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			Introduction—The Way It Was

			Once upon a time I was trying to become a fiction writer and almost every morning for eight years if I wasn’t going fishing, I would go to my typewriter and worry about my bank account for a while and then start to write. It was both a beautiful and a terrible life. It was beautiful in that the only discipline imposed was my own, and I was not a stern disciplinarian. It was terrible in that at that time I seemed to need reassurance about my work more frequently than it can possibly come to any fiction writer. I would work over a short story sometimes for four or five weeks and still have nothing, and know it. I would write the opening pages thirty times and tear out the thirtieth start and begin again. I sometimes would finish a story and know that it was absolutely the best I could do, and probably would sell for a good price, but I would know also that somehow the story had been better when it was still in my head.

			My desk was a cheap-grade plywood door, varnished and rubbed (by my hands and elbows and the endless shuffling of typed pages) into a rich warm shade, like mahogany. I had screwed a pencil sharpener to one corner. I sharpen a lot of pencils while I wait for the right ideas to come to me, and must have sharpened a million pencils there. Through much of this time I lived in an old red-brick house in an Ontario village called Omemee. My workroom was on the third floor, once an attic, where my desk was by a north-facing window and out across the fields I could see many things that took my attention: the rolling run of a groundhog, the flash of a shrike or a dove, a bull in springtime studying the heifers as if he had something on his mind. I’d see the snow in winter or the brown tangled recovering meadow grass of spring. Sometimes the typewriter in front of me could hold me against those idle concerns, but sometimes it couldn’t.

			In those years I don’t suppose I averaged four hours a day of sitting at the desk, let alone working. But the sitting was as essential as the working and once I had come to grips with the idea of a story it never left my mind. In the autumn I would quit usually by two in the afternoon and take a shotgun and walk the woods hunting for grouse. If I didn’t get grouse there were always apples; not wild ones, but russets and snows in run-down and abandoned orchards. I have been crawling on my knees through cedar when I found my hand resting among mushrooms and then I would put down the gun and pick mushrooms. I have been sitting on a muskrat house on a cold November afternoon waiting for ducks while a small island of floating bog slowly sank beneath me. But on all those occasions I would still be thinking about the story waiting beside the typewriter and eventually, some day, with a feeling that is difficult to describe (but not to recall) would type the closing lines. I don’t intend to over-state the value of the work I did, but even the humblest among us is entitled to the satisfaction that comes with hammering the last nail, making the last stitch, and then looking at what it is we have created; and feeling either good, or blah.

			The best I can say about the stories in this book is that they all made me feel good when I wrote them and they still make me feel good when I read them. They are certainly modest matters in the big world of literature and art, but a man has to be proud of the best that is in him—whether it is equal to or not even close to the best that is in other writers. Out of about seventy-five short stories I published in those years, twenty or so were on subjects related to sports. The five in this book have things in them that I like enough to unveil them, not quite virginally, once again.

			At one time I thought of putting a postscript to each story, telling in a few words where the idea came from. But that would be anti-fiction. I will say a few things, though.

			The story Seven Parts of a Ball Team came almost intact, word for word, from a talk I had one afternoon with my Uncle Milt in Cypress River, Manitoba, while my Uncle Billy threw in his laughter. Six of the seven brothers in the story were my uncles and the other, Percy, my father. They are all dead now, one of the last to go being Matt (who had that fierce peg from short to first).

			The idea for Player Deal came from a deal the Leafs made one time that brought them an old, proud defenseman.

			The story We Won’t Be Needing You, Al came from the days when I covered Northern League baseball for the Winnipeg Free Press, and rode the old buses with the young players. I wrote that story 10 years or more after the incident that prompted it; the release of a catcher called Jack Allendorf. When it was published in Collier’s a U.S. Army captain at a base far out in the Pacific picked up the magazine one day after lunch and started to read and then leaped to his feet (if any upward move by Allendorf could ever be called a leap) and yelled, “Hey, you guys! Here’s a story about me!” In the story he is Allen Menckendorf.

			The idea for the story about the hockey goalkeeper with one eye came late one night in Welland when Joe Primeau and I went to a room high in an old hotel to visit a while with Baz Bastien, who had lost an eye in a workout a few days before. I used to go to the Toronto Maple Leafs camp in St. Catharines each autumn in those days, just to watch and let ideas sink in that would come out later. Joe Primeau, the coach, was very courteous and helpful to me as he always is to everyone.

			One spring I was out in the boat on raw mornings getting eggs from muskies, and I heard about the white musky there from men who had seen it.

			Sometimes only a few words are enough to start a fiction idea putt-putting away in the bottom of one’s mind. From there a writer is on his or her own. From here on so are you.

			Scott Young

			Cavan, Ontario, 1990

			
			
		

	
		
			
			Seven Parts of a Ball Team

			The old man was scowling around the barn, as he always did on the day of a baseball tournament, when he would be left without his sons to help do the chores. In the barn, his seven sons worked with unusual intentness. Three milked. One cleaned the boxstall of the tempestuous Clydesdale stallion. The other three cleaned the horse barn, sending out a loaded stoneboat with a quick slap to a bay mare’s flank, harnessing another team for the light work of the day, turning the other horses out to pasture. All this was done in a race against the sun, showing low and red in the delicate blue behind maples to the east.

			The sons left the barns separately. Little Hughie, the center fielder, strode quickly across the farmyard to start the gasoline motor in the pump house and fill the water trough. The milkers came next—Matt, the shortstop; and young Nels, the catcher; and Milt, the pitcher—each swaying from the weight of two full pails. The three from the horse barn were close behind: Percy, the second basemen, dapper and compact; Herb, the third baseman, a great hitter, at thirty the oldest of them all; and Billy, who couldn’t play baseball for sour apples but said there was no other right fielder in the world going to play on the team that his brothers played on, no one except him.

			The Old Man stood small and strong before the big barn. He and his sons farmed the four full sections of Manitoba wheatland that had grown from his original homestead. He watched his sons walking toward the big brick house and pulled at his full white mustache and talked to himself. “About time they got whopped,” he said. “Gettin’ too big for their britches. About time they got whopped and this’ll be the time.”

			A little boy child ran after a squawking rooster along the side of the barn. He was in bare feet, his shirt buttoned tightly against the morning chill. The Old Man thoughtfully snapped the boy’s behind with the heavy end of a broken leather trace, and the boy went howling after Billy, his father, who didn’t so much as turn his head. On no account would the seven sons become involved this morning in an argument with the Old Man, who had never played baseball himself and who had never said he approved his sons’ playing it.

			The boys lined up the milk pails by the cream separator, where Billy’s wife was winding the handle to get the machine going and Herb’s wife stood by to pour in the first pail.

			“Good morning, Mary,” said Billy, touching the shoulder of the small fair-haired woman he’d brought ten miles from her own father’s farm to be his bride.

			“Was that the boy crying?” she asked him, searching his face.

			“Stubbed his toe on his grandpa,” Billy said with a grin.

			“Morning, Beatrice,” said Herb to his wife, who had been a schoolteacher at Indian Leg until she decided to marry Herb and help on the farm.

			“Morning, Herbert,” Beatrice said, smiling at him fondly.

			The sons passed through the milk shed to the huge kitchen where Mary, the mother, black-haired and black-eyed and handsome, stood over the range. As her sons pumped water into the kitchen basin, washed, then filed to the long oilcloth-covered table, she poured oatmeal into the plates in front of them. They poured cool milk from jugs on it and sweetened it with coarse brown sugar, and they buttered white bread warm from the oven to eat along with it.

			The Old Man came in and, without a word, began to eat. The mother placed a platter of fried eggs alongside another of fresh pork chops and brought a bowl of boiled eggs for Hughie and Matt, who liked them better boiled. Some of them had one egg, some had five. At the end, they ate a lot more fresh bread and butter and drank coffee and spooned preserved Saskatoon berries into fruit dishes to finish off their breakfast.

			There was still little talk as they changed, upstairs, into their baseball uniforms, bought from the catalogue with prize money they’d won in the first of three victories in small tournaments last year. Before that, they had played in their overalls. Carrying their baseball shoes, they went down the back stairs through the kitchen. Their mother kissed each as he passed, and each kissed and hugged her in return.

			“Be careful, now, Herbert,” she instructed her eldest. “You’ll break my ribs, Percy. Milton, look after young Nelson. I don’t know that he should be going out so often. This playing ball. . . .”

			“Heck, Maw,” Nels said. “They want me.”

			“Sixteen’s old enough,” Billy said. “Anyhow, who’d catch?”

			Matt, who had been a company sergeant major in the war just past, the one which ended in 1918, said, “We’ll be all right, Mother. Don’t you worry.”

			The talk so far had not included the Old Man, who sat in an old black leather rocker and rattled his copy of the Free Press Prairie Farmer, glaring into its pages as if he had suddenly sighted an old enemy.

			But finally Hughie brought the Old Man into it. He put the dipper back into the water pail and stepped up to his father and grabbed one hand away from the paper and said in his high drawl, “Farewell, fair friend, we go but to return,” and while the seven boys and their mother laughed at Hughie’s audacity, the Old Man let Hughie pump his hand and even let out a dry chuckle or two himself. But the Old Man was professionally ornery and he didn’t like being forced into looking otherwise, although Hughie could always make him laugh. He didn’t go out with the mother and the daughters-in-law when they stood on the back porch and waved goodbye as the old touring car, top down, circled the barnyard and wheeled down the leafy lane, bound for the Carberry Fair and the richest baseball tournament the seven sons had ever entered.

			On a corner a mile away, they picked up Jack Whitman, who was forty-two years old. He wore his baseball cap backward and morosely clutched a catcher’s mitt in his right hand. He was the first baseman. He climbed up behind the back seat and sat on the rolled-down top cover. Two miles farther on, they waited for Oxford Anderson to run down the lane from his father’s farm. Oxford, known as Pangs because of the remarkable shape of his teeth, was excited as he climbed up beside Whitman, full of the rumor that for this baseball tournament today Carberry’s ball club was so interested in the one thousand dollars first money that it had brought in six players from the semipro Minot Colts.

			“Say,” said Billy, “if they’ve brought in anybody they’ve probably brought in that catcher, Agnew. They say he’s something to watch.”

			“Somebody was sayin’ on that team we beat in the final at Cypress River that they’d played against him and he’s an awful mean-mouthed man,” said Hughie.

			“Used to be in organized ball, I heard,” Anderson said. “Got tossed out for something he done in a training camp, something like that.”

			They talked about Agnew as they rolled north toward the Assiniboine river. Nels, squeezed between Matt and Milt in the front seat, said, “He better not try anything on us.”

			Matt laughed, looking down fondly at the youngest brother, squeezing the boy’s solid shoulder with one hand. “Don’t get too tough, there, Junior,” he said.

			There was a short silence until Hughie called from the back. “Nice of the Old Man to give us his usual blessing when we took off this morning.”

			His brothers laughed. Whitman made one of his infrequent contributions to the conversation. “Guess old John doesn’t like it too much, you boys going off to play ball.”

			“Heck,” Milt called back. “I don’t think he really minds so much. One time Herb hit a homer, over there at Cypress, the Old Man jumped right up in the air.”

			“I saw him,” Hughie said. “But he came down awful fast and tried to look as if he hadn’t done a thing.”

			“It’s just Father’s way,” Herb said.

			Percy said, “It just galls him to think anything’s happened in this family that he hasn’t done all by himself.”

			Billy laughed. “Well, not many men in the country have sired seven parts of a baseball team, at that.”

			Milt, driving, was the only one silent, piloting the cumbersome car over the first sandy ruts of the river hills. He was always the only one of the seven who worried, and that’s why his father let him drive.

			He reflected now that
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