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Lazy days of
summer...,

 


Two seven-year-old boys
with lots of freedom and time to kill...,

 


Hmmm.

 


Sounds like
trouble?


To Lee, who will always
have wings.

 


To Ashley, whose love of
baseball

matches mine when I was
seven.

 


To the folks in Osmond.
You were the greatest.



No Friends

 


Their arguments were in percentages, best pitcher, hitter,
shortstop, whatever position or sport of the day. To argue those
things, you need to be older than me, seven. No. To be part of this
conversation would be painful.

“Let’s go, Mat.”

Mat was my much younger
brother, not yet three, and the one I was supposed to look after.
He stood to take my hand.

“Why?”

“Get some
watermelon.”

“Why?”

“Cause it’s
good.”

“OK.”

Dad was in the midst of the
argument. I thought we could get away. But after about twenty feet
I heard his voice rise above the others.

“Hey! Where are you two
going?”

“Watlmn,” said
Mat.

Dad held his hand up to his
ear. “What? Hey, you guys. I can’t hear.”

In the silence, Mat said
very clearly, “Watlmn.”

There followed another
moment of silence, broken finally by Dad’s voice.

“What?”

“Watlmn.”

“You wet your
pants?”

“He wants watermelon,” I
offered.

“You sure? See if he wet
his pants.”

Mat’s face was turning red.
“Watlmn.”

“He’s gonna
cry.”

“Just check
him.”

I turned Mat in circles for
everyone to see.

“Dry,” I said.

“Check his
pants.”

“If he gets wet, I’ll tell
you.”

“Don’t let him get wet. If
he has to go…,”

I had previously spotted
two outhouses on the south side of the park.

“I know where to take
him.”

“Watlmn,” Mat
moaned.

Soon, Mat would be out of
control. Dad seemed to sense this. He waved me away.

“You know
where?”

I pointed to the table with
the watermelon, one of many filled with food that formed a loose
circle under the shade of the cottonwoods. Dad nodded.

“Come right
back.”

“Right.”

“Not too much for him.
He’ll wet his pants.”

“Right.”

I grabbed Mat’s hand and
pulled him away.

Approaching the watermelon
table, a woman with long hair and dark eyes smiled down at
us.

“May I help
you?”

“He wants some watermelon,”
I said, patting Mat on the head.

She pulled her hair behind
her shoulders and handed Mat a slice. “Just him?”

“Um, me too,
please.”

“Mo,” said Mat.

“What?”

“He wants to know if we can
have more later.”

“Plees!”

She laughed. “And thirds
and fourths and fifths!”

“We’ll come back later,
Mat.”

“OK.”

Our grandmother, the local
Presbyterian Sunday School teacher, was watching us from another
table. In just the few hours that we had been here, Mat and I had
already learned that we would be the

recipients of several
reminders of the Lord’s Good Will.

I guided us in another
direction. But we hadn’t gone more than a few steps when I felt her
shadow over me. She grabbed my elbow, led us back to her friends
and started introducing everyone. There were smiles and handshakes
and names I can’t remember.

I think she said his name
was Elmer but I will always remember him as Hooknose, an old man
whose nose seemed to spring mightily out of his face, starting high
between his dark, sunken eyes and wild, bushy eyebrows, then
arching out and down past an obvious hump in the middle, extending
down past his upper lip, then curving late, but sharply back up to
attach to his face. Anyone with a nose like that also has huge
nostrils. I had the feeling of looking up at a horse.

“Watermelon man, huh?” he
asked, seeing the juice dripping onto my shoes.

By now, Mat had it all over
the front of his shirt. “Fok.”

Hooknose studied him for a
moment, shaking his head at the developing mess. “What?”

“Fok.”

“He wants a
washcloth?”

“He wants a fork,” I
offered. “For his watermelon.”

Hooknose burst into
laughter. I’d never heard anyone laugh so heartily. I decided that
in spite of his horrendous nose, I liked him.

“He can’t have a fork,”
said Grandma. “He’ll poke his eye out.”

“Mat,” I said. “No fork.
You’ll poke your eye out.”

“OK.”

Bertha was gushy beyond
drowning. She was heavy set and wore a loose black dress with large
red and green flowers. Her red, painted toes stuck out of her
shiny, black shoes and she had big curls of hair that bounced on
top of her round, smiling face. Her every motion scattered wafts of
sweet-smelling perfume that was accompanied by the clinking sounds
of jewelry, of which she wore in abundance. I looked down at Mat.
His nose was scrunched. We were gagging.

“Aren’t they cute?” she
cooed.

“Stnk,” said
Mat.

This took everyone by
surprise. There followed a moment of silence. My grandmother turned
white.

“What,” asked Grandma,
timidly.

“Stnk.”

“He means you smell good,”
I said to Bertha, much to everyone’s relief.

Everyone laughed. Mat
received a hug and a kiss from Bertha. I backed out of
reach.

Frederick, the fourth
person in this group, looked as if he had been facing skyward,
yawning with his mouth wide open when the golf ball went
in.

His Adam’s apple hung down
as if the ball had broken everything. I watched his goiter swing
side to side as he turned his head one way or the other, wondering
if it hurt or if somehow the thing could be pulled back
up.

I later learned that his
was a common condition for many residents in the area due to
insufficient iodide in the soil and, subsequently, insufficient
amounts in their diet. Iodized salt had not yet been invented or at
least had not reached little towns on the prairie.

Hooknose, Frederick, Bertha
and my grandmother were having a conversation about some passage in
the Bible. They tried to get us involved, but being new in town, we
already didn’t have any friends, and this conversation would
probably cut off all of our chances. Mat and I feigned a need for
more watermelon.

The town park was host to
the Fourth of July celebration beneath the trees next to the
bandstand, nineteen fifty-four. Someone handed us paper plates and
pointed us toward the food. Mat took what I took, trusting my
judgment.

“Fried chicken.”

“OK.”

“Not that kind. This
one.”

“Why?”

“It’s crisper.”

“OK.

“No Cole slaw.”

“Why?”

“Because it’ll kill
you.”

“Oh.”

“Chocolate
cake.”

“OK.”

“Brownies.”

“OK.”

“Come on.”

“What?”

“Let’s go sit over
there.”

“Why?”

“We can watch the
game.”

“OK.”

We passed by Dad, who was
still sitting at the picnic table with his friends, and continued
toward the shade of Town Hall.

“Hey. Where you two
going?”

“Gum,” said Mat,
concentrating on keeping everything on his plate.

“What?” Dad looked at me.
“Does he have gum?”

“No, he..,”

“He can’t have gum. He’ll
choke.”

“Gum,” said Mat, wanting to
move on.

“He doesn’t have
gum.”

“Check his
mouth.”

“He means game.”

“What game?”

I pointed to the kids
playing baseball on the vacant lot next to Town Hall, just across
the alley. “We’re going over there to watch.”

“Gum!” said Mat, getting
impatient.

“You sure he doesn’t have
gum?”

“No gum,” I
said.

“Gum!” Mat bellowed.

“It’s OK,” I said. “We’re
going to gum.”

“OK.”

“Just make sure I can see
you.”

“Right.”

We carried our plates out
of the trees and across the alley. We sat in the shade of Town Hall
and watched the big kids play baseball. I would be going to school
here in the fall. A couple of kids playing were about my age so I
tried to remember their faces.

There were a few curious
glances in our direction, but our whole time sitting and eating, no
one asked us to play, no one said hello and we made no
friends.



Play Ball

 


As
long as Mat was around, I had someone to play with. Well, not
exactly play. I had someone to keep me occupied so I wouldn’t be
bored to death.

But within a couple of days
he went back to stay with Mom. Dad had a job in another town and
was gone all day during the week. It was going to be a long
summer.

My room was up in the attic
and there were boxes of things to explore. The house was full of
closets, drawers, a full-sized cellar with more boxes of unknown
things.

The garage, located next to
the alley in the back, had a basketball hoop, no net, mounted on
the north wall and inside a loft, available only to those willing
to climb the wobbly slats nailed to the studs. I was happy to
explore.

My grandmother had other
plans. She took it upon herself to accomplish two things, bring me
up to snuff on the Bible and teach me how to play
Casino.

She dealt each of us four
cards and turned four cards face-up on the table.

“The cards can be dealt in
any order,” she said.

“What’s the best
order?”

“Whatever
works.”

“Can I look at my
cards?”

“Yes.”

“How do I know what’s
good?”

“If you’ll be quiet long
enough, I’ll tell you.”

I was holding a four, a
ten, a queen, and an ace. The four cards on the table were a three,
a six, a nine, and a jack.

“Get the most cards,” said
Grandma, “and get three points; most spades, one point; two of
spades, one point; ten of diamonds, two points; and each ace is one
point. Eleven points each round.”

“What do I do?”

“If you can match a card on
the table, put yours on top of it and take it.”

“What if I don’t have a
match?”

“Use your cards to build on
top of those in the middle so that they add up to something else
that you have in your hand, except face cards. You can only play
one card each turn.”

I placed my four on top of
the six.

“Ten.”

“Good.” She threw a jack on
top of the one in the middle and took them away. “You can build as
many tens as you want.”

“What?”

“If you had an ace, you
could put it on that nine there and make another ten.”

“Oh, I see. I’ll get more
cards later.”

“Right.”

I placed my ace on top of
the nine and put those two cards on top of the six and
four.

“Tens.”

“Very good.” She flicked
the ten of diamonds on top of my pile and took them
away.

“Your turn,” she said,
calmly.

“You took my
cards.”

“Yes.” She squared her
newly acquired pile of cards. “Your turn.”

“What if I can’t do
anything?”

“Put a card
down.”

I placed the queen on the
table. She matched it with a queen and swept them away. I put my
ten down. She took it with a second ten that she was holding and
dealt out four more cards.

“If nothing’s on the
table,” she said. “You’ll just have to throw one out.”

And thus, began the saga of
cards in the house, a competition that would continue for over a
year. For a while I suspected that she was playing with two
decks.

I started counting aces,
keeping track of tens, and looking for other signs of suspicious
behavior. But at the end of each round, the total always came to
eleven points, unless cards were split twenty-six each and no one
got those points. If she was cheating, it wasn’t with an extra
deck.

But since I never knew
whether our time together would be cards or religion, I was
skeptical about every encounter. From this, she learned to be a bit
more-ready when I was passing through. This led to the game of Hide
and Seek.

Seeing the Bible out and
ready on the dining room table, I’d head for the basement, up to
the attic, or to some place that she had already checked. All I
needed was to be quiet and mobile.

She wasted few
opportunities to sit me down and show me her collection of
religious material. She had books, pamphlets, brochures from God’s
Heaven and testimonials.

There was Wednesday night
Bible study, an ever-growing list of things that needed prayer, and
for every Saturday night, pre-study for Sunday school the following
morning so that if none of the other kids could answer her
questions, which was most of the time, she could always point to
me. Hours dragged by as I squirmed in my chair and gazed longingly
at the front door.

My only legitimate escape
was Dad’s instructions that I practice baseball everyday. Somehow
this information was passed on to my grandmother.

I do not remember if there
were three or four cement steps leading up to the covered wooden
porch at the front of the house. The porch itself was shaped like a
backward ‘L’ with the short side right above the steps.

As pitcher, my position for
these fantasy games, was to stand about halfway between the house
and the sidewalk behind me and throw the ball, a tennis ball, into
the steps and field the rebounds.

Throwing so that the ball
hit high on the riser caused the ball to bounce down and become a
grounder. Throw harder, faster grounders, less hops. Throw so that
the ball skids over the top of the step and hits the riser behind
it, a pop-up, an easy out. Hit the corner of any step?
Unpredictable, the action most preferred. Three outs per team, nine
innings. I had nowhere else to go.

But if the ball went high
and missed the last riser, it would go across the porch and hit the
window. When that happened, my grandmother quickly appeared on the
other side of the glass, scowling and with her hands on her hips.
Her voice was muffled. I tried to read her lips.

“Don’t - hit - the -
glass!”

“I’m not trying
to.”

“You’ll - break – the -
window!”

“It’s a tennis ball. It
won’t break the window.”

“It - will.”

“I’m being
careful.”

“Throw - it - some - where
- else.”

“OK.”

That conversation led to my
throwing the ball up onto the roof where unknowable things
happened. Most of the time the ball would suddenly appear over the
ledge somewhere along the front of the house, which I usually
caught on the fly for an out.

Sometimes, if I threw it
just right, the ball would change directions and return off of the
left side of the house. If I fielded the ball on one bounce, a
single; two bounces a double; threes bounces a triple; and any more
bounces than that was an error on the infield, runners advance. A
ball dead by the time I got to it was a home run, clearing the
bases. A diving catch always brought cheers from the crowd and a
screaming announcer yelling into the mike.

“Oh, my
God! Did you see
that catch?”

But no matter how good I
thought I was, sometimes the ball got away. Sometimes it would go
all the way over the roof to the other side of the house, bounce
across the back yard into my grandmother’s garden. I was not
allowed to run through her tulip bed and sometimes I never found
the ball at all. Sitting inside the house, I am sure this game
drove my grandmother crazy.

When playing the roof game,
the best place from which to throw the ball was to the left side of
the steps. Eventually this caused my grandmother, who had just
halted the steps game, to move from the window above the steps to
the larger, picture window located directly under the section of
roof to which I was throwing.

The purpose of this, I
finally concluded, was so that I could fully comprehend the risk I
was taking by continuing any game that included the house with the
ball.

It was during one of those
encounters that I met Karl. When he rode by on his bike, we each
noted the other’s presence, him riding and me playing catch with
the house, my grandmother at the window. He didn’t stop.

Grandma tapped on the
glass. I turned back and read her lips.

“Go - play - some - where -
else.”

“I won’t hit the glass. I’m
throwing high.”

“No.”

“I have
control.”

“No.”

A few minutes later Karl
rode by going the other way. This time he waved. I waved back, but
he did not stop. Several minutes later, me sitting on the front
steps, Karl rode up the sidewalk on his bike.

“What are you
doing?”

“Nothing. You want to
play?”

“I guess. You got a
bike?”

“No. Got a
glove?”

“Back at the
house.”

“Where’s that?”

“Down the street. I’ll go
get it. Meet you at the park?”

“I’ve got to ask my Grandma
first.”

To my surprise, she was
happy to let me go. There was just one stipulation. The air raid
siren was located behind Town Hall in the park. It went off three
times a day, six in the morning, noon, and six at night.

The siren could be heard
for miles. No one could say that they did not hear it. It started
slowly, a deep pitch if one was standing near the base of the
tower, and took a full twenty seconds to reach the crescendo, a
shrill ear rattling sound that actually hurt if standing too
closely.

The entire cycle, from
silence back to silence, took two, maybe even three minutes. My
instructions were to be home before the siren finished for both
lunch and dinner.

On that first day playing
ball with Karl in the park, we used the long, windowless brick wall
of Town Hall as the backstop and we marked off the bases with the
distance between home and second being about thirty feet. The
outfield was everything else. We used a rock and a can to mark for
fair or foul ball. The trees that lined the street in the outfield
were about a hundred feet away if standing at home plate, as viewed
by a seven-year old.

The siren was only two
hundred feet away, located at the rear of Town Hall. It literally
stopped the game while we held our hands over our ears. But as soon
as the pitcher decided to throw, play resumed. We knew that if any
runs were going to be scored, we had only thirty seconds to do so.
As the siren moaned down to a deep hum, I hurried to gather my
stuff. The game was on hold, and it was time for lunch.

Come back later? You
bet.


 Eating Slowly

 


It
didn’t take long to get a few regulars and within the week, on a
good day, we had up to eight players, two four-man teams. We would
meet after breakfast and play until the siren went off, scatter for
lunch and re-group later. These games were fierce, competitive, and
all close plays were hotly contested.

It was not good to be the
last one back from lunch. After too long of a wait, we started
assessing points to one team or the other. If a player did not
return, the opposing team would wait about fifteen minutes before
forcing the other team to play a man short. If that player was the
main player on that team, they had to forfeit the game and pick new
sides.

My case was special. I was
the only one with a genuine major league baseball, leather bound
and stitched. We had others, the look-alike hard rubber type, which
had a similar weight and feel, but not the real thing. There was
one other genuine ball but the stitches were torn and the ball
flapped on grounders. When we played with my ball, the games were
official. I especially had to be back on time or I kept everyone
waiting.

My Grandmother could turn a
five-minute sandwich into an hour ordeal with just one
sentence.

“Chew your
milk.”

“Grandma, it’s
milk.”

“The Lord gave you teeth
for good reason.”

“But not for
milk.”

“It’s better for you if you
chew.”

“It’s milk. It’s already
been chewed.”

“One hundred times, each
swallow.”

“Chew what? There’s nothing
there.”

“It’s the Lord’s good food.
You have to take your time to appreciate it.”

“I’ll be late!”

“Your friends will
wait.”

“No, they won’t. They’ll
all go home. We’ll lose.”

“There will be other
days.”

“But, we’re winning! We’ll
forfeit the game!”

“The Lord knows who
won.”

“But they won’t!”

You can’t argue with any of
this. As long as she was present, watching and counting, lunch
dragged on. My silent prayer, after we said Grace, was that she
would get distracted. Maybe, I prayed, one of her friends would
stop by, or by God’s Good Grace the telephone would ring in the
parlor.

When that prayer was
answered, I swallowed the sandwich with the aid of large gulps of
milk, quietly moved out of my chair, and escaped out the back door.
I learned to never leave my stuff on the front porch. I made that
mistake only once.

The phone, an oak box with
a crank on the side, hung on the wall in the living room on the
other side of the bookshelf next to the front door. When she
answered a call, I wrongly assumed that she was engaged in
conversation with one of her friends.

As I crept up onto the
porch to get my stuff, she opened the front door.

“You finished
eating?”

“Yea. Thanks,
Grandma.”

“The whole
sandwich?”

“Yep. It was
great.”

“You chewed your
milk?”

“One hundred times, each
swallow.”

“So fast.”

“I had the Good Lord’s
help.”

“Well, then you have time
for a nap.”

“I’m not tired.”

“You’ll get a stomach ache.
You ate too fast.” The door opened wide. “Your friends will
wait.”

“No, they
won’t.”

“They wait
everyday.”

“Only because it’s my
ball.”

The attic, where I had to
go for my nap, had four windows, one on either side of our house,
both of which could be opened, and two smaller windows at the front
of the house that were not operable.

Looking out through the
windows at the front of the house, I saw Karl ride up. He was the
messenger sent by the others to let me know that everyone was back
and ready to play.

I banged on the glass to
get his attention. He didn’t hear me so I banged harder. From the
bottom of the stairs, the kitchen door opened and I heard my
grandmother’s voice.

“You’re supposed to be
taking a nap.”

“I am.”

“Not if you’re pounding on
the glass. Get in bed.”

“I’m not tired.”

“You can come down in half
an hour.”

Half an hour might as well
have been a year. I could see Karl sitting in the shade of the tree
next to his bike. And I could only watch as he became impatient,
mounted his bike and rode off.

The next day, he moved to
get better control of the situation.

“Leave your stuff where I
can get it. At least we can still play with the good
ball.”

“You’d bring it
back?”

“Yea.”

“What if you lose
it?”

“We won’t.”

“Almost did the other
day.”

“But we didn’t.”

“But if I don’t see it go,
I won’t know where to look.”

“It’s just a
ball.”

“It’s the only good
ball.”

“We haven’t lost it
yet.”

“That’s because I’m always
watching.”

“How come you’re so
slow?”

“It’s dumb.”

“What?”

“I have to chew my
milk.”

“What?”

“Chew my milk. Ask my
Grandma about it.”

“I don’t think
so.”

“I just look like I’m
chewing.”

“That’s weird.”

“You’re telling
me?”


 Two at the Table

 


As
long as we played ball in the park, I could be home before the
siren stopped. I could run through the trees and be across the
street in seconds. We quickly learned to stretch play time to the
extreme.

One day, in one of those
hurried final plays before the siren died, Karl hit a home run out
into right field. The ball went into the trees and bounced into the
weeds. As the siren was winding down, as the bases cleared and runs
were scored, we all gathered our things and ran to find the
ball.

But after a few minutes
searching, everybody began to break up, each promising to return
after lunch to help find the ball. A few more minutes, and even
Karl walked away. Reluctantly, I headed home.

There was a price to pay
for coming home late. Arriving through the front entrance and into
the dining room, I noticed that she was standing left of the
kitchen door with her hands behind her back, tapping her foot, both
of these dangerous indicators as to her general attitude about my
late arrival.

Going left, there was a
wide entrance from the dining room into the living room, formed by
two bookshelves that extended out from either wall. Beyond the
living room was the parlor. No escape from there.

Diagonally across the
dining room from where I was standing there were two doors, one on
either side of that corner. The one on the right led into the
hallway where there were three rooms, two bedrooms, left and right,
and the bathroom straight across.

I can’t remember if that
door had a lock or not, but I’m sure she would’ve gotten her foot
inside before I could lock it. There was no way out from any of
these rooms except back the way you came.

The door on the left led
into the kitchen and to two more doors, the back-door exit on the
right, and the door on the left that led downstairs to the cellar
and upstairs to the attic, my room.

Grandmother tapping her
foot meant that I had dallied too long and that I was going to get
a tongue-lashing and maybe a swat, depending on how apologetic I
appeared to be. If she was scowling as well I was definitely going
to get a swat. No expression on her face was the worst.

No expression came in the
form of a sudden hearing loss, her eyes focused on some distant
horizon that resulted in her refusal to acknowledge that I had just
come through the front door. Hands behind her back meant that the
razor strap was being held out of view.

On the day that we lost the
ball, my return to the house had exceeded all time limits. Any
pleads for mercy fell on deaf ears. “You’re late.”

“We lost the
ball.”

“Lunch is over.”

I was already feeling
terrible about the ball. This was the one tangible item that kept
me in good standing with everyone. It was gone, sitting out there,
exposed, waiting for someone to come along, pick it up and take it
home. There was nothing more important to me at that time than the
ball.

“Can I go back out
then?”

“You know the
rules.”

“The Good Lord told me to
stay and search for the ball.”

“He did not. Get over
here.”

“I don’t think
so.”

This new game was almost
like football except holding was permissible and clipping expected.
She didn’t tackle.

As we jockeyed for
position, I learned that I had to bait her, get her to commit to
one side of the table or the other so that I could go the other way
and beat her to the door.

The razor strap was the
tool of choice over the Bible because, I finally concluded, there
was no verse that could resolve this dilemma.

As the razor strap slapped
against the walls and off of the table, I could hear chairs flying
out of place behind me. Once she realized that I might beat her to
the doorway, she’d retreat to defend the goal. Sometimes this
sequence would repeat two or three times before I could
score.

Not that the kitchen was
safe. I had to keep moving. Going out the back door meant I hadn’t
come home yet and that I’d have to play the game again when I came
in the front, except next time she’d play better defense and guard
the goal more vigorously. Game rules were that I had to stay in the
house in order for the goal to count.

The only safe haven was
across the kitchen to the door on the left, to the stairs. We both
needed quiet time. The best place for me was the attic. I had toys
and comic books. I could last for hours.

The steps going up were
little more than a ladder leaning against a hole in the ceiling
with slats for steps instead of rungs. For me, they were easy. For
her, probably much more difficult. My grandmother never followed me
and for that I’m eternally grateful. There would have been no
escape.

The next morning, most of
the regulars came to help look for the ball. It wasn’t long before
they gave up and wanted to start a new game. I declined, as did
Karl. After several minutes of bickering about teams, everyone
decided to go do something else.

In the end, Karl was the
only one who stayed until the ball was back in my hands. It was
hidden in some weeds on the opposite side of the street, a great
hit.

When word got out that the
ball had been found, our games resumed throughout the remainder of
the summer.



Mrs. Weckle

 


Sometime in the fall, Mat came back to stay with us for a
while. He and I were sitting at the dining room table waiting for
dinner when the phone rang. One ring was for us, two rings, a party
line. One ring sounded.

Grandma, who had just
entered the room with a hot steaming pan of something, set it down
on her plate, located at the long end of the table between the two
of us, and then hurried to the phone. Mat and I eyed the cut pieces
of sausage, boiled potatoes smothered in butter, and sour-kraut.
Grandma picked up the receiver.

“Hello?”

“Dibs,” I said, pointing to
the largest piece.

Grandma pressed the
receiver against her ear. “What?”

“Dip,” said Mat, pointing
to the piece closest to him.

“Speak louder!” Grandma
said. “I can’t hear!”

I pointed to the second
largest piece. “Pick this one.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s
bigger.”

“Must be a bad connection!”
Grandma shouted. “Hang up! I’ll call you back!”

Mat stood on his chair,
leaned over the pot and studied the two pieces. Grandma turned the
ring handle frantically.

“Elma!” she shouted. “Can
you hear me? I need to talk to Irma!”

Elma, I had learned, was
the operator. To call anyone, simply pick up the receiver, turn the
handle and you would ring Elma. If you didn’t know someone’s
number, two digits, she did, and probably where everyone was at any
given moment of any day, eight to five, all days except
Sunday.

The night shift was a
little less reliable. Any operator, I learned, could listen to any
call at any time, and probably did. The fact that the evening shift
had not yet responded to Grandma’s ringing meant that the operator
was either in the bathroom, away for dinner, or listening to a
juicier call.

Mat finally nodded in
agreement. “OK.”

“Good choice,” I
said.

“Operator!” Grandma shouted
into the receiver.

“Grandma,” I said. “Can I
serve us?”

“Wait until I’m done.
Operator!”

Having now decided upon
which piece of meat was his, Mat was getting impatient. He opened
the ketchup bottle and poured too much onto his plate. Then he
rested his chin in his hands, elbows on the table, and stared
longingly at the pan.

“Plees.”

“Operator? Forty-nine,
please,” said Grandma. “Yes, Mrs. Weckle.”

“Eat,” said Mat, a little
louder.

“Mat,” I whispered. “We
already said Grace. OK?”

“OK.”

“What happened?”

“Mat. You want to play ball
tomorrow?”

“OK.”

“Right after breakfast.
OK?”

“OK.”

“Or else we’ll have Bible
study.”

“Oh.”

“She’s home
now?”

“We don’t want Bible study,
Mat.”

“OK.”

“Call her,” said Grandma.
“Tell her I’m on my

way. Thanks,
Betty.”

She hung up the phone and
returned to the table. Suddenly dinner was an option again. I
pointed to the piece of sausage that I had picked.

“May I have that one,
please?”

It was given. Seeing my
success, Mat pointed to his choice.

“Plees.”

Grandma ignored his choice
and gave him the smallest piece. Mat’s face turned red.

“Dip!” he said, pointing
again to his choice. “Plees!”

She turned to me. “I’ll be
across the street at Mrs. Weckle’s. You know which
house?”

I nodded. “What
happened?”

“An owl
attacked…,”

Mat exploded into a wail.
“Dip!” he screamed. “Plees!”

“That’s not the piece he
wanted,” I offered.

“It’s the piece he’s going
to get.”

“He won’t eat
it.”

“Then he’ll go to bed
hungry.”

By now Mat was beyond
control. He was sobbing in gulps. Tears poured down his fat
cheeks.

“Plees! Dip!”

For a moment, Grandma
appeared to soften.

I pointed to the piece that
he wanted.

“He can’t eat all of
that.”

“If he can’t finish it, I
will,” I said.

This is OK to all
Presbyterians, as long as someone eats it. And it solved the
immediate problem. Grandma replaced the kielbasa with Mat’s choice.
He wiped his eyes with his sleeve and beamed at the two of
us.

“Ticks.”

“He’s happy again,” I
said.

Grandma disappeared back
into the kitchen. “Spoiled, more like.”

“Was she wearing a
hat?”

Grandma reappeared in the
doorway, this time pulling on a sweater. She retrieved a flashlight
from a drawer in the hutch and headed for the front door. Mat
stabbed the sausage with his kiddie fork, smeared it in the ketchup
and aimed it toward his mouth.

“Don’t
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