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About the Author

Bernard Malamud, one of America’s most important novelists and short-story writers, was born in Brooklyn in 1914. He took his B.A. degree at the City College of New York and his M.A. at Colombia University. From 1940 to 1949 he taught in various New York schools, and then joined the staff of Oregon State University, where he stayed until 1961. Thereafter, he taught at Bennington State College, Vermont.

His remarkable and uncharacteristic first novel, The Natural, appeared in 1952. Malamud received international acclaim with the publication of The Assistant (1957, winner of the Rosenthal Award and the Daroff Memorial Award). His other works include The Magic Barrel (1958, winner of the National Book Award), Idiots First (1963, short stories), The Fixer (1966, winner of a second National Book Award and a Pulitzer Prize), Pictures of Fidelman (1969), The Tenants (1971), Rembrandt’s Hat (1973, short stories), Dubin’s Lives (1979) and God’s Grace (1982). Bernard Malamud was made a member of the National Institute of Arts and Letters, USA, in 1964, a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 1967, and won a major Italian award, the Premio Mondello, in 1985.

Bernard Malamud died in 1986.
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PRE-GAME




ROY HOBBS PAWED at the glass before thinking to prick a match with his thumbnail and hold the spurting flame in his cupped palm close to the lower berth window, but by then he had figured it was a tunnel they were passing through and was no longer surprised at the bright sight of himself holding a yellow light over his head, peering back in. As the train yanked its long tail out of the thundering tunnel, the kneeling reflection dissolved and he felt a splurge of freedom at the view of the moon-hazed Western hills bulked against night broken by sprays of summer lightning, although the season was early spring. Lying back, elbowed up on his long side, sleepless still despite the lulling train, he watched the land flowing and waited with suppressed expectancy for a sight of the Mississippi, a thousand miles away.

Having no timepiece he appraised the night and decided it was moving toward dawn. As he was looking, there flowed along this bone-white farmhouse with sagging skeletal porch, alone in untold miles of moonlight, and before it this white-faced, long-boned boy whipped with train-whistle yowl a glowing ball to someone hidden under a dark oak, who shot it back without thought, and the kid once more wound and returned.1 Roy shut his eyes to the sight because if it wasn’t real it was a way he sometimes had of observing himself, just as in this dream he could never shake off – that had hours ago waked him out of sound sleep – of him standing at night in a strange field with a golden baseball in his palm that all the time grew heavier as he sweated to settle whether to hold on or fling it away. But when he had made his decision it was too heavy to lift or let fall (who wanted a hole that deep?) so he changed his mind to keep it and the thing grew fluffy light, a white rose breaking out of its hide, and all but soared off by itself, but he had already sworn to hang on forever.

As dawn tilted the night, a gust of windblown rain blinded him – no, there was a window – but the sliding drops made him thirsty and from thirst sprang hunger. He reached into the hammock for his underwear to be first at breakfast in the dining car and make his blunders of ordering and eating more or less in private, since it was doubtful Sam would be up to tell him what to do. Roy peeled his grey sweatshirt and bunched down the white ducks he was wearing for pyjamas in case there was a wreck and he didn’t have time to dress. He acrobated into a shirt, pulled up the pants of his good suit, arching to draw them high, but he had crammed both feet into one leg and was trapped so tight wriggling got him nowhere. He worried because here he was strait-jacketed in the berth without much room to twist around in and might bust his pants or have to buzz the porter, which he dreaded. Grunting, he contorted himself this way and that till he was at last able to grab and pull down the cuff and with a gasp loosened his feet and got the caught one where it belonged. Sitting up, he gartered his socks, tied laces, got on a necktie and even squirmed into a suit coat so that when he parted the curtains to step out he was fully dressed.

Dropping to all fours, he peered under the berth for his bassoon case. Though it was there he thought he had better open it and did but quickly snapped it shut as Eddie, the porter, came walking by.

‘Morning, maestro, what’s the tune today?’

‘It ain’t a musical instrument.’ Roy explained it was something he had made himself.

‘Animal, vegetable, or mineral?’

‘Just a practical thing.’

‘A pogo stick?’

‘No.’

‘Foolproof lance?’

‘No.’

‘Lemme guess,’ Eddie said, covering his eyes with his long-fingered hand and pawing the air with the other. ‘I have it – combination fishing rod, gun, and shovel.’

Roy laughed. ‘How far to Chicago, Eddie?’

‘Chi? Oh, a long, long ways. I wouldn’t walk.’

‘I don’t intend to.’

‘Why Chi?’ Eddie asked. ‘Why not New Orleans? That’s a lush and Frenchy city.’

‘Never been there.’

‘Or that hot and hilly town, San Francisco?’

Roy shook his head.

‘Why not New York, colossus of colossuses?’

‘Some day I’ll visit there.’

‘Where have you visited?’

Roy was embarrassed. ‘Boise.’

‘That dusty sandstone quarry.’

‘Portland too when I was small.’

‘In Maine?’

‘No, Oregon – where they hold the Festival of Roses.’

‘Oregon – where the refugees from Minnesota and the Dakotas go?’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Roy said. ‘I’m going to Chicago, where the Cubs are.’

‘Lions and tigers in the zoo?’

‘No, the ballplayers.’

‘Oh, the ball –’ Eddie clapped a hand to his mouth. ‘Are you one of them?’

‘I hope to be.’

The porter bowed low. ‘My hero. Let me kiss your hand.’

Roy couldn’t help but smile yet the porter annoyed and worried him a little. He had forgotten to ask Sam when to tip him, morning or night, and how much? Roy had made it a point, since their funds were so low, not to ask for anything at all but last night Eddie had insisted on fixing a pillow behind his back, and once when he was trying to locate the men’s room Eddie practically took him by the hand and led him to it. Did you hand him a dime after that or grunt a foolish thanks as he had done? He’d personally be glad when the trip was over, though he certainly hated to be left alone in a place like Chicago. Without Sam he’d feel shaky-kneed and unable to say or do simple things like ask for directions or know where to go once you had dropped a nickel into the subway.

After a troublesome shave in which he twice drew blood he used one thin towel to dry his hands, face, and neck, clean his razor and wipe up the wet of his toothbrush so as not to have to ask for another and this way keep the bill down. From the flaring sky out the window it looked around half-past five, but he couldn’t be sure because somewhere near they left Mountain Time and lost – no, picked up – yes, it was lost an hour, what Sam called the twenty-three hour day. He packed his razor, toothbrush, and pocket comb into a chamois drawstring bag, rolled it up small and kept it handy in his coat pocket. Passing through the long sleeper, he entered the diner and would gladly have sat down to breakfast, for his stomach had contracted into a bean at the smell of food, but the shirt-sleeved waiters in stocking caps were joshing around as they gobbled fried kippers and potatoes. Roy hurried through the large-windowed club car, empty for once, through several sleepers, coaches, a lounge and another long line of coaches, till he came to the last one, where amid the gloom of drawn shades and sleeping people tossed every which way, Sam Simpson also slept although Roy had last night begged him to take the berth but the soft-voiced Sam had insisted, ‘You take the bed, kiddo, you’re the one that has to show what you have got on the ball when we pull into the city. It don’t matter where I sleep.’

Sam lay very still on his back, looking as if the breath of life had departed from him except that it was audible in the ripe snore that could be chased without waking him, Roy had discovered, if you hissed scat. His lean head was held up by a folded pillow and his scrawny legs, shoeless, hung limp over the arm of the double seat he had managed to acquire, for he had started out with a seat partner. He was an expert conniver where his comfort was concerned, and since that revolved mostly around the filled flat bottle his ability to raise them up was this side of amazing. He often said he would not die of thirst though he never failed to add, in Roy’s presence, that he wished for nobody the drunkard’s death. He seemed now to be dreaming, and his sharp nose was pointed in the direction of a scent that led perhaps to the perfumed presence of Dame Fortune, long past due in his bed. With dry lips puckered, he smiled in expectation of a spectacular kiss though he looked less like a lover than an old scarecrow with his comical, seamed face sprouting prickly stubble in the dark glow of the expiring bulb overhead. A trainman passed who, seeing Sam sniff in his sleep, pretended it was at his own reek and humorously held his nose. Roy frowned, but Sam, who had a moment before been getting in good licks against fate, saw in his sleep, and his expression changed. A tear broke from his eye and slowly slid down his cheek. Roy concluded not to wake Sam and left.

He returned to the vacant club car and sat there with a magazine on his knee, worrying whether the trip wasn’t a mistake, when a puzzled Eddie came into the car and handed him a pair of red dice.

‘Mate them,’ he said. ‘I can’t believe my eyes.’

Roy paired the dice. ‘They mate.’

‘Now roll them.’

He rolled past his shoe. ‘Snake eyes.’

‘Try again,’ said Eddie, interested.

Roy rattled the red cubes. ‘Snake eyes once more.’

‘Amazing. Again, please.’

Again he rolled on the rug. Roy whistled. ‘Holy cow, three in a row.’

‘Fantastic.’

‘Did they do the same for you?’

‘No, for me they did sevens.’

‘Are they loaded?’

‘Bewitched,’ Eddie muttered. ‘I found them in the washroom and I’m gonna get rid of them pronto.’

‘Why? – if you could win all the time?’

‘I don’t crave any outside assistance in games of chance.’

The train had begun to slow down.

‘Oh oh, duty.’ Eddie hurried out.

Watching through the double-paned glass, Roy saw the porter swing himself off the train and jog along with it a few paces as it pulled to a stop. The morning was high and bright but the desolate station – wherever they were – gave up a single passenger, a girl in a dressy black dress, who despite the morning chill waited with a coat over her arm, and two suitcases and a zippered golf bag at her feet. Hatless, too, her hair a froth of dark curls, she held by a loose cord a shiny black hat box which she wouldn’t let Eddie touch when he gathered up her things. Her face was striking, a little drawn and pale, and when she stepped up into the train her nyloned legs made Roy’s pulses dance. When he could no longer see her, he watched Eddie set down her bags, take the red dice out of his pocket, spit on them and fling them over the depot roof. He hurriedly grabbed the bags and hopped on the moving train.

The girl entered the club car and directed Eddie to carry her suitcases to her compartment and she would stay and have a cigarette. He mentioned the hat box again but she giggled nervously and said no.

‘Never lost a female hat yet,’ Eddie muttered.

‘Thank you but I’ll carry it myself.’

He shrugged and left.

She had dropped a flower. Roy thought it was a gardenia but it turned out to be a white rose she had worn pinned to her dress.

When he handed it to her, her eyes widened with fascination, as if she had recognized him from somewhere, but when she found she hadn’t, to his horror her expression changed instantly to one of boredom. Sitting across the aisle from him she fished out of her purse a pack of cigarettes and a lighter. She lit up, and crossing her heartbreaking legs, began to flip through a copy of Life.

He figured she was his own age, maybe a year or so older. She looked to him like one of those high-class college girls, only with more zip than most of them, and dressed for 6 a.m. as the girls back home never would. He was marvellously interested in her, so much had her first glance into his eyes meant to him, and already felt a great longing in his life. Anxious to get acquainted, he was flabbergasted how to begin. If she hadn’t yet eaten breakfast and he could work up the nerve, he could talk to her in the diner – only he didn’t dare.

People were sitting around now and the steward came out and said first call for breakfast.

She snubbed out her cigarette with a wriggling motion of the wrist – her bracelets tinkled – picked up the hat box and went into the diner. Her crumpled white rose lay in the ashtray. He took it out and quickly stuck it in his pants pocket. Though his hunger bit sharp he waited till everyone was maybe served, and then he entered.

Although he had tried to avoid it, for fear she would see how unsure he was of these things, he was put at the same table with her and her black hat box, which now occupied a seat of its own. She glanced up furtively when he sat down but went wordlessly back to her coffee. When the waiter handed Roy the pad, he absently printed his name and date of birth but the waiter imperceptibly nudged him (hey, hayseed) and indicated it was for ordering. He pointed on the menu with his yellow pencil (this is the buck breakfast) but the blushing ballplayer, squinting through the blur, could only think he was sitting on the lone four-bit piece he had in his back pocket. He tried to squelch the impulse but something forced him to look up at her as he attempted to pour water into his ice-filled (this’ll kill the fever) glass, spilling some on the tablecloth (whose diapers you wetting, boy?), then all thumbs and butter fingers, the pitcher thumped the pitcher down, fished the fifty cents out of his pants, and after scratching out the vital statistics on the pad, plunked the coin down on the table.2

‘That’s for you,’ he told the (what did I do to deserve this?) waiter, and though the silver-eyed mermaid was about to speak, he did not stay to listen but beat it fast out of the accursed car.

Tramping highways and byways, wandering everywhere bird dogging the sandlots for months without spotting so much as a fifth-rater he could telegraph about to the head scout of the Cubs, and maybe pick up a hundred bucks in the mail as a token of their appreciation, with also a word of thanks for his good bird dogging and maybe they would sometime again employ him as a scout on the regular payroll – well, after a disheartening long time in which he was not able to roust up a single specimen worthy to be called by the name of ballplayer, Sam had one day lost his way along a dusty country road and when he finally found out where he was, too weary to turn back, he crossed over to an old, dry barn and sat against the haypile in front, to drown his sorrows with a swig.3 On the verge of dozing he heard these shouts and opened his eyes, shielding them from the hot sun, and as he lived, a game of ball was being played in a pasture by twelve blond-bearded players, six on each side, and even from where Sam sat he could tell they were terrific the way they smacked the pill – one blow banging it so far out the fielder had to run a mile before he could jump high and snag it smack in his bare hand. Sam’s mouth popped open, he got up whoozy and watched, finding it hard to believe his eyes, as the teams changed sides and the first hitter that batted the ball did so for a far-reaching distance before it was caught, and the same with the second, a wicked clout, but then the third came up, the one who had made, the bare-handed catch, and he really laid on and powdered the pellet a thundering crack so that even the one who ran for it, his beard parted in the wind, before long looked like a pygmy chasing it and quit running, seeing the thing was a speck on the horizon.

Sweating and shivering by turns, Sam muttered if I could ketch the whole twelve of them – and staggered out on the field to cry out the good news but when they saw him they gathered bats and balls and ran in a dozen directions, and though Sam was smart enough to hang on to the fellow who had banged the sphere out to the horizon, frantically shouting to him, ‘Whoa – whoa,’ his lungs bursting with the effort to call a giant – he wouldn’t stop so Sam never caught him.

He woke with a sob in his throat but swallowed before he could sound it, for by then Roy had come to mind and he mumbled, ‘Got someone just as good,’ so that for once waking was better than dreaming.

He yawned. His mouth felt unholy dry and his underclothes were crawling. Reaching down his battered valise from the rack, he pulled out a used bath towel and cake of white soap, and to the surprise of those who saw him go out that way, went through the baggage cars to the car between them and the tender. Once inside there, he peeled to the skin and stepped into the shower stall, where he enjoyed himself for ten minutes, soaping and resoaping his bony body under warm water. But then a trainman happened to come through and after sniffing around Sam’s clothes yelled in to him, ‘Hey, bud, come outa there.’

Sam stopped off the shower and poked out his head.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said come outa there, that’s only for the train crew.’

‘Excuse me,’ Sam said, and began quickly to rub himself dry.

‘You don’t have to hurry. Just wanted you to know you made a mistake.’

‘Thought it went with the ticket.’

‘Not in the coaches it don’t.’

Sam sat on a metal stool and laced up his high brown shoes. Pointing to the cracked mirror on the wall, he said, ‘Mind if I use your glass?’

‘Go ahead.’

He parted his sandy hair, combed behind the ears, and managed to work in a shave and brushing of his yellow teeth before he apologized again to the trainman and left.

Going up a few cars to the lounge, he ordered a cup of hot coffee and a sandwich, ate quickly, and made for the club car. It was semi-officially out of bounds for coach travellers but Sam had told the passenger agent last night that he had a nephew riding on a sleeper, and the passenger agent had mentioned to the conductor not to bother him.

When he entered the club car, after making sure Roy was elsewhere Sam headed for the bar, already in a fluid state for the train was moving through wet territory, but then he changed his mind and sat down to size up the congregation over a newspaper and spot who looked particularly amiable. The headlines caught his eye at the same time as they did this short, somewhat popeyed gent’s sitting next to him, who had just been greedily questioning the husky, massive-shouldered man on his right, who was wearing sun glasses. Popeyes nudged the big one and they all three stared at Sam’s paper.

WEST COAST OLYMPIC ATHLETE SHOT
FOLLOWS 24 HOURS AFTER SLAYING OF ALL-AMERICAN FOOTBALL ACE

The article went on to relate that both of these men had been shot under mysterious circumstances with silver bullets from a .22 calibre pistol by an unknown woman that police were on the hunt for.

‘That makes the second sucker,’ the short man said.

‘But why with silver bullets, Max?’

‘Beats me. Maybe she set out after a ghost but couldn’t find him.’

The other fingered his tie knot. ‘Why do you suppose she goes around pickin’ on athletes for?’

‘Not only athletes but also the cream of the crop. She’s knocked off a crack football boy, and now an Olympic runner. Better watch out, Whammer, she may be heading for a baseball player for the third victim.’ Max chuckled.

Sam looked up and almost hopped out of his seat as he recognized them both.

Hiding his hesitation, he touched the short one on the arm. ‘Excuse me, mister, but ain’t you Max Mercy, the sportswriter? I know your face from your photo in the articles you write.’

But the sportswriter, who wore a comical moustache and dressed in stripes that crisscrossed three ways – suit, shirt, and tie – a nervous man with voracious eyes, also had a sharp sense of smell and despite Sam’s shower and toothbrushing nosed out an alcoholic fragrance that slowed his usual speedy response in acknowledging the spread of his fame.

‘That’s right,’ he finally said.

‘Well, I’m happy to have the chance to say a few words to you. You’re maybe a little after my time, but I am Sam Simpson – Bub Simpson, that is – who played for the St Louis Browns in the seasons of 1919 to 1921.’

Sam spoke with a grin though his insides were afry at the mention of his professional baseball career.

‘Believe I’ve heard the name,’ Mercy said nervously. After a minute he nodded toward the man Sam knew all along as the leading hitter of the American League, three times winner of the Most Valuable Player award, and announced, ‘This is Walter (the Whammer) Wambold.’ It had been in the papers that he was a holdout for $75,000 and was coming East to squeeze it out of his boss.

‘Howdy,’ Sam said. ‘You sure look different in street clothes.’

The Whammer, whose yellow hair was slicked flat, with tie and socks to match, grunted.

Sam’s ears reddened. He laughed embarrassedly and then remarked sideways to Mercy that he was travelling with a slambang young pitcher who’d soon be laying them low in the big leagues. ‘Spoke to you because I thought you might want to know about him.’

‘What’s his name?’

‘Roy Hobbs.’

‘Where’d he play?’

‘Well, he’s not exactly been in organized baseball.’

‘Where’d he learn to pitch?’

‘His daddy taught him years ago – he was once a semi-pro DDG and I have been polishin’ him up.’4

‘Where’s he been pitching?’

‘Well, like I said, he’s young, but he certainly mowed them down in the Northwest High School League last year. Thought you might of heard of his eight no-hitters.’5

‘Class D is as far down as I go,’ Mercy laughed. He lit one of the cigars Sam had been looking at in his breast pocket.

‘I’m personally taking him to Clarence Mulligan of the Cubs for a tryout. They will probably pay me a few grand for uncovering the coming pitcher of the century but the condition is – and Roy is backing me on this because he is more devoted to me than a son – that I am to go back as a regular scout, like I was in 1925.’

Roy popped his head into the car and searched around for the girl with the black hat box (Miss Harriet Bird, Eddie had gratuitously told him, making a black fluttering of wings), and seeing her seated near the card tables restlessly thumbing through a magazine, popped out.

‘That’s him,’ said Sam. ‘Wait’ll I bring him back.’ He got up and chased after Roy.

‘Who’s the gabber?’ said the Whammer.

‘Guy named Simpson who once caught for the Brownies. Funny thing, last night I was doing a Sunday piece on drunks in baseball and I had occasion to look up his record. He was in the game three years, batted .340, .260, and .198, but his catching was terrific – not one error listed.’6

‘Get rid of him, he jaws too much.’

‘Sh, here he comes.’

Sam returned with Roy in tow, gazing uncomfortably ahead.

‘Max,’ said Sam, ‘this is Roy Hobbs that I mentioned to you. Say hello to Max Mercy, the syndicated sportswriter, kiddo.’

‘Hello,’ Roy nodded.

‘This is the Whammer,’ Max said.

Roy extended his hand but the Whammer looked through him with no expression whatsoever. Seeing he had his eye hooked on Harriet, Roy conceived a strong dislike for the guy.

The Whammer got up. ‘Come on, Max, I wanna play cards.’

Max rose. ‘Well, hang on to the water wagon, Bub,’ he said to Sam.

Sam turned red.

Roy shot the sportswriter a dirty look.

‘Keep up with the no-hitters, kid,’ Max laughed.

Roy didn’t answer. He took the Whammer’s chair and Sam sat where he was, brooding.

‘What’ll it be?’ they heard Mercy ask as he shuffled the cards. They had joined two men at one of the card tables.

The Whammer, who looked to Sam like an overgrown side of beef wrapped in gaberdine, said, ‘Hearts.’ He stared at Harriet until she looked up from her magazine, and after a moment of doubt, smiled.

The Whammer fingered his necktie knot. As he scooped up the cards his diamond ring glinted in the sunlight.

‘Goddamned millionaire,’ Sam thought.

‘The hell with her,’ thought Roy.

‘I dealt rummy,’ Max said, and though no one had called him, Sam promptly looked around.

Toward late afternoon the Whammer, droning on about his deeds on the playing field, got very chummy with Harriet Bird and before long had slipped his fat fingers around the back of her chair so Roy left the club car and sat in the sleeper, looking out of the window, across the aisle from where Eddie slept sitting up. Gosh, the size of the forest. He thought they had left it for good yesterday and here it still was. As he watched, the trees flowed together and so did the hills and clouds. He felt a kind of sadness, because he had lost the feeling of a particular place. Yesterday he had come from somewhere, a place he knew was there, but today it had thinned away in space – how vast he could not have guessed – and he felt like he would never see it again.

The forest stayed with them, climbing hills like an army, shooting down like waterfalls. As the train skirted close in, the trees levelled out and he could see within the woodland the only place he had been truly intimate with in his wanderings, a green world shot through with weird light and strange bird cries, muffled in silence that made the privacy so complete his inmost self had no shame of anything he thought there, and it eased the body-shaking beat of his ambitions. Then he thought of here and now and for the thousandth time wondered why they had come so far and for what. Did Sam really know what he was doing? Sometimes Roy had his doubts. Sometimes he wanted to turn around and go back home, where he could at least predict what tomorrow would be like. Remembering the white rose in his pants pocket, he decided to get rid of it. But then the pine trees flowed away from the train and slowly swerved behind blue hills; all at once there was this beaten gold, snow-capped mountain in the distance, and on the plain several miles from its base lay a small city gleaming in the rays of the declining sun. Approaching it, the long train slowly pulled to a stop.

Eddie woke with a jump and stared out the window.

‘Oh oh, trouble, we never stop here.’

He looked again and called Roy.

‘What do you make out of that?’

About a hundred yards ahead, where two dirt roads crossed, a moth-eaten model-T Ford was parked on the farther side of the road from town, and a fat old man wearing a broad-brimmed black hat and cowboy boots, who they could see was carrying a squat doctor’s satchel, climbed down from it. To the conductor, who had impatiently swung off the train with a lit red lamp, he flourished a yellow telegram. They argued a minute, then the conductor, snapping open his watch, beckoned him along and they boarded the train. When they passed through Eddie’s car the conductor’s face was sizzling with irritation but the doctor was unruffled. Before disappearing through the door, the conductor called to Eddie, ‘Half hour.’

‘Half hour,’ Eddie yodelled and he got out the stool and set it outside the car so that anyone who wanted to stretch, could.

Only about a dozen passengers got off the train, including Harriet Bird, still hanging on to her precious hat box, the Whammer, and Max Mercy, all as thick as thieves. Roy hunted up the bassoon case just if the train should decide to take off without him, and when he had located Sam they both got off.

‘Well, I’ll be jiggered.’ Sam pointed down about a block beyond where the locomotive had halted. There, sprawled out at the outskirts of the city, a carnival was on. It was made up of try-your-skill booths, kiddie rides, a freak show and a gigantic Ferris wheel that looked like a stopped clock. Though there was still plenty of daylight, the carnival was lit up by twisted ropes of blinking bulbs, and many banners streamed in the breeze as the calliope played.

‘Come on,’ said Roy, and they went along with the people from the train who were going toward the tents.

Once they had got there and fooled around a while, Sam stopped to have a crushed coconut drink which he privately spiked with a shot from a new bottle, while Roy wandered over to a place where you could throw three baseballs for a dime at three wooden pins, shaped like pint-size milk bottles and set in pyramids of one on top of two, on small raised platforms about twenty feet back from the counter. He changed the fifty-cent piece Sam had slipped him on leaving the train, and this pretty girl in yellow, a little hefty but with a sweet face and nice ways, who with her peanut of a father was waiting on trade, handed him three balls. Lobbing one of them, Roy easily knocked off the pyramid and won himself a naked kewpie doll. Enjoying the game, he laid down another dime, again clattering the pins to the floor in a single shot and now collecting an alarm clock. With the other three dimes he won a brand-new boxed baseball, a washboard, and baby potty, which he traded in for a six-inch harmonica. A few kids came over to watch and Sam, wandering by, indulgently changed another half into dimes for Roy. And Roy won a fine leather cigar case for Sam, a ‘God Bless America’ banner, a flashlight, can of coffee, and a two-pound box of sweets. To the kids’ delight, Sam, after a slight hesitation, flipped Roy another half dollar, but this time the little man behind the counter nudged his daughter and she asked Roy if he would now take a kiss for every three pins he tumbled.

Roy glanced at her breasts and she blushed. He got embarrassed too. ‘What do you say, Sam, it’s your four bits?’

Sam bowed low to the girl. ‘Ma’am,’ he said, ‘now you see how dang foolish it is to be a young feller.’

The girl laughed and Roy began to throw for kisses, flushing each pyramid in a shot or two while the girl counted aloud the kisses she owed him.

Some of the people from the train passed by and stayed to watch when they learned from the mocking kids what Roy was throwing for.

The girl, pretending to be unconcerned, tolled off the third and fourth kisses.

As Roy fingered the ball for the last throw the Whammer came by holding over his shoulder a Louisville Slugger that he had won for himself in the batting cage down a way. Harriet, her pretty face flushed, had a kewpie doll, and Max Mercy carried a box of cigars. The Whammer had discarded his sun glasses and all but strutted over his performance and the prizes he had won.

Roy raised his arm to throw for the fifth kiss and a clean sweep when the Whammer called out to him in a loud voice, ‘Pitch it here, busher, and I will knock it into the moon.’7

Roy shot for the last kiss and missed. He missed with the second and third balls. The crowd oohed its disappointment.

‘Only four,’ said the girl in yellow as if she mourned the fifth.

Angered at what had happened, Sam hoarsely piped, ‘I got ten dollars that says he can strike you out with three pitched balls, Wambold.’

The Whammer looked at Sam with contempt.

‘What d’ye say, Max?’ he said.

Mercy shrugged.

‘Oh, I love contests of skill,’ Harriet said excitedly. Roy’s face went pale.

‘What’s the matter, hayfoot, you scared?’ the Whammer taunted.

‘Not of you,’ Roy said.

‘Let’s go across the tracks where nobody’ll get hurt,’ Mercy suggested.

‘Nobody but the busher and his bazooka. What’s in it, busher?’

‘None of your business.’ Roy picked up the bassoon case.

The crowd moved in a body across the tracks, the kids circling around to get a good view, and the engineer and fireman watching from their cab window.

Sam cornered one of the kids who lived nearby and sent him home for a fielder’s glove and his friend’s catcher’s mitt.8 While they were waiting, for protection he buttoned underneath his coat the washboard Roy had won. Max drew a batter’s box alongside a piece of slate.9 He said he would call the throws and they would count as one of the three pitches only if they were over or if the Whammer swung and missed.10

When the boy returned with the gloves, the sun was going down, and though the sky was aflame with light all the way to the snowy mountain peak, it was chilly on the ground.

Breaking the seal, Sam squeezed the baseball box and the pill shot up like a greased egg. He tossed it to Mercy, who inspected the hide and stitches, then rubbed the shine off and flipped it to Roy.

‘Better throw a couple of warm-ups.’

‘My arm is loose,’ said Roy.

‘It’s your funeral.’

Placing his bassoon case out of the way in the grass, Roy shed his coat. One of the boys came forth to hold it.

‘Be careful you don’t spill the pockets,’ Roy told him.

Sam came forward with the catcher’s glove on. It was too small for his big hand but he said it would do all right.

‘Sam, I wish you hadn’t bet that money on me,’ Roy said.

‘I won’t take it if we win, kiddo, but just let it stand if we lose,’ Sam said, embarrassed.

‘We came by it too hard.’

‘Just let it stand so.’

He cautioned Roy to keep his pitches inside, for the Whammer was known to gobble them on the outside corner.11

Sam returned to the plate and crouched behind the batter, his knees spread wide because of the washboard.12 Roy drew on his glove and palmed the ball behind it.13 Mercy, rubbing his hands to warm them, edged back about six feet behind Sam.

The onlookers retreated to the other side of the tracks, except Harriet, who stood without fear of fouls up close. Her eyes shone at the sight of the two men facing one another.

Mercy called, ‘Batter up.’

The Whammer crowded to the left side of the plate, gripping the heavy bat low on the neck, his hands jammed together and legs plunked evenly apart. He hadn’t bothered to take off his coat. His eye on Roy said it spied a left-handed monkey.

‘Throw it, Rube, it won’t get no lighter.’

Though he stood about sixty feet away, he loomed up gigantic to Roy, with the wood held like a caveman’s axe on his shoulder. His rocklike frame was motionless, his face impassive, unsmiling, dark.

Roy’s heart skipped a beat. He turned to gaze at the mountain.

Sam whacked the leather with his fist. ‘Come on, kiddo, wham it down his whammy.’

The Whammer out of the corner of his mouth told the drunk to keep his mouth shut.

‘Burn it across his button.’

‘Close your trap,’ Mercy said.

‘Cut his throat with it.’

‘If he tries to dust me, so help me I will smash his skull,’ the Whammer threatened.

Roy stretched loosely, rocked back on his left leg, twirling the
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