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Introduction

 “The Apple
Sniper” is one of a dozen or so short stories I did in order to
explore the childhood relationships in a neighborhood much like the
one where I grew up. I was particularly interested in how the
proverbial nurturing village’s assumed values play a role in the
development of the diverse adult personalities that later emerge. I
hope the “The Apple Sniper” speaks to your child within. I also
hope it speaks to the wiser, more comprehending perspective of the
adult who was once that child. Most important, I hope it reminds us
all that it takes a village to raise a sniper.

Eric M. Witchey


The Apple
Sniper

 By Eric M. Witchey

We played ball on our battlefield, and we
played war on our ball field. To us, everything was a game, and our
heroes in baseball and war and adventure were the older kids who
had lived in the neighborhood longer and had learned secrets that
they handed down to us before they left home. In time, it was our
job to pass on the secrets.

The neighborhood was a skinny block of twenty
pre-war, coal-furnace, custom-builts with covered porches and
gabled roofs: ten on Jefferson Avenue, ten on Gaylord. On one
skinny end, the block was cut off by Ohio State Route 39—a pain in
the ass to cross most of the time. On the other end, it was cut off
by the back road, which likely as not had a real name we
never used. A narrow swamp separated the back road from the
Baltimore & Ohio’s tracks raised up on black cinder ballast
scraped from the walls of steel mill furnaces. The tracks ran from
the center of town, through our world, and off to fantasy worlds
far beyond Ohio’s soy bean and corn fields.

Across the street from our ivy-covered brick
house on Jefferson was the battle and ball field, a gone-to-seed
vacant block surrounding an oil bulk depot—seven white, towering
tanks connected to a pump house by pipes through an earthen dike.
If the tanks ever leaked, the dike was supposed to contain spilled
oil, kerosene, and gasoline.

The pump house filled trucks that drove away
to fill fuel-oil tanks for homes, gasoline tanks for gas stations,
and we really didn’t know what else. We used to wonder who still
used so much kerosene that we needed a 2,000 gallon tank of it in
our ball field.

Didn't matter. The kerosene tank was dead
centerfield, and hitting it on the fly counted as a ground rule
double. Clearing the top was a homer.

Those were the rules handed down from the big
kids. The big kids were the guys in high school. I was a little
kid. Sometimes I didn't count when we played ball. Sometimes I did.
It kinda depended how many big kids were playing, and by my twelfth
birthday, not many played anymore. Some had gone to college. Some
had gone to war.

Older than me by nineteen months, my brother
claimed a full two years and thought he was a big kid because my
best friend's brother, Gordon Carson, had sworn him in as an
honorary big kid before Gordon climbed on the Army bus.

They held the initiation in the ball
field.

With Dad's binoculars, I watched them from my
bedroom window. Lying under the summer sky on their bellies,
Gordon, who could smack the ball clean over the tanks and past the
pump house, scraped away the grass of the outfield, dug a small
crater in the dirt, then flicked his Zippo lighter. He touched the
lighter to the dirt. Blue flame rippled across the little crater of
contaminated dirt. He said something. My brother nodded. Then
Gordon passed the lighter to him. After that, my brother was a big
kid even though he still had another year before high school.

Blond and blue-eyed and white-smiling, he'd
always been golden even though his name was Wayph.

A name means something. It makes part of who
you are. We knew that even then. We all had nicknames that fit us
better than our real names, but nobody made a nickname for Wayph.
Not even the big kids. Wayph was his name, and he was just
Wayph.

Anybody who said anything about his name
regretted it because when you’re first-born and your mom's family
pride names you for your uncle Wayne and your uncle Ralph,
your name is Wayph. You learn to stick-fire an apple faster than
any kid in the neighborhood. You learn to pick the right firmness.
You learn where the best trees are. You learn that willow sticks
are too soft and oak is too stiff. You learn aim and timing. You
find a nice maple stick and spend an afternoon sharpening it
against the grit of the sidewalk. When you slip a hard
yellow-delicious onto the point and cock your arm back, kids, big
or little, hit the dirt. They hide behind trees. They run like
hell.

I knew Wayph, and I knew before anybody when
to run.

On a Saturday, late in the hot Indian summer,
Danny Carson and I had been knocking on doors to get up a ball
game. Nobody could, or nobody would. We were crossing the first
base line on our way to play a little catch when Wayph fired his
first salvo. The apple hissed through the air.

We heard it coming.

We had just enough time to turn toward
centerfield. Danny took the missile on his temple. The yellow
sphere exploded. White apple guts spewed up and out and around like
somebody opened an apple umbrella along one side of his face.

Danny went down.

I ran down the first base line toward home. I
dove clean over home plate and slid into the cover of the foxhole,
a dirt ditch behind home plate and between our diamond and the
swampy no man's land along the B&O line.

My mind already shifted from playing catch to
playing war, I rolled and got my head up to the lip of the foxhole.
I peeked over the edge.

Danny lay in the infield moaning.

I couldn’t see anybody else. Nobody.

Another apple hissed by. It went over my
head, but just barely. I heard it splash in the stagnant water by
the tracks.

“Danny.”

He groaned.

“Danny, you okay?”

“Face hurt.”

“Come on, man. You’re a target. Come on.”

He cried. Eleven-and-half, and he was on his
side with his knees up in his chest, and he was gasping and
sobbing.

Out in centerfield, something moved. I saw
him. My brother. Wayph. His blond head popped up from behind the
dike around the tanks. He was behind a three-foot hill of dirt,
hidden, and he had to have a load of apples back there because
nothing grew inside that dike. Nothing. There was nasty, black oily
water in among the pipes and towering tanks. Not a tadpole or toad
or frog or even brine shrimp in there. Nothing.

“Wayph!”

No answer. An apple hit the dirt near home
plate. It bounced once and came for my head. I ducked into the
foxhole. The apple still had enough speed to zip past overhead,
skip and disappear into the swamp.

He had us pinned down. He had a good stick.
He had the range. The dike was a bunker. Danny and me were
screwed.

I peeked again.

An apple exploded against my left shoulder.
Cold, cider-smelling goo splattered the side of my face. White fire
ran up my neck and burst into my skull. I fell into the bottom of
the foxhole.

“Shit!” My shoulder pounded. My hand went
numb. Wayph had an arm, and with a stick, he was deadly.

“Ahhhh,” Danny cried.

“God dammit, Wayph!”

“You’re hit,” he called from his fortress.
“You can’t talk! You’re dead!”

“You asshole! We aren’t playing. We’re
getting up a game.”

“Nobody’s home. Not enough guys for
ball!”

“No war!”

“You got a man down. You got no medic.”

It was a game we all knew. It was from a war
movie. We'd updated the game. We played in the imaginary jungles of
Vietnam and deserts of the Gulf. Like in the films where they had a
sergeant and a lieutenant and a medic guy, we all had our jobs when
we played.

Wayph had decided to play sniper.

When he played on our side and we had apple
wars with the kids from the other side of the tracks, he was our
sharpshooter. He was good. Better’n any of us.

I saw him pop up. He let fly. The apple
hissed over Danny and across the ball diamond. It was flat and low
and straight for my head. I ducked. The apple hit the back of the
foxhole and exploded. Splatter pelted my back and neck. Sticky
shit.

His sniper's stick only held one shot. He had
to reload. He had to. I jumped out and headed for Danny. “I’m here,
buddy.” It was game talk. “I’m with you. Hang in there. You’ll be
fine. We’re going to get you out of here.”

Something was wrong. Danny was hurt. Not
pretend movie hurt. Worse than just apple-hit crying hurt.

Really hurt.

Blood trickled out his ear and down his
cheek. His head rolled. He blinked at me. One of his eyes looked
funny.

“Shit,” I said.

“Hurts.” His voice was weak. “Head
hurts.”

“Yeah.” I stood up. “Wayph! God damn it,
Danny’s really hurt. Come on.”

The apple came too fast. I couldn’t duck it.
It caught me in the forehead, and I was on the ground faster than I
could say my brother’s name.

I was pissed. I hurt. The mess on my face
dripped, and my forehead went numb. I rolled over, stood, and
sprinted for the dike.

I ran half the infield and the outfield, and
I was on the dike by the time he'd reloaded. He came up, his arm
cocked and the next apple loaded to fire. I jumped up and over the
dike. His arm came forward too late. I grabbed the stick, put my
knee in his chest, and we went down and back into the slimy mess of
water and oil slick on the inside of the dike.

~~~

“This is serious, boys.” My father’s voice
was slow and quiet—the kind of quiet that scared the hell out of
both of us. The disappointment in his gray eyes held us still in
the middle of the driveway.

For over a year, since Mom had loaded the
ancient Ford LTD station wagon and split, he'd been raising us
alone. We didn't talk about it. Everybody in town knew about Mom.
Everybody knew him. He was their pharmacist. If we fucked up in
public, he found out about it sooner or later. Usually sooner.
Somebody at the emergency room had called him this time. He'd come
straight home from the drug store and still wore his white pharmacy
jacket and creased black slacks.

Wayph stood
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