
   An Unhappy Death


  Dennis Moeller was sitting up straight, alertly steering his green ’78 Nova over the tortuous and slippery roads of the Virginia countryside. A light snow had started to fall, frosting the road like a layer of icing on a cake. The sky was darkening quickly, further reducing visibility. Compounding the difficulty of driving in such conditions was the fact that Dennis was almost completely unfamiliar with the territory he was traversing. He had been over these roads once before several years earlier, but the trip had been made at night, and so he had practically no road marks or signposts in his memory to guide him. Thus, he drove warily, considerably slower than his passenger would have.


  When the road forked or intersected, he had to ask directions of his passenger, his girlfriend Julie, slumped against her door in the front seat. Julie would murmur a perfunctory “Straight,” “Left,” or “Right,” hardly turning her dark-haired head away from the foggy window in her door to do so, and then would resume her brooding that had engulfed the car in an unnatural quiet since she had awakened from a fitful nap outside Winston-Salem an hour before. After a few unsuccessful attempts to engage her in conversation, Dennis had decided to let her brown study run its course. Although he couldn’t of course read her mind, he was pretty certain that Julie was thinking about the rapidly failing health of her father, Josh Hector, the former big league baseball star, whom they were traveling to visit on the advice of Josh’s doctor. If she wanted privacy, he thought, the least he could do would be to respect her wish. She had, after all, asked him to come with her–though it meant using up his vacation– and that in itself indicated both how much his mere presence comforted her and how much she thought she had a right to ask him.


  Diverting his eyes from the dark landscape into which he was driving, Dennis stole a glance at the athletically-built woman across from him dressed in a gray sweat shirt and white corduroy jeans. Her pretty face and big brown eyes were turned away from him, but her sitting position accentuated her body and caused a rush of desire in him. Dennis thought back to the day he had first met Julie.


  As head of one of the branch public libraries in Asheville, North Carolina, Dennis had had to replace five years ago one of the part-timers on his staff. Julie Hector was the young woman he had wound up hiring. Just by chance Julie had been in the library that hot summer day, looking through the “help wanteds” of the various nearby city and community newspapers that the library carried. After graduating from UNC-Asheville and teaching elementary school for a frustrating year, Julie had discovered that she loathed teaching, and she retired from the profession. From that time until she had been hired by Dennis, she had worked at a succession of low-paying dead-end jobs, barely keeping body and soul together. Noticing the procession of applicants passing back and forth through the door of Dennis’ office that day, Julie had deduced what was happening and decided to go immediately after the position—whatever it was—before somebody else got hired. Turning her unpreparedness into an asset, she had assaulted Dennis with an apoplexy of apology and embarrassment at her seeking an employment interview in such an unprofessional manner. On his part, Dennis had immediately admired not only her assertiveness but her prettiness and her figure as well—her red shorts displaying a pair of long shapely legs—and had promised not to hire anybody until he talked to her the next day. As Julie had backed out of his office, thanking him profusely, Dennis had chuckled and decided then and there that unless her qualifications were egregiously insufficient, he would hire her for the part-time position. Shortly thereafter, Julie was not only working in the library science profession, but she was dating the area’s brightest young library administrator, one who had his eye on nothing less than the directorship of the entire Asheville public library system—a position which promised to be vacant soon since the current director was nearing retirement.


  Dennis’ attention was snapped back to the present as Julie suddenly slid across the front seat and snuggled up next to him. She put her arm around his shoulders and smiled half-heartedly into his face as she asked, “Well, what are you in such a black mood about?”


  “Me…? In a black mood…? Look who’s talking!” he said with mock astonishment. He immediately regretted reminding her of her burden. Her face lost its glimmer. She took her arm from around him.


  “Julie, what’s the matter?” he asked softly.


  “Oh, Denny,” she said, covering her face with her hands, “I’m scared.”


  For a few moments they rode in silence again, the swish of the windshield wipers and the hum of the car’s motor the only sounds audible.


  In her distress Julie drew her body together somewhat into a ball and began rocking slightly, as a sick or frightened child might. She seemed a bit pathetic to Dennis, and he was touched and more than a little curious. He had a strong desire to hear her express her innermost feelings, and he wanted then to draw her into intimate conversation.


  “Julie, your father has been ill for some time now. You’ve known that. Thank goodness he hasn’t been in a lot of pain. I know it’s hard to imagine living without both of your parents, but you won’t be alone. You’ll always have me… . That is, as long as you want me.”


  She looked at him with sheer amazement. “I’m not afraid of my father dying, of living without him.… I’m afraid of his dying unhappy.”


  “Unhappy…? Why, what’s your father got to be unhappy about? He’s lived a full and productive life. A college football hero, a major league baseball star, a big hero in the World Series, made a lot of money in the stock market. … From what you’ve told me he’s practically a rich man—even if his daughter is too proud and independent to take one red cent.”


  “You don’t understand, Denny.”


  From the scowl on her face Dennis finally began to realize how seriously she was taking the idea of her father dying an unhappy man. He remembered the first time he had visited, a couple of years earlier.


  The visit had come about because he and Julie had begun to think about marriage, and she had decided it was time for her father and Dennis to meet. Julie had tried to prepare Dennis, hinting quizzically about Josh being argumentative and difficult, and it all having something to do with his baseball career, but she changed the subject when Dennis pressed her for a further explanation. Dennis had assumed she had been referring to nothing much more than the normal moodiness that many older people experience when life seems to pass them by and their once healthy bodies begin to fail them. Josh Hector might especially feel that way, Dennis had figured, since he had been so athletic as a younger man.


  Still, Dennis had been ill at ease from the start. Mr. Hector had been barely polite and had generally ignored him during their first visit. He and Julie had discussed local people and things, leaving Dennis completely out of the conversations and feeling as awkward as a pimply-faced boy on his first date. It wasn’t until—in desperation—Dennis had mentioned Josh’s playing days with the old St. Louis Cards that the old man had paid him any attention at all. And then it had been only to ask sneeringly what the hell Dennis knew about all that. Taken aback by the old man’s hostility but encouraged nevertheless, Dennis had repeated in flattering terms what he had heard Julie say about Josh’s career: the lifetime batting average over .300, over 400 stolen bases, one of the highest career fielding percentages ever for an outfielder, his outstanding play in three World Series. The old man didn’t make much of a reply, but from then on Dennis had felt a grudging acceptance from him. Going over the entire visit Dennis could not find anything in what he had observed to be Josh Hector’s life that would cause the old ballplayer great distress, unless it was the fact that today’s players made so much more money than he did as a young Cardinal. Dennis recalled now how angry Josh had become when he had mentioned jokingly near the end of their visit while Julie had been out shopping that even today’s mediocre benchwarmer was probably on his way to becoming a millionaire. Josh had gone into a rage about the modern ballplayers and all the fuss made over them, cursing the “overrated and gutless amateurs who couldn’t have carried my jockstrap.” But it made no sense for Josh Hector, financially quite “well off,” to envy the money of anybody else, and Dennis haltingly attempted to continue the conversation to get at what Julie was worried about.


  “Josh isn’t concerned about money, is he, Julie? I mean, having enough to leave you so you’ll be taken of…? As if you can’t take care of yourself.”


  “Don’t be absurd. My father’s practically rich.”


  “Yes, I know. But I guess you worry about things like that when you think about not being around anymore. Well, if it’s not you, what is it then? Is it his pride?”


  She looked at him searchingly then. “Yes. It is a matter of pride,” she said finally.


  To conceal his pleasure at perceiving the motive behind the old man’s behavior, Dennis used an exaggerated tone of exasperation to exclaim, “Well, that’s silly, for your father to care one whit how much Reggie Jackson or some other big shot in knickers makes. Everybody knows those guys are overpaid for what they do, that they aren’t worth the kind of money they make. Nobody is worth that kind of money just for playing a game. So your father has nothing to be ashamed of for making peanuts compared to…”


  “Ashamed! What are you talking about, Dennis? My father despises money, just like I do,” she hissed at him. “What a moronic thing to say! My father was a great baseball player…”


  “Yeah, I know he was. I understand that.”


  “No. … No, you don’t understand. You have no idea how good my father was. Do you really know the details of Josh Hector’s career? Have you ever looked up his record in The Baseball Encyclopedia? Compared it to other players who are supposed to be as good as him? Would you even understand what it means to bat over .300 for nine different seasons? No, you don’t understand how great a ballplayer my father was. You’re just like everybody else. He’s an old man now, in fact, he’s dying, so it doesn’t matter anymore. Pretty soon he’ll be just another forgotten old-timer. And it isn’t fair! They’ve screwed him for one little thing, and they’re not ever going to let him into the Hall of Fame, and he’s going to die so miserable because of it.” Julie had begun to cry, and when she had finished speaking in a torrent of bitterness she continued to sob, her face covered again by her hands.


  Dennis was shaken by her outburst, and a wave of confused feelings—surprise, anger, embarrassment, jealously—swept over him. Through them all a perversely delightful resentment began to surface, and he indulged it for a moment by imagining that Julie was a perfect stranger of no concern to him, and that he would in the next moment lash back at her, her sobbing, and her father’s enormous vanity. But he fought back the sensation. He began to apologize and to explain, but she held up her hand and slowly shook her head.


  By this time they were only a few miles from the home of Josh Hector, and Julie composed herself enough to give the final directions. When they finally arrived, they found the stately old colonial house completely dark. Neither was in a hurry to leave the car, and so they sat there staring at the tall white columns of the front of the house.


  Dennis wanted to talk to Julie, but he hardly knew what to say anymore and was afraid of upsetting her again. Julie seemed to be lost in her thoughts. He broke the silence.


  “I never realized how much this Hall of Fame business meant to you and your father.”


  He waited for her to say something, but she only stared blankly towards the dark house looming over them. When he was about to lose patience and speak again, she finally began to speak.


  “As a matter of justice my father should be a member of the Hall of Fame. He has the credentials, better ones than dozens of men who have been elected over him.


  “After he retired, he was confident that he would be elected, but they passed him over every time because he had the balls to tell sportswriters to go to hell. After a certain length of time they even quit putting his name on the ballot. That hurt my father deeply; nobody will ever know how much grief he suffered because of that. When you know you deserve something, when you’ve put your whole life and heart and soul into something and you’ve earned it and people still don’t recognize what you’ve done, then you have a right to be angry and bitter. My father never wanted any special consideration. He just wanted to be treated fairly, and the fair thing would have been to give my father a place of honor alongside the other great baseball players in history. When they took his name off the ballot, my father became a changed man. He started having problems getting along with my mom, he lost interest in just about everything, and he just didn’t want to do anything anymore. Then a few years before I met you, they made up this Veterans Committee to put in people who had been overlooked. My father got his hopes up all over again. He was certain that they’d admit their mistake and take him right away. But they only seem interested in blacks and umpires, and the few old white players they’ve been picking can’t hold a candle to my father. It’s been the same old story again, except that this time my father is an old man with a broken heart. And every year the Veterans Committee has passed him up, they’re ripped out another little piece of his heart. … And now … it looks like he’s not going to ever make it. I can’t stand it that he’s going to die having been cheated of the most important thing in the world to him.”


  “Isn’t there some other governing body we could appeal to to get your father a thorough review? I mean, if this Veterans Committee is obviously falling short—”


  “No, Denny. The Veterans Committee is it. There’s some baseball history organization that sent him a letter saying they were lobbying to get him selected, buy they probably don’t have any influence. Besides, I’m afraid it’s too late now. The Veterans Committee doesn’t vote until spring of each year, and Dr. Fleming said Dad is probably not going to recover.”


  They sat together in the darkness for a while longer but soon began to feel the cold. Then they went up to the house.


  It had snowed off and on for three days since their arrival, and Dennis and Julie had stayed almost the whole time inside the house, practically in a single room. They had found Josh and his nurse living in the study. He rested on a couch, and she slept on a cot. The rest of the 13 rooms were empty and closed off. The nurse explained with a shrug that months earlier, before he had been stricken, the old man had sold and given away the contents of the rest of the house.


  The old man lay on the French Provincial couch, drifting into and out of a semiconscious and restive state, with his daughter constantly at his side. As Dennis watched him hour after hour their first day, it occurred to him that Josh’s house-emptying had been an appropriately symbolic act but a damned inconsiderate one too. When he had left the house that afternoon, despite Julie’s glare of disapproval, to drive to town for two additional cots, he had felt tremendously relieved to be away from the gloomy house full of mourning and impending death.


  By the morning of the third day Dennis was finding the vigil that Julie expected him to keep with her at Josh’s bedside to be almost unbearable. Her refusal to be drawn into conversation about any topic except the unchanging condition of her father frustrated and bored him, though he also admired her strength and devotion at the same time. The nurse, Mrs. Vargas, a competent but dull functionary, had told them that Dr. Fleming would be stopping by that morning to check on Josh. Longing for some congeniality and companionship, Dennis had decided to engage the doctor in some conversation on his way up to the house. Although there was still enough firewood in the house to heat the study for two or three more days, the idea of physical exertion appealed to Dennis, and he went out to the carriage and tool shed to chop wood.


  He had been working steadily for 15 minutes, enjoying the invigorating warmth his body produced under his heavy coat, when Dr. Fleming started his light blue Caprice up the driveway. Dennis laid the axe down and waved the car to a stop. Dr. Fleming, himself only a few years younger than Josh, was in robust health. His green eyes sparkled as he rolled down his window and greeted Dennis with a pleasant smile.


  “Dr. Fleming?” Dennis asked.


  “Yes, sir. Precisely. And you must be Julie’s friend.”


  “Right. Denny Moeller,” he said, extending his hand.


  “I’m pleased to meet you, Denny,” the doctor said. “But what are doing out here in the cold?”


  “Oh … I was chopping some firewood over there by the tool shed, but I really … uh … just kind of wanted to talk to you for a few minutes … before you go up to the house.”


  “I see. Well, why don’t you get into the car, and we can have a little private chat right here.”


  Dr. Fleming shut off the motor and reached over to unlock the door on the passenger’s side. Dennis climbed in and noticed in the middle of the seat Dr. Fleming’s bulky black bag, which looked exactly like the kind he thought still existed only in old movies.


  “Is everything okay up at the house?” asked the doctor.


  “Oh, yeah, sure. I mean, Josh is about the same around the clock. He sleeps most of the time, and when he wakes up he’s not very alert or coherent. Julie has practically taken over for Mrs. Vargas. She talks to him and tries to feed him, but I don’t think he is very conscious of it.”


  The doctor studied Dennis’ face and then asked, “How’s Julie taking it?”


  “Pretty well.”


  “I’m a little concerned about her. I tried not to alarm her when I called about Josh, but I didn’t want to raise any false hopes either.”


  “Don’t worry about her, Doctor. Julie got the message. She knows her dad is dying.”


  The doctor frowned and began to toy with the handle of his black bag. “Julie grieved deeply when her mother died, and so did Josh. Margaret’s death drew them closer together; having each other helped pull them both through, made them realize how important they are to each other.”


  “I thought Julie and her dad were always tight.”


  “Well, they were. It’s just that Josh had really wanted a boy, and he was never able to hide his disappointment very well. Julie never told you that?”


  “No, not really.”


  “The funny thing is he couldn’t have produced a more athletic child. Julie was some basketball player.”


  “Really?”


  “Yes, indeed. She averaged over twenty-five points a game for the high school, and she won a scholarship to play at Asheville. Made All-American there two years. Didn’t she ever tell you about that?”


  “Well, yeah. I knew she played, but she never told me that she excelled like that.”


  “Oh, yes sir. She took right after her dad in athletics. Tough, aggressive, smart. I think she has the strength to come through this okay, but we need to watch her closely. She’s by herself, you know; no brothers or sisters, no close relatives to speak of. Josh took care of that.”


  “What about Mr. Hector, Doctor? I only met him once, a couple of years ago. I know how highly Julie thinks of him, and I’m sorry that I didn’t get to know him better.”


  At this the doctor frowned again and sighed ponderously as if Dennis’s remarks had brought to mind regrettable memories. “If you only met Josh Hector for the first time a few years ago,” he said, “there is no way for you to have known the real man. By the time you met him, he had become a totally different man and less of the wonderful person he had always been. Josh suffered—to his mind—a terrible disappointment that tragically came to be repeated year after year. He felt cheated by petty politics—some grudge about something he said long ago—out of an important honor, election to the Hall of Fame, and the injustice he felt made him bitter and angry. He lost sight of all the good things in his life, complained all the time, and railed against those he felt were responsible. He drove his friends away and even lost Julie for a time. It’s gnawed away at him over the years until he’s finally … well … he’s become a defeated old man.”


  “Doctor, are you trying to tell me that Josh Hector is suffering from a broken heart?”


  “Well, young man, after a few years in this business you learn that the body is a marvelous thing that can take a tremendous amount of wear and tear, but that doesn’t matter if hope dies, if the human spirit surrenders.”


  There was a charged pause and then, as if anticipating Dennis’ thoughts, Dr. Fleming continued, speaking directly to them.


  “Josh is medically ill. He’s had a stroke, but there is little we could do for him at a hospital that we can’t do here. Warmth, cleanliness, and the medication are the main things, and Mrs. Vargas is able to attend to all that. I see no reason to go against Josh’s wishes and move him to the county hospital. On the other hand, if Josh hadn’t given up … who’s to say?”


  “It certainly looks like he just decided to quit. I mean, selling everything in the house like that. That’s spooky.”


  “Actually, he sold very little. Gave most of it away. He started out just giving away the souvenirs, trophies, and paraphernalia he had saved from his baseball days, but then he kept going and gave away all the rest.”


  “Boy, you’d never know by walking through that empty house that the owner was a rich man.”


  “He’s not … not anymore. He also cashed in his stocks and bonds, gave the money to charity.”


  Dennis was stunned by this news, and his eyes were drawn towards the big colonial house and the single chimney from which gray smoke streamed.


  “Such generosity is more like the old Josh. It’s a pity you never knew him.”


  Dennis thanked the doctor for his time and got out to finish his exercise. He walked over to the woodpile deep in thought and was already mechanically chopping wood when the doctor walked into Josh Hector’s house.


  The following afternoon a phone call interrupted Dennis who was reading a book of stories by Ring Lardner in what was left of Josh’s study. He was sitting on an old cushionless maple chair by the window in the former dining room where the light was good. It surprised him when Mrs. Vargas came into the room to say that the call was for him. To reach the phone located at the end of the hall on the first floor, Dennis had to pass through the study, where the old ballplayer lingered halfway between life and death. Dennis could see that Julie had been dozing in the armchair pulled up next to her father’s bed, and they exchanged questioning glances without speaking as he walked by. They had spoken very little in the
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