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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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      Prologue

      
      After pursuing him a week (half my annual vacation from the Columbus Ledger-Enquirer), I caught up with Danny Boles on a blustery day in early April at a high school in eastern Alabama. I knew I’d found him
         because his fabled motor home—he called it Kit Carson, a sly allusion to his job—was parked on the asphalt above the school’s ram-shackle athletic complex. 


      
      I pulled in next to the RV, climbed out, and peered through the driver’s-side window. An empty fast-food sack and an old ruled
         notebook lay on the front seat. I tried the door. It was locked. From the ball field came the faint chatter of two or three
         players and a coach’s blistering shout, “Come on, you guys, talk it up!” 


      
      Although not quite five in the afternoon, a twilight chill had begun to creep over the tilled red clay beyond the collapsing
         rail of the center-field fence. A red-shouldered hawk, hungry or curious, sailed above the clay. I watched it as I heel-walked
         down the slope looking for Boles. 


      
      In that puny weekday crowd, he stood out plainly enough. There were aluminum bleachers on each baseline, but Boles leaned
         on the fence midway between first base and the right-field foul marker, a metal pole topped by a limp blue pennant. He wore
         faded dungarees, scuffed loafers, and, as if it were July, a short-sleeved Hawaiian shirt. A wispy-haired and frail-seeming
         man, Boles rested his arms on the fence and studied the talent on the field. Most folks would have supposed him some player’s
         grandfather. 


      
      Aping nonchalance, I strolled past the first-base bleachers, tiptoed around Boles, and took up a place beside him. I hesitated
         to interrupt his scrutiny of the earnest kids scattered across the field. I also hesitated to confess my real business, for
         Boles had a reputation as a hater of newshounds. 


      
      When that dull half-inning had concluded and the teams began lackadaisically changing places, I said, “Mr. Boles, you’re a
         hard man to track down.” 


      
      He squinted at me as if I’d jabbed him with a stick.

      
      “If not for your RV,” I said, gesturing toward the parking lot, “I might’ve kept going. This is the umpity-umpth town I’ve
         visited in the past five days.” 


      
      Boles’s squint unclenched. His eyes grew a size or two, his irises like tiny pinwheels. April sunlight turned his jug-handle
         ears translucent. Although it looked as if I could knock him over with a string bean, Boles intimidated me. Why? The sleeves
         of his flamboyant shirt came down to his elbows, giving him the look of a frail gnome with a bad haircut. Maybe it was his
         rep that daunted me, or the hint of flint in his close-set eyes. 


      
      Almost indifferently, Boles looked away. A between-innings pitching change had taken his attention. A long-armed black kid,
         with a fullback’s thighs, took the mound and hurled incandescent heat during his warm-ups. 


      
      Sadly, with a batter at the plate, the kid’s performance was high, wide, and ugly. He walked the first two batters to face
         him, struck out a wild swinger, walked a third kid, struck out a second hitter on a dozen pitches (including several that
         would have been sure tickets to first if the batter hadn’t foul-tipped them), and came irreparably unglued when a blooper
         to right center rolled to the fence for a bases-clearing double. He shied his next pitch into the hitter’s ribs, then stalked
         around the mound muttering and banging his glove against his thigh. 


      
      “If he just had some control,” I said.

      
      The manager signaled for the right fielder and the distraught black kid to swap positions.

      
      Only then did Boles look at me again. “That’s where he shoulda been playing to start with. He’s a pitcher like the Incredible Hulk’s a doily maker.” 


      
      Although his look scalded, Boles’s voice unnerved me most. I’d forgotten that several years ago, during an operation for throat
         cancer, he’d had his vocal cords removed. Today he spoke with the help of an amplifying device, a kind of cordless microphone,
         held to his throat above the Adam’s apple. The sound from the amplifier was intelligible enough, but mechanical in tone. Listening
         to him, you got the feeling that his rubbery face masked the shiny features and the artificial vocal apparatus of a robot.
         


      
      “Who the hell are you, anyway?” 


      
      “Sorry, Mr. Boles.” I tried to recover. “A sports writer.”

      
      “Yeah? Who for?” 


      
      “The Columbus papers. Columbus, Georgia.”

      
      Boles nodded and pocketed the microphonelike gadget.

      
      “I telephoned your home in Atlanta a few weeks back,” I said. “I want to do a major profile. A full-length book. Your wife
         said she’d relay the message. In the meantime, she advised me to look for you at high school games up and down the Chattahoochee
         Valley. She said we should have a face-to-face about the feasibility of the project. 


      
      “Sir,” I added.

      
      Boles put a finger to his lips. In a sudden sweep, he moved it to mine. He wasn’t here to jawbone; if I wanted his cooperation,
         I had better knock off the kibitzing. The scoreboard in left field said that this game was only four innings along. How many
         innings did high school teams play? Seven? Nine? 


      
      Despite a windbreaker and woolen slacks, I had Himalayan-size goosebumps, while Boles, tanned and stringy in his Hawaiian
         shirt, seemed primed for another four to six innings. 


      
      Surprisingly, he lasted only two more feeble ground-outs, then limped away from the fence toward the parking lot, gesturing
         at me to follow. He didn’t look back. Never mind his hitch-along gait, he made good time. At his RV, he keyed open the driver’s
         door. 


      
      “The game wasn’t over,” I said.

      
      He turned around, his amplifier to his Adam’s apple. “At this level, it’s not games that matter. It’s players. I don’t have to wait for meaningless overall outcomes to sort the stumblebums from the racehorses.” He said outcomes, even with his flat mechanical voice, as if it were a disease. “Sides, you were getting itchy to leave. Weren’t you?” 


      
      “Yessir.” It didn’t embarrass me to say so. The April twilight had rolled down on us like a corrugated iron door.

      
      Boles said, “Go around back. I’ll open up for you. We’ll have us a nip and chew the fat.” 


      
      In less than a minute, he’d admitted me to the boudoir-kitchen-sitting-room of his motor home. We sat across from each other
         in a cramped table booth that undoubtedly opened out, at night, into a spine-deforming bed. From plastic cups, we sipped Early
         Times Kentucky whiskey. Kit Carson’s interior, redolent of hamburger grease and lime-scented aftershave, felt airtight and stuffy. Its warmth, and that of the
         booze, made Boles’s filmy shirt seem almost practical. I shed my windbreaker. 


      
      “I let you find me,” Boles said. 


      
      “How so?”

      
      “Usually, on the job, I park this rolling flophouse where the competition aint likely to see it.” 


      
      “The competition?”

      
      “Other scouts. They know my rep. They figure if I’m tooling around a certain neighborhood, I’ve scented a prospect, maybe even
            another MVP.” 


      
      I wasn’t above buttering him up. “You’ve signed over forty big leaguers, haven’t you?”

      
      “Forty-six. So I don’t let the competition see Kit. I park behind a gym, a dumpster. Sometimes I drive a renter.” 


      
      “You abandon Kit Carson?” 


      
      “Else guys’ll poach. I’m only out here today”—waving his cup at the parking lot—“cause I knew you’d throw in the towel if you didn’t find me in a year or two. Right?” 


      
      “Why’d you want me to find you? Are you ready to talk?”

      
      “I’m ready to retire. Talking may be the way to fatten up the goose that’ll let us do it in comfort.” He smiled. “Or the only way to clear my head.” 


      
      Boles said he had a story to tell. He just didn’t trust himself to tell it like a professional writer would. So he proposed
         that I ghostwrite it for half any advance monies, plus a seventy-thirty split of all royalties, subsidiary sales, licensing
         fees, and other incidental income. He had pored over too many rookie contracts not to have acquired an acute business sense.
         Cannily, he had also checked out my credentials, surveying both my work for the Columbus papers and my profile of the first
         female National League umpire in a months-old issue of Sports Illustrated. His verdict? I was no Shakespeare, but I did okay. 


      
      “Mr. Boles, that’s nice to hear, but I hadn’t planned to do an ‘as-told-to’ book. I’m an interviewer and an analyst.”

      
      “So interview. So analyze.” 


      
      “Sir, I want to write a book about a major-league scout’s life on the road, a book based on firsthand observation.”

      
      “So the goofball who lets you observe him doesn’t cut into your profits?” 


      
      “Mr. Boles—”

      
      “So he doesn’t get a damned thing out of it but the pleasure of your company?” 


      
      I held my tongue. I didn’t care much for Boles’s phrasing, but his assessment of what I hoped for—a book of my own, profits
         of my own—hit the target dead center. 


      
      “No offense, young fella, but your personality lacks the dazzle to make that trade-off work for me.” 


      
      “Well, there’s also glory.”

      
      Boles cut his eyes.

      
      “The book I have in mind has the working title The Good Scout. You’re the good scout. It’ll chronicle a full year of your life on the road, scouting for the Atlanta Braves. It’ll also—”
         


      
      “If you did that, traveled with me a year and wrote it all up, you’d deserve the money, all of it. But that aint the book I
            want to do. Uh-uh.” He sloshed himself another finger of Early Times and twisted around to snap on a portable radio balanced on the ledge above
         our booth. The static-riven broadcast of a ball game gabbled away behind us as we talked. Effortlessly, though, Boles followed
         the game’s progress, even as he outlined his own literary plans and parried my bemused objections. 


      
      Other writers, he told me, had produced good stuff—magazine articles, newspaper pieces, even entire books—about major-league
         scouts, limelight-shunning sandlot prophets who had immeasurably enriched the game. The topic was tried and true, even old
         hat. I argued that a bang-up writer and a well-chosen scout’s signature methods and idiosyncrasies could reinvigorate the
         topic. Boles shook his head. Yeah, sure, maybe I could do an interesting book, a colorful book, about his career (I’d have to be a droning hack to render his story a total yawn), but it wouldn’t be a ground-breaking
         book, a book resembling nothing else ever published about America’s national pastime. 


      
      Peeved, I said, “What’re you talking about, Mr.. Boles? Exactly what do you want me to help you write?”

      
      “Ever hear of the CVL? Of Mr. Jordan McKissic? Of the Highbridge Hellbenders? Of Jumbo Clerval? Of a seventeen-year-old shortstop
            named Danny Boles?” 


      
      Danny Boles, yes. Everything else, no. In fact, everything else in his catalogue had registered as gibberish. Only later was
         I able to sort out the separate items and give each one a distinct identity. Only later did I learn that CVL stood for Chattahoochee
         Valley League and that the CVL had a mysterious sub rosa cachet among older Southern sportswriters. 


      
      “That’s right. Once I was a minor-league shortstop, a real comer in Class C ball. The league I played in lasted six seasons,
            from 1938 to 1943, and its final season was the only year that young Danny Boles played professionally. That’s what I want
            you to help me write about, sport.” 


      
      The high-school ball game had ended. The home team had lost. You could hear the away boys monkey-hooting in their dugout.
         A gaggle of fans filtered into the parking lot, approaching their vehicles and closing in on Boles’s motor home. In the greenish
         glow of the safety lamps that had just fuzzed on, the home team’s partisans looked ghoulish: drained and unreal. 


      
      I groaned inwardly. Boles wanted me to write about his brief and obscure professional career during World War II. It sounded
         like a vanity set up. Here he was, arguably the most successful major-league scout ever, but a nagging sense of the illegitimacy
         of that career made him view his playing days as more bookworthy than his near-mythic accomplishments as a scout. Sad. 


      
      Noting my hesitation, Boles tugged one long earlobe. “I got called up at the end of the ’43 season, but an injury, on the very day Mister Jay Mac gave me the good word, kept me
            from reporting.” 


      
      “An injury?”

      
      “The Phillies wanted me to take over for them at short, but a spiking . . . Hey, you saw me limp up here from the ball field.” 


      
      I had, but Boles’s limp, because he could still locomote with gusto, had struck me as a minor handicap. Besides, no one expected
         a man his age to be as svelte and rapid as a whippet. 


      
      So I’d given no thought to his likely goals before signing on in 1948 as a scout with the Philadelphia Phillies.

      
      “The importance of that war-year season wasn’t what happened to me,” Boles said, “so much as it was the fate of my roomy, Jumbo Clerval, and the demise of the whole blamed league. A story unlike any you’ve
            ever heard.” 


      
      I’m sorry: I doubted it. I also doubted that the Phillies (in ’44, they were renamed, for two unhallowed seasons, the Blue
         Jays, long before Toronto had a team on which to hang that nickname) had called Boles up to play for them. After all, not
         many players make it in a single jump from a Class C ball club to a starting job with a team in the Show. Thus I dismissed
         Boles’s claim as unverifiable and unseemly brag. 


      
      And he picked up on my skepticism. “Wonder why I let you find me, sport? I mean, a dozen other pretty good sportswriters’ve been after me, but I let you track me down. Any idea why?” 


      
      He had me stumped.

      
      “Cause you byline your stuff Gabe Stewart.” 


      
      “That’s my name, Mr. Boles.”

      
      “Danny. It’s too tight in here to stand on formalities.” 


      
      “All right. Danny.”

      
      “I chose you because of your name. When the Phillies called me up in ’43, a fella named Gabby Stewart was playing short for
            em. His batting average hung around .200. Not that great a glove man, either. In ’44, Freddy Fitzsimmons, the manager, moved
            him over to third. Stewart upped his average nine or ten points, but the next year he was gone, whether drafted or sent back
            down to the minors I couldn’t say. He never got back to the bigs. Gabby Stewart was my favorite Phillie, though. His weak
            stick and shaky glove persuaded the front office to give a skinny, big-eared Oklahoma kid a shot. You aint related to the
            guy, are you?” 


      
      “My first name’s Gabriel. Stewart’s a pretty common surname.”

      
      Boles laughed, silently; he had taken the mike away from his throat. The crow’s-feet around his eyes crinkled. His shoulders
         jogged like the scapulae of a medical skeleton on strings. 


      
      Finally, he said, “First, my book the way I want it done, then yours the way you want it done. You get a split on mine, but yours is all yours,
            from first pitch to final putout. Deal?” 


      
      “Deal,” I said, surprised. How could I do better?

      
      Boles and I shook hands. The ball game on the radio dropped away like a whistling porpoise going under. Over some more Early
         Times, we agreed on a series of tape-recording sessions. A few days later, fortified by the prospect of a lucrative book contract,
         I sashayed into my managing editor’s office and resigned from the Ledger-Enquirer. 



      
      1

      
      

      
      Way I look at it, minor league ball back then was sort of like B movies. Thrills on the cheap. Cheap buses, cheap hotels,
         cheap stadiums, cheap seats, cheap equipment, cheap talent. 


      
      Cheap-cheap.

      
      Sound like an Easter chick, eh? Or like the mechanical conductor on those subway trains out to Atlanta’s airport. What do
         people call it, a “robot voice”? Yeah, a robot voice. Sorry. Can’t help it. At least with this gizmo up to my throat, I have
         a voice. Couple of long stretches in my life, I couldn’t talk. Back then, Mama would’ve reckoned this sci-fi gizmo an honest-to-God miracle. Awful as I sound, she’d’ve paid money
         to hear me talk with it. 


      
      Oh, yeah: B movies. What I meant was, they were second-line stuff. Not Gone With the Wind, not For Whom the Bell Tolls, none of that highbrow crap. Sometimes, though, they were fine. Made on the cheap, but not tacky. Monster flicks. Nifty musicals.
         Gangster shows. You got your money’s worth. 


      
      Same with an evening at the Highbridge ballpark, McKissic Field, watching the Hellbenders take on the Mudcats or the Boll
         Weevils. There was a war on. Half of what you wore and three-quarters of what you ate was rationed. Not movies, though, and
         not ball games. Folks flocked to both for about the same reason—to forget the war, especially the bad or the confusing news,
         and to have em a bang-up time. To get lost in something besides a muddle of depressing newsprint. 


      
      In June of ’43, I went into the CVL, the Chattahoochee Valley League, right off my high school team in Tenkiller, Oklahoma,
         near Tenkiller Lake, in Cherokee County. My county was part of the old Injun Territory set aside by the U. S. Congress for
         the Cherokees, that Beulahland in eastern Oklahoma the bluecoats herded them to in the winter of 1838 and ’39. The Trail of
         Tears. Anyway, I’m one-eighth or one-sixteenth or one-thirty-secondth Cherokee, some bollixed-up fraction, a kind of Injun
         octoroon. 


      
      Me heading to Georgia from Tenkiller was slogging the Trail of Tears backwards. In more ways than one. I was glad to get out
         of Oklahoma, to know I’d be pulling down real pay playing on an honest-to-God pro baseball squad down in Highbridge. It beat
         the stuffing out of pushing a mop in a factory. Or walking into a Jap-infested bunker on the ridge of some steamy coral atoll.
         


      
      And it beat the fire out of unemployment.

      
      For three years I played ball for the Tenkiller Red Stix, the only team I even tried out for in high school. As a sophomore,
         I played utility and pinch hit. As a junior, I started. 


      
      I idolized Phil Rizzuto, the Yankee shortstop. His first two years with the Yanks were my junior and senior years at Tenkiller
         High. My teammates called me Scooter because Yankee fans called Rizzuto that. Actually, they called me Sc-Scooter because,
         if and when I talked, I st-st-stammered. 


      
      I could take that. Being called Sc-Scooter, even if it made fun of my handicap, at least showed me the other fellas respected
         my talent. I hit like Scooter. I fielded like Scooter. I could flat-out play. 


      
      What I hated was, some of my non-ballplaying school-mates called me Dumbo. To keep from stammering, sometimes I’d just say nothing at
         all. I’d stare at whoever tried to talk to me. They figured me for a mute; in spitefuller words, a dummy. Also, even before
         I made the ball team, everyone in Tenkiller had been over to Muskogee or up to Tahlequah to see Dumbo, a Disney flick about a pint-sized elephant with humongous ears. Hilarious movie. A scream. And I was the perfect sap to
         stick a tag like Dumbo on because I couldn’t or wouldn’t talk and had me this really terrific set of ears. Ha ha. The older
         I’ve gotten the more I’ve sorta grown into them, but as a pimply-faced kid just barely over the puberty line, I looked like
         a drip.


      
      Back then, kids called nerds drips. A drip equaled a nerd. My schoolmates saw me as the uncrowned king of the drips. The guys,
         even teammates, pulled gags on me—put horned toads in my locker or cracked raw eggs into my jockstrap. Girls giggled behind
         their painted fingernails. The one time I nerved up to ask a girl to a dance—a semipretty gal, not the holy homecoming queen—I
         st-st-stammered like Sylvester the Cat and turned fire-engine red. 


      
      “You’re sweet,” she told me, “but I’ve got this algebra test to study for.” And burst out laughing.

      
      So I wanted out of that hick town. All my problems would go fffftht!, like a blown-out match, the instant I left Cherokee County. I’d step into Arkansas or Texas and turn into Clark Gable. (Or
         Alan Ladd, who was more my size.) 


      
      Talk about a naive fool.

      
      My chance to get out of Tenkiller came from playing shortstop for the Red Stix. All our teams—track, wrestling, basketball—had
         the nickname Red Stix. We were called after a renegade band of Indians—Creeks, not Cherokees, but the Creeks belonged to the
         Five Civilized Tribes too—that had fought General Jackson’s Tennessee militiamen at Horseshoe Bend, Alabama. The batons our
         track team used in relays were red, and our baseball team had red bats, even though it was hard to keep them looking decent.
         The barrel of my bat, for instance, was always flaking paint, letting the grain of the timber show through. I got enough hits,
         only the handle of my bat would stay ruby-red the entire season. 


      
      In the spring of ’43, the Red Stix regularly beat up on the squads of surrounding schools, even monster schools with a lot
         more students. Once we took care of an uppity bunch from Fort Smith, Arkansas. That April and May, scrapping every Tuesday
         and Saturday afternoon, we went fifteen and three. The folks in Tenkiller loved us. We were local heroes. Nearly every working
         stiff in town took time off to come to our games, even if they had to make up the lost hours later. 


      
      Tenkiller is a typical eastern Oklahoma burg: a grocery, a barber shop, a beautician’s, a pharmacy, a seed-and-feed depot,
         a hardware store, a mechanic or nine. Back then, our chief industry was Deck Glider, Inc. Deck Glider belonged to a Tulsa-based
         firm called the H. C. Hawkins Company. Before the war, Tenkiller’s Deck Glider plant made heavy-duty floor waxers. My mama’d
         gone to work on its assembly line in the fall of ’37. Her moonlighting outside the home irked Daddy so bad, though, it goaded
         him to walk. 


      
      Anyway, after Daddy left, without so much as a fare-thee-well or a forwarding address, Mama had to work to keep us fed. By
         the time of Pearl Harbor, she’d worked her way up to a line manager’s position. Problem was, after FDR declared war on the
         back-stabbing Nips, the WPB—War Production Board—told us floor waxers didn’t contribute to the defense effort. Neither did
         toasters, vacuum cleaners, coffee makers, vending machines, toothpaste tubes, and lots of other products with metal or plastic
         in em. So the WPB cut the supply of materials our factory needed to make the Deck Glider. In fact, it was illegal to make a floor waxer. You could even get fined for hoarding old toothpaste tubes. 


      
      Mama nearlybout panicked. How’d she support us if Deck Glider shut down? Tenkiller didn’t offer much in the way of jobs for
         women. It already had all the carhops, waitresses, switchboard nellies, and secretaries it needed. Besides, any of those jobs
         would’ve meant a step down in pay. Mama had monthly house payments to meet. Some men, heads of bigger households than ours,
         were even scareder than Mama. 


      
      Then a section chief from H. C. Hawkins headquarters in Tulsa motored down to soothe everybody’s fears. The parent company—old
         Mr. Hawkins had brains—had arranged some war-production contracts with Uncle Sugar. Deck Glider, Inc., would close for a month
         to convert its equipment and its assembly lines to the boring of gear housings for antitank guns. No one would get laid off.
         It might even be necessary to add on to the plant and hire some line workers from out of town. Local builders would have to
         put up housing for these people. Commuting—even with car pooling and special gas and tire dispensations for defense workers—was
         unpatriotic. 


      
      When Mama told me how the Hawkins Company had saved her job, she cried. “It’s gonna be Boomer Sooner around here again, Danny.
         The armed forces need a lot of antitank guns.” 


      
      But even after Deck Glider geared up for war work, a core of old hands—native Tenkillerites—set up their hours, or traded
         off with new workers on other shifts, so they could attend Red Stix home games. The plant ran three shifts. It never shut
         down. Mama worked days, six days a week. Even so, our field had a bleachers section, behind the backstop, for Deck Glider
         personnel. Despite her shift, Mama never missed a home game or a single hour of paid labor. She traded off or went in early.
         And Mama was no crazier for the Red Stix than Mr. Neal, the barber, or Tom Davenport, the owner of a wildcat oil company,
         or anybody else in town. The Red Stix glued that sagebrush community together. Deck Glider and our local churches didn’t even
         come close. . . . 


      
      Sunday mornings, New York’s Mayor LaGuardia read the funnies to his city’s children over the radio. A station in Muskogee
         picked up this feed and played it for us dumb Okies and Arkies. I heard him once. I knew LaGuardia’s kisser from Movietone
         newsreels. I’d seen him conducting civil defense exercises, supervising air-raid wardens and such. He’d wear a white metal
         helmet, wave his arms, and carry on, reminding me of Lou Costello, the short funny fella in the Abbott and Costello comedy
         team. Over the radio, he sounded sort of sissyish. How did a fella who looked and sounded like him get to be mayor of New
         York? Tenkiller’s mayor, Gil Stone, wore yoke-collared shirts, snakeskin boots, and dungarees. 


      
      Then I read in the Tulsa World that a crew of politicians wanted to halt major-league ball for the duration. LaGuardia got hot about that. He ripped into
         the jerks: “Our people don’t mind being rationed on sugar and shoes, but these men in Washington will have to leave our baseball
         alone!” Hooray for LaGuardia. A guy who stood up for baseball was defending America better than some hot airbag in Congress,
         maybe even better than a poor dogface on KP down in Alabama or Missisloppi. 


      
      Of course, baseball was my meat and drink. Mayor LaGuardia, even if he looked like Lou Costello, at least read the funnies
         to kids over the radio and gave the antibaseball nuts what-for. I never stopped to think he had three major-league clubs in
         his own city, that maybe greenbacks and greed had as much to do with his defense of baseball as a love of the game. Or maybe
         it was just LaGuardia hanging tight with the Yankees’ pinstripe Mafia: DiMaggio, Crosetti, and Rizzuto. Who knows? 


      
      Okay, okay. How’d I get from a sagebrush town like Tenkiller to a peanut-growing burg like Highbridge? From the Red Stix to
         the Hellbenders, a scrappy gang in the low minors? After all, the war emptied the big leagues’ farm systems. The Selective
         Service Acts, a.k.a. the draft, carried off so many able-bodied young guys it nigh-on to wiped out the minors. 


      
      For a couple of reasons, though, I was a candidate for a farm club, if the farm clubs survived.

      
      First off, I played crackerjack ball. As Dizzy Dean used to say, “It aint bragging if you can back it up.” I could. In the
         twenty games the Red Stix played that spring—a couple were exhibitions—I made only one official fielding error. Even that
         boot you could’ve argued. Our scorekeeper charged it to me on a hard drive I knocked down and scooped to Toby Watersong for
         a force at second. Toby had to reach a bit, and he dropped the toss. The error could’ve been mine, it could’ve been his. But
         Toby’s uncle happened to be keeping score that day. So what? No sweat, I figured. And still do. 


      
      You hear a lot about good-field/no-hit players: whizzes at hoovering up grounders and turning double plays, but zilches at
         the plate. I could hit. That spring I had thirty-six bingers in seventy-five at bats, including a game against a semipro oil-company
         squad that didn’t count in our division standings. A .480 average, seventy points higher than Ted Williams hit when he became
         the first major leaguer since Rogers Hornsby to pass .400. 


      
      I didn’t lead the Red Stix in batting, though. Franklin Gooch did. Goochie pitched, played center field, and ran like a scorched
         jackrabbit. He outhit me by over thirty points. Day after he graduated, he enlisted in the Marines. In June of ’45, he died
         on Okinawa on Kunishi Ridge, shot through the eye by a Jap sniper. I still have the letter Goochie wrote me from the field
         a month before the sniper got him. 


      
      Sorry to stray. But Goochie’s story ties in, sort of. The second reason I was a candidate for the minors, gangbuster stats
         aside, was I wouldn’t turn eighteen until after the ’43 season. My birthday’s in November. Even though I was single and a
         high-school grad, I wasn’t yet draft bait. Even at eighteen, I’d probably end up classified 4-F: unfit to serve. 


      
      I had a speech problem. Sometimes, I refused to talk. When I did t-t-talk, I st-stammered. Out would come broken phrases,
         like bursts from a half-jammed machine gun, then nothing. Sometimes the nothing, even when Coach Brandon yelled at me (maybe
         especially then), stretched on and on. So I sullened my way through school, eyes peeled and hackles up. Almost every other
         way, physically, I was normal, but my speech problem gave folks the creeps. If the Army docs didn’t find some physical reason
         for it—a cleft palate was out, and my bruised vocal cords should’ve healed long ago—Mama figured they’d cull me as a borderline
         nut case. A GI had to have a voice, if only to yell “Lookit!” when an infiltrator chunks a grenade into a buddy’s foxhole.
         


      
      A third thing put me on the road to Highbridge. A couple that came to all our Red Stix home games was Colonel and Mrs. Clyde
         Elshtain. The colonel’d retired as an Army supply officer to become a big-shot procurement specialist at Deck Glider, Inc.
         Mama suspected he may’ve tugged a few strings to help the Tenkiller factory get its conversion contract. The real baseball
         fan of the two, though, was the missus, Tulipa Elshtain. Swear to God, that was her name: Tulipa. At fifty-something, Miss Tulipa still walked and drawled like a Gone With the Wind belle. Even in Oklahoma, she remained a member of the Confederate magic circle. At Red Stix games, though, she’d shed her
         ladylike ways and whoop and boo like a sailor at a prize fight. 


      
      “Come on, Goochie, give us a four-ply wallop! Drop it into the Mississip!” 


      
      Miss Tulipa and the colonel took to sitting at the top of the Glide Decker bleachers, next to Mama. At the games, they tried
         to make Mama—the poor, hard-working, abandoned Mrs. Boles—feel like their pal and rooting partner. 


      
      “I’m their pity project,” Mama said after they’d started this. “A swell game-day friend, but nobody to invite home.”

      
      Colonel Elshtain was management, Mama was labor. Miss Tulipa would climb up into the bleachers wearing lace blouses, peg-topped
         skirts, and either a velvet beret or a fancy-dan straw hat with peacock feathers. Mama wore coveralls and head scarves. 


      
      “Attaway, Scooter!” Miss Tulipa would yell. “Attaway to rap it, punkin!” 


      
      Eventually, the Elshtains did ask us to their home, a two-story antebellum job with columns. It’d once been the home of a rich, uprooted Cherokee named
         Trenton Cass. The Cass Mansion, everybody calls it yet. Mama sported heels, bottled stockings, and her prettiest clingy polka-dot
         dress. I wore khaki pants, store-bought galluses, and my Sunday tie. 


      
      At that special after-church dinner—I can still see it—we had iced-down shrimp for appetizers, bleached asparagus, a rice-and-chicken
         dish Miss Tulipa called Country Captain, and, for dessert, orange sherbet and blueberries. I don’t know where the Elshtains
         got the fixings or how many ration points it set em back, but a classier meal I’d never had. I wolfed it all, even the asparagus,
         a la-di-la vegetable I never liked and haven’t eaten since. (Babe Ruth said asparagus made his urine stink.) They even had
         wine, but nobody offered me any. 


      
      “You can flat-out play,” Miss Tulipa told me over dessert. “How’d you like to help a pro team win a championship?” Her voice
         was like Coca-Cola: sweet and fizzy, with a sting. 


      
      Mama had done most of the talking so far. I looked at her. From the gramophone in the library, just off the dining room, came
         the scratchy diddle-diddle-diddle of the colonel’s chamber music. Like Miles Standish, I tried to speak for myself. 


      
      “I wuh . . . I wuh . . .”

      
      “Take your time, Daniel,” Miss Tulipa said.

      
      “I want to pl-play in the m-m-majors,” I blurted.

      
      Miss Tulipa’s smile sparkled like the cut-glass chandelier over the table. “Why, of course you do.”

      
      “He’s a baby,” Mama said. “He needs a honest job of work.”

      
      The colonel’d already excused himself and wandered into the library, but Miss Tulipa nodded. “Oaks begin as acorns and major
         leaguers as sandlot players. What you need, Daniel, is seasoning.” 


      
      I understood that. Saying I wanted to play in the bigs didn’t mean I expected to start there. So I gawped, a drip with a speech
         problem. My tongue felt like a folded washrag. Mama saw my panic, the Jell-O wobble of my bottom lip. 


      
      “You think he’s good enough to go pro?”

      
      “Laurel, Laurel dear, he’s a prospect. Denying him a chance to develop his gifts would be cruel. Suppose DiMaggio had become just another San Francisco fisherman?”
         


      
      “He’d’ve been a good one, probably.”

      
      “Of course, Laurel. But he’d’ve labored virtually unseen. The loss to our national heritage, ah, incalculable.”

      
      “A lot of ifs and maybes,” Mama said. “Why fret it?”

      
      Miss Tulipa shut up for a bit, then said, “Daniel should sign with the Hellbenders in my old hometown. My brother Jordan”—Tulipa
         said JUR-dun—“will pay him seventy-five dollars a month, twenty-five more than he’d make as a private in the Army. Jordan’ll
         also provide lodging and instruction. This rotten old war has just decimated the majors. If he does well, Daniel could be wearing big-league flannels sooner than you think.” 


      
      Colonel Elshtain, wearing a honest-to-God ascot, wandered back in. “Army pay’s gone up. Daniel’d make sixty a month, even as a private. And the benefits that accrue as—” 


      
      “Please, Clyde. If you’re trying to recruit him, remember Daniel’s medical condition may preclude his induction.”

      
      “He should have no trouble at all shooting a carbine.”

      
      “You forget his—his handicap.” 


      
      “Send him to boot camp. To your own Camp Penticuff. The DIs there might well divest him of it.”

      
      Miss Tulipa exploded. “How many young men do you want to ship out as cannon fodder? Do you want to be rid of them all?”

      
      “We’ve more at stake today than a minor league pennant.” The colonel’s lips had blanched like day-old fish bait.

      
      “Given your patriotic fervor,” Miss Tulipa said, “why don’t you have your commission reactivated?”

      
      The colonel lifted his chin. “Perhaps I should.” He returned to his staticky gramophone, sliding a panel door into place between
         the library and us. You could still hear his music bumbling up and down the scale, though, like drowsy bees. 


      
      “Laurel, what do you think?” Miss Tulipa said, turning on the Suthren belle charm. “Would you allow Daniel to sign with Jordan
         if Jordan agrees he has the talent?” 


      
      “Danny’d be a high-school graduate,” Mama said. “He could do whatever he wants.”

      
      I struggled to ask the last question I’d ever ask at the Elshtains’ table. “Which farm s-s-system?”

      
      “Pardon me?” Miss Tulipa said. “Oh. The farm system. The Hellbenders belong to Philadelphia. Does it matter?”

      
      Not much. So far as I knew, no other organization had even scouted the Red Stix. Even so, the name Philadelphia hit me like
         a concrete medicine ball. Philadelphia had two big-league clubs, the Athletics in the American League and the Phillies in
         the National. Both clubs reeked. The Athletics had finished last three straight years and the Phillies five. The Phillies
         had been the only major league club to lose over a hundred games in ’42. If any American city ranked as Loserville, it was
         Philadelphia. 


      
      “Oh,” Miss Tulipa said. “Which team there? The Phillies. Your opportunities with the Phils are boundless.”

      
      Bingo. I had a better chance of ousting Gabby Stewart at short than I did Rizzuto at that spot with the Yankees or Pee Wee
         Reese in Brooklyn with the Dodgers. Even so, I’d’ve almost rather thrown myself into a Japanese POW camp than go to Philadelphia.
         


      
      Mama and I left the Cass Mansion, and I comforted myself by remembering that in Highbridge, at least, I wouldn’t be playing
         for the Phillies, I’d be playing for the Hellbenders, a team supposedly on the rough-and-tumble rise. 
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      Jordan McKissic—Mister JayMac to everyone in Highbridge, as I learned later—came riding into Oklahoma in a Pullman car behind
         an old steam engine. He planned to watch two Red Stix games, one on a Saturday, one the following Tuesday, and return to Georgia.
         April of ’43, two weeks before the Hellbenders kicked off their regular season. Mister JayMac came by train because the Office
         of Defense Transportation had nixed pleasure driving. You could legally call a scouting trip business, but patriotic pols—like
         the scoundrels LaGuardia had lit into in the paper—wouldn’t admit pro ball deserved that courtesy. 


      
      ’Forty-three was the year the ODT forbid major leaguers to go South for spring training. Except for the Cardinals, who practiced
         in St. Louis, ballplayers had to train east of the Mississip and north of the Potomac and Ohio rivers. Wiseguys called this
         the Landis-Eastman Line, after Baseball Commissioner Landis and the fella heading up the ODT. Mister JayMac was a mucky-muck
         on the Hothlepoya County draft board, down in Highbridge. To do his part for national defense, he’d left his Cadillac and
         colored driver at home and faced the blowing coal dust and the jostling hoi polloi on a passenger train. 


      
      In Tenkiller, Mister JayMac stayed in the Cass Mansion. I first laid eyes on him on Saturday, when he climbed into the Deck
         Glider bleachers with Mama and his hosts. He stood out in that crowd. He was pushing sixty—a couple of years younger than
         I am now—but tall, fit, and dapper. He wore a striped white dress shirt, old-fashioned pleated linen trousers, and a pair
         of military-pink suspenders. His hair was iron gray, cut close at temples and neck. A salt-and-peppery forelock fell over
         his forehead like an owlet’s wing. Even from my shortstop position, I could see this terrific blue glint in his eyes: a sharper
         blue than Miss Tulipa’s, like sapphire dust bonded to a couple of zinc-coated war pennies. 


      
      From the stands, Mister JayMac watched me. He watched Toby Watersong, Franklin Gooch, every kid on both teams. Whenever I
         had the chance, I watched him back. Mister JayMac was the Great Stone Face, perched above the hubbub like a Supreme Court
         judge, mysterious and cool. Studying. 


      
      I had a good game Saturday, thank God, a couple of singles and an unassisted double play at short. Afterwards, I sort of expected
         Mister JayMac to come down and speak, maybe even to make me a job offer, but he and the Elshtains vanished, off to the Cass
         Mansion, I guess, without so much as a nod. In the stands, Mama said, Miss Tulipa and the colonel had been as supportive of
         the team and as complimentary of me as ever, but Mister JayMac had scarcely spoken two words. 


      
      “Not my notion of a courtly Suthren gentleman,” Mama said. “Eyes like a starved wolf’s.”

      
      The Red Stix never practiced Sundays, and Mister JayMac didn’t attend church with Miss Tulipa and the colonel. Monday, though,
         he watched us from the stands on the third-base line, taking in our every wind sprint, pepper game, and half-assed batting-practice
         bunt. I could feel him studying me, intense and chillylike. The process—letting him gander—reminded me of what a beauty-pageant
         hopeful has to suffer. 


      
      During this workout, I muffed a cozy roller at short, then overthrew Jessie Muldrow at first trying to outgun the runner.
         Bad. Baaad. At the plate, I swung too hard, topping the ball once and popping it up on my second at bat. Rotten. Not even
         the Phillies would’ve wanted me. Time I got a third chance to hit, Mister JayMac had vamoosed. I got on base, but with a cheap
         swinging bunt I legged out from sheer embarrassment. But so what? Mama’d better check with Colonel Elshtain to see if Deck
         Glider had an assembly-line job for me. 


      
      Tuesday afternoon, in a game against Checotah, I forgot the crowd, the bench jockeys in the other dugout, the dogs barking
         on Cookson Road, everything but the rope-sized seams on every ball floating my way. Don’t know why, but the ball looked big
         as the moon to me. Hitting or fielding, I couldn’t miss it. For all the effect he had on me, Mister JayMac—up in our stands—could’ve
         been in the Belgian Congo. I played great. Afterwards, the boys from Checotah got on their bus as low and hollowed-out as
         dogwood stumps. 


      
      Mister JayMac didn’t speak to me after this game, either. Once we’d put it away, I did start thinking about him again, my ticket out of Tenkiller. When he still didn’t show up, though, I thought, Nuts to you,
         mister. 


      
      Shortly after supper that evening, Mister JayMac showed up at our stucco house on Cody Street. Five-and-a-half rooms, just
         big enough for a couch, a pair of beds, a beat-up table, a w.c., and a cheap cathedral radio. It always seemed to smell of
         hash and eggs. 


      
      Mister JayMac didn’t reach six feet, but in a buttermilk coat with awning-sized lapels and pockets, he filled our house the way a film actor can sometimes glut a whole movie screen. Mama got a chair from the kitchen and made him sit.
         Didn’t want him looming. Then, like two kids in a dentist’s waiting room, she and I huddled together on the sofa. 


      
      “Ma’am,” Mister JayMac said, “I’d like your son to come with me to Highbridge tomorrow.” He didn’t bother to look at me. He
         aimed all his magnolia gallantry at Mama. “My club, the Hellbenders, has need of him.” 


      
      “So do the Red Stix. Plus, Danny’s got school to finish.”

      
      “Yessum,” Mister JayMac said.

      
      “He’s been going twelve years, nearly,” Mama said. “Why fall shy of a sheepskin by a piddlin two months?”

      
      “Why, indeed? An enlightened attitude,” Mister JayMac said.

      
      “He needs his education.”

      
      “ ‘What sculpture is to a block of marble,’ ” Mister JayMac told Mama, “ ‘education is to the soul.’ Addison.”

      
      “Well, Addison spoke true.”

      
      “Yes he did,” Mister JayMac said. “But there’s education and there’s education. If Danny doesn’t return to Highbridge with
         me tomorrow, he’ll miss the chance to train with us and the opening month of our season.” He pulled a string-tied packet from
         inside his coat. “Here’s a contract, Mrs. Boles.” He untied the packet and handed an official-looking form with a clip-on
         to Mama. “Also a check for seventy-five dollars, his first full month’s pay.” He could’ve dropped a garter snake down my shirt—that
         kind of thrill went through me. “But, Mrs. Boles, you must countersign my enabling form and let Danny go back with me.” He
         reached over and tapped the check. 


      
      I was a slave who wanted to be sold. School was lectures and yawns, girls smirking and wiseacres pulling stupid jokes. 


      
      Mama stared down at my clipped-on check. “Coach Brandon says some nigger ballplayers make twice this, maybe.”

      
      “That’s probably true,” Mister JayMac said. “I daresay those players draw better than Danny’s likely to jes yet.”

      
      “Well, he can’t go now anyway,” Mama said. “Even when he can, seventy-five won’t do. That’s coffee-and-cake pay. Danny may
         jes be starting, but no colored boy ought to make more than him.” 


      
      My mama, the John L. Lewis of ball agents. All she needed was Lewis’s eyebrows. Mister JayMac ripped up his check, and I almost
         swallowed my tongue. Smithereened. My whole career. 


      
      “Mrs. Boles, you drive a hard bargain.” Mister JayMac took the contract back. “I’ll up his pay twenty-five and send yall a
         new contract. Forget this one. Mr. Boles,” finally looking at me, “we’ll send you a train ticket. Ride down soon as you’ve
         got your diploma, hear?” 


      
      I tried to answer. “Yessir,” I wanted to say, but it might as well’ve been the Lord’s Prayer in Gullah.

      
      As promised, the revised contract came two weeks later. Mama and I signed it for a notary, with Coach Brandon and the Elshtains
         as witnesses. Two, three days later, Mr. Ogrodnik announced my good fortune to the student body in the gym. Kids cheered,
         pretty girls and class-officer types among them. If I’d had the guts, I would have raspberried half the hypocrites there,
         even though I did like hearing them cheer. 


      
      Franklin Gooch said I was a lucky bastard. When we’d won the war, guys like DiMaggio, Williams, and Greenberg would come home
         and their stay-at-home subs would disappear completely. A real talent, though, would survive. 


      
      “You,” Goochie said, “are a real talent.”

      
      Goochie was already eighteen. Early in ’42, his mama’s younger brother had been killed on the cruiser Houston in the Battle of the Java Sea. Goochie wanted to take a few Jap scalps in the Marines, but he didn’t begrudge me my shot
         at a career in pro ball. Envied me, but didn’t call me a feather merchant. He had other kettles of fish to fry. Too bad his
         goals led him into the hands of a graves-registration crew on Okinawa. 
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