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			Introduction—The Way It Was

			Until this new collection of some of my short stories was actually about to be published a few months ago, I hadn’t given much thought to the changes that had taken place over the years. Not so much in me as in the sports I’ve written about ever since I was eighteen and, when inexpertly typing out what passed for deathless prose at that stage of my life, in the heat of the moment my two forefingers were always getting caught in the typewriter keys.

			I still have the same two forefingers, some knuckles as gnarled by the passage of time as if I’d played baseball for a living, but everything else has changed. A good young sportswriter doesn’t start at $14 a week any more, as I did. A good hockey player doesn’t get $8,000 a year anymore; some make $1 million. A good baseball player doesn’t have to drive the team bus in the minors for an extra $10 a month to build his base monthly pay to $75. Now he’ll get a fortune just for a signing bonus, if he’s good enough. Same in all sports. Also, among the various computer keyboards I began to use back in the early 1980s, not one of them has left enough room between the keys for even the most ham-handed rookie writer of today to get his forefingers caught.

			But all the stories in this book were written back before these changes had taken place. Those were heady days, before even the goalies in hockey wore masks; before helmets and other scientifically designed protective equipment, before the slap shot, pick plays, sports agents, renegotiated contracts, lawsuits. I have no temptation to bring them up to date with the way sports are played today.

			In that sense they are period pieces, a version of sports history, telling the way games were played before the NHL went from six teams to twenty-one, and counting; before the Expos and the Blue Jays were even a gleam in some prophet’s eye; back when a good Canadian football player might get a new windbreaker and a case of beer for a season’s efforts; back when many a jockey would accelerate his steed in the backstretch by use of electric shocks from an illegal battery, drop the battery in the dirt and go unpunished. The only thing that really hasn’t changed is the character of the participants. There have always been the good guys and the bad guys, the one-hundred-percenters and the snow-throwers. Most of the people in these stories would fall in the good guy category. Another thing that hasn’t changed is that I still depend on writing for a living. When I was writing and selling these stories to magazines in Canada and the United States, mainly in the 1950s, the income helped my wife and I bring up our family and do the best we could to raise our two sons, Bob and Neil.

			Looking now at the five stories in this book, I’ve gone back in memory to what germ of an idea started each of them.

			The Pinch Hitter came from maybe the tiniest germ of all. I read about a player past his prime, mainly sitting on the bench. He said when he got into a game it was usually as a pinch hitter. He tried to analyze individual pitching patterns—trying to determine sequences, habits, how a pitcher chose one pitch over another—and sometimes that helped, or didn’t, if he did get a chance to bat. I thought, suppose he had a young son who’d never seen him in his prime, what would the player be thinking when the youngster finally did get to a big league game and his father was sitting on the bench.

			Maloney’s Last Stand is based on a play once made by a great football player and later sports columnist with the old Toronto Telegram, Ted Reeves. But it also is based on the comradeship that exists among the best in any game, even when they are trying to beat one another. Maloney versus Berensen might be as much a part of such a game as the final score.

			The Bean Ball came from a story about a baseball manager going on an annual post-season hunting trip to Canada. One year his guide wouldn’t waste ammunition on knocking over a few partridges for the evening meal; he’d pick them off with thrown stones, never missing. The manager took him out of the backwoods to play pro ball, where culture shock, plus never being able to throw anything but fast balls, made a story that an old man could tell his grandson as an object lesson.

			Dangerous Ice was easier for me, because it was hockey. Not long before I wrote it, Detroit’s lifetime great Gordie Howe had suffered a career-threatening head injury when he crashed into the boards on a play involving one of the greatest Toronto Maple Leafs ever, Ted Kennedy. The papers were full of charges, sound and fury. I thought: if this was fiction, how would it tum out?

			Finally, Goodbye Grandpa. I lived with my family for years in Omemee, Ontario, at a time when a friend of mine who was the hero of his grandson, had died. It was in the autumn when the ducks and geese were flying. The grandpa and grandson used to hunt together from a hide a few miles north of Omemee on the Pigeon river. I used to hunt there, too, and after the grandpa died I had an idea what the boy, young Mel in the story, might be thinking, and might do. At dusk one October evening I made a swim exactly like his.

			—SCOTT YOUNG, Spring, 1991.

			
		

	
		
			
			The Pinch Hitter

			I lay in bed in the hotel room that morning in June and watched the sun creep across the carpet and flicker on the blowing curtains. Ham Davidson, the rookie who’d taken first base away from me in May, was still asleep. I should have been, too, but you know how sometimes the first thought you have in the morning jolts you awake so fast you can’t sleep any more? That’s how it was with me.

			I swung my feet over the side of the bed and looked at my watch. Eight o’clock. Their train wasn’t due until ten—Betty, my wife, and Bob, my son, on their annual school’s-out trip to see the old man ply his trade. And I wasn’t even in the line-up.

			I remembered the day we’d talked about this trip. February, a dirty day outside, and we were in the breakfast room of the big white clapboard house we bought the first year I made thirty thousand. We were having lunch—spaghetti and meatballs—and I was leaving in an hour for the South and spring training. Betty sat at one end of the table, fresh and fetching, wifely and motherly, acting as if she were trying to forget that spring was here again. I was at the other end. Bobby was in jeans and a plaid shirt and his blunt nose worked up and down as he chewed, and then he was finished. A kid was whistling outside for him to go back to school and he got on his mackinaw and then stood around, a little embarrassed. I thought it was just at the prospect of saying goodbye.

			“See you in June, pal,” I said. “Look after your mother.”

			He half grinned, a sort of shy grin; then he spoke loudly, as if he’d been thinking about this speech for a long time. “I’m really looking forward to the trip this year. Heck, when I was little I hardly knew what it was all about. You and all those guys.”

			“You mean,” I said, “when you were little, away back last June, when you were only seven?”

			He grinned wider. “Yes,”

			It sounded screwy even to him, but we both knew that he was right; he had grown up an awful lot since last summer. Last year he’d been just a kid enjoying himself on a trip to see his dad, almost as interested in the peanut-boys as he was in what went on in the game, but now he was a first-class American-boy baseball nut As simple as that I thought, that day back in February: This is the year he’ll ask me about my batting stance, and ask me what kind of a pitch I hit, and how heavy a bat I use—all that. And I guess I’d been waiting for that for quite a while, because I even indulged in a little bravado when I hugged him goodbye.

			“I’ll save a big hit for you, pally,” I said “A real good big fancy one.” He was so excited he almost forgot to yell goodbye to his mother, and I could see through the window that he was talking a blue streak when he and the other kid walked down the street.

			Sitting now on the hotel bed, I wondered how he’d taken it when he found I was out of the line-up. Betty had told me on the telephone one night that he’d asked why, and when she explained that baseball was like that, always making room for the young men coming up, and that I’d had my share of good years, and more, he’d asked no more questions. All very logical on her part, and sensible on his part, but it didn’t do me any good. I kept seeing his face that day he let me know that this year he was really hip, really on to the game, and I thought now of the times when the pitchers used to walk me so they wouldn’t have to pitch to me, and he was in rompers; the years when I’d been up there day after day clobbering every pitcher in the league, and he was too young to know that the great John Cunningham was his very own old man. And now I didn’t have it any more.

			I stood up and slipped out of my pajama top, and Ham, in the other bed, opened his eyes. He stretched, grinned and lifted himself on one elbow, a dark strong kid with big shoulders. Twenty-two.

			“Up early,” he said.

			“Meeting a train.” I thought I might as well finish. He’d find out sooner or later, anyway. “My wife and kid are coming in to see the game,” I said on my way to the bathroom. “Sort of an annual event.” I didn’t look at him as I said it. He was a good kid. He worried about things like this.

			I shaved. I didn’t look old. Hell, I wasn’t old for anything but baseball. Thirty-three. My hair was as black and thick as it had ever been, and I was flat down the front. But my batting average was .265 and for ten years it had never been below .300, and what my brain knew my legs could no longer do, and that’s all there was to it.

			When I was dressing, Ham said, “With your family coming and all, I sort of wish you were playing today, instead of me.”

			“Don’t be a dope,” I said.

			He didn’t say anything more. He knew I was right. There’s no room for sentiment in this game; not on the playing field, anyway. We were half a game behind the Blues, and the Blues were in first place. If we beat them today we’d be in first, and we needed guys out there who could hit and field today, not last year or the year before. I ate downstairs before any of the others got down. I had lots of time, so I walked to the station through the bright crisp June day, a great day for baseball.

			For a minute or two after Betty and Bob walked up the ramp toward me that morning, everything was all right. I’d fallen in love with Betty ten years ago when she wore a white sharkskin suit, and now she’d bought another, and I held her in my arms, her hair against my cheek and her light familiar perfume close to me. I hugged Bobby, too, and noticed how tanned he was already from the weeks of swimming and fishing and loafing in the sun after school. Everybody was talking at once for that minute or two, and then suddenly there was a quiet and all of us were thinking perhaps of how this day had looked four months ago, how different it was now.

			“Eat on the train?” I asked. They hadn’t. “I’ll feed you, then,” I said, and I took Betty’s hand on one side and Bob’s on the other and we walked out of the station.

			Betty must have noticed that instant of quiet, too, and now she seemed determined that it wouldn’t be repeated. She talked about the camp Bob was going to; about the presents he’d got for his birthday—which they’d already described by letter—and there wasn’t another pause until we were in the restaurant and I’d ordered breakfast for them and coffee for me.

			Then I knew that we’d all been ignoring what we all were thinking about, and that it was up to me to mention it. I tried to keep it light. “Amazing how well the Sox are doing without me,” I said.

			Betty met my eyes quickly with relief in hers. She knew what it meant to me, I guess, and she was glad I wasn’t going to let it get me down—out in the open, anyway. But I couldn’t read what was in Bob’s eyes. I wondered if, in the way of kids, some of the kids at home had been riding him about me being a has-been. He didn’t say anything.

			“You’ll be able to tell the kids all about Garth Earle and Ham Davidson and those guys,” I said, trying to break in on whatever it was that was bothering him.

			He nodded. “Yeah.”

			“Kelly Phillips is pitching against us,” I said. “He’s won eleven already this year.”

			“Yeah,’’ he said again, poking at his egg.

			Bob and I had been pretty good friends, for a couple of guys who only met for about five months a year. He came hunting with me in winter and always thought he should carry the gun instead of me, because the rabbits always jumped
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