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 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Just a Game


They sit three rows up from the visitors’ dugout, halfway between home and third base. Even from behind you can tell they’re related. There’s a marked difference in size, that’s true, but they’re both comfortably slouched, heads following the activity in unison with an identical slight tilt to the left. Their baseball caps are different. Dodgers and Red Hawks. Once a Dodgers fan, always a Dodgers fan, no matter where you end up living.


The difference in age is about thirty years or so. Looking at their faces, you know for sure they’re father and son. Same nose, same eyes, same crooked smile.


They always come early, so they can catch a bit of the pre-game warmups. Serious business, baseball. Fun, for sure, but serious, too. It takes a bit of study to check out the day’s lineup, look over the latest stats, see who‘s been hot and who’s been struggling. And get the score sheet ready, of course.


“You got a pen?”


“Yup, right here in my pocket. Let’s get some hot dogs.”


“Wait til the game starts. Then they’ll be supper. How about some popcorn for now?”


“OK. With extra butter?”


“Better not. It’s not good for you. Are you going to be all right here for a minute?”


“Sure. I’ll finish the line-up.”


He leaves his jacket in his seat and heads for the concession stands. The ball park is starting to fill up. Lots of families, as usual. What appears to be a couple of youth groups, from a school or church or something like that. Not the easiest thing in the world to corral a bunch of grade-schoolers, he knows that from experience, but he’s done it plenty of times and will do it again. He’d rather take them to a ball game than a few other places he’s had to go. The art museum in the city, for example, was pretty much a nightmare. But he’ll probably do that again, too. And he’s already signed up to drive the van with the cheerleaders again next week. Amazing how a bunch of ninth-grade girls can giggle and screech nonstop for two hours.


The things we don’t do for our kids... His dad tried to tell him that when the first baby came along, but he never understood until he found himself on the living room floor in the middle of two dozen squirming and sticky four-year-olds, high on birthday cake and Kool Aid, decorating his head with the bows from all the presents and adding a few streamers for good measure, making sure they draped over his head to their artistic satisfaction. He sat stoically through the whole thing, and his wife just had to go and take a picture of it. She called it “Mike in the land of Lilliputs.”


He gets the popcorn and a couple of drinks and reenters the stadium. The sight of it never ceases to amaze him. The lush green of the outfield, the clean white lines, the freshly-raked infield, the music, the bright blue sky, people jabbering and munching, players stretching and throwing, and a bright golden sun smiling down on it all.

*****


He looks up from his score sheet, finished. It’s almost time. He looks around at the ball diamond. The sight of it never ceases to amaze him. How he’d love to be down there himself! To swing the bat and feel a loud crack as he sends the ball soaring over everyone’s head to fall unharmed in the soft grass of the outfield. Or, better yet, over the fence. To catch a fly ball and send it like a bullet to first for the double-play. To run as if his life depended on it and slide in a cloud of red into second for the steal and stand up in the middle of the applause, uniform respectably torn and dirty. And to wonder if there are any scouts in the stands tonight.


“Here we go. Careful, let me put your drink in your holder for you. It’s almost time, isn’t it?”


“Yup. It’s going to be a great game today.”


He always says that.


They’re all great games.

*****


When you’re at the ball game with your dad it’s a great game. One of his earliest memories is sitting in the passenger seat of the car, his dad behind the wheel whistling along with the radio, driving to Dodger Stadium in the early afternoon. How many games did they go to before they moved to North Dakota? His mom said once that between the Dodgers and Little League the two of them lived in baseball diamonds all summer long. She likes baseball, too, she’d go to a lot of the games herself, but she knew it was important to them to have their private time with the Dodgers and each other.


He wasn’t sure about moving to North Dakota. He hadn’t known anything about it before, except that it’s up by Canada and cold. But he found out that baseball is the same everywhere you play it or watch it. He kept up with the Dodgers and adopted the Fargo-Moorhead Red Hawks, and when he discovered Maury Wills was part of the franchise, he knew it was a good move. Few people in these parts know or remember him, and Maury sure was glad to be remembered. He gave him his autograph, too.


Of course, this is baseball in a much smaller scale. It’s not the majors. The ball park is smaller. The players are mostly unknown outside the area and the league, but everyone believes that some of them will make it to the majors some day. That’s baseball – it makes you believe.

*****


He not only believed he was going to make it, he almost did. He had it in the cup of his hand, he was heading for the big time. He was good. Everyone knew it. He knew it. He didn’t like to admit it, to brag about it, but in his heart of hearts he knew he was good. A natural, his high school coach had said. Best third baseman in the state. He was like a human vacuum cleaner out there, ate up every ball hit his way and made the perfect throw time after time. He sure had an arm, and he wasn’t that big a kid, either. Medium to short, thin and wiry, easy to dismiss as a threat. But he was all muscle and energy and confidence. 


He was playing AAA ball and leading the league in RBIs, everyone knowing he’d get called up before the All-Star break, when the war came and he hung up his glove and his cleats and joined the navy. Somehow he never got back to playing when he got back. He went to college for a while on the GI Bill and worked on the side, got married, started a family, and next thing he knew he was playing catch with his son and without a single regret.

*****


  The color guard marches on the field and a group of high schoolers get ready to sing the National Anthem. Off come the baseball caps, right hands on the heart, standing at attention and looking at the flag waving majestically in the light spring breeze. Some people sing along, most of them off-key, but all together it’s all right. The kids do an excellent job and smile shyly when they’re done. He’s glad that there’s silence until the colors have left, and that there’s applause when they’ve gone.


“Play ball!” The magic words boom across the field and they sit up expectantly, Dodgers and Red Hawks caps back in place. 


He’s ready. Pen in hand, hand poised over the score sheet, lips pursed in concentration. “Culp’s got his good stuff today.”


“He sure had a great year last year, didn’t he?”


The guy sitting in front of them turns around. “I’ll say. League’s Pitcher of the Year!”


That’s another thing about baseball. It makes you a family, sitting together in the stands.


“Hard to repeat such a performance,” says the guy’s buddy.


He looks up from his score sheet and shakes his head. Some people are just plain negative. He decides he’ll let it go, and in a couple of minutes the two guys in front of them are talking with the people in front of them.


“Are you comfortable?”


“I’m fine,” he says, making a slight adjustment to his Red Hawks cap.


“Who was Culp with?”


“Cincinnati in 2000, then the Phillies picked him up in 2004.”


“George is good, too. He was with Montreal, right?”


“Yup, in 2001. Signed on with the Red Hawks a couple of years before Culp did.”


They follow the action while they talk, not wanting to miss a thing. The top of the inning ends as it should, 1-2-3, and Kenny Rogers’ The Greatest comes on over the loudspeaker.


“Too early to think perfect game, right?” he jokes.


He puts his pen down and picks up his cup. “Yeah, but you can’t not think about it, either.”


“You don’t see a perfect game very often.” Mr. Negative in front decides to rejoin their conversation.


“Hey, Dodgers, one of your guys had a perfect game once, didn’t he?” says his buddy.


“Sandy Koufax, 1965.” He jumps in without even looking up from the score sheet.


The guy in front looks doubtful. “Was it that long ago?”


“Trust him, he knows. If he says 1965, it was 1965.”


The two guys seem not too sure about that. Somehow they don’t believe the little guy behind them knows his stuff.


“First perfect game was in 1880. Lee Richmond.” If he picked up on their skepticism, he’s not letting it bother him.


They look at him without saying anything. Hard to believe he’d know that, but hard to argue, either, since neither one of them has a clue.


“Too early for hot dogs?” He switches gears when he spots the hot dog guy coming their way.


“I guess not.”


And the game goes on. Inning after inning, hits and strike-outs, great catches and a couple of errors, and only once is the ump totally blind. The sun starts to go down, and the day gets to the point right before twilight, when you know that any time now the lights will come on and wrap the stadium in a new magic.


The hot dogs were good. Both the first and the second ones. The Red Hawks are still up by two, though it’s not a perfect game. Salazar is up to bat, he’s gone 2 for 3 already with a double and two RBIs. 


His score sheet is getting full. A couple of times he lost his spot and had to ask for help, the woman on his left smiling indulgently at him, like she did when he belted out Take Me Out to the Ball Game during the seventh inning stretch.


Sometimes you have the good fortune to be witness to a state of total joy, to see someone caught up in a moment, gulping down its intensity, sheer love for it shining through. When the last note died out the father and son on her right simply looked at each other, one looking down, the other looking up, and they smiled, they just smiled, and the fact that she was there to see it made her realize she had just been part of something truly special. Something timeless and eternal. Something simple and intricately complex.


As she sat down her mind wandered back to a summer she spent with her grandmother on the farm, to an afternoon spent canning tomatoes and talking nonstop and laughing. Just canning and talking, one of many such afternoons in many years before and since, nothing at all unique or unusual about it, and yet her heart filled to overflowing with the sudden longing for it. 


Baseball does that to you, too. Reminds you of the good in your life and reminds you to appreciate those little things you tend to pay no attention to while they’re happening.

Here’s how the above would read with some cuts:

Sometimes you have the good fortune to be witness to a moment, gulping down its intensity. When the last note died out the father and son on her right simply looked at each other.


As she sat down her mind wandered back to a summer she spent with her grandmother on the farm, to an afternoon spent canning tomatoes and talking nonstop and laughing. Just canning and talking, one of many such afternoons.
With the cuts, you wind up with a very elliptical, suggestive segment that shows rather than tells. Yeah—it demands a reader who is awake and paying attention and is able to intuitively sense what’s not being said. But you shouldn’t write for a lesser reader.
Remember Hemingway’s “tip of the iceberg” principle.
I think the passage is very moving with the cuts. Quiet and real, without sentimentality.
*****


He leans forward in his seat as Salazar goes up to the plate, as he did each time he’s been up to bat. The first pitch is a ball, outside.


“Good eye!” he shouts.


A swing at the next pitch, and a miss. The third pitch he hits foul. He lets another one go, a ball, and the next one is his, and he sends it over the short-stop’s outstretched arm for a base hit.


“Way to go!” he yells, and carefully records the play in his score sheet.


Mr. Negative’s friend turns around. “He plays year-round, doesn’t he? I heard somewhere he plays in a winter league.” As the game has progressed he – and Mr. Negative, for that matter – have come to understand they have a real authority in baseball sitting behind them.


“Yup. The Aragus Tigers. Can you imagine, getting to play baseball all year round!”


“He didn’t play for the majors, though. Got signed on and didn’t play a single major league game.” Some people just can’t let themselves not be negative!


“He’s played, though. And he’s playing now. Year-round. He’s playing the game!” He can’t understand how some people can’t understand that just playing baseball can be enough. Sad.


“It’s getting cold. Want your jacket?” 


“No, I’m OK.” He’s still peeved.


“You’d better put it on, anyway. Here, I’ll help you.”

*****


The game ends under the lights, with the Red Hawks taking the win. Father and son start walking out slowly among the crowd.


“That Joe Mathis is good, too. I bet he’ll get picked up before the season is over.”


“Dad?”


“Mmmm?”


“Do you miss playing?”


He thinks for a minute. “Well, you never not miss playing. There’s nobody done playing who wouldn’t play again if he could.”


“You know what I mean.”


“Yeah, I know what you mean.” They walk for a bit before he continues, both of them thinking about it. ”No, I don’t regret not trying again. Sure, sometimes I wonder what might have been. But not for long, because I know what was. And I wouldn’t risk trading that for anything.”


They get to the car, in the far corner of the parking lot, right by the exit. Another advantage to coming to the game early, you get a good parking spot for an easy getaway.


“Here, let me help you with your seat belt.”

You might consider cutting everything below. At least consider it. It only repeats the sentiments already expressed above and tells me what I already know. (That kind of excess is precisely what sentimentality is.) These cuts do not diminish the feeling in the piece; they give what you’ve already said a chance to do its full emotional work on the reader. Plus: the seat belt image suggests that they’re now returning to the regular world, with all of its attendant dangers, thus reinforcing the feeling that baseball is “magic” and a special separate space—without your having to say it. If you continue on with the piece, the seat belt image, and all of its suggestiveness, get buried and diluted.

“You know, you don’t have to play the game to enjoy it,” he says after they get going. “Watching it, being around it, being a part of it, can be enough, too. You don’t love it any less just because you don’t play it anymore.”


He’s right, he thinks as he turns at the corner. He’s absolutely right.

*****


“I bet your mother will have coffee ready for us when we get home.”


He looks at him in the passenger’s seat and smiles. He always says that, and mom always has coffee ready for them when he takes him home. And something to go with it, usually, too, though she points out that they probably are too full of hot dogs and popcorn already.


“When is little Mike’s next game?” “Little Mike” is 18 and in his senior year, six foot-something and still growing, shoulders almost as wide as he’s tall, and a five-o’clock shadow at 11 in the morning, but to his grandfather he’ll always be “little Mike.” 


He pulls gently to a stop as the light turns red. “Saturday. It’s a doubleheader at home. Want me to pick you and mom up?”


“Yup. Let’s go early and watch them warm up.”


“OK. About four o’clock?” He knows he’ll have to be sure and tell his mother that, too. His dad remembers countless baseball facts and figures, but he can’t always remember what he did yesterday or where he’s supposed to be the next day.


“He’s having a good year, little Mike. They got a shot at the legion championship, I think.”


“That would be good. A good way to finish high school.”


“Yeah, he’s a good player. Needs to work on his stance a bit, but that will come. He reminds me of myself a little, when I was his age.”


“He doesn’t play third base, though.”


“So what? He loves the game.”

*****


They pull up to the house. The porch light is on, and they smell pie when they walk in.


“How was the game?”


“It was a great game today.” He always says that. He gives his wife a kiss, taking his Red Hawks cap off first, and heads for the bathroom.


“How is he?” She asks their son as she dishes up pie. 


“Good. He had two hot dogs and some popcorn and a beer. He shouldn’t be too tired. We had a good time.”


When you’re at the ball game with your dad it’s a good time.

*****


He comes out of the bathroom in his pajamas and slippers.


“When are you and little Mike going to the ball game?” he asks.


“Sunday afternoon. The Red Hawks are playing Winnipeg. Want to come?”


“Nope,” he says as he takes a seat where his pie and coffee are waiting for him. “You got to have some ball games alone with your son.”


