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For Joan, who has, as I suspect of Rachel Robinson, made all the difference

NOTE
This is a work of fiction about a real man. Most of what I’ve written I made up. I have, however, attempted to render Jackie Robinson accurately. As he was, or as I imagined him to be, in 1947, when I was turning fifteen, and he was changing the world. The rest is altogether fiction. It may be more Burke’s story than Jackie’s. But without Jackie, Burke would have had no story. And neither would I.
 
—Robert B. Parker Cambridge, Massachusetts June 2003



1.
JOSEPH BURKE got it on Guadalcanal, at Bloody Ridge, five .25 caliber slugs from a Jap light machine gun, stitched across him in a neatly punctuated line. The medics put on pressure bandages and shot him up with morphine and nothing much made any sense to him afterward. It was a blur of tubes and nurses and bright lights and descents into darkness, surgeons, frightening visions, and bad smells and the feel of ocean. One day he looked around and he was in bed in a hospital.
“Where the fuck am I?” he asked a nurse.
“Chelsea Naval Hospital.”
“Am I going to live,” he said.
She was a fat gray-haired woman with deep circles under her eyes. She nodded.
“Yes,” she said.
For weeks he was paranoid delusional. He heard the nurses whispering together at night. They had husbands in the army; they hated Marines. He could hear their husbands whispering with them, visiting them on the floor, parking their cars with the motors running just outside his window. The ceiling lights were recessed. He saw small figures in them, a man being greeted by a butler in an ornate hallway. He slept only in moments, watching the clock on the ward wall. 0300 hours. Dawn will be here in 180 minutes. He could see the tip of a steeple through the window on the opposite wall. Sometimes he thought it was the bridge of a troop ship. Sometimes he thought it was the church he used to go to in South Boston. Sometimes it was a church steeple outside his hospital window. His wife came to visit. He asked her if she would bring him a gun, it would make him feel safer. If he had a gun he wouldn’t feel so scared. One day they disconnected him from his tubes and one of the nurses got him up and helped him walk the length of the ward. He had to sit for a while in a straight chair at the other end, before he made the return trip. The next time they took him for a short walk into the corridor, past the nurses’ station to the visitors’ lounge. He walked stoop-shouldered, shuffling his feet. He sat in the lounge for a while with a small red-haired nurse with freckles. Then he shuffled back. At night he woke up and heard the nurses plotting with their boyfriends, the engines of their parked cars murmuring outside his window. He mentioned it the next morning to a nurse.
“Cars with their motors running?” the nurse said.
“Yeah. I keep listening to them. I keep hoping that they’ll leave, but they don’t.”
“Right outside the window?”
“Yeah.”
“You’re on the ninth floor.”
He heard her but the words meant nothing.
“Too many drugs,” the nurse said. “Too long in the intensive care unit. It’s making you crazy.”
He knew she was right. He knew he was crazy, but oddly, knowing it didn’t make him less crazy. Sometimes he knew both realities at the same time. He knew he was in a ward at the Chelsea Naval Hospital. He also knew he was being stalked in a stark diner in New Bedford on a bitter cold night. His wife hadn’t brought him the gun. He wasn’t sure if she’d come back again.
They had him walking every day now. One day he made it round trip—to the end of the ward and back—without stopping to rest. One day they brought him solid food. A ham sandwich on white bread. He couldn’t eat it. They brought it again the next day. He took a bite but couldn’t force himself to swallow. When no one was looking he spit it into a bedpan. One day a physical therapy nurse came and took him for a walk out of the ward. They went past the visitors’ lounge to a stairwell.
“We’ll just try a couple of stairs,” the nurse said.
He walked up two and, clinging to the railing, walked back down. After that she came every day and took him to the stairs. One day he made the full flight. He drank a little soup. One of the doctors came and examined his wounds, sniffing them to see if they smelled of infection. In a few days the doctor came back and took out the stitches.
The red-haired nurse walked with him, a hand on his arm, when he came out of the hospital and got into a cab. She helped him into the cab and the cab took him home.
The cabbie carried his duffel to the front door of the second-floor apartment. Dragging it inside exhausted him. His wife wasn’t there. He sat for a while on the wing chair near the front door, and then stood and walked slowly through the apartment to their bedroom. Her clothes were gone. He went slowly to the bathroom. Her toothbrush was not there. Her makeup was gone. With one hand on the wall he trudged to the kitchen. The refrigerator was empty. He sat on a chair in the tiny kitchen and rested. Then he stood effortfully and went slowly back to the living room. He sat on the couch. He put his head back against the cushions and closed his eyes. Silent. He opened his eyes and looked at the living room. Empty. On the coffee table was an envelope with his name on it. He knew her handwriting. He looked at the envelope for a while. He had so little energy that all his reactions were slow, and everything he did was languid. He picked up the envelope and opened it. He held the letter a moment while he rested. Then he unfolded the letter.
“I’m sorry,” the letter said. “I wanted to tell you the day I came to the hospital. But you were so sick. I couldn’t.”
He rested the letter on his thigh for a moment and took in some air.
“While you were gone, I met somebody. Somebody I must be with. I’m sorry. I will always care for you. But I’ve got to be with him.”
She was never much of a letter writer. Not much of a wife either. He put his head back against the cushions of the couch and closed his eyes and heard himself breathing.



PENTIMENTO
What he remembered most about her was that she almost never wore stockings. He always remembered that when he thought of her. Her name was Carole Duke. In his mind she always looked the same. Dark blue dress with tiny white polka dots, hair worn short, like Claudette Colbert, carefully shaven legs white and stockingless, red high heels. He knew she wore many other things, and no things, but he always remembered her that way.
He met Carole at a USO, in the Back Bay, near Kenmore Square. He was eighteen, on leave between boot camp and the Pacific, at loose ends. His father had died the previous summer in a construction accident. His mother didn’t seem to him like a mother. She seemed to him like a drunken slattern, so while everybody else went home after basic, he rented a room, and drifted around the city, waiting until it was time to ship out. He didn’t feel particularly lonely. He missed his father, but his mother had ceased to matter a long time ago.
At the USO there was food and big band music, and hostesses who volunteered to dance with the young servicemen soon to be in combat. The room was full of men in uniform. One of the young women, a hostess wearing a blue dress with white polka dots, spoke to him.
“Want to dance, Marine?”
He said he did. And they swung out onto the dance floor to “American Patrol.”
“So where are you from, Mr. Marine?”
“Boston,” he said.
“Home on leave.”
“Sort of.”
“Sort of?”
He told her that his mother lived here but they didn’t get along. He told her he had rented a room on Huntington Avenue.
“You have your orders yet,” she said.
The band played “There Are Such Things,” and they slowed. She pressed herself against him.
“First Marines,” he said.
“Sounds like the Pacific to me,” she said.
“Yes.”
Her face was near his as they danced. She smelled like good soap.
“Wow,” she said. “I’d be so scared.”
“I guess I’ll be scared,” he said. “I guess everybody is.”
“But you do it.”
“Sure.”
“That’s so brave,” she said.
He pressed his hand into the small of her back as they danced. A female vocalist sang, “I don’t want to walk without you, baby. . . .”
“And you have no one to worry about you?”
“I’ll worry about me,” he said.
She laughed softly. He could feel her breath on his neck.
“Well, dammit,” she said. “I will, too.”
SHE HAD AN apartment on Park Drive not far from the Harvard Medical School area where she worked. He looked around: small foyer, living room on the right, bath next to it, bedroom on the left, tiny kitchen ahead.
“You got your own apartment?” he said.
“Sure.”
“You live alone here?”
“Yes. Why?”
“I been living in a barracks with a lot of guys. Alone seems nice.”
“As long as it’s not too alone,” she said. “Would you like a drink?”
“Sure.”
She brought out some Vat 69 scotch and some ice and a glass siphon with a lacy silver design on it. She poured two scotches, added some ice, and squirted the carbonated water from the siphon. She handed him one.
“Come on, Mr. Marine, sit with me on the couch.”
He sat. She sat beside him. Her bare legs gleamed. He drank some scotch. It was good. His drinking experience was mostly beer up till now.
“How old are you?” she said.
“Eighteen.”
He almost called her ma’am, but caught himself.
“Wow,” she said. “I’m twenty-five.”
He didn’t know what to say about this, so he simply nodded.
“What do you think about that?” she said.
“Doesn’t seem to matter,” he said.
“No,” she said. “It doesn’t seem to.”
“Were you in high school until the Marines?” she said.
“No. I quit school,” he said. “I was doing high ironwork, with a bunch of Mohawk Indians.”
“High iron?”
“Yeah, you know, skyscrapers. Mostly the Mohawks do that stuff, but they needed a guy quick, and I was willing.”
“My God,” she said.
“You get used to it,” he said. “My father did it too.”
“And you don’t get along with your mother?”
“No,” he said.
“Because?”
He could feel the length of her thigh against his as she sat beside him.
“A lot of booze,” he said. “A lot of men.”
“How awful,” she said.
He shrugged.
“She does what she does,” he said. “I do what I do.”
She shifted on the couch and tucked her bare legs beneath her and turned toward him, holding the glass of scotch in both hands.
“And what do you do?” she said.
“Lately,” he said, “I been learning to shoot a rifle.”
“There are better things,” she said.
“Not where I’m going.”
She smiled.
“No, but you’re not there yet.”
He nodded. They were close now, and carefully he put his arm around her. She rested her head against his shoulder.
“You may be young but you seem awfully big and strong,” she said.
“High iron does that,” he said. “You should have seen my father.”
“I should,” she said. “Could you talk to him?”
“Yes.”
“But not your mother.”
“No.”
“So you’re going off to war with no one to talk to.”
“I’m talking to you,” he said.
“But you must have a lot of feelings bundled up in there,” she said. “You need to be able to let go, let it all out.”
“Marines mostly teach you to shut up about stuff,” he said.
“Well, I will teach you differently,” she said. “Have you ever had intercourse?”
He was silent for a moment. His impulse was to claim that he had, but there was something here, something between them. He didn’t want to lie.
“No,” he said. “I haven’t.”
“Then it’s time,” she said and leaned toward him and kissed him on the mouth.




Bobby
In the summer of 1941, when I was nine, my father used to work around the yard on Sunday afternoons wearing a white undershirt and bear pants. The bear pants were overwashed khakis that he was wearing when, as a young man in Maine, he had shot a bear. The bear’s blood still stained the pants, and they became known as the bear pants. The bear pants were, for me, though I would not have known how to say it, totemic, the tangible vestige of a warrior past no longer available.
We lived ninety miles west of Boston, in Springfield, in a white house with a screened back porch. My father used to play the radio loudly on the porch while he worked in the garden or clipped the hedge, so he could listen to the ball game. There were still blue laws in Boston in the days before the war, and baseball was not broadcast on Sundays. So while he staked his tomato plants and weeded among his string beans, my father listened to the Brooklyn Dodgers on WHN, which came clear channel up the Connecticut River Valley from New York.
Normally on Sundays teams played a doubleheader, so all the slow summer afternoon I would hear Red Barber’s play-by-play with Connie Desmond, until the sound of it became the lullaby of summer, a song sung in unison with my father. I saw Ebbets Field in my imagination long before I ever saw the bricks and mortar. The rotunda, the right field screen with Bedford Avenue behind it. Schaefer Beer, Old Gold cigarettes, the scoreboard and Abe Stark’s sign. Brooklyn itself became a place of exotica and excitement for me, and the perfumed allure of New York City, gleaming between its rivers, wafted up the Connecticut Valley and lingered in my nostrils as it has lingered since, years before my father took me there and I found, to my adolescent delight, that it was what I’d imagined.
I learned something of triumph when the Dodgers won the National League pennant in 1941. I did not know who won in 1940. I learned years later that it was Cincinnati. I did not know any players in 1940. By the time I was nine, in September of 1941, the names of the Dodgers marched through my mind like lyrics: Dolph Camelli, Billy Herman, Pee Wee Reese, Cookie Lavagetto, Ducky Medwick, Pete Reiser, Dixie Walker, Mickey Owen. The pitchers: Higbe and Wyatt and Hugh Casey. And I learned something about tragedy in the World Series when Mickey Owen missed the third strike on Tommy Henrich to give the Yankees another chance to win, which they did. I regret it still.
Listening to the scores—Pittsburgh 4, Chicago 2; Cleveland 8, Detroit 1—I felt connected to all the great cities I’d never seen, across the vast rolling reaches of the Republic, connecting me with them and the people there watching the games. I saw them. I smelled the steamy heat in their streets. Philadelphia, Washington, Cincinnati.
In that last summer before the war, listening to the radio while my father wore his bear pants and worked in the yard, it was as if I learned the shaman incantations of a magic sect. The sound of the bat, amplified by the crowd mike. The call of the vendors, the organ playing, the sound of the fans yelling things you could never quite make out. The effortless and certain cadences of the play-by-play announcers, all of it became like the sound of a mother’s heartbeat to her unborn child, the rhythm of life and certainty. The sound of permanence.
When my father was through working he’d have a beer, Ballantine as I recall, and he’d pour some in a shot glass and say to me, “Want a drink, Bob?”
It was, for me, the potion of initiation. Women didn’t drink beer and listen to ball games on summer afternoons, and they didn’t wear bear pants.

2.
FOR MORE THAN a month he was too weak to do anything except sit in a chair near the window and look at what was happening on the street. He had some mustering-out pay left, and several times a week a home worker from the VA came around and brought him some groceries. Most of them went unused. He couldn’t eat. It wasn’t even that food repelled him. He simply didn’t want it and couldn’t force himself to eat it. He drank a little soup most days. And sometimes a half a slice of toast. The home worker brought him books and magazines but he didn’t have the energy to read. He listened to the radio. He slept part of the day. Nights were difficult. The visiting nurse came once a week. The scars on his stomach and chest were still bright, but there was no infection. He hadn’t smoked since he was wounded. He couldn’t stand to drink coffee. On her third weekly visit the nurse took him for a walk to the corner of his block and back. He walked like an elderly man, his shoulders forward, taking small shuffling steps, shivering. The weather was mild, and he was bundled up, but he was cold. He stopped at the corner, and turned and looked back at the insurmountable distance back down his block.
“You can make it,” the nurse said.
She was a fat young woman with long black hair and an Irish face. Her name was Madeline Murphy.
“It’ll get easier as time goes by,” she said. “Once your blood count gets back up.”
Burke nodded. They began to slowly walk back.
“So, what are your plans?” Madeline said. “After you get back on your feet.”
Burke shook his head.
“You don’t know?” Madeline said. “Or you won’t tell?”
“Don’t know,” Burke said.
“Well, what are you trained for?” Madeline said.
It seemed to Burke that they were no closer to his place than they had been. He glanced over at Madeline and smiled a little.
“Rifleman,” he said.




End of sample
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“Balled for Leonard in cighth 1 Slanky, Rob
inson, ¥ Wallor, ~ Bdwards,  Hecse  E-Verban,
Semitick, Newsome. Edwards. REL unilo. S
i, Walker 5% Walker, Newsome, ~Fusl
Jorgensen. 3 1L Walker,  Sh—Wyrostek, _Furil
Holbison, Db Seminick,  Verban - and  Seminic
Reoso, Stamky and Nobimon BE Leomard
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Hils Leonara 12 n 7. WP Brues  Loser—
Loonard  Umpires—Baw, Jords md Conlan AL
Lendance 22170,
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“Ran for Bragan in ninth, 'Balled for Casey in
ninih 1 eese, Rackloy, Sarney. Hoimes,  Hopp,
Torgoson 2 Hliioll, Rowell T Tocgeson,

BT Barmey, Sianky, Rowell, Eilioll 3 M
rucillo, Harnoy, Hopp, Mas SB—Teiscr, How |
oll, Masl DP Lavegello, Stanky and Robinson. Eb
“larmey 3, Casey’ 2 Spahn 6. SO Bamoy 1
Casey T, Spabn L iiits arney 3 in 6 13 P
Casey 1B Casey. Loser—Barney.
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“Ballod @r Branca in sevenih [Balled for Hal
ten i sighth. R liolmes, Rawell, Torgeson 2. E—
Bowell, ' REL Culler, Masi 2. 35 Reese, Torge
son Wasl Db spahn and Masi 5 Spabn 6
Branca 5 Hallon 1. SO-Spabn 3, Bramea 7. Hal
ten 1, Bebrman 1 a7 isiten 0
in L WP Spaha  Loser Branca  Umpires P
el Robl and Gore, Attendance. 3412,






