks it’s idiotic. Irwin doesn’t care if it’s funny or idiotic, he just keeps doing it.

The ducks waddle off. Ed Sullivan waddles on.

“Ed Cellophane,” says Everett for the thousandth time this year.

For the thousandth time this year, Irwin laughs.

Ed Sullivan introduces Perry Como. Everybody on TV claps.

Perry Como climbs up on a stool, smiles sort of wistfully, and sings a song about catching shooting stars, sticking them in buckets, then pulling them out again in dreary weather to cheer yourself up with. “I’m sure,” Everett snorts.

“We’re sure,” says Irwin.

Perry Como snaps his fingers to the beat. “Never let it fade away,” he sings, “never let it fade away …”

Then his voice fades away.

Everybody claps. Ed Sullivan comes out, clapping too. Perry Como chuckles and says something into Ed’s ear, and Everett chuckles and says, “You sure are ugly!” into Irwin’s ear at the same instant. Then Ed Sullivan pooches his lips out and Perry Como saunters away, so that it really does seem like what Everett said is what Ed Sullivan heard. Irwin laughs.

Ed Sullivan talks for a while now, nodding his head as if to show how much he agrees with everything he’s saying. Then he holds out one hand and asks if we won’t please give a very warm welcome to a big Russian word I can’t pronounce. The audience applauds. The curtains open. And suddenly the stage is dark and shadowy, no one in sight, and a hidden choir of men with deep Russian voices begins doing some kind of chant with crazy little owl-hoots mixed in where you least expect them. Then, out of the darkness, a V-shaped wedge of shrouded humans comes sailing like geese into a pond, doing something impossible so effortlessly that we watch for some time before Mama whispers, “Lord! Will you look at that!”

There must be twenty-five or thirty of them, all in black hooded robes that reach to the floor and hide their feet, faces and shapes completely. And what’s impossible is that they’re gliding as quietly and smoothly as skaters on ice—and there is no ice. Heads bowed, bodies hidden, the Russians slide through the shadows and over the floor as if they weigh nothing or there’s no one in the robes, the spiraling lines and leaning rows of them passing each other so closely you’d think they’d crash, yet they never touch, and the thick dark cloth doesn’t even quiver.

“They’re so ghostly!” Mama shivers.

“They don’t have any feet!” Irwin yells.

“They have feet all right,” Papa says, “but they’re taking such smooth, tiny steps in under those robes it almost looks like they’re flyin’.”

“But they really don’t have any hands!” yells Irwin.

“They have hands all right,” says Papa, “but they’ve got ’em stuck up their opposite sleeves. I wouldn’t be surprised, though, if they yanked ’em out and flashed ’em at us any second now.”

“Isn’t that just like a Russian,” Mama says, “hiding his hands up the wrong sleeves?”

Papa laughs at this—so Irwin laughs too, though I doubt he has any idea whether it’s just like a Russian or not. But Papa’s right about their hands: when the stage suddenly fills with light the monkish chanting flares into loud, full-throated singing, away fly the robes, out dart the hands, up pop the heads, and there they are: the Russians! And now they’re wearing black boots and pants, puffy white shirts, and fur hats the same size and shape as their beards as they laugh and fly and flip over and under each other, and Everett’s and Irwin’s mouths are hanging open, and Mama and Pete are bug-eyed with wonder, and even Papa makes a stunned little bark when they huddle like football players then somehow send one dancer flying most of the way up to the ceiling, doing four or five flips before he sails back down. We’re all so sorry when the dancing ends and Ed Sullivan shambles back out that this time it’s Mama, of all people, who says, “You know what? He is ugly.”

A commercial comes on, showing a cross section of the inside of a woman’s head complete with the hammer, carpenter’s saw and lightning bolts that are giving her such a terrible headache. “Those,” Papa says, “were some pretty fair country dancers.”

“Poor lady!” Irwin gasps, gaping at the woman’s head.

“They sure were,” Everett says to Papa.

Then the woman swallows an Anacin, the hammer, saw and lightning bolts vanish, and her face reappears, grinning with relief.

“Great stuff!” Irwin says, marveling at the Anacin.

“Why are we supposed to hate Russia?” Peter asks.

Nobody answers him. Maybe nobody knows. Peter scowls at the silence, then answers himself in a way—by sliding his hands up the opposite sleeves of his sweatshirt.

Hearing Mama stir, I turn just in time to see her set her dish towel full of orange peels in Papa’s lap. He snorts and says thanks-a-lot as if he means the opposite. But she says, “Open it,” so he does. And instead of the mess we expected there are two peeled oranges inside, divided neatly into sections. He says thanks again, this time as if he means it. But this time he doesn’t sound so good—and suddenly he and Mama and all the rest of us are staring at the brace and bandage on his left hand, realizing why she peeled the oranges for him, living all over again the night last month when the graveyard-shift foreman called, long past midnight, from the Crown Zellerbach mill …

He said Papa had been hurt by the rollers at the mill, named a hospital, and Mama was so stunned that she hung up before he could say another word. Her shouts woke us and brought us running to the kitchen, but before we had time to think she curdled our brains with a scream—because a man, Papa’s friend Roy, was standing in the dark outside the window. When we recognized him and let him in, Roy sat down and told us what happened—told how Papa had rested his hand, for an instant, on a pair of big metal paper-rollers, how someone somewhere had picked that same instant to flip a switch, how in the next instant his left thumb had spun into the rollers and come out again, flat as newspaper, how the mill sounds like stormsurf when it’s running full-bore, yet at his lathe three hundred feet away Roy had heard Papa’s scream. “Let me drive you,” he said, when a full minute passed and none of us had moved or spoken, because none of us could begin to imagine Papa screaming, no matter what. Then came the rush to the hospital, the interminable wait, and finally the coldness of the surgeon as he called us into his office, angry at himself, angry at us, angriest at the thumb maybe, for being so utterly crushed and ruined that instead of playing the hero in a Miracle of Modern Science he was stuck in a room with four miserable boys and a prodigiously pregnant woman, listening to himself snap that “the man, er, worker, your father—No, son! What’s your name? … Well dammit, Everett, shuttup and listen! I’m trying to tell you no. Not with that thumb. Your father will never pitch, or play any kind of baseball, again …”

Yet as we watch him now, our own faces falling, Papa is somehow able to maintain his poker face. And then his off hand, the good one, starts flickering faster than my eye can follow and orange slices go flying like Russian dancers. Everett, Irwin and Peter all catch their slices, and Pete has to whip his hands out of his sleeves to do it; my slice bounces right off my open mouth, but Papa’s everywhere hand somehow darts out, catches it, stuffs it back in; Mama just cringes, hunches, and hides behind her hands, yet when Papa’s hand is through flickering there are three slices in her lap, one for her and two for the twins. So just like that we’re all chewing and laughing instead of staring at braces and bandages. And just about the time we’ve all swallowed and begun wondering just how much consolation a few orange slices can be, Papa, still poker-faced, sends seven more of them flying through the air.

Now a white-haired man in a suit like a minister’s comes on Ed Sullivan and the crowd claps hysterically though he hasn’t yet done a thing. “I just love Maurice Chevalier!” Mama sighs.

“Me too!” Irwin cries.

“I can’t stand him,” Everett mutters.

Mama glances at Everett, and scowls. Papa eyes him too, but I notice he’s smiling out the side of his face that Mama can’t see. I turn to Chevalier and try to decide for myself. He is nothing like a minister, despite the suit. He’s dancing a little now, and singing with a foreign accent, and sometimes in a completely foreign language. Mama says it’s French, and adds, “Isn’t it pretty?”

“Nope,” Everett grunts.

But again I try to decide for myself. It hadn’t occurred to me that a language could be pretty, but I guess this one kind of is. It’s got lots of “zwahs” and “lays” and “ooohs” in it, like baby talk, which can be soothing. Chevalier’s singing isn’t much, though. And his dancing is a joke—especially compared to the men in the robes. Chevalier moves very slowly, smiling ceaselessly and a little foolishly, as if to remind us that he’s really too old for this sort of thing. And I don’t mind him being slow or old or even foolish, but as the song drags on it hardly seems fair that he gets so much stage time when the robe dancers got so little. When the song finally peters out, though, the audience goes so bananas you’d think Chevalier just homered in the ninth. We must prefer Frenchmen to Russians no matter what. They cheer and cheer, he waves and waves, then the noise finally dies enough for him to cry, “Thank you! Thank you!” and the whole crowd jumps up on its hind legs and starts cheering all over again.

“At least he’s finished,” Everett mutters.

Then Ed Sullivan walks out and hands Chevalier a white straw hat and a cane.

“Oh good!” Mama and Irwin gush.

“Oh no!” Everett groans, flopping face-down on the floor.

Papa laughs quietly. Peter does too, but with his eyes closed and his hands up his sleeves: I think he’s asleep.

Chevalier puts on the hat and starts another song. Holding the cane in both hands, he begins swaying from side to side, just like we have to do at Sabbath School when Mrs. Babcock leads us in Jesus Wants Me for a Sunbeam.

“Phony old frog,” Everett grumbles.

But when Chevalier reaches the chorus and the audience starts to sing along, I see his smile freeze to his face exactly the way mine does when I have to sprout my fingers out round my head, making them into Jesus’ sunbeams. And seeing this—seeing him trapped in a skit that makes him look so old and sad and tired even as it forces him to cock his hat at a jaunty angle and talk and dance with his stupid cane—I realize that, phony or not, I’ve begun to like him.

Mama’s trying to hum a harmony now, but like her hymning at church it’s pretty off-key. Peter’s sound asleep, his eyelids dancing, his hands still hidden up his Russian sleeves. Irwin is swaying from side to side in time to the music, bumping Everett’s shoulder with every sway. Everett’s lip is curled—but one of his feet has accidentally begun to keep time to Irwin’s bumping. And the song is so long and Chevalier looks so sad that I find myself wanting to help him somehow. So I start swaying too. He comes round once again to the chorus. In a rusty echo, deep down below him, Papa starts to sing along.


Attic Document,
circa February 1958

A letter, from one Gale Q. Durham, manager of the Kincaid, Oklahoma, Cornshuckers (a Double A farm club of the Washington Senators farm system), to the eleven-year-old Everett Chance:

Dear Everett,

Sorry I didn’t write quicker. Just got back from watching a 20 yr. old shortstop our trusty scouts called a Sure Thing kick ground balls all over Venezuela. Funny thing about our scouts: they are trusty. They always send me off to a team with a real ballplayer on it. They just make my job interesting by telling me the wrong guy. The right guy this time was a 34 yr. old 5′8″ 154 lb. black-skinned-Mickey-Mantle-with-good-knees-&-brains I found playing center field right there on young Bigfoot’s team. You watch them 2-A box scores & weather reports this summer, son, & if one Aurelio Lorenzo isn’t hitting .300 for us by the time Tulsa’s in the 90s I’ll eat my fungo. Always was partial to the name Aurelio. Only word I know with all 5 consonants. But I’m beating round the bush as usual, aren’t I.

Getting down to this damned thumb business, I’m proud you’d think of me at a time like this, and sorry your daddy’s hurting. You, me & your papa are 3 of the tiny percentage of souls on this miserable earth who’ve figured out that playing ball is the highest purpose God ever invented the human male body for. The rub is, once you’ve known & done it what you go through when you lose it is a death, pure & simple. I’ve seen it 1000 times & died the death myself, & about all them 1001 deaths have taught me is Dammit! Dying hurts! If I was there to crack a beer with your daddy (or 6 or 12, let’s be honest here) I’d probably wait till he was all lubed up then say, “Listen. Let it hurt when it hurts, damn it Hubert!” You know what I mean. The Papa Chance I remember tended to get a tad heroic at times. Not that I don’t admire a hero. But watching some poor bounder limp around with a smile nailed to his face while his insides bleed from one end clear out the other is a thing I can’t much stand. To that mother of yours I might add something like Dangit, Laura, I know you’re baptized in the name of the This and the That, but when you got the kind of man who holds everything in you got to let it bust out once in awhile. Then of course I’d run like hell. Don’t get me wrong here. I hold nothing but the highest kind of respect against your mother. I just happen to be a man who believes if God wanted us to always keep our upper lip stiff as a dang billy goat’s weener He’d of made us all a bunch of Englishmen for godsake.

That’s about it for the Summer Lecture Series. The main thing is the enclosed: 40 bucks towards some sort of present. And whatever he gets, make damn sure your pop spends my money on himself. I’m gonna be steamed if I hear he used it to pay the goddamned dentist bill for one of you brats. You tell him it’s happened to all of us, the best & the worst. Tell him I hope ol’ Smoke & The Hook both rest in peace. Tell him I’ll never forget either one.

Yrs. as ever,

G. Q. Durham


CHAPTER TWO
Moose, Indian

Moose … Indian …

—last words of Henry David Thoreau

Camas/July/1960

Mama is a Seventh Day Adventist. She doesn’t make Papa go to church because she can’t figure out how to, and she doesn’t make Irwin go because he loves church and would go no matter what. But Everett, Peter, the twins and me she makes go every Sabbath unless we’re sick. And today is Sabbath. And I’m not sick. And the sun is already so hot outside that everything’s all bleached and wobbly-looking, as if the whole world was just an overexposed home movie God was showing Jesus up on Their livingroom wall. And whenever it’s really hot Elder Babcock’s sermon—even if it starts out being about some nice quiet thing like the poor or meek or weak—will sooner or later twist like a snake with its head run over to the unquiet subject of heaven and hell, and who all is going to which, and how long you’ll have to stay, and what all will happen to you when you get there, and he goes on so loud and long and the air gets so used up and awful that bit by bit you lose track of any difference between his heaven and his hell and would gladly pick either over church. Then the sermon ends, and the long prayer after it, and it comes time to belt out the big hosannah that means it’s almost time to go home. Except that last hymn always has about fourteen verses. And when you stand up to sing it you discover your blood has got stuck down in your feet. And all through the sermon every grownup in the place has had their mouth clamped shut trying not to yawn, so when the glad voices get suddenly upraised this tidal wave of pent-up halitosis comes swashing out of them and up your nose and all through the parts of your head where the blood that’s in your feet should have been, till your brain feels like it’s going to barf. That’s when one of us (usually Peter) usually faints dead away …

All of which is why I think this might be the luckiest day of my life, so far. Because right this minute Elder Babcock is unloosing the twisted snakes and the congregation is readying up the tidal wave, but Papa, as usual, is just sitting home smoking Luckies—and for once it’s Papa’s smokes I smell! Better yet, Mama doesn’t let anybody watch TV on the Sabbath, but Mama’s not here and Papa hasn’t got a Sabbath, so there’s the ballgame blaring, there’s Pee Wee Reese and Dizzy Dean doing the play-by-play, and it’s Cleveland 3, Yankees 1 in the eighth! And better still, the minute this game is over we’re going to hop in the Fortyford and head out for a river called the Wind, which I’ve dreamed about but never seen, and go steelhead fishing, which I’ve heard about but never done. Yes, it’ll be hot out, Papa says, but we’ll wet-wade it, so we’ll stay cool. Yep, our heads’ll bake a bit and our legs’ll freeze some, but our rest-of-us’ll be just right so don’t worry. Pipe down now, he says. Jumping up and down on the back of his chair is not piping down, he says. Quit fretting, he says. Fishing is like watching baseball, he says, in that it takes such total concentration that you shouldn’t even be noticing little details like your arms and legs and head and mind and the miles-long strings of questions inside it. “How come?” I ask. And he laughs, for some reason.

“Watch the game,” he says.

There’s Dizzy and Pee Wee up in the booth, both wearing headphones, white shirts and neckties pulled loose at the knot. Dizzy’s humming Home on the Range. Pee Wee’s making a face, due to the humming. Yogi Berra’s at bat, all bow-legged from too much catching.

“Hey, Papa. I don’t see how I can catch fish at all if I’m not even noticing my arms and hands and brains, because—”

He grabs my wrist. He doesn’t let go. “Kincaid,” he says. “Questions don’t make you a fisherman. Concentration makes you a fisherman. So practice. Practice fishing now—by concentrating on this ballgame.”

Okay. The ballgame:

There’s Casey Stengel on the dugout steps. There’s Bobby Richardson taking a big lead off first. Richardson just singled with one out, and Pee Wee thinks he might try to steal, but Dizzy says it’s doubtful. Diz says the Yankees don’t steal much, because the rich don’t need to. There’s Stengel again. He’s sticking his middle finger then his little finger in his right ear, then sniffing the wax on each finger—and the Indians are all watching him, trying to figure out whether earwax-sniffing is the sign for Berra and Richardson to work the hit-and-run, and if so, which finger, and on which pitch? There’s Mickey Mantle on deck. There’s Mudcat Grant sweating blood on the mound. And there’s Kuenn, Francona and Piersall in right, left and center, who Dizzy called “the second-best outfield in all of downtown Cleveland today,” which made Papa laugh for some reason.

Berra bunts—a little short one—and the Indian catcher easily throws him out. But Bobby Richardson’s safe at second, and here comes Mantle. Pee Wee Reese is getting agitated. Dizzy’s singing, “Home run on the range, Where the ball flies so far that it’s strange …” The Mick’s hitting .301, and has nineteen round-trippers already this season. Papa’s sitting quiet, thinking how Mudcat Grant should pitch him. And it’s true, what he said: I feel like a better fisherman already!

Richardson takes a healthy lead. Mantle digs in. Mudcat tries to stare him down, but Mantle stares right back. Stengel watches them both, his middle finger still sticking in his ear. I once heard Everett tell Irwin that that finger means fuck you, but I don’t believe it. They’d never show Casey Stengel doing a thing like that to his own ear, right on TV.

When I consider the odds against me watching baseball on Sabbath (100 to 1?), going fishing on Sabbath (1,000 to 1?), and doing both alone with Papa because Everett, Peter, Irwin, Mama and the twins have all vanished at just the right moment to make it all possible (1,000,000 to 1?), I feel as if my life has left the world of odds-making and entered the world of Miracles. Everett thinks Miracles only happen in the Bible and that Science explains them even there. But Peter disagrees. Pete claims that Miracles happen all the time, but in such sneaky or complicated or underhanded ways that most people are too thick or busy to notice them. And the more I think about it, the more I believe me sitting here watching baseball on Sabbath has got to be one of those complicated, underhanded Miracles.

If it is, it all started last week at a Babe Ruth game, when Everett tried to steal home on a suicide squeeze. What happened was that the batter whiffed the bunt, the catcher caught the ball, Everett tried to give the catcher a diving forearm shiver to knock the ball loose, the catcher sidestepped, tagged him out on the skull, Everett landed forearm-first on the plate, and it was his arm that shivered. Of course there’s nothing Miraculous about a busted arm. But when his team lost the game by a run and fell out of contention for the play-offs, Everett got so glum and crabby that Mama gave him permission to go to the Seventh Day Adventist Summer Camp down at Wolverton Lake in Oregon, then said if they wanted to keep him company, Peter and Irwin could go too. This was the first big hint of Miraculousness: Mama letting all three of them go even though it’s raspberry season and berry-picking is the way we earn our school clothes money. I think she was hoping to prove that a place could be fun even if it had to do with Adventists. And I think she’s wrong. But anyhow they left, which cleared the way for the part of the Miracle that came next.

What came next—just yesterday at breakfast—was such a nasty fight between Mama and Papa over money, then religion, then a beer a neighbor man gave Papa the night before which he drank out in the yard where I could be tempted by it, that Mama loaded Bet and Freddy (that’s the twins, Beatrice and Winifred) into the Dodge and took off for Uncle Marv and Aunt Mary Jane’s up in Spokane.

While she was cramming stuff in the car, Mama told Papa that she might be back when the boys came home from camp, or she might just send for them and give them a decent Christian upbringing someplace else. Papa told her she must mean a Tea Totaler upbringing. Mama shouted, “I mean Christian!”

Papa said, “Jesus made wine and shared it with people. What was He, a Hopi Indian?”

Mama snapped, “Jesus was Jesus, Hugh Chance. You won’t even go to church with your own children!”

“Neither would Jesus,” Papa said.

“He never had children!” Mama yelled. Then Papa smiled his nicest smile, and she saw he was pulling her leg and broke out in a grin, and I thought the fight was over. But then—I don’t know how or why she did it—Mama just amputated her grin, and looked at Papa like she hated him. And his smile fell from his face like ice cream off a little kid’s cone. It made me sick. I wanted to pick his smile up, clean it off, and hand it back somehow. But it was too late: he was mad as she was, now. Real quietly, he said, “He never liked churches, though.”

“Who?”

“Jesus.”

“How do you figure that?”

Papa pulled out his Luckies, letting her wait for his answer, and I noticed his eyes had gotten slitty and sleepy-looking, which is how they used to get on the mound, Everett says, when he really bore down on a hitter. I didn’t like it. I didn’t like him bearing down on Mama. He threw a curve first: knowing she’s never smoked and never will, he offered her a cigarette. She ignored it. “How do you figure?” she repeated.

Papa stuck the Lucky in his mouth, lit it, and sent smoke streaming like a brush-off pitch, just past the side of her face. “As a kid, all He did at church was argue with the rabbis,” he said. “And as a grown man He went to church twice, if I remember right. Once to kick out the salesmen and ticket-scalpers, and once to cure that poor bastard with rabies.”

“Well you don’t remember right!” Mama shouted. “Christ founded a new church! You’d know that if you ever opened a Bible! And that new church—”

“And that new church,” Papa cut in, his face suddenly savage, “is two thousand years old now, and every bit as senile and mean-spirited as the one that killed Him!”

“How dare you!” Mama hissed. “How dare you say such a thing in front of these children!”

“How dare you throw a fit in the name of God over one damned beer!”

“I’ve seen the hell one beer can lead to!” Mama cried.

“And I’ve seen the hell your friendly preacher calls salvation!” Papa roared. “‘Come unto me all ye Tea Totalin’ prudes, bores and Bible-thumpers, bring your wallets and purses, and if your husband watches baseball or sips a beer with a neighbor on my Sabbath pay day then damn him to hell and whip his kids off to Spokane!’”

“Satan!” Mama gasped, grabbing my arm and nearly throwing me into the car. But while she circled round and got in herself, I jumped back out and slammed the door. “Get back here!” she shrieked. But I wouldn’t. And her voice was so terrible that Bet and Freddy started crying, which made her so mad that she just tore out the driveway without even asking Papa if it was all right if I stayed.

He told me it was okay, though. He said not to worry, Mama would be back. He said they were just two knuckleheads blowing off steam, and he was sorry I’d had to listen. I told him I sort of liked listening, but he said no, it wasn’t right. He said they wouldn’t be fighting at all if he hadn’t crushed his damned thumb two winters ago. I asked how he could know that. “Simple,” he answered. “I wouldn’t be here. I’d be on the road somewhere, playing ball.”

As always, the thought of baseball turned him silent, and sent him groping for another Lucky. He fired it up and sighed out smoke, saying, “Oh well. You and I were due for some time alone together.” I told him we’d never in our lives had time alone together—not a whole day or night anyway. “That’s what I mean,” he said. “We’re due.”

So yesterday he left me at Grandawma’s on his way to the mill, then picked me up late after working overtime. Grandawma asked us to stay for dinner, but Papa told her no thanks: when he and Mama have been fighting he doesn’t like to sit around listening to his own mom’s big theories on why. Grandawma seemed disappointed. She’d spent half the day getting ready for him by lecturing to me. She’d told me that Mama was naturally religious, and that having four sons and a ballplaying husband merely kept her that way. But having two daughters and a millworking, chain-smoking, non-Sabbath-keeping, ex-ballplayer husband had made her more than religious: it had turned her into a “hyperprotective paranoid fanatic.” Grandawma is English, and has two college degrees. Everett says that’s why she can’t make sense to kids like me. Her hero is somebody named Charles Darwin. He was just a scientist, Everett says, but she keeps this huge picture of him on her livingroom wall, as if he was Jesus, to her. I asked Papa once what the big deal about Charles Darwin was. All he said was that he preferred Charles Dillon. That’s Casey Stengel’s first two names. Anyhow, “Just you wait!” Grandawma kept telling me. “Just you wait till those two girls get older! Your mother’s going to make your actual lives hell trying to keep her daughters out of that paper hell in the Bible!”

“Just you wait!” I wanted to yell back. But I was chicken. I didn’t know what she meant by “paper hell” anyway, unless it was the place where Papa works. Of course papermills aren’t in the Bible, but Grandawma never reads Bibles so she might not realize. I was glad when Papa came to get me, and glad we didn’t eat there. Mama may well be a hypo-parathinga-madoodle, but she doesn’t say crummy things about Grandawma behind her back.

Getting back to the Underhanded Miracle: we had to run from Grandawma’s house to the car, and Papa drove to the bank as much like a maniac as his dead thumb and 1940 Ford would let him. We made it inside the doors at ten seconds to six, just as the bank manager was locking up, and while Papa cashed his paycheck he told me we came within ten seconds of having ourselves one heck of a boring weekend. But I told him no we didn’t, because he was forgetting about Babe Ruth, and he said, “Oops. You’re right.” He forgot I have this piggy bank that’s a clear-glass statue of the Babe, and it’s full to the nose, and none of it’s pennies. Irwin had one too, only his was Lou Gehrig. But one time at church this missionary guy came and showed us films of himself baptizing big long rows of brown people called Laotians in an even browner river out in the Mission Fields of wherever Laotians live, and Irwin got so inspired he took a hammer, smashed Lou Gehrig’s head in, and gave it to the missionary. The money, that is. It was over twenty dollars. Mama cried when he did it, she was so proud. Everett about puked. Peter laughed. Papa just shrugged. Everybody’s different about money. Supposedly it takes all kinds.

After the bank we got burgers to go at Zack’s In & Out—one for me and three for Papa—and on the way home we stopped by Six Corners Market, where Papa bought himself a whole case of a kind of beer called Lucky, and a whole carton of Lucky Strikes. When the grocer kidded him about buying Lucky this and Lucky that, Papa scowled and said, “I need all the luck I can get. Even the kinds I got to pay for.”

“Ain’t that the truth?” the grocer said—only it came out “Ain dat duh troof” because he’s from New York or Philly or somewhere. Papa says they all say “dat” and “troof” back there.

Papa called the grocer “Soap” and Soap called Papa “Smoke,” so I guess they knew each other, or used to. Soap had a walrus mustache, puffy eyes, a mashed nose which he used instead of his mouth to talk through, and ears like big wads of old gray chewing gum. Papa told me Soap used to box professionally, and to get boxed professionally too, which is why he looked that way. Soap laughed and nodded. Then Papa said Soap got the nickname because he was slippery in the clinch and liked to sting guys in the eyes. Soap shook his head at this, and said that really the name came from everybody bouncing their fists off his face so often it kept their hands nice and clean. “So you be smaht, son,” he said. “Listen to Soap. You stig wid baseball like Smoke here, huh? Huh? Wuz duh boy’s name, Smoke?”

“Kincaid, Soap Mahoney. And don’t listen to that clean-hands crap, Kade. Soap murdered more’n his share.”

The old man smiled as we shook hands, and I started to smile back. But when I felt his hand it scared me: it was cold, and as thick and scuffed as one of those old-time webless baseball gloves.

“So how ’bout dat thumb?” Soap said to Papa. “Gettin’ some feelin’ in it? Doin’ some throwin’? Is duh comeback in duh works?”

Not even trying to hide his instant irritation, Papa said, “You’ve been asking the same dumb questions for two years, Soap. The answers are still no, no and no.”

“So I’m still waitin’ for yep, yep an’ yep!” he said cheerfully.

“Be a hell of a wait,” Papa muttered, and he spun and stalked off toward the door.

I was embarrassed by his rudeness, but Soap just smiled benignly at his back, then beamed down at me as if he and I both knew, even if Papa didn’t, that any day now ol’ Smoke’d be magically healed and right back out on the mound where he belonged. I knew no such thing, so I just blurted “Bye!” and hurried to catch Papa. But halfway to the door I heard Soap holler, turned, and saw a five-cent roll of Bazooka bubble gum about to hit me in the face. My hand flew up. To my amazement, I caught it.

Soap gave me another ravaged, all-knowing smile. “Wud I tell ya?” he said. “Runs in duh family, huh?”

It was easily the best catch of my life, but I nodded like I knew what he was talking about. Then Soap looked hard at Papa, and didn’t smile at all as he said, “Dat gum is lucky, Smoke. An’ nobody’s gotta pay for it.”

Papa still looked irritated, but he nodded and thanked him. I put the lucky Bazooka in my pocket.

Back in the car, I asked Papa if he’d ever boxed. He didn’t answer. I asked if he’d ever seen Soap box. No answer again. I asked if he liked Soap Mahoney. No response. I said, “Mama never shops at Soap’s. How come you do?”

Nothing. He just drove.

I said, “Mama says Safeway’s lots cheaper.”

“She’s right!” Papa snapped suddenly. “They ever give you free lucky gum at the goddamned Safeway?”

I decided I’d better change the subject. I said, “Soap likes you a lot, doesn’t he?”

The car rolled up to a stop sign. “We’re just a lot alike,” Papa muttered.

I laughed a little, thinking he was joking. “How?” I asked. “How are you and that old geezer alike?”

Papa dug a bottle opener out from under the butts in the ashtray, popped open a beer, and started drinking. A pickup truck pulled up behind us, and after a while started honking. Papa just kept pouring it down. The truck finally revved its engine, slammed into reverse, and squealed around us, the driver laying on the horn as he passed. Papa ignored him. He drank till the bottle was empty, slid it back in the case, pulled out another, opened it, and stuck it between his legs. Then he looked at me. “We’re both washed up,” he said. “Both athletic wrecks. That’s how me and that old geezer are alike.”

It wasn’t true. Papa was nothing like Soap Mahoney. He still played first base and hit over .500 for Crown Z’s fast-pitch softball team. And even with the dead thumb, even at thirty-one, he was the best athlete my brothers or I had ever seen. But when he let out a long belch and the air filled with beer fumes, I rolled down my window and kept my mouth shut. Papa drove, and drank his beer.

Except for the beer in the yard that made Mama so mad, I’d never seen Papa drink. I’d never seen anybody drink except the bums down in Portland. But once you saw the bums you never forgot. They had eyes like mustard, mayonnaise and ketchup all stirred together; the skin of their faces was like Soap Mahoney’s hands; their teeth were bashed in or caramel-colored, if they had any, and their mouths dribbled tobacco or blood at the corners; they wore pieces of dead people’s old suits, wore greasy overcoats that flapped like mangled wings, wore sores instead of socks on their ankles; and after they’d drink a while they’d just sit or lie down right on the sidewalk, letting real people walk over them while they argued with people who weren’t even there.

Once, while we were walking over some, Peter said to Everett that the bums had to listen to a whole sermon just to get a bowl of free soup at the Harbor Light Mission. Everett spat and said no wonder they stayed drunk. Then Mama scared the hell out of us, and out of some bums too, by hauling off and slapping Everett so hard he almost fell down on a fat old Indian passed out against the wall there. Yet it was Everett who instantly said, “I’m sorry.” Because he knew, we all knew, that she didn’t hit him for any weird religious reason, or for spitting on sidewalks, or even out of nervousness at having to step around bums. She hit him because her father was a drunk. A mean one too. Died before any of us ever met him, but Mama still has dreams about him. And even dead he was the reason why drinking terrified her.

He was also the reason why—when we got home and Papa lined his whole case of Luckies up in the icebox like he planned on drinking them all that night—I went straight to the bathroom, locked the door, and got down on my knees to pray. I’d had mixed luck with prayer lately, and wasn’t all that high on it. But this time I gave it my very best shot. Keeping my eyes squeezed shut, calling Jesus “Thee” instead of “You,” sticking “-eths” on the end of words like “beggeth” and “beseecheth” just like the Elders did at church, I explained the whole situation. I told how Papa and Mama had had a bad fight, how He and a beer had been the cause of it, and how now Papa was out there drowning himself, with nobody home to save him but me. I reminded Him how Mama’s awful old man used to beat up his sons when they hid his whiskey, how Papa might do the same to me if I hid the beer, and how I knew He loved little children such as myself and wanted us to seek His help whenever we were in trouble. “And this is trouble,” I told Him. “So if You would disappeared the rest of Papa’s beers for me, Lord, I sure would appreciate it. I thank Thee. Amen.”

I felt pretty good afterward, just like the Elders say you should feel. I’d taken a big fat crisis off my own shoulders and loaded it all on Jesus, which seemed unfair in a way, but was exactly what the Bible recommended. It got boring in the bathroom then, but I stayed five minutes to allow things to happen, knowing that in working with a guy like Christ you had to be willing to make sacrifices. Then I went to the kitchen to check the results. I found all nineteen of the undrunk Luckies still standing in the icebox, and the twentieth out by the TV, sliding down Papa’s throat.

I admit I wasn’t surprised by this result, but I was annoyed by it. In fact I fired off another prayer (leaving out the “-eths” and “Thees” this time) to let Jesus know that only a wise guy would think I was asking for the beers to disappear down Papa. But then He started answering me in my head the way He does sometimes. He made me remember, for instance, that He knew everything. Knew, for example, that I had Soap Mahoney’s lucky Bazooka right there in my pocket and could easily have made a wish to disappear the beer on that. Feeling selfish, I admitted I was kind of hoping to save the lucky gum.

But God helps those who help themselves, right? He said.

“Where in the Bible does it say that?” I asked.

The Bible doesnt say that. You say that.

“All I know,” I argued, “is that I asked for Your help in a crisis, and as usual I didn’t get it!”

It’s your father, kid, and your lucky Bazooka. Think about it.

“What a friend I have in Jesus!” I snapped right back.

But He just laughed. He could see right through me. We both knew I was just being greedy with the lucky gum. I stomped back into the livingroom and refused to give up even a corner of a piece while Papa downed a fifth beer, a sixth, a seventh, even an eighth. I grew so sure that he was going to pass out or puke or smash windows or beat me any second that it took me a long time to notice that he’d stayed fairly normal, except that he belched more, and ducked out to pee a lot. But he was better than normal in other ways. For instance he talked back to all the people on TV, imitating their silly voices and faces, making smart-aleck jokes at the idiotic stories, and arguing with everything the commercials tried to sell us, just like Everett likes to do. And when I asked if I could sit in his lap even though I’m too big for that sort of thing, he let me do it. We watched TV till 11:30, three hours past my normal bedtime, and after a while I felt so peaceful watching him guzzle beer and make wisecracks I halfway wished he’d get bombed every night. Last thing I remember he was carrying me up to bed, and I weigh a ton, but eight beers and all, he never once staggered. So after he slid me in under the covers and kissed me goodnight I shot off another sleepy prayer, just to forgive Jesus for not answering the prayer I’d prayed earlier. I suppose He knew all along how much beer Papa could hold. And who knows, maybe Papa had prayed himself. Maybe he’d asked Jesus to let him drink his fill in his own house in peace for once, and begged Him to ignore anybody who sent up messages to the contrary. Prayer is mysterious, and God is even worse. I don’t completely understand it yet.

Later—when I got frightened in bed and I guess cried a little because Papa’s eyes were like mustard and ketchup and his teeth were all rotten and screwed up and then I woke up and Irwin’s bed was empty and I could hear the darkness breathing so I called and called and for the longest time nobody answered—Papa finally came plodding up the stairs three-fourths asleep, and laid down beside me, which he hadn’t done in so long I could barely remember. He didn’t get in my bed. Mumbling something about wiggleworms, he pushed Irwin’s bed against mine, flopped down on top of it, folded his arms behind his head, shut his eyes, and said, “Don’t you worry, Kade. I called Uncle Marv and Aunt Mary Jane’s. And Mama’s fine. She’s just gonna spend a little time up there.”

I nodded, but felt confused. I hadn’t been worried about Mama. I’d forgotten all about her. So was he worried? “What you and I need,” he said, “is a song.”

Before I could even agree he started singing a cowboy tune called Cool Clear Water in a voice so low and soothing that before it ended I was digging my thumbnail into my forehead—which is a trick Peter taught me to keep from falling asleep in church—because I was afraid if I dozed off, Papa would stop singing and leave. But Papa’s is a voice, once it’s warmed up, that carries you with it whether you want to go or not, and by the time Cool Water ended and The Old Man Is A-Waitin’ For to Carry You to Freedom began, my forehead, thumbnail, brain and thoughts were all smooshed together down into the pillow.

Follow! Follow, follow, he sang, Follow the Drinkin’ Gourd …

It was a song the slaves had sung to the Big Dipper, Papa once told me, back when they were lost in the woods trying to run away North. They called it the Drinkin’ Gourd, he said, because they used gourds for dippers, because the poor don’t buy what they can grow. But the mystery of the song to me was who this “Old Man” was who was waiting for to carry them to freedom. When I’d asked around, Irwin thought it was Abe Lincoln, Peter guessed it might be Jesus, and Everett and Mama figured it was God since they called him “Old Man.” But Papa told me that really no Old Man carried the slaves to freedom. He said they’d walked the whole way themselves, and carried each other, and that most of their offspring were having to walk and carry each other still. I’m not sure what he meant by all that. But I do know that once, just last winter, after a strike shut down the mill and Papa got into serious trouble with his union for not picketing, because he was out moonlighting for a carpenter, because we were out of money and almost out of food, a guy named Theodore Bikel came on the car radio and sang this very song, and Papa got serious and sad as I’ve ever seen him, and said the song was about us now too. A white mill nigger, he called himself, and Mama didn’t even shush him. “Except,” he said, “there’s no North for us to run to.”

But now he sang it like last winter never happened, and as his voice dipped low for another Follow, follow the people in the song appeared to me—a whole band of them, dressed all ragtag, carrying babies and bundles, hunched low in the starlight as they moved across a field of corn stubble toward a black wall of trees. Knowing they were dream-people and that I’d fall asleep if I kept watching, I tried to make them enter the trees and disappear. But they were still in the open when I heard Papa singing How can there be a cherry that has no stone?, which was a whole ’nother song. And even in the wrong song the ragtag people kept moving north through the corn stubble, and when they did reach the wall of trees, instead of vanishing they signaled me to come on in with them. So I did. I stepped right into the trees. And even in the dark we saw that the very first tree we’d come to was just loaded with cherries, though it was corn-stubble season, so I was sure, now, that I was asleep. But I sat down with them anyhow, watching as the ones who could climb began dropping sweet black cherries down to the old ones and little ones who couldn’t. And when I caught a cherry finally, and slipped it in my mouth, its taste and my body and Papa’s voice and the people and tree all began to make that whole and perfect sense which nothing ever seems to make by day. How can there be a cherry that has no stone? the music asked, and at once I saw the mama silhouette picking pits from the cherries. How can there be a baby with no crying? it asked as she passed the pitted fruit to her infant, who made no cry as it sucked the sweet juice. How can there be a story that has no end? it asked as we all leaned back against rocks and tree trunks and let the cherry juice and song go humming all round and through us. Then I remembered it must be Papa still making the music, it must be his voice we still heard, alone and outside our world somewhere—and I looked around at my friends, the silhouettes, afraid that, should he grow tired and end the song, our whole sweet world would end too.

But then I felt his real hand on my real head, felt his gray eyes watching me, though my eyes were closed. And he sang every last verse again.

And then again.

And unless I dreamed it, yet again.

When I woke it was hot, his bed was empty, it was Sabbath, and downstairs I could hear the Yankees and Indians already going at it. So all of that, more or less, is how I came to be sitting here in the situation I’m calling an Underhanded Miracle. Maybe most people won’t think a Miracle should include bad or wrong things like Papa and Mama’s fight or Papa’s dead thumb or his eight beers in it. But take a close look at Jonah’s whale or Balaam’s ass or Peter’s cock crowing three times and you’ll see that every one of those Miracles happened when Jonah, Balaam and Peter were doing a wrong or bad thing. So maybe this Underhanded Miracle of my family scattering every which way, leaving me to watch baseball and fish with Papa on Sabbath, is kind of our whale, and maybe it’ll spit us out and put us back together even better than before.

Or maybe it won’t. How would I know? Either way it’s Cleveland 3, Yankees 1, and soon as this game’s over we’re heading up the Wind! So concentrate!

·  ·  ·  ·

Stengel has finally stopped smelling his fingers and faking signs. With two out and one on in the eighth, it’s no big secret that Mantle will be trying to bust fences. The Mick takes a ball, then takes another, and when Mudcat Grant stops to yell at the ump, Papa says he doesn’t blame him. He says both pitches were sliders thrown so close to the outside corner that Mantle couldn’t hit them and the ump couldn’t tell what they were. But inside every ump, Papa says, is a baseball fan, and for some reason baseball fans all love Mickey Mantle, so the fan in the ump called them balls.

Mudcat fires a high fastball next, for a called strike. Then he throws a low fastball—and in a split second you can see why everybody loves Mantle. One instant he’s just standing there like any other yokel, but the next instant his body coils and explodes, and even through the TV you can hear the sweetest kind of bat-crack as the ball gets golfed to Kingdom Come. While it’s sailing toward the bleachers, though, and Pee Wee is going apeshit about how hard it’s hit, Papa just mutters, “Strike two.” And I notice Dizzy huffing and puffing like the wolf that blew the little pigs’ houses down, because he knows it’s foul too, and is trying to blow it fair.

“FOUL BALL!” hollers Pee Wee about two years after we realized it.

“Jammed him,” Papa says.

“Jammed him,” says Diz.

Papa grins.

I like Dizzy Dean a lot. I suspected I would even before I was ever sick enough to get to stay home from church and watch him, because Everett told me he got in trouble once for saying “Call us Diz and Pee for short” right on national TV. Pee Wee Reese seems nice enough, and I guess he was one heck of a ballplayer, but as an announcer Pee isn’t a bad name for him, since he just sort of pees out what’s happened after it’s happened even though you saw it better yourself. Right now, for instance, he is saying that Mantle just struck out (“Change-up,” says Papa), and that it’s a crying shame his homer drifted foul because foul homers don’t count, and if it had counted the score would be a lot different than it is right now. Dizzy is more the way Everett is at a ballgame. He tells you things you hadn’t noticed, and things that have nothing to do with what’s happening, and he gets mad at umps, makes fun of bad plays and players, calls errors “eras” and basemen “sackers,” tells lies, brags, invents fake statistics to win arguments, and generally grates on Pee Wee’s nerves till you feel you’re really living through a flesh-and-blood ballgame instead of sitting in your house staring at a box. Right now, for instance, Diz is saying that a foul ball should be considered fair, provided a pitcher hits it. A foul that pops backward over the backstop and into the fans should count as a homer for a pitcher, he says. And when Pee Wee says he’s not so sure about that, Dizzy roars, “You were a shortstop! What do you know?”

“I’ll tell you what I know,” Pee Wee says. “I know all you folks out there are gonna be real pleased with these fine products!” And onto the screen pops a couple of housewives who start having a poop fit when they see how clean their new dish soap got the dinner plates.

Papa is different than anybody I ever saw watch baseball. We get to watch the World Series with him when the games don’t fall on Sabbath, and we watch live minor league ball together most Sundays (usually the Triple A Tugs down in Portland, who Papa used to massacre almost single-handed, and who he might be pitching for today if it weren’t for his thumb). Papa’s ball-watching style is to just sit there like a hawk on a fencepost, not saying a word unless something really good or really strange happens, but when the game’s a tight one he looks almost crazy, his eyes get so big and black. He looks crazy right now, in fact, and he’s only staring at the dish soap.

He’s just fired up another Lucky. I used to like to watch him smoke, but his hands didn’t shake then, and he didn’t smoke even half as many. I guess he quit once, when I was little, but after the thumb thing happened and the twins were born and Mama had an operation called a hysterectomy and afterward almost died and was so weak and weepy for a year that Grandawma and her bulldog Gomorrah had to give up their house in Pullman and come live with us to help out with the twins, he took it up again with a vengeance.

Papa’s friend Roy told Everett recently that Papa would be a foreman at the mill if it wasn’t for his thumb. If that’s true, it doesn’t make much sense, since as a foreman Papa wouldn’t need his crushed thumb at all. Maybe Roy means he’s not a foreman because of the lawsuit …

Papa’s lawsuit started last March, when Mama read in the paper about some surgeon down in Portland who removed a big toe off a guy and built him a new thumb out of it. Papa wasn’t any too excited by this, but Mama made an appointment anyway, and they drove on down to see what the surgeon would say. The guy’s name was Dr. Boyd Franken, and he was a frank ’un all right: I guess when he saw Papa’s scars and X rays he started cussing so bad that Papa had to ask him to quit. He apologized, but said that the creature who’d tried to rebuild Papa’s thumb must have been a Mallard or Pintail or Quacky Campbell maybe. Papa told Dr. Franken the guy had seemed human enough. “He better never lose a button off his shirt, then,” Franken said, “because he’d kill himself trying to sew it back on—not that you or I would miss him.” Holding Papa’s hand open, he showed both my parents how the duck-doctor should have saved the bone he’d replaced with plastic, and how the screws were unnecessary, and how he’d made such a hash of the tendons and nerves and skin grafts that Papa had been scarred and crippled up a lot worse than he should have been, not to mention the agony he must have gone through before it all went dead. Mama said that Papa turned gray when he heard all this, but that he only said, “What’s done’s done.” But Papa said that Mama turned purple when she heard it, and she went after his old surgeon the next day, even though Papa didn’t want her to. But the guy was already dead.

Dr. Franken filled out a bunch of papers and sent them to the mill, saying that Papa had been a victim of “malpractice” and that the damage was “irreversible,” but that by having the dead part of his thumb cut off, his big toe transplanted onto his hand, and a fake toe called a prosthylactic or some such thing sewed onto where the real toe used to be, Papa would most likely end up with a thumb that had feeling in it and could do a thing or two. So the mill sent Franken’s papers to their insurance company, who sent them on to their own doctors, who hemmed and hawed for four whole months then told the insurance company that the whole idea was expensive and risky and “completely unwarranted.” So that’s what the mill told Papa. “I guess that’s that,” he’d said, lighting up a Lucky. But Mama said, “The hell it is!” And she got on the horn to Dr. Franken, told him what had happened, and he had another swearing fit worse than his first, but Mama was so mad at the insurance company that even though he used words like “flaming assholes” she didn’t realize till later that he was cussing: she said she thought he was quoting the Psalms.

We couldn’t afford a lawyer, but after a long struggle Mama and Doc Franken finally talked Papa into taking his case to his union. Then Papa’s union talked to more doctors yet, and to their own lawyers, and decided to take the mill’s insurance company to court. The courts are so slow that we won’t know what’s happening till sometime this fall, but if Papa’s union’s lawyers whip the mill’s insurance company’s lawyers, then the mill, or the insurance company, or anyhow somebody besides us is going to pay Dr. Franken to build Papa a new thumb. That’s the best I can understand it, anyhow. Papa says it’s one heck of a kerfuffle. Mama says it’s all in God’s Hands. I think that means they don’t quite understand it either.

Everett is sure that Papa will win the suit, have the surgery, and make a sensational pro baseball comeback. Peter’s not so sure. He says that Papa’s toe is going to make an awfully big, awfully weird thumb. Everett says it’s weirdness could give Papa’s pitches extra stuff, but Pete says he isn’t sure Papa wants stuff. He thinks Papa might settle for things like being able to work a pair of scissors or pliers left-handed again. Papa is completely boring on the subject. All he ever says is: “We’ll see.”

The Indians are up now, top of the ninth. I was having trouble concentrating, so I’m standing behind Papa’s chair, letting his concentration leak into mine, which is another trick Peter taught me. Peter claims that a person’s mind is much larger than their brain. He claims your mind actually hovers out around your head in a pulsing, invisible ball of varying size and color. Peter claims lots of things. He reads an awful lot.

Vic Power, the Indians’ Negro first baseman, is the hitter. It’s weird to see a big black man like Power getting called an “Indian.” Come to think of it, it’s pretty strange to see a bunch of white guys running around calling themselves “Indians” too. How are real Indians supposed to feel about this? I mean, what if there was a team of white guys, with an Indian first baseman, called “the Cleveland Negroes”? It’d make exactly as much sense. Better yet, what if there was a team of Negroes and Indians called “the Cleveland White Guys”? I think a lot of pale-faced folks wouldn’t be all that thrilled. That’s one big advantage the Yankees have: black, red, brown or white, they look like Yanks, and act like Yanks, and are Yanks. None of this cutesy Oriole or Cub or White-Indian crap for them.

But my concentration is really shot. Whitey Ford struck Power out on three straight pitches, and I didn’t even know it till I heard Dizzy saying that the way Whitey handles pressure brings to mind another fine young pitcher of his acquaintanceship, namely himself. Pee Wee didn’t laugh at this, but Papa did. Jimmy Piersall is the hitter now.

It doesn’t seem fair, though, Papa laughing. He never laughs when we brag. He won’t even let us brag about him. Everett once tried to defend some bragging he was doing about Papa by saying that the Diz once said, “It ain’t braggin’ if you done it.” Papa said, “That was Dizzy talking about Dizzy. You’re Everett talking about me.” Everett said he didn’t see the difference. Papa said, “Well, there is one.” Everett said he still didn’t see it. “If you think I’m worth bragging about,” Papa told him, “you’ll take my word for it.” Everett said, “What is this? Father Knows Best?” But he hasn’t bragged about Papa since.

Mama still brags about him, though. She and Everett both know what Papa’s done as a ballplayer better than Papa himself. Everett can recite all Papa’s statistics and reel off lists of all the big league sluggers he’s fooled, but Mama watched Papa play for years when Everett was just an ignorant little blob in her lap, so she has more stories. The trouble with Mama’s stories is that after she tells a good one she’ll sometimes put on her Pious Face, sigh, and say, “Sometimes I’m afraid I know baseball better than I know my own Bible.” Last time she said it, though, Everett told her that God didn’t even own a Bible, so chances were He knew baseball better too. Mama looked sort of squirmy, but she laughed.

The person who never brags or laughs about baseball or Papa is Grandawma. I don’t know if it’s her Englishness or college or Darwin or what, but when she was living with us last year she once told Everett and me that baseball had turned Papa into a complete nobody. Of course Everett hit the ceiling. “If Papa’s a nobody,” he yelled, “who’s paying for Gomorrah’s stinking dog food?” Grandawma told him the dog’s name was Isadora. “Picky about names, huh?” Everett said. “Okay. Name me three big league ballplayers.”

Grandawma was just irritated enough to give it a try. “Babe Ruth!” she snapped. “Lou Gehrig! And, um, Oscar Unitas!”

When we burst out laughing she asked what was so damned funny. Everett told her, “You only know Ruth and Gehrig because of Irwin and Kade’s piggy banks. So how can you say what baseball has turned Papa into? You don’t know what it’s turned anybody into. You don’t know what baseball is.”

Everett’s the only kid I know who refuses to back down from grownups in arguments. Most times I even think he wins, though the grownups never admit it. The trouble with Grandawma, though, is that she makes you spitting mad, so you fight her, but then her head starts to palsy so bad you feel like you’re beating up on old ladies, so you stop. Then, despite the wobble, she turns around and says something that makes you even madder. That’s exactly what she did this time. “I don’t want to know what baseball is,” she told Everett. “I refuse to squander mental energy pondering the technicalities of anything so patently inane.”

“All ballplayers are nobodies to you,” Everett retorted. “Even the greatest, and kindest, and most heroic. So Papa couldn’t please you to save his life. So you might as well be quiet and leave him alone.”

“A long time ago,” she said, wobbling so bad it seemed her head might roll clean off her shoulders, “your father showed signs of keen intelligence. Then he made this boy’s game his entire life. Thanks to this boy’s game he barely finished high school. Thanks to this boy’s game one small injury has ended his career. Thanks to this boy’s game he is a man with six children, no money, no employable knowledge or skills, and he stands an excellent chance of being trapped in that miserable mill for the rest of his life. So no, I don’t understand baseball. But I see what it’s done to my son. He’s a beautiful young man with the jaded, hopeless eyes of some pathetic old derelict. And you wonder why, when I see you and Peter hellbent on following in his footsteps, I am not enthusiastic!”

What she said about his eyes scared me. But all it did to Everett was make him madder. “Papa could make you sound stupid too!” he roared. “He could make your life sound wasted and your eyes sound ugly too! But he doesn’t, does he? So how come he learned better manners playing ball than you learned in college? And while we’re at it, how come you’re not happy? How come you like fossils and dead scientists better than living people?”

“Don’t you dare take that tone with me!” she cried, her voice quavering like someone dying.

“I apologize!” Everett shouted. “I apologize for loving my nobody of a father. I’ll try to learn to despise him, like you!”

With a quickness that stunned me she snatched Everett’s wrist and gripped it. “We’re all nobodies,” she said, and her calm was awful, her head nearly still. “We’re nothing, and less than nothing. You’re a child, Everett Chance. A callow, arrogant little mill-town child. Oh, if you could see some of the things these old eyes have seen!”

Her dry, red-rimmed eyes turned suddenly, fixing on mine, and I looked away in terror. But there was no escaping her voice: “You know, I had brothers once. Three fine brothers, and a father I dearly loved. And they died, every one of them, in the Great War. I must tell you, sometime, what they thought they were fighting for. And I must tell you exactly how and why they died.”

Everett was quiet, and scared now too. She’d been part of a family as real and nearly as big as ours. They’d had everything we had, and money too. And it was gone, every bit of it. This grim, palsying old woman was all that was left.

“But enough of this,” she sniffed suddenly, her face and voice so changed, so eerily pleasant that the bitterness still scalding us seemed like something we’d dreamed. “I notice you didn’t mention Oscar Unitas. What’s the matter, Everett? Have I shocked you by passing my little quiz?”

I thought Everett might laugh at her again, but he didn’t. He just nodded, and said quietly, “You pass, Gran. You pass.”

Given her opinion of baseball, I don’t know how this could please her. But it obviously did.

Much as she dislikes baseball, Grandawma likes the Bible even less. This is because her hero, Charles Darwin, discovered evolution before God even mentioned it, proved scientifically that men are just apes at heart, and got the Christians all worked up because none of this was in the Bible. That’s what Everett and Peter say anyway. Late one night when we were sitting around yapping, Peter said to Everett that if the Christians had any horse sense they’d just sit down and write themselves a new Bible, sticking some evolution in there this time. He said the biblical creation story was a dud anyhow, especially if you were a girl, since God made everything in the Universe, claimed He saw it was good, and then when the First Lady went out naked for a walk to enjoy all this so-called goodness, a completely evil Devil in snake’s clothing came down out of a tree, lied his head off to her, got her thrown out of Paradise and cursed into having it hurt like hell to have babies, and she was still such a nice person that she didn’t go back with a stick and kill that damned snake. Whose fault was all this? Peter wanted to know. Who claimed it was “good” in spite of the snake, then tried to cover Their tracks with a lot of cockamamie hoodoo about Forbidden Fruit and Trees of Knowledge and Eve’s wicked curiosity? And what harm could a little Darwinian evolution possibly do to a mess of a story like that?

But Everett told Peter it’d be a snowy day in hell before the Christians wrote themselves a new Bible. Too many bugs in the plan, he said. In the first place, who do you ask to do the writing? An Adventist? A Catholic? A Baptist? If you picked just one, he said, the others would kill you. And if you picked one of each they’d kill each other. In the second place, he said, most Christians would refuse to rewrite the Bible anyway, because they’d want God to do it for them, because most of them think it was God who sat down and wrote the one they’ve got.

“Well, wasn’t it?” Irwin butted in, looking pretty shocked.

“See what I mean?” Everett said to Peter.

“Oh that’s right!” said Irwin, smacking himself in the forehead. “It was Jesus!”

Peter and Everett looked at each other, then slowly shook their heads.

“Okay! I give!” Irwin cried, laughing like a loonbat. “Who did? Who did write the Bible?”

“King James,” said Peter.

“Oscar Unitas,” said Everett.

Irwin went loonbats again.

“Anyhow,” Everett said to Peter, “you can bet any amount, any odds, the Christians will stick with the Bible they’ve got, sure as the Chicago Cubs’ll stick with Wrigley Field—even though it’s got no lights.”

Peter nodded. “Nightfall is to the Cubs,” he said, “exactly what Charles Darwin is to the Christians.”

“Quit jumping around!” Papa hollers.

Oops. I guess I was sort of hanging on his chair by one leg and one arm, and maybe kicking and swinging around some. It’s Darwin’s fault, though. He’s who got me thinking about apes. When I drop to the floor I hear Pee Wee Reese start yelling and see Roger Maris running, but thanks to my dud concentration I missed the pitch that whoever it was—Jimmy Piersall, I guess—hit. Maris leaps, grabbing a drive bashed clear to the warning track. But when Papa hollers, “Great catch! Great catch!” my brain changes channels again, coughing up a picture of me in the Wind, catching fish.

Papa says we could get trout today, no trouble, but we’re not going to because we’ll be after summer steelhead, which are like trout, except huge. He caught one two weeks ago that almost broke his pole, and it was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen dead, and one of the most beautiful things, period. It took all eight of us two days to eat it, and the smoke from Papa’s cigarettes and the blue-gray ballplayers on the screen are the exact same color as the steelhead’s back, and its sides were as silver as a brand-new—

“KADE!”

“Oops. Sorry, Papa.” I guess I was banging my head on the back of his chair. The thing was that if I squatted down and lined my eye up just right, I could make it look like the blue-gray batter was using Papa’s Lucky for a bat, so I was conking my head on the chair when they were supposed to swing.

“If you can’t sit still and watch,” Papa says, “go get the mail. I think I just heard it come.”

I want to watch, but I want to bang around and jump and roar and wonder about the Wind and Darwin and steelhead and not being in church too, and look! A commercial. Run! Catch the mail! Great catch!

The screen door slams behind me. I sprint like Roger Maris after Piersail’s long drive. But the day is so bright I can’t see where I’m going, the air’s so hot my lungs burn, and who wants to be Roger Maris anyhow? I slow to a walk.

It’s more interesting, walking. I can see, and try to think if I want, though I doubt I’ll want to. There’s a mirage lake in the street that almost looks worth fishing. The mailman’s jeep is in it up to the hubs. Everywhere I turn the air is watery, wiggling upwards. The whole world looks warped. I hope steelhead like weather like this. The local animals and people sure don’t. The whole neighborhood has disappeared except for one small bunch of starlings, who are running through a sprinkler like a bunch of ugly little kids might. They act just like kids, the starlings do, till one of them stops to eat a bug. But come to think of it, some kids will even do that. There’s this kid at school, Meredith Starr, who’ll eat flies for a penny apiece till he’s had three, then with the three cents he buys an extra milk to wash down his lunch. It looks so awful when he snorfs them that you can’t help laughing, but it’s actually kind of sad, I guess. Meredith is one of these kids who smells but can’t help it. He was born without a dad and his mom’s too crazy to cook, so he eats about a ton at school. I give him everything from my lunches I hate, which is called Charity, which is something the Babcocks tell us at Sabbath School always to give to wretches like Meredith Starr. I’d do it anyway, though, since he really seems to want it, and when it’s pukey stuff like eggplant or mashed cabbage it’s fun to watch. He can gulp it down almost as fast as Gomorrah.

The mailman is feeding a row of boxes two blocks down the street, up to his hood now in another fake lake. Even the shade is hot and bright: I think the sunlight must be bashing the top side of everything so hard that some dark-colored version of light is starting to leak clear through. It would scare me to hook a steelhead. I’ve never caught a fish, except minnows by hand, so I hope I just catch a trout. Everett caught a steelhead once and wasn’t a bit scared, but he’s not scared of anything except Grandawma’s dead family, and maybe Mama’s dead dad. I might not be scared either, except last summer Irwin brought a catfish home from the Columbia for a pet, and the first time I tried to pick it up it spiked me so bad my hand got infected and hurt for three weeks. I was glad when the chlorine in our water finally killed it, though it made me sort of wonder why it doesn’t kill us. We buried the catfish by the trash burner, and Irwin made a wood cross for it, and a sign that said: HERE LIES TYRUS COBB JUNIOR. That’s what Everett said to name it, since Tyrus Cobb Senior liked to spike people too.

I open the mailbox. A letter from Everett, addressed to me! Postcards from Irwin and Pete! The commercial! It must be over! Run!

The screen door slams behind me. I try to dial a wider opening into my eyes, but the TV’s so dim compared to outside that the ballplayers look like ghosts. I tell Papa we got mail from the Three Stooges. He says, “Great!” but just goes on watching the game. When my eyes finally adjust, though, I see why:

Roger Maris is up, no outs, top of the ninth. Maris homered in the third with nobody aboard. That’s the only mistake Mudcat Grant has made all day, Papa says. And even Maris’s homer was just a routine fly, he says, except for a hard wind gusting into right. I can’t wait to see the other Wind, I tell him. The river, I mean. No, it won’t be too windy there, he says when I ask him, it’s just called that. Yes, it’s sheltered, he says, it’s in a deep canyon. Yes, there are trees in the canyon, and yes, there will be steelhead, but that doesn’t mean we’ll catch one. Spikes? Like who? No, they won’t have spikes like Ty Cobb. No, not even the bucks. No, no antlers either. Yes, it’ll be great, he says. QUIET! he says. He says he’ll only answer baseball questions from now till the game is over.

The score has gone:

   NEW YORK: 001 000 00 …
CLEVELAND: 100 010 10 …

Roger Maris takes a ball, then a strike. His hair’s so short the sides of his head look like wads of skinned chicken meat, and there’s dark bags under his eyes, and he’s incredibly sweaty and nervous-looking. I usually like watching home runs, but there is something about Roger Maris that makes even his homers boring. I don’t hate the Yankees like most people, so it’s not that. I just don’t care to watch Roger Maris. Everett feels the same way, only worse. Everett says he’s from Mars, which is why he’s named Maris, so maybe it’s a racial thing. Whatever it is, it worries me a little, because one of the things Jesus used to say was to love everybody the same whether they’re geeks, Yanks, Wops, Micks, Meredith Starrs or what have you, and when I look at Roger Maris I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to pull it off.

Peter says there was once this Italian saint called San Francisco (the same guy they eventually named the Giants after) who loved Jesus a ton and was a truly wonderful person, except for one small thing. He couldn’t stand lepers. And I guess they were coming out of the woodwork, there in Italy in his day. But one night in a dream, Pete says, who should come walking up to San Francisco but Jesus Himself, and what does Christ do but order poor San to go out and kiss the first leper he sees! Pete says San Francisco woke up quaking in his boots or sandals or whatever. And of course, no sooner does he step out the door than the skankiest-looking leper ever invented comes dribbling right toward him down the road! For a minute there, Pete says, poor San can’t figure out whether to shit or eat a doughnut. But he loves Jesus so much that he somehow staggers up to the leper, puckers his lips, shuts his eyes, and manages to get the job done. Except (here’s the great part, Pete says) right while they’re smooching San peeks and sees that this walking oozeball was actually Jesus all along! This was the big breakthrough the saint needed, apparently, since afterwards, Peter says, he went out and converted all the Italians and fish and wolves and sparrows to Catholicism, and eventually got himself crucified on a Miraculous Cross up in the mountains that wasn’t even there really. Anyhow, Peter says, the thing is, everybody on earth must eventually face up to their own personal leper. In other words, he says, someday Everett and me will have to get past our feelings about Roger Maris. We may even have to kiss him if we don’t watch it, he says. Of course Everett told Pete straight off that it’d be a snowy day in hell before he kissed Roger Maris. But Peter just laughed and said what if Jesus forced him to? What if He forced him to walk right up and lick Roger Maris’s crewcut? Everett about barfed.

I think I might do it, though. That is, I think I might do it if I knew that licking it would turn Roger Maris into Jesus. But then again, what if the Jesus I turned Roger Maris into just went on playing right field for the Yankees? They’d be even more unbeatable! Everett would murder me. And all the Catholics would be running around with a little ballplayer on a cross around their necks, and the ballparks’d fill with holy water and priests instead of ice-cream and peanut vendors. It’d be chaos, most likely. So I don’t know. Hopefully the chance to lick it will never arise.

Peter reads lots of religious books, like the one about San Francisco. That’s where he gets most of his weirder stories and ideas. He has this oddball teacher at school, Stefan Delaney, who thinks Pete’s a genius and started giving him stacks of special books to read. But not long ago Mama flipped her lid over one called the Bog of Vod Geeta, which she felt was filling Pete’s head full of heathen ideas and turning him away from God. How could it do that, Mr. Delaney wanted to know, since God was exactly Who the whole book was aimed at? And I wouldn’t know, since I’ve never read the thing. But I do remember the day Mama flipped her lid, and I didn’t blame her a bit. …

We were all in the car coming home from Spokane, and Mama was reading an adventure book about Tibet that Uncle Marv had loaned her. Being a good Adventist, Mama was against books about things such as Tibet unless a missionary wrote them. But she’s the opposite of practically everybody on earth in that she has to read in a car to keep from getting carsick, and the Tibet book was the only one her skunk of a brother would loan her. So anyhow, at some point in the book the author-adventurer got himself invited into this smoky little Tibetan house, sat down to dinner with the whole Tibetan family, and started eating stuff with names like Zahpahhayabrugmancharya and drinking stuff with names like Padmaywhang. And as she was reading about this, Mama started squirming all over the front seat, giggling and muttering to herself and acting all delighted, till every last one of us was gaping at her. And when Papa finally asked what on earth was going on, Mama just turned to him with this wonderful, dazed smile on her face, smacked her lips, and said, “Yum! Yak butter!” And we almost died laughing—literally—since Papa gawked at her so long he nearly drove off the road.

But Peter—who is so soft-spoken most of the time—didn’t laugh at all. Instead he got red in the face and shrill in the voice and started drilling Mama with pointed questions, trying to get her to cross her heart and hope to die admitting she remembered a past life as a Tibetan. It was strange. I mean, there he was trying to prove some mysterious point about Buddhism or rebirth or some damn thing, but all he reminded me of was ol’ Mrs. Babcock at Sabbath School bullyragging us about how we must praise Jesus and hate sin all the time, whether we feel like praising and hating or not. I don’t know yet, between Pete and Mama, whose beliefs are better or truer. All I know is that by the time he finished grilling her, nobody felt like laughing about her yak butter anymore.

When she got over being stunned, Mama got good and mad and started firing pointed questions back. That’s when she found out about the Bog of Vod Geeta, and about Peter believing in past lives and Hindu Christs and the world being a kind of gigantic delusion and everybody really being a Drip of God and I don’t remember what all. Then Pete started this big stupid fight with her, arguing about how Krishna and Buddha and several other guys were actually Jesus in different human disguises, and vice versa, which any fool could see was a wacko thing to fight about even if they were, since they also obviously weren’t. By the time it was over Mama had strictly forbidden him to read any more of Mr. Delaney’s heathen religious books. So of course now he reads tons, every night, under the covers by flashlight. Mr. Delaney even gives him batteries. And Mama was right: Peter’s head is getting filled with heathen beliefs and stories—and they’re really great! Pete’s just a kid, but already he has more interesting ideas and tells better tales than anybody I know, even Everett, though Everett makes better pissed-off speeches and tells funnier jokes. I think I might even agree with Mr. Delaney about Pete being a genius, though it’s an odd thing to think about your own brother. And in his feisty way sometimes I think maybe Everett’s one too. Irwin, though, is practically a dunce from a schoolteacherly point of view, yet sometimes just watching him laugh and eat his dinner and grow new muscles and tickle Bet and Freddy and misunderstand Pete and Everett’s discussions and stories and punchlines is more fun than the discussions and stories themselves.

When you get right down to it, it’s a great family I got. But then it’s easy to love everybody the same amount when they’re your family. It’s not nearly so easy when they’re weird Yankees like Roger Maris or total bideeps like Meredith Starr. At times it seems to me like it might have been more practical of God to make everybody in the world blood relatives with the same last name. Everett says that if God had done that, though, brothers would have had to marry their sisters and the kids would’ve turned out to be mutants. So maybe it’s for the best the way things are. Then again, it might be all right being some sort of mutant, lolloping down the street doffing your hat at all the other lolloping mutants, all of whom you knew loved you like a brother or sister, and all of whom you loved. Then again, it might not be so great. I don’t know. Some things you can’t figure out until you do them.

Roger Maris takes a ball, then a strike, then poles one of his typical boring high fly balls out into right. Harvey Kuenn gathers it in. One out.

I open Everett’s letter:

Dear Everybody but Gomorrah,

My counsellor is making us write to say we’re fine and dandy and learning oodles of wholesome Adventist propaganda, but the fact of the matter is a terrible thing has occurred to us. Our beloved Irwin was killed and eaten this morning by a cougar this morning, and is with Jesus now, unless he is in “Heck.” Oh well. No big loss, except sizewise. But we’re all pretty concerned about the cougar.

Wolverton Lake is pretty. Pretty lousy fishing, that is. I would of took canoeing but can’t paddle with this stupid arm which by the way itches like a dirty bottom (ask the twins if you can’t understand what I’m saying here, guys), so I took Trekking. So did Pete. We’re learning to read maps and compasses today, and how to follow the ol’ Drinkin’ Gourd if our compass busts (provided it’s night and not raining and we’re stupid enough to hike in the dark, which our counsellor definitely is). We’ve found two secret lakes already though, and will be climbing a mountain 9,383′ high (big deal).

The food is the usual vegetarian dog-doodoo, especially the “meat,” which is fake of course. But the loss of Irwin more than makes up for a few inconveniences.

That’s it for now. Until next week, I remain your lovely son (or brother where applicable),

Everett

Mama isn’t going to like Everett’s letter. She believes Jesus and “Heck” are not joking matters. I pass it to Papa, but he just sticks it in his shirt pocket. “In a minute,” he says. “One out, nobody on. The Yanks have just about had it …”

For some reason, I blurt, “No they haven’t.”

Papa looks at me. “Huh?”

I feel almost embarrassed about it, but all of a sudden I have this odd feeling. “The Yankees will win,” I say calmly.

Papa smiles. I’ve never predicted anything before and he knows it. But I’ve never felt like this before, either. It’s weird. I’ll bet Mama felt just like this the day she said Yum! about the yak butter. “Is that so?” Papa says.

“It’s so,” I say—and my yak butter feeling agrees. “It’s in the bag.”

Then I glance at the TV, see Tony Kubek coming to bat, and start having doubts right on top of my certainty. The TV says he’s 0 for 3, and hitting .258. If in doubt, Everett says, act tough. “Wanna bet on it?” I snarl at Papa.

“You’re so sure,” he says, “I’d just be throwing away good money.”

“Darn tootin’,” I tell him.

Kubek takes a slider. The ump calls it a strike. Papa says it’s the exact same pitch Mudcat threw Mantle earlier, but Kubek’s not Mantle so now it’s a strike. I shrug, acting tough.

Peter’s postcard is of a mountain called Three-fingered Jack, though I only see one finger. All the card says is, “HIYA. LOVE, P.A.C.E.” P.A.C.E. stands for Peter Arthur Chance Esquire. Pete likes to put on the dog a little sometimes.

Kubek takes a fastball high and inside. One and one. Everett calls him The Kube. He says The Kube is from outer space, same as Roger the Martian. Everett’s odd that way. Anybody he doesn’t like, he says they’re from outer space and makes up a planet that explains them. The Kube’s from a planet where everybody’s head is made out of a block of wood, he says. He says if Kubek ever gets beaned he’ll probably get a base hit out of it. He’s got planets for all the more famous Yankees except Mickey Mantle, who he can’t help but like, and Yogi Bear, who he says is from earth but of course isn’t human. Stengel he calls Spacey Tangle. He says that Tangle’s planet is just a big briar patch, and so is his brain, and that every time Spacey opens his mouth he proves it. Papa says Stengel’s got a great baseball mind, though, and Papa’s usually right about people. Everett’s just more fun to listen to.

Of course Irwin adores the Yankees. But whereas most Yankee fans only adore them so they can yell I won! I won! Irwin adores them because of Everett—because what Irwin really adores are science fiction movies, and watching the Yankees dismantle somebody on TV with Everett in the room is like watching the earth being invaded and destroyed by a gang of inhuman bozos. It’s a pretty great show.

The Kube hacks at a sinker that almost bounces off home plate. Strike two. Some Yankees start yelling at the ump about a greaseball, but Papa says it wasn’t, and he’s right apparently: the ump checks the ball and finds nothing.

I ask Papa if he ever doctored pitches. He says no. Then he says, “Well …” Then he says he may have taken advantage of a drop of sweat or a nick now and again, but that sweat and nicks are okay because they’re part of nature. “I was a nature-type pitcher,” Papa says, more than a little lamely.

“So spit’s part of nature too?” I ask.

“Just watch the game,” he says.

Mudcat is fooling with his mitt and belt and armpits and back pocket and shirt and hat now, trying to make Kubek worry about grease. Papa calls this Psychiatric Work. Kubek tries stepping out of the batter’s box and fooling with a resin bag, but compared to Mudcat’s mitt, belt, pits, pocket, shirt and hat, The Kube’s little resin bag is just pathetic. He looks doomed. Mudcat throws another sinker, and Kubek knows he can’t hit it after getting psychiatrized like that, so he just watches it. Low. Barely. Ball two.

Pee Wee wonders aloud whether baseballs really get doctored much. Dizzy snorts and says the question is whether they ever don’t. Pee Wee acts shocked. Then Dizzy calms him down by admitting he was exaggerating. The true immortals, he says—himself for instance—don’t need nicks and grease and spit. “So you never doctored the ball?” Pee Wee asks. No sir I did not, says Dizzy. But once, he says, when he was playing for the Cards, he did pitch a game with a godawful cold, ran out of poop in the fourth inning, started getting shelled, and pretty soon got so upset by the whole experience that his nose started running like a faucet …

The Kube fouls off a curve.

Well, sir, Dizzy says, he was wearing short sleeves that day, so he had nothing to wipe the nose with but his mitt, and he had to catch the ball, didn’t he? So even though he is a man of principle and had no such intention, he started throwing snotballs by accident …

Papa rolls his eyes. Pee Wee says, “Uh-huh.” I start laughing. The Kube fouls off a fastball.

For a couple innings, Dizzy says, he just mowed ’em down. But the ump got suspicious when he threw a slow snot curve that completely reversed direction three times …

Pee Wee says, “Uh-huh.” Papa grins. Kubek fouls off a junk pitch. For a man who’s doomed, he’s hanging tough.

The ump finally canned him, Diz says, when he noticed the ball had turned green. Dizzy argued that it was grass stain, but the ump wouldn’t listen because his mitt was green too, and slimy. Okay okay, Dizzy told the ump, I’ll level with you. There’s thousands of tiny snails in the St. Louis outfield here, and they leave these gooey little trails of green slime. Ump claimed the ball hadn’t been in the outfield. They’re in the infield too, said Dizzy. Get out! said the ump. Hold your horses and the boys and me’ll catch you some, Dizzy said. OUT! screamed the ump. They’re good eatin’, Dizzy told him. Ump looked tempted, but still gave him the boot. “Anyhow we won,” says Diz.

“Uh-huh,” says Pee Wee. Papa smiles.

Then Kubek sees another perfect fake-grease sinker coming at him, and he feels so helpless that he just gives up the ghost—but his ghost does something brilliant: it bunts. It’s not a very good bunt, way too short, but with two strikes against him he caught the Indians flat-footed, and for a wooden-headed fellow The Kube is not slow. Romana, the catcher, has to fire a snap throw. It arrives in time. It also arrives an inch or so over the top of Vic Power’s big first baseman’s glove, and sails way out into right field.

Papa roars and starts pounding my back. Kubek pounds for second. Harvey Kuenn runs the ball down in right, but there’s no play at second. Kubek stands beaming like Pinocchio on the bag. “That could hurt ’em!” Pee Wee says. “That error was a mistake! Mistakes at this stage could hurt these Indians bad!”

Papa is looking at me like I’m some kind of terrifyingly tricky guy. “You’re not Riverboat Sloan the gambler, are you?”

“Nope.”

“Starvation Whitey, the famous pool hustler and all-round man of chance?”

“Nope.”

“How ’bout a prophet, then? The next Ellen G. White maybe?”

I can tell by his face that he thinks this is funny, but I don’t get it. All I know about Ellen G. White is that she was this super-religious 1800s lady who resembled our bulldog Gomorrah and wrote a book called The Gift of Prophecy, and the Adventists liked her book so much they hang her picture all over their churches, making it look like it’s always Halloween. All I know about Ellen G. White is she isn’t funny. Peter read her book once, and discovered she was the culprit who talked Adventists into banning meat-eating and makeup and jewelry and such. He said she also laid down the law about not going out on the town on Friday nights, but Everett argued that, judging by her face, it’d be a snowy Friday night in hell before anybody ever asked her. Everett said Sister White wasted her life as a prophetess, because she could’ve struck it rich as a bookie. But Peter told Everett no way. All Ellen G. White knew, Pete said, was how to hornswoggle religious people—who are the most hornswogglable people on earth—whereas a good bookie knows how to hornswoggle gamblers, who are nothing but a bunch of hornswogglers themselves. Find yourself a prophet with the gifts of a good bookie, Pete says, like Krishna in the Bog of Vod Geeta, and maybe you got something. Otherwise, he says, forget it.

But Papa’s still looking at me, waiting for an answer …

“I’d rather be a bookie than a prophet,” I tell him.

He frowns at me a second, then laughs so hard you’d think I was Bob Hope.

I still don’t get it. “Concentrate!” I tell him. “Concentrate on the ballgame!”

·  ·  ·  ·

Cletis Boyer should be up next. Everett calls him Foetus Boyer, but luckily I forget why. Papa says Boyer usually bats about last, but he was red-hot last week so Stengel juggled his whole lineup to move him up to sixth—and today he has popped out, hit into a double play, and gawked at a called third strike. Stengel jerks him and sends in Elston Howard.

Elston Howard is the Yanks’ normal catcher now that Yogi’s getting old, but I guess he needed rest, or else the Bear was feeling frisky today. Howard’s planet is exactly like ours, Everett says, except the first and last names are all reversed: Howard Elston, his name should be.

The fans are giving Mudcat Grant a standing ovation. They just figured out that except for Maris’s solo homer he’s been pitching a two-hit shutout against the best team in baseball—because the public address announcer just told them so. They go on cheering so long that Howard Elston has plenty of time to loosen up, while Mudcat just stands there getting tight and nervous. I take a look at Irwin’s postcard. It’s a picture of a cougar. It says:

Dear All, Here’s the cat that ate me. Nice of it to mail this cute pix of us, huh? I’m the one on the inside. I’m healthy as ever, just a bit dead and chewed up is all. Miss you guys, specially the babies.

XOOX, Winnie

Mudcat tips his hat a few times to try and shut the fans up, which makes them scream all the louder. “Patience, folks,” Dizzy mutters. “There’s not much else to cheer about in lovely downtown Cleveland.”

Mudcat gets so fidgety he finally steps onto the rubber despite the noise, winds up, throws as hard as he can—and almost takes Howard Elston’s head off. The fans cheer even louder, thinking it was a knockdown, but Papa says the pitch got away from him. The TV screen flashes from Mudcat looking jittery to Howard Elston getting up, his face furious, his big white pinstriped butt all filthy.

“Nice camera work,” says Dizzy.

“Takes you right on down there,” says Pee Wee.

Then Howard Elston grabs his crotch in his hand and pulls on it like he’s trying to yank it clear off. The camera veers wildly up into the fans. “No stoppin’ them Yanks,” says Dizzy in a perfect deadpan.

The screen flashes to Pee Wee, who’s covering his eyes with one hand, struggling not to laugh. “This is some kinda ballgame we got goin’ here in sunny Ohio,” he says, I think by accident.

Howard Elston takes a big blooping change-up for a strike. Mudcat calms down and throws the wicked slider next, for strike two. Then he shakes off his catcher’s signal, shakes him off again, throws a fastball, and Howard takes one of those big angry swings that look like the ball somehow goes right through the bat. All it hits is mitt, though. Strike three. Out number two.

“Nobody left,” says Pee Wee, “but Mr. William Skowron.”

And here he comes. Moose Skowron. Hefting four bats, then three, then two, then one, overworking the poor fat batboy traipsing along behind him. Kubek hops up and down on second base, looking like he’s got to piss bad. The fans start giving Mudcat another endless ovation. “Home, home on the range,” Dizzy croons, “where the Mooses and the Indians play …”

Pee Wee groans.

“Where seldom is heard an encouragin’ word, but them Yanks just won’t give up no way.”

“Very nice,” sighs Pee Wee.

“In-prom-two,” drawls the Diz. “In-prom-two’s my four-tay.”

“That and French,” Pee Wee says.

Moose Skowron looks nothing like a Moose. He’s just big, like Irwin. He’s also a lefty like Irwin, and Irwin’s usually lucky, so maybe Moose will be too. Then again, Papa is a lefty … I decide to beef up my prediction. I reach in my pocket, pull out the roll of lucky Bazooka, nip off a chaw—and yum! I can taste it clear down in my toes: yak butter!

“It’s the Moose!” I tell Papa. “He’s gonna tie it up, right now!”

Papa scowls. “Home run?”

“Nope! No, it won’t be a homer!” And for an instant I can see it: a cloud of dust, a swarm of sprawled bodies … No, it can’t be. I’m going nuts. Let’s go fishing.

Mudcat throws Skowron the same low slider Papa keeps calling a strike. Once again the ump agrees. Kubek takes a gigantic lead off second, but the Indian shortstop and second baseman ignore him and stay deep, figuring to make Moose the final out.

Mudcat throws the slider again, Moose takes it again, the ump calls it a strike again, and Stengel charges out of the dugout, showing the ump in jerky, violent sign language that the pitch didn’t reach Moose’s knees, which is true. But the ump pays no attention, and the fans all scream at Stengel. He scrinches up his face, sticks his middle finger in his ear, starts cleaning things furiously, and strolls back to his burrow. The count stands at 0 and 2. Skowron’s face is grim. But I still taste the yak butter—and the next pitch (Papa says it was that same good slider) Moose smashes so low and hard you can’t even see the ball till it’s in right field and Kubek is clear to third base. The ball skims the grass once. Kuenn fields it cleanly and wings it home. It was hit so hard that the play should be close. Romana, the catcher, is blocking the plate. The throw is a bull’s eye. But Kubek fakes right, hook-slides left, and Romana doesn’t get a mitt on him till his feet have already swept the plate. “SAFE!” Pee Wee yells, beating the ump to the punch for once. “And it’s a one-run ballgame!”

“But what’s got into that Moose?” says Dizzy.

Papa leans forward, and slams his chair arms. All the stupid TV is showing us is Kubek dusting dirt off his rear. “Come on!” Papa hollers. The screen finally flashes.

“Uh-oh,” says Pee Wee.

And there is Moose Skowron, galumphing along in the no-man’s-land between second and third. He must have expected The Kube to knock Romana down rather than slide around him, so he kept right on running. But when Romana fires the ball down to Phillips at third they’ve got Moose by twenty-five feet. “Hot-box!” says Papa. So much for me and my yak butter.

But wait. Phillips is crouched, the ball in his bare hand, ready for the cat-and-mouse feints and tosses of the hot-box. But Skowron is not a mouse by a long shot. Phillips wastes a full second figuring out that the Moose’s only plan in life is to keep on charging, then wastes another half second looking amazed by what he’s figured out. He still has a half second to sidestep, like a bullfighter, but instead he uses it to brace himself like a skunk with a pair of headlights streaking toward it on a night highway. He gets the exact same results: “Eeeeeeeugh!” goes Dizzy as the bodies collide. About eight feet later Phillips lands mostly on his head. Skowron lands on his belly, which lands on third base. And the ball bounds into shallow left and dribbles off toward the fans.

WHAM! Papa’s right hand slams the middle of my back, and he hoots and cackles as if my yak butter and me are all that’s causing these ridiculous things to happen. Meanwhile Skowron sees that Phillips, his senses, and the baseball have gone three different directions and that Francona, the left fielder, and Held, the shortstop, are a long way from the loose ball. So he jumps up and heads for home. Mudcat Grant and Vic Power do the same, I guess to back up Romana, but they look more like a posse out to get Skowron for splattering Skunk Phillips all over the road. OOOF! Papa whams my back and howls again.

Francona reaches the baseball first, cocks his body like a gun, and fires a blur that crosses the entire TV in a slow blink of an eye. The ball hits Moose square in the back at the same instant Moose hits Romana: “Eeeeeeeugh!” goes Dizzy again.

And there they are: my sprawled bodies! my cloud of dust! Romana like a beetle on his back, wiggling but unable to get up; Skowron, like a corpse on its face, near home but not on it; Mudcat, Vic Power, the ump, and Hector Lopez, the on-deck Yankee, all gaping down at them, the ump making no sign because there’s no sign to make: Moose’s hand is just inches from the plate, but not a finger of it’s twitching. And something’s missing.

“Somethin’ ain’t right,” says Dizzy.

“The baseball!” Pee Wee hollers. “Where’s the golldurn ball?”

As if they heard him, Mudcat and Power start scrambling over bodies, looking for it. Lopez drops to his knees and screams in Moose’s ear. Power finds the ball under Romana’s limp shoulder. Lopez screams louder. Moose’s head twitches a little, his half-dead mind going, Hmm. Them fingers by the plate. Mine maybe? Hmmm. Better touch home with ’em ’fore Casey gets mad … And as the fingers start moving Power dives for the nearest piece of Moose-meat—
   and the ball in his hand crashes/Moose’s finger brushes/onto Moose’s foot/against home plate/too close to tell!/tie goes to the runner?/“SAFE!” thunders Dizzy. SAFE! signs the ump. And this ballgame is tied!

“He’s SAFE!” roars Pee Wee. “This ballgame is all tied up!”

“And for dessert today,” drawls Diz, “how’d ya’ll like a piece of our famous rhubarb pie?”

For a second I don’t know what he’s talking about. Then, sure enough, the Indians pour out of their dugout and in from the field ready to scalp Skowron for squashing their teammates, and Yankees roar up out of their barracks ready to defend Moose’s dead body to the death. Some fans jump down out of the bleachers. Some cops light out after them. Dizzy starts yodeling the Lone Ranger theme song. And Pee Wee explains everything at a full yell: “But interference terburnippa furniture!” he explains. “Either or other buhnerka-buhnerka automaticker Moose debimfus!” he explains.

ROWRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRRR! explain the fans.

Papa keeps hooting and whamming my back like there’s no higher compliment in all of baseball than back-whams. Stengel and the Indians’ chief shout at all three umps while the umps shout back. A big gob of Yanks circle Moose, a bigger gob of Indians circle the Yanks, both gobs shrieking and woo-woo-wooing like retarded braves and bluecoats in some dumb Hollywood rerun. But Moose never moves, and you just can’t kill a guy who’s already dead, because what’s the point?

The woo-woo-wooing starts to lose momentum. Romana somehow staggers to his feet. “God, catchers are tough!” Papa says. The cops nab the runaway fans. Phillips is helped from the field by a player and a trainer. A stretcher floats through the circling mobs, lands at Skowron’s side, and two men in white coats carefully load him, hoist him, and start to bear him away.

Then Moose’s eyes open. He sits up, and looks around.

“That man was playin’ possum!” Pee Wee shouts.

“Like fun he was,” says Dizzy.

“I don’t think so either,” Papa says. “He was out cold.”

The Yankees surround Skowron, jumping up and down, lamming his head and shoulders. “He figured them Indians’d scalp him!” Pee Wee screams. “So he played possum till his calvary arrived!”

“Then his own dang calvary whomped the livin’ kidneys out of him,” says Diz.

The Yankees really are pounding on him. Moose doesn’t look very happy, or very healthy either. “That man has got smarts!” shouts Pee Wee.

“When he’s coldcocked,” says Diz.

“Professor William Skowron!” hollers Pee Wee.

“Professor P. W. Reese,” mutters Dizzy.

“Kade the Bookie Prophet,” says Papa.

“I’m not either!” I laugh, remembering Krishna.

“What a ballgame!” shouts Pee Wee.

“Extra innings, looks like,” Papa says, still beaming at me.

“I love baseball!” I tell him. “Let’s go fishing!”

He laughs once more, then wipes his face and forehead with his sleeve in that careful way pitchers do, so as not to be accused of throwing spit. He nods. “We can catch the rest on the car radio.”

“What I wanna know,” Dizzy wonders, “is how they’re gonna score that mess.”

“Darn good question,” says Pee Wee. “And we’ll be back with the answer, right after these very fine messages.”
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