

Our swords are ready. We can die.

Aeschylus, Agamemnon

But why pursue such painful matters? 
Assuming one does not have to.

Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil





PART I




Chapter 1

So, I’m up at the plate in the top of the ninth and the first pitch is, I grant you, an honest-to-God textbook strike and the fat umpire’s backwards dance and that turn to the right he manages don’t offend me at all. And then the second pitch comes whistling in way inside and I hear that fat man in blue yell, “Steee-rike!” and I turn to catch the tail end of his routine and I just can’t believe it. So, I flip the bat in my hand like a baton, as is my custom, and step up to him, face to face, and give him the questioning eye.

There he is right in front of me, behind that foam-filled apron, and he yells, “Strike!”

“That was way inside,” I tell him, “I could feel it on my pants.”

“Strike,” he repeats and lets out this little shit-eating grin and I really want to hit him and I tell myself not to and turn away.

“Blind bastard,” I says under my breath.

And he says to me, “If you can’t—”

I cut him off: “Why don’t you go read up on the strike zone.”

He looks at me and yells, “Play ball!” Then when I’m stepping into the box he says, “That’s two, Suder.”

And I ignore him. The next pitch is so inside that the catcher leaves his perch to get it and I know because I follow the ball all the way, don’t even move my bat, but as sure as anything that fat umpire does his Fred Astaire and calls another strike. So, I’m out and when I’m walking away I mutter, “Why don’t you just put on one of their uniforms!” And I’m still holding the bat clenched in my fists when David Nicks flies to center for the third out.

The pitcher finishes his warm-ups and the ball gets passed all around and fast Eddie Ramos is walking up to the plate swinging a bat with a lead doughnut on it. Lou Tyler, our manager, is yelling that we’re up one run and that we should hold them. “Three up, three down,” he says. “Three up, three down.” Then he yells to me, “Suder! Suder!” and I turn to see him make like he’s bunting with an invisible bat. “Watch the bunt!” he yells. “Watch the bunt!” It strikes me that he sometimes says things twice and I imagine it’s a fancy way of stuttering and, heeding his words, I step on down the third-base line toward the batter.

The first pitch is outside, but I see his left hand sneak up along the wood and I know he wants to bunt and I get ready. On the next pitch he does bunt and I run for it and the catcher runs for it and the pitcher runs for it and we all stop dead cold like it’s something nasty we want somebody else to pick up. Finally, I pick it up, pump once—the asshole pitcher is in the way—and throw it to first, but I’m too late. So, the tying run is on first and I look up at the board and see I’m being charged with an error. The next guy up doesn’t bunt, he just tags that first pitch and sends it airmail special delivery over the left-field fence, the old Green Monster, and the game is over and we lose and ain’t nothing left but the crying and accusing. I close my eyes for a second and then I take to the showers.

So, I come out of the shower and slide into my Jockey shorts and sit down in front of my locker with my face in my hands. I think to myself that all I want to do is get stinking drunk, when I see Lou Tyler turning the corner and heading down the aisle toward me. He comes and sits beside me, straddles the wooden chair, and pushes the brim of his cap up.

“We all have slumps,” he says and I’m pulling on my socks, half listening to him, and he goes on, “but you got to break out of this one soon.”

I look over at him and I ask, “Did you see what they was calling strikes out there?”

“So you had a bad call.”

“A bad call? I suppose I really made that error out there, too.” I look away from him and shake my head.

“Okay, a couple of bad calls.”

“Jesus,” I says.

“Truth of the matter is, Craig, that you have to straighten up and fly right.” And he slaps me on the back and tells me to get dressed.

I watch him walk away and then I slam the locker. “Yeah, straighten up and fly right,” I says to myself, “fly right.”

We get to the airport and we’re boarding the plane when Tuck McShane, the trainer, comes up to me. “How’s the leg?” he wants to know.

“Ain’t nothing wrong with my leg,” I says, sitting down.

He sits beside me. “I thought I saw you favoring your left leg last night.”

“Nope.”

“I’m glad you’re sitting by the window.” He looks past me out over the wing. It’s common knowledge that old Tuck gets dizzy when he stands tippy-toed.

“What you studying on so hard?” he asks me and then, before I can answer, “Don’t worry, you’ll pick up. You’ll play a lot better once you relax. You oughta try some breathing exercises.” He inhales deeply and lets it out.

I look back out the window and watch the flaps as we take off and I see a bird and I begin to wish I could fly up high and all without the aid of a machine.

As we’re climbing out of the plane in Baltimore, old Tuck turns to me. “It’s your right leg, ain’t it? Want me to take a look?”

“Ain’t nothing wrong with my leg,” I says.

We check into the hotel and David Nicks and I go to our room. While David is in the bathroom I call my wife and she’s sounding a little down, so I ask her what’s wrong.

“Peter came home the other day and he’d been fighting,” she tells me.

“He’s a seven-year-old boy, honey,” I says, “they fight sometimes.”

“You don’t understand. This is the third time this week.”

“Maybe somebody’s picking on him. He’s gotta stand up for himself.”

“He says the boys at day camp tease him about you, the way you’ve been playing.”

I hear this and I don’t know what to say.

“Craig?”

“What’s he doing in that school yard, anyway? It’s summer, he should be out playing in the grass. Listen, I’ve got to go. David wants the phone.”

“Okay, I love you.”

“Me, too.”

I go out and get drunk enough to embarrass a few dead relatives. I’m still drinking and I’m feeling pretty bad seeing as we just dropped three straight to Boston and this fella recognizes me. “Ain’t you Craig Suder?”

I nod. I don’t even look at him, just keep my eyes on the bar and nod.

He starts to laugh and talk about how we got our butts whipped and I just keep looking at the bar, nodding. Then he says, “If you was outta the lineup, Seattle might win a few.”

He still ain’t got to me and I’m still nodding.

He sorta calls one of his buddies over and they’re standing on either side of me and the first fella says, “Black boys ain’t got no business in baseball no way.”

Well, at this I turn and look at him and the next thing I know I’m coming to in an alley with my face in some garbage. I get up and make my way to the hotel.

I sure as hell hope that craziness ain’t passed from parents to children by way of the blood. I say this because my mother was out-and-out raving insane. When I was ten and my brother, Martin, was twelve, my folks called the two of us into the kitchen. It was one of those hot North Carolina summer days when even the flies are moving slow. Daddy was sitting at the table in his underwear and Ma was wearing her cloth coat with the dog fur around the collar. Sweat was dripping off Ma’s face and Martin and I moved slowly to our chairs at the table. There was a great big glass of iced tea in Daddy’s left hand and a handkerchief in his right.

“Sit down, boys,” Daddy said.

We were already sitting and we looked at him, puzzled-like.

“Oh,” he said and gulped down some tea. “Boys . . .” He stopped.

Ma cleared her throat and sat up. A bead of sweat was hanging off the tip of her nose. “Your father has something he wants to tell you.”

We looked back at Daddy.

Daddy’s eyes were locked on Ma and then sorta snapped to and said, “Boys, your mother is crazy.”

We looked over at Ma and she nodded and smiled.

“Huh?” Martin was shaking his head. “I don’t understand.”

“Yes, son,” said Ma, “I’m crazy.”

Martin and I just sat there at the table staring at each other. We stared at each other for a good long while and then Ma got up and walked out into the yard. Daddy rubbed his handkerchief across his forehead.

“Maybe it’s the heat,” Daddy said.

“Why is she wearing that coat?” I asked.

Daddy looked at me and wiped the back of his neck. “She’s crazy, Craig.”

“You’re a doctor, Daddy,” Martin said. “Fix her.”

“I can’t help her,” Daddy said and got up and walked to the screen door. He looked out into the yard at Ma. She was now hoeing in the garden. “Ain’t nothing I can do.” He stood there leaning against the doorframe, drinking his tea and wiping his face and neck.

“Why is she wearing that coat?” I asked again.

“Maybe it’s the heat,” Daddy said, eyes fixed on Ma. He turned to my brother and me. He picked the newspaper up off the counter and walked out of the kitchen.

“What do you think?” Martin asked.

“I’m only ten years old.”

Martin got up and walked over to the door and stared through the screen at Ma.

I started crying.

“Hush that noise up,” Martin said.

“Our mama’s crazy,” I cried.

He just looked back out into the yard at her and I heard him sniff a little, but I didn’t say anything.

Martin and I went down to the pond and threw rocks at the ducks. Martin hit one of the birds in the head and it flapped away screaming.

“Maybe we could hit her in the head and knock some sense into her,” Martin said.

“You think so?”

“How the hell should I know?” Martin looked up at the telephone lines and stared at the sparrows. “Go get my BB gun.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Just get it.”

I ran back home and when I walked into Martin’s and my room I found Ma sitting on Martin’s bed looking at the girlie magazines that he kept hidden between the mattress and box spring. I stopped in my tracks.

“Come here, Craigie,” she said, patting a spot on the bed beside her.

I walked over and sat down. I was scared. She was crazy.

She put her arm around me and pulled me close and with her free hand grabbed the meat of my cheek. “You’re a good boy, Craigie.”

I tried to get up, but she pulled me down. “I’ve gotta take Martin his BB gun.”

“You see this?” she asked, showing me a couple of pages stuck together. “You see this? Your brother is a bad boy.” She dropped the magazine on the floor.

Just being so close to her coat was making me hot and sweaty and itchy. “Why are you wearing a coat, Ma?”

“I’m not wearing a coat, silly.” She looked at me and pulled her mouth tight. “It’s called masturbation.”

I just looked at her.

“What he does with these pictures . . .” She moved her fist up and down over her lap. “Don’t you ever do that. You’ll go blind.”

I started to get up again and she pulled me back. She started unbuttoning my shirt and I reached up and folded my arms over my chest.

“I want you to take a bath,” she said.

“It’s the afternoon,” I complained.

“Take your clothes off!” she screamed through her teeth. Her eyes had a real strange sparkle.

“But—”

“Now!”

I undressed. She was crazy. She pulled me by the hand into the bathroom. “Get in the tub!”

I stepped into the tub.

“Sit down!”

I sat down and she began to pull a dry washcloth over my body.

“Ma,” I said, “there ain’t no water.”

“The water is not too hot!” she screamed and then she stood up. “The water is not too hot.” She walked out.




Chapter 2

At noon the next day I’m up and just out of the shower and buttoning my shirt when Lou Tyler comes in.

“Don’t you ever knock?” I ask him.

“Never,” he says, looking around the room. “Where’s Nicks?”

“Shower.”

“How’s the leg?”

I look at him, puzzled, and sit on the bed and start pulling on my socks. “Ain’t nothing wrong with my leg.”

“But Tuck said . . . Never mind. How’d you sleep?”

“Fine,” I tell him.

“Feel okay?”

“I feel fine.”

“Big game today,” he says and pushes a stogie into his face. “We’ve got to get back on the right track. You hear me? The right track.”

David comes out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around him and says hello to Lou. Lou pulls his cigar out and nods a hello and then he turns back to me. “Get your mind on the game.” He turns to David. “Nicks, you keep an eye on him. Don’t let him think about nothing but baseball.”

“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” David asks and pulls on his pants.

“I don’t give a shit, just do it.” Lou walks to the door and as he’s leaving he says, “The bus leaves at five.”

I watch the door close behind him.

“Hey, don’t worry,” says David, “you’ll break out of it.”

We have breakfast, watch some TV, and head for the stadium. We’re in the clubhouse and Butch Backman, the catcher, walks over to me.

“I hope you play good today,” he says in that dumb voice of his.

“I hope I play good, too,” I says, mocking the sound of his voice.

Butch stares at me for a long second and then walks away.

“Lighten up,” David says to me.

I look at David and I know he’s right, so I walk over to Butch and apologize. Butch tilts his head and looks at me through those slits he calls eyes. “I’m just a little uptight,” I tell him.

“Yeah?” he says, putting his finger in my face. “I might not be as smart as you, and maybe I didn’t go to college, but I know enough to give a hundred percent on the field.” He slams his locker and leaves the room.

It’s not a real hot night, but I’m sweating before the game starts. As I’m standing by the dugout, some kid leans out over the railing and hands me a program and a pen. He wants me to pass it to David Nicks.

The first inning ends scoreless and hitless and our cleanup man, Pete Turner, flies out in the second. So, I’m up and I look at the board and there’s my batting average staring me in the face, .198, first time ever under .200. Before I know it, I’ve got two strikes on me. The third pitch comes blowing in and I swing and hit nothing, but the catcher muffs the ball. He can’t find the handle, so I’m on base.

David’s at the plate and I’m taking a short lead toward second and I’m thinking about my slump and like something out of a dark room the pitcher makes a move to first and I dive for the bag. I’m out.

I brush the dirt off my clothes and walk back to the dugout shaking my head. I sit down beside old Tuck McShane.

“So, you gonna let me wrap that leg for you?”

Now I’m beginning to think that maybe something is wrong with my leg and I nod.

Tuck pulls up my pant leg and wraps my right leg. He wraps it pretty tight and I can’t bend my leg or straighten it out completely.

“It’s a little tight.”

“Naw, it’s fine,” he says.

We’re taking the field again and I’m limping. I was not limping before.

In the tail end of the seventh, Baltimore has men on first and third, with two out, and the score tied. I’m playing shallow when the ball is hit hard and low to the gap between me and the shortstop. I dive and knock the ball down and pick it up. I pivot around on my right leg, which has no feeling in it, and off-balance I throw the ball way over the first baseman’s head.

So, I’m at the plate in the eighth and the first pitch comes whistling in and tags me on the helmet. I go down and things get blurry. Old Tuck waves some smelling salts under my nose.

“How’s the leg?”

I just close my eyes. I’m loaded into an ambulance and taken to the hospital. The doctor comes in.

“How’s your leg feel?”

“The ball hit me in the head.”

“But Mr. McShane said—”

“The ball hit me in the head.”

He pulls up my pant leg and starts feeling around the wrapping. “Here’s your problem. This thing is cutting off your circulation.”

“Doc, honest to God, the ball hit me in the head.”

He grabs my head and pulls my eyelids up. “What day is it?”

“Friday. Today is Friday, July ninth.”

“How many fingers?”

“Three.”

“Good. I think you’re fine, but we’ll take some X rays just to be sure.” He starts to unwrap my leg.

I get X-rayed and then I go back to the hotel. I sit out the next two games and without me the team wins, three-one and one-zip. In the clubhouse after Sunday’s game, spirits are a little better.

It was Sunday, right after church, and Martin and I were out by the pond, still dressed in our powder-blue suits. Martin was trying to pick birds off the telephone line and I was watching tadpoles.

“You know,” I said, “Ma didn’t seem so crazy this morning.”

Martin looked away from his target and at me. “Asking everybody to move out of the first three rows was pretty crazy.”

I looked at my reflection in the pond and thought about Ma.

“Got him,” said Martin. He started off toward his kill and I followed him. We stood over the sparrow and looked at the little red spot on his head. “Got him in the head.”

I looked at Martin’s face. We didn’t say anything else. We just walked back to the house. We walked through the back door into the kitchen. All of Martin’s dirty magazines were on the table and open to the fold-out pictures.

“Not again.” Martin sighed.

“You filthy boy.” Ma pulled her hair, wet from perspiration, out of her face. “You pull on yourself.”

Martin turned and walked out.

“Don’t you leave this house!”

Martin stopped and turned around.

Ma walked to me and put her arm around me. “Why can’t you be a good boy like Craig?”

Martin sighed again.

“Oh, Martin, you’re just like your father. He’s out now, up to no good. The mighty Dr. Suder. He says he’s gotta go see if Sara Harris is about to have her baby, but I know better. He’s with that Lou Ann Narramore from down at the drugstore.”

“That’s not true,” Martin said.

“Why can’t you be a good boy like Craig, here?”

Martin looked at me real hard-like. His lower lip was pushed out slightly and his cheeks were puffed. He turned and walked out.

“You are a good boy, Craigie,” Ma said and hugged me tight. “You’re not like your father. You’re like me. You’re just like your mother, just like your mother.”

She hugged me tighter and I tried to pull away. I fell back and to the floor. I pulled myself up by grabbing the table and I knocked some magazines to the floor. Ma got down on her knees and started pulling them together.

As I stood over her, looking at the bald spot on top of her head where she’d tried to shave, I thought about what Martin had said about knocking sense into her. I picked up a china bowl from the dish rack and broke it over her head. She fell on her face. I let out a scream.

Martin came running in and saw Ma stretched out on the floor. “What happened?”

“I broke a bowl over her head.”

Martin kneeled down and picked up Ma’s head and let it drop. He closed his eyes for a second. “You can’t tell anyone.”

“What do you mean?”

“You can’t tell anyone you hit her.”

“I have to tell Daddy.”

“No. We’ll just say she passed out. Just like that. Do you hear me?”

“I don’t know, Martin.”

“Look here.” He pointed at Ma. “She’s out cold, maybe dead. Do you want to go to jail?”

“No!”

“Then what are you going to tell Daddy?”

“She passed out. Just like that.” I paused. “She’s not dead, is she?”




Chapter 3

Martin and I were standing at the foot of the bed looking at Ma and Daddy was standing on her right, holding her hand. The curtains were open and the hospital room was flooded with light and it kinda made Ma look like she had a halo. The old lady in the bed on the other side of the room divider was moaning something awful.

“Oh, shut up, you old hag!” my mother yelled.

“Okay, dear, settle down,” Daddy said.

Ma looked down along her body and over her feet at me. “Come here, Craigie.” She held up her left hand.

I walked over to her left side and took her hand. The sun was hot on my back through the window. I looked closely at the wrapping on her head.

“Craigie.”

“Yeah, Ma?”

She looked at Martin and then at Daddy. “I’d like to be alone with Craig.” Her eyes moved again to me.

Daddy and Martin left the room and I watched the big door swing slowly closed.

“Craigie,” Ma said, “you’re a good boy. You’ve got to be careful in life. Don’t trust anyone. Trust not a living soul and walk cautiously amongst the dead.”

“Yes, Ma.”

She narrowed her eyes to slits and I got scared. “You know, your daddy’s been a bad boy. He’s been running around with that Lou Ann Narramore down at the drugstore.”

“No, Ma.”

She sat up and leaned toward me. The sun had made
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