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THE SECOND SEASON
by
K.D. Richardson
Dedication
To Marty and Joe for keeping the game interesting.
CHAPTER ONE
Laying the Ground Rules
I’m not sure that God always knows who are his great men: he
is so very careless of what happens to them while they live.
— Mary Hunter Austin
He lost his virginity at the age of twenty-one in Chicago. At least, that’s what I could gather from what Sonny Wilson told me during his last years. While I initially thought that affair might have been the beginning of his troubles, I later realized that it was merely another symptom of his otherwise troubled journey through life. Up to that point in his voyage, Sonny had lived anything but an innocent life.
I spent four years during the mid ’60s in Viet Nam as a war correspondent attached to the Marines’ M Company, traipsing through rice paddies in places such as the Bo Ban area of the Hieu Duc district. I did a little photographic work there as well. It was quite a learning experience, but awful nevertheless. However, as terrible as those events were, I don’t think they were as personally damaging to me as when I lost the close friendship I had with Sonny. And I lost it twice. The casualties in Southeast Asia weren’t people I ever knew or got to know. They were just a collection of nameless individuals I happened to cross paths with, sometimes literally. Collateral damage, I think they were referred to by those in charge.
Sonny was another matter altogether. I knew him, grew up with him. So I found myself in this predicament; do I betray a friendship by telling his story, or do I use this forum in an attempt to clear the air.
Sonny and I were the best of friends, like the brothers we each never had. Actually I did have a brother, but he was much older and left home just before I entered high school, but that’s another story.
Sonny stayed with our family for a while because of problems at home. True friends stick together no matter what, they say, and that rule applied to no one more than Sonny and me. We played ball together, laughed together; we were simply cut from the same cloth. At least I thought so at the time.
Sonny’s gone now, and despite a legendary season in Major League Baseball, the memory of his accomplishments in the sports world has all but faded. The prison where he spent the last six years of his life has been mothballed as well.
It was five years into his sentence before I was finally able to get him to open up about what had happened. Perhaps he wanted to unload his spirit. His health wasn’t that good, and while Sonny never was completely forthcoming with many of the whys and wherefores, I’m guessing there are details in everyone’s lives that they will take to their graves. Perhaps the loss was due to the fact that he never completely healed from his injury, but where Sonny’s memory failed him, I was able to fill in many of the factual details.
I don’t know how else to explain what became of him other than to say that the writer in me would attempt to describe it thusly: in each person’s life, the living winds move through our souls, and push us in one direction, then back in another. Life does this to strengthen us, just as the winds of nature do to the tree. While causing mild damage to the plant, this natural event also brings about a more robust root system and a tougher outer rind so that the tree might withstand the harsh punishment that nature brings as the days pass by.
In Sonny Wilson’s life, the evil winds grew too strong, too early, and snapped this poor sapling’s soul at the base leaving it to grow at an uneven and somewhat ugly angle. Spiritualist Ram Dass could have described Sonny’s situation best when he stated, “Something dies when you bear the unbearable.”
I never had any problem with him, but a number of people said that Sonny, in their words, never was quite right. Some said that it was because his father, Bill Wilson, was a heavy drinker before and after Sonny’s conception. I suppose, even back then, they were thinking of some form of what we now call fetal alcohol syndrome. Others theorized that it was Sonny’s difficult delivery as he made his way into the world. I personally feel that it was a case of the nut not falling far from the tree.
You have to remember, it was a far different time back in the mid fifties. The interstate highway system was in its infancy, segregation was still in place, and President Kennedy had yet to be assassinated.
Statesman Benjamin Franklin once observed, “The things which hurt, instruct.” Obviously Mr. Franklin never met Sonny Wilson’s father. He was a tough old man.
William Wilson, Sr., was from an earlier era, and given the time and place where we grew up, Senior’s idea of ‘becoming a man’ wasn’t much different from many other men’s notion of that rite of passage. Drinking, wars, and fist fighting seemed to fall into Bill Wilson’s mix of becoming a forthright male.
I never liked Sonny’s dad, to be honest. Not many people did, least amongst them his son. I noted the first indication of trouble in Sonny’s home life when he entered his teenage years. Senior felt that Sonny had been coddled by his mother, Gladys, long enough, and now it was time for Sonny to grow up and become a man. As in many dysfunctional homes, Sonny had been able to cover for his abusive father for some time, but things have a way of catching up with a person.
I remember an incident Sonny mentioned when we were in our freshman year of high school or thereabouts. It was four A.M on a cold October morning when his father hobbled into his bedroom.
“Come on, get up. You were supposed to wake me, remember? We have to get going if we want to get over to the Ellis farm and bag your first squirrel.”
“I’m up, I’m up,” Sonny grumbled. “Why do we have to get there so early? Them squirrels ain’t going nowhere.”
“You’re fifteen years old and haven’t even killed a damn squirrel yet. Hell, I shot my first deer when I was twelve.”
“I know I know, I’ve heard that story about a million times,” Sonny said as he righted himself on the edge of the bed. “It was a twelve-pointer---right through the heart. Why do we have to do this anyway? You know that I don’t give a damn about hunting.”
“Watch your mouth, boy,” Bill said in a hushed voice. “What the hell do you want to do today, stay home with your little friends and play all day? It’s about time you grew up and became a man.”
“Oh, and I do that by blowing away a little squirrel?”
Bill stood and looked at his son with ire in his eyes and replied tersely, “Just get your clothes on and meet me downstairs. Dumb ass.”
Sonny, still in a sleepy funk, pulled his pants from the back of the chair and stabbed one leg at the opening, missing the first time, then succeeding the second. He belted them over his pajama bottoms and grabbed a flannel shirt from the arm of the chair. Taking the shirt with him, he made his way down the stairs and met his father, who was tying his hunting boots at the bottom of the stairs. Sonny stepped around him and went into the kitchen.
“You ain’t got time for no brains and eggs for breakfast, although God knows you could use both.”
Sonny grabbed a loaf of bread from the box. After rummaging around in the refrigerator, he retrieved a stick of butter from the Crosley and made a butter sandwich.
“Take that with you. Grab the ammo, and you’d better wear your heavy jacket. There’s frost out there this morning,” he said after glancing out of the kitchen window.
Sonny went into the living room and took his tattered winter coat from the hook. He put the sandwich in his mouth while pulling his coat over his untucked flannel shirt. When he neared the kitchen door, he picked up the Army surplus cartridge box from the counter.
Sonny met his dad out at the car. The .22 rifles were already in the backseat, and Bill was trying to start the vehicle. The starter wouldn’t catch, resulting in a loud humming noise each time he turned the key.
“Dammit!” Mr. Wilson shouted after each turn of the key. Sonny just stood next to the car, watching his frozen breath as it fogged his view of the Ohio River. The smell of gasoline drifted upward as Bill continued to try to start the twenty-year-old Auburn.
Bill got out of the car and cursed under his breath. “I think I’ve got the damn thing flooded now.” He popped the hood and unscrewed the air filter.
“Here, be useful, for once in your life. Hold this rag over the carburetor. Keep it there until it catches.”
Bill got back in the car and continued trying to start the car. After the fourth malfunction, the starter caught hold and began to crank the engine. The starter continued its revolutions until the engine fired up. Sonny jumped back. Mr. Wilson, even at that early hour, punched the accelerator to the floor, causing the car to emit a huge cloud of smoke and an even louder roar.
Sonny stepped back to the engine compartment, reattached the air cleaner, then slammed the car’s hood. He threw the cartridge boxes into the back with the rifles, then crawled in on the passenger side.
“Damn piece of junk. I’m going to have to take it down to Likins Service Station Tuesday to have Jimmy see what he can do with it. Auction day’s Monday so it’ll have to last until then. I can’t keep monkeying with this damn thing to get to work every day. You’ll have to do without lunch next week if it turns out to be anything extensive. Jimmy’s good but expensive.”
“Yes, sir,” Sonny answered.
The Wilsons were of meager means and generally lived from hand to mouth. Bill Wilson worked at the Maysville Stock Yards in town as a livestock handler, but was limited in his activity because of a bullet wound to the hip he received during WWI. He had to swing and drag his right leg when walking.
Gladys Wilson, Sonny’s mother, was a housewife and frequently ill. It was suspected that her chronic tiredness was due to heart problems, but the family never had the money to have her hospitalized to find the true cause.
Bill put the car into gear and drove slowly down East Sixth Street, trying to avoid the icy patches that had formed over night. East Sixth Street was one of the highest points in Maysville, Kentucky, and the only way to town was down. They didn’t want to hurry the process any more than necessary.
Because of the extent of his war injury, during his younger years with the ladies, Bill had fallen from favorable status as a ‘prize catch.’ He met and married Gladys Baker, ten years his junior, in 1936 when he was thirty-eight years old. Due to their imperfections, they were a matched but sympathetic couple. During their nuptials a year after their first meeting, Bill had to drag himself down the aisle of the Trinity Methodist Church to the altar where Gladys, due to her poor health, was seated.
Mrs. Wilson had her good days and her bad days. Stress seemed to be a trigger for her weariness, and a wedding produces enough tension for any person. Never a very active person in her youth, Gladys rarely dated but accepted an invitation from Bill one day to join him for a soda at Kilgus Pharmacy. Perhaps in each other they found refuge from an unsympathetic world. They were together from then on. Time took its toll on their relationship, however, as Bill’s pent-up bitterness, coupled with Gladys’ timidity, made for anything but a happy union.
Due to Bill’s overindulgence of alcohol and his aggressive tendencies while in such a state, a son, William Orville Wilson, Jr., was born two days after his father’s forty-first birthday. Gladys had a miscarriage one year into her marriage, and Sonny was the sole survivor from a set of twins. His complicated birth only aggravated her failing health. The Wilsons decided Sonny would be their one and only child.
The trip to the Ellis farm took twenty minutes, giving Sonny enough time to finish off his sandwich and wipe the gasoline and exhaust odor from his hands on one of the many red shop towels on the car’s floor. When they turned down the lane leading toward the Ellis house, it was just before sunrise. The brightest light visible was in the window of the Ellis house. It was now approaching six a.m.
Sonny and Bill got out of the car and looked about. Bill Wilson had come to know Mr. Ellis as a frequent customer at the stock yards. Clyde Ellis, better known as ‘Bull’ Ellis because of his bucolic endeavors, stuck his head out of the side door.
“You fellers go ahead and take as many of them hairy-tailed rats as you want. Just keep the lead away from the house. Tommy is going to sleep the day away, I’m guessing.” Tommy Ellis was a school acquaintance of Sonny’s and was expected to go hunting with the Wilsons.
“Thanks, Bull,” answered Bill. Turning to his son, he ordered, “Get them guns and ammo out of the back, and let’s get going.”
Sonny gathered their equipment from the backseat and joined his father, as Bill senior already had a hobbling head start.
“Here’s your rifle and a couple of bullets, Dad.” Bill just took the weapon and grunted a response.
Before they hit the woods, Bill observed, “Hey look, there’s Ellis’s barn. See if you can hit the broadside of it this time.” He cackled a laugh as a follow-up. He was referring to the hunting trip last fall when Sonny had been a reluctant hunter and an even worse shot.
Sonny ignored the remark. He was used to it. His father had such high expectations for him, yet was quick to doubt his abilities. That probably stemmed from the fact that Bill had had so much taken from him because of his disability. He had lost the athletic ability that once held him in the highest esteem of his classmates, had been forced to take a menial job at the stock yards due to his limited abilities, and had watched his pool of available young women to marry drop to nearly zero. Mr. Wilson also resented the fact that he had to be a part-time caretaker to his wife because of her poor health. Those issues, to say the least, contributed to his soured outlook on life.
The two tromped through the thicket until they found a partial clearing.
“Here, this will do. We’re far enough from the houses now.”
Sonny and Bill stood with their backs to their respective trees and waited for a squirrel to come along. Neither said much to the other during their almost half-hour wait. Bill took out a fresh pint bottle of Echo Springs Kentucky bourbon, cracked the seal on the cap, and put away two large swallows.
“This is stupid,” said Sonny, frustrated. “I didn’t want to come out here anyway.”
“Just shut the hell up and keep your eyes open, boy. Don’t know how many chances we’ll get today.”
Finally, they heard the delicate crunching of leaves in the near distance just as the sun was breaking through the branches. Bill began to scour the treetops for any signs of life.
“There, over there, boy. He’s all yours. Just don’t blow it this time,” Bill remarked in a rough whisper as he pointed out a squirrel making its way up the trunk of an oak tree.
“Dad . . .”
“Shut up and pop him so you can get your kill and we can get the hell out of here.”
Sonny wasn’t a fan of hunting but went along to please his father. Sonny had been trying for years to get his father to be proud of him—with little success. Sonny figured this couldn’t hurt.
He raised his gun, steadied it against a tree, and drew a bead on the one-pound marvel. Seeing the creature in his sight gave Sonny second thoughts. The squirrel had done nothing against Sonny’s favor, and it wouldn’t produce enough meat for even one person.
“Do it, dammit, before he gets away.”
Sonny took aim even though his heart wasn’t in it. He aimed high and slowly pressed the trigger. The gun went off, shattering the silence of the countryside. The squirrel leaped from its branch and scurried through the treetops to safety.
“Aw dammit, I was right, wasn’t I? You can’t hit the side of a barn. You’re not going to get a better shot at one than you had there. Je-sus Christ,” Bill Wilson said in exasperation.
“I’m sorry, Dad, you know I’m no good at this stuff.”
“You’re no good at anything, that’s your problem.”
The two stood around for another half an hour before footing it over to another spot about a hundred yards deeper into the woods. While they played the waiting game again, Bill Wilson pulled out the pint of whiskey and took an extra-large swallow. After twenty minutes, Bill spotted another squirrel climbing out on the branch of a maple to collect the helicopter seeds from a weak branch.
“There, right there. This time make it count.”
Sonny took aim once again, this time in an attempt to pacify his father. Sonny centered the sight on the animal and gently squeezed the trigger, felling the squirrel in a flash.
“Yee haw, nailed him right through the head. Finally! Good clean kill, son.”
They walked over to retrieve the bounty at the base of the maple. Sonny looked at the eyeless animal as blood oozed from its head. He was filled with remorse as he watched his dad poke the squirrel with the barrel of his gun.
“Yes, sir, dead as a door nail,” Mr. Wilson commented.
He looked over at his son, expecting him to be filled with pride only to see his eyes filled with tears.
“Oh now, God dammit, you’re not going to cry on me now, are you? You come all of the way out here and finally get a hit, and you can’t even be proud of your efforts? Why do I even spend my time trying to teach you anything? When the hell are you going to grow up, for Christ’s sake?”
After Mr. Wilson, with hands on hips, stared at his son for a moment, he finally said, “Come on, let’s go. I’ve had about enough of your crap for one day. Your mother always says that you and I never do anything together. I take you out one day and look what happens. You go to pieces on me. You’re a loser—always were and always will be. You can go back home and play nursemaid to your mother. You both have a lot in common. You’re both doing your damndest to aggravate the hell out of me!” he shouted.
As the two turned to leave, Bill Wilson glanced back over his shoulder at his son.
“Hey, pick up your kill, God dammit. God knows it’ll be the only one you’ll ever get.”
Sonny went over and picked up the dead animal and cradled it in his hands as he stared at it. He could still feel the animal’s warmth in his cold hands.
“Well, put it in the bag and let’s go. You didn’t want to be here in the first place. We’ll take it home, skin it, and see what we’ve got.” Bill Wilson staggered off into the undergrowth.
Sonny gingerly placed the rodent in the bag and just stared at it. As he stroked the animal’s pelt with his finger, Sonny’s eyes once again welled up. He wiped the tears from his eyes with his sleeve, closed the green canvas bag, and went to catch up with his father.
They exited the woods and walked down the path leading to Ellis’ driveway and their car. Mr. Ellis saw them coming and stuck his head out the door once again.
“Any luck?”
“Naw, just one today,” Bill answered.
“Just one? Hell, that won’t even fill a frying pan.”
“Tried to tell the kid that, but he’s too weak-hearted for this kind of thing, you know what I mean.”
“Oh well, tell Gladys I said hi,” Mr. Ellis shouted to the duo as they loaded their equipment in the car.
There was very little conversation during the drive home. Mr. Wilson was disappointed in his son, and Sonny knew it. They drove up the steep grade to their home on the bluff overlooking the downtown area. Bill pulled the car over and got out.
“Go ahead and take that mangy critter out back and skin him up. If your mom’s up to it, I’ll have her fry it up for you for supper.”
“You do it.”
“I ain’t going to do it. It’s yours. You have to complete the task you started.”
“I only went there because you said I had to. If you want the squirrel skinned, he’s yours. His blood will be on your hands, not mine. I did your dirty work.”
Sonny turned and stomped away, leaving his father standing there. Mr. Wilson took out his bottle and took another draw from it. “Retard.”
Sonny continued on down East Sixth Street until he came to our house. Just as he was going up to knock on the door, I happened to come around the side of the house.
“Hey, Sonny, how are you doing?”
“Hey, Rusty. I’m doing O.K. I guess. You going fishing?”
“Yeah. It’s starting to warm up enough that I thought I’d try my luck. Want to come?”
“Sure. Got an extra rod for me?”
“You can use mine. I’ll use my dad’s.”
“Won’t he get ticked?”
“Not as long as I don’t destroy it.”
“Damn, my dad would kill me if I touched his things.”
“Yeah, your dad is a little wound, isn’t he?”
“Well, he has things on his mind, you know. With my mom’s problems and his job, he has enough to worry about, you know.”
“Yeah, I guess so. I hope I never get that old.”
We began walking down to the banks of the Ohio River.
“Let’s stop at the grocery before we hit the river. I want to pick up a pack of smokes,” Sonny added.
“Yeah, O.K. You really getting hooked on them things, aren’t you?”
“No, I only hit them on the weekends or when somebody has them at school.”
“You had better hope Coach Henry doesn’t catch you doing that. He’ll kick your ass for that. With our first game coming up in three weeks, you don’t want to piss him off.”
“Yeah, I don’t think he likes me too much anyway. You see how little he lets me shoot the ball in practice games. All he wants me to do is dribble and pass. Big deal.”
“Yeah, I don’t know why he treats you like that. Hell, you’re as good a shot as any of us. Just because you’re a forward . . . Guess you’ve just gotten on his bad side.”
“He ain’t got a good side.”
“Probably. Well, go ahead and get your cigs. I’m going to get a box of Wheaties for fish bait. They make great dough balls if you wet them.”
“Good, and we’ll eat the rest. I haven’t had much of a breakfast yet today.”
“Sure, take whatever you need. Them fish don’t eat much.” I was aware of Sonny’s home problems. I knew they lived on a thin budget and helped out any way I could.
We marched down to the river, fished, and talked much of the day away. When Sonny arrived home in late afternoon, he could sense something cooking. It was a bit early for supper, but it smelled delicious. He walked in to the kitchen find his dad, a bit inebriated, frying the lone squirrel in the family’s cast iron skillet. Mr. Wilson was sprinkling a little garlic salt on the small feast to enrich the taste.
“You didn’t want this tasty critter so I’m going to have it all for myself,” Bill Wilson said matter-of-factly.
Sonny looked in the pan only to see much more in the way of fare than he expected. “All of that meat came off that little squirrel?”
“Naw,” replied Mr. Wilson as he used a fork and paring knife to cut a slice in the pan, shake the grease from it, then sample his meal. “You were right, there wasn’t enough there to satisfy my taste so I threw in a couple of your mangy birds.”
Sonny kept three white doves in a cage on the side of the house. Upon hearing his father, Sonny ran outside and checked his cage only to find a single bird remaining. There were feathers all around, not to mention the birds’ wings and heads, and the squirrel’s pelt on a stump nearby. Sonny just stared at the near-empty coop and began to tear up. He was crushed. Even though he still had one solitary remaining bird, he knew it was best for it to be set free. A dove by itself just wouldn’t thrive. He removed the lone white dove from its confines, gazed at it with heavy eyes, kissed it on the head, then let it go to the heavens. Upon completing the task, he ran back in the house, slammed the kitchen door, and retreated to his room.
Sonny and I had been friends since our family moved up on the hill when I was three years old. We had gone to school together since kindergarten, and we were now both on the freshman basketball team. Sonny saw his share of action during that season but was never a starter. Yet at five foot ten, he was a little above the average height for most of the players at his grade level.
As we rolled into February, our team was in first place and was favored to win the area-wide tournament. With eight teams in the conference, a three-game tournament crowned the champs. Maysville easily beat Bracken County in the opener but only managed a 48-43 victory over Lewis County. The championship game was that Saturday night.
The morning following the semi-final victory, Sonny strolled into the kitchen just as his father was preparing to ingest a heaping plate of country ham and eggs.
“Hey, Dad, are you coming to the game tonight? It’s for all the marbles.”
“You going to play?”
“Well, that’s up to Coach Henry.”
“Um, depends how your mother feels,” he said in between bites. “Maybe. If you ain’t going to play, what’s the point? Ain’t you good enough?”
“I think I am. I played ten minutes in the semi.”
“Hmm, we’ll see. If there ain’t nothing else going on, we’ll see.”
The consolation game began at five p.m. on that Saturday. Sonny and most of the team showed up to catch that contest. We’d go into the locker room to begin getting ready just after the preliminary game began its third quarter.
Around half-time of the consolation game, Sonny leaned over to me and said, “Damn, I need a butt break. Come on outside with me.”
“You do live dangerously, don’t you? All right.”
We left the bleachers and exited through the front doors. It was a bitter cold evening, and some frozen snow remained in clumps from the last snow fall. Sonny lit up next to the nearby bushes. I acted as his lookout. When Sonny was almost finished, the door burst open and out walked Coach Henry.
“. . . I’ll be back in . . . what are the two doing out here? You’re supposed to be inside with the rest of the team. Wilson, what’s that by your feet?”
Sonny had dropped the cigarette when the door opened.
“You were out here smoking. Oh that’s great, that’s just beautiful! The night of the biggest game and you’re out here puffing your brains out. You know what I said about that. I’ll be damned if you two are going to play tonight.”
Sonny tried to explain. “Coach, Rusty didn’t have anything to do with this. If you want to punish me, go ahead but leave Rusty out of it. He didn’t do nothing.”
The coach looked over at me and said, “O.K. Henning, get inside.”
I slipped past the coach and went back in to the warmth of the gym.
There’s one thing I liked about Coach Henry; he always let you know where you stood. “Sonny, you know with only nine players on the team we’re going to be short, so I can’t really suspend you from the game. But let you know here and now that you’ll be used only, and I mean only, if we get in foul trouble. Now get your ass inside with the rest of the team.”
Sonny, his head low, went directly into the locker room. He didn’t talk with many of the other players while dressing. There were rumblings that something had occurred between Sonny and the coach, but no one was real sure. Sonny did slide over to me and get in a few words. “Coach says I probably won’t play tonight.”
“Damn, that hurts. Is he going to turn you in for that?”
“He didn’t say, but I don’t think so. I’m hoping he’ll consider this punishment enough. I just hope my folks don’t show up tonight.”
“They hardly ever do. You’ll make it.”
“Yeah, but dammit, I’m going to miss playing against Nicholas County. What the hell good is it to even be on the floor?”
“Well, you never know. Coach may have to put you in.”
“Yeah, we’ll see. See you on the court.”
Sonny finished dressing, and when the runners-up game concluded, our team made its way up the steps and on to the floor. About that same time, the Nicholas County team did the same from the other end of the court. Both schools’ bands struck up their respective fight songs concurrently, creating a mass of competing musical notes, each trying to outdo the other. The teams did their shoot-around until the horn went off, then the referee signaled for both teams to take the floor for the tip-off.
Sonny sat on the bench and happened to glance over his shoulder to say something to a fellow player when he spotted his parents in the stands about thirty feet from the bench. Mr. Wilson was staring at his son with his arms crossed and a stern look on his face. Sonny averted his eyes and continued his conversation with the player.
Damn, he thought, of all the times for them to show up.
The game was close, as had been expected. Nicholas County led by two at the half. When the teams took the floor for second half warm-ups, Mr. Wilson called Sonny over to the stands.
“When you getting in, boy? I didn’t come all of the way down here for nothing, did I?”
“I don’t know Dad. It’s up to the coach.”
“Well, call him over here. I want to chew on his ass for a while. I’ll get you in.”
“No, Dad, please. Just let it be. He’ll put me in when he’s ready. Don’t get me in trouble.”
“Suit yourself then. Be a loser.” As he turned to rejoin his wife, he muttered, “Come all of the way down here and for what? Brilliant idea, Gladys.”
The rest of the game was close, with Maysville taking a one-point advantage at the end of the third quarter. Nicholas County would never get any closer as Maysville posted a 53-48 victory.
When the final buzzer sounded, the players piled on to the floor jumping up and down in celebration of their freshman league victory. Sonny just hovered around the bench, acting as if he was busy tying his shoes or cleaning up. He picked up a few towels and a stray basketball. He wasn’t in much of a celebrating mood for he felt as if he really hadn’t contributed to the team’s victory.
We all assembled on the floor in a semi-circle to have our photo taken with the first-place trophy to the cheers of the fifty or so parents and loyal fans that remained. Shortly thereafter, the janitor, who was there to clean up our mess once we evacuated the premises, hauled out a ladder and unfolded it underneath one of the baskets so we could cut down the nets for our trophy case. While we lined up to take our cuts, Sonny wandered off in the direction of the locker room. At the corner of the bleachers, he ran into his parents as they were assisting each other down from the stands.
“You sure played a great game, boy. How many points did you score?”
“Knock it off, Dad.”
“Yes, Bill, please. Can’t you see he feels bad enough as it is? This is supposed to be a celebration.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right. Why aren’t you out there with your friends cutting down the net, huh? What the hell am I going to tell the guys down at work? What, that I have a five-foot-ten-inch son who can’t even get in a junior game? Hell, you ought to be playing varsity ball, but I guess not, huh?”
Sonny pushed past his parents and headed toward the locker room. Things didn’t get any easier for Sonny as the rest of the team was filing into the locker room whooping and hollering in celebration. Sonny was nearly dressed when the rest of them came in. He was on his way to the lobby when Coach Henry stopped him.
“Missed you at the net-cutting ceremony. Why weren’t you there? You contributed a lot this season to get us to this point. I saved you something,” he said as he reached into his pocket and produced a cutting from the net.
“I would have been there, but you put a halt to that tonight. So you can keep it as a reminder. I’ll take it when I earn it.”
“No, you put an end to that tonight. We have rules on this team, and you knew what would happen if you violated them. You decided your own fate, not me.”
Sonny walked by the coach and waited outside for me to finish up. As my dad drove us back home, Sonny lamented the night’s activities.
“You know, I guess hoops just ain’t my game. I only averaged six points a game all year. I’m almost done growing so it’s not like I could compete with the big guys once I was a senior, or even college if I was lucky enough.”
“Why don’t you go back to playing baseball this spring? You always did so good in Little League. You were a natural.”
“Yeah, but I hate baseball.”
“But it’s something you’re good at. You know you’d be a starter right off the bat. They always have trouble finding enough guys to fill the team. You’d be a varsity guy right from the start.”
“Well, maybe. Are you going out?”
“I will if you will. Hey how about it, revive the old double play combo, second to first, Henning to Wilson?”
“I’ll think about it. Maybe it’ll show that son-of-a-bitch dad of mine that I can do something right.”
CHAPTER TWO
The Parting Shot
“Those who cannot fully live often become destroyers of life.”
—Anais Nin
Sonny mulled over the idea of going out for baseball for more than a month before presenting the idea to his parents. He came downstairs for supper and began to wash up at the kitchen sink. He waited for an opening in their conversation.
“Bill, did you hear that they’re going to close Fee High School this year?”
“What, that colored school? What are they going to do with all of them then?”
“I suppose they’ll have to go to Maysville.”
“Uh uh, no way a kid of mine is going to go to school with a bunch of coloreds. That’s why they have their own school. Isn’t that what the courts said—something like separate but equal?”
“Well, apparently the argument now is that if those people have to be separate, they’re not equal. That’s what they were saying on the radio the other day.”
“We’ll see about that. I’ll be damned if I fought for my country only to have them tell my kid that he has to go to a school with a bunch of colored heathens.”
“Bill, how can you say that? You don’t even know any of them.”
“The hell I don’t. There’s a couple of them down at work, lazy bastards. I always end up having to do half of their work. I’ll be damned if my son will develop work habits like that.”
“Just teach him right and there should be no problem.”
“Oh, you’re a big help.”
Finally Sonny spoke up. “Mom, Dad, I want to go out for the baseball team at school. Is that all right?”
“Sure, hon, if that’s what you want to do,” replied Gladys.
“Yeah, go ahead,” chimed in Bill. “Already given up on basketball huh? I’m sure you’ll do as well at baseball as you did with basketball. Probably last as long at it, too,” he said, chuckling.
“Don’t listen to him, hon. Do what you think is right.”
“Don’t you be shirking your responsibilities around here,” he said, while mildly choking. After wiping his mouth, he continued, “I don’t want you using the excuse that you have ball practice and won’t be able to take care of your chores.”
“Relax Dad, I did O.K. during basketball season.”
“Just make sure you do.”
Sonny and I signed up for spring ball and reported to the gymnasium on Saturday for indoor tryouts. The field was still too muddy for outdoor practices. The gym was halved by a curtain that would act as a backstop. On one side of the divide, players would trade places while hitting grounders to each other in the limited space available, while the other side was reserved for pitchers and catchers.
Sonny took his old Little League glove to practice. I felt bad for him because that was all he had. The leather was all dry and cracking, the padding was shot, and the glove was now a bit too small for his teenaged hand. Coach Morris noticed.
“You’re going to need better equipment than that, son, if you want to play for Maysville.”
“I know, Coach. I don’t know where I could get a new one though. I can’t afford it.”
“Hmm. Have you tried Merz Brothers? They might have something affordable there.”
“I don’t know. I’d have to ask my dad.”
“Well, do what you have to. Looks as if we’re going to need every player we can get,” the coach remarked, looking around at the sparse turnout.
“Yes, sir.”
The rest of that practice was uneventful. Sonny felt that he really hadn’t lost much in the three years he had been off from any kind of organized baseball. “Just like falling off your bike,” he told me as we were walking home.
Sonny walked in the house and got ready for dinner. He met his dad at the sink while washing up and presented him with his dilemma.
“Dad, I need a new baseball glove. Coach says my old one is, well, too old. It’s also too small.”
“Then let the coach buy you a new one.”
“Aw, come on, Dad.”
“Buy him a new glove, Bill. It’ll keep him out of trouble,” his mother said.
“No! We pay enough to that school in taxes. They can afford it. Besides, how am I going to keep that old junker running, food on this table, and a roof over our heads at the same time I’m throwing money at a new ball glove? The answer is no.”
“Aw, Dad . . .”
“Open your wallet a little and let the moths free, Bill, for God’s sake.”
Angry, Bill Wilson yanked his wallet out of his back pocket, pulled two dollars out, and threw them in Sonny’s direction.
“Here, buy the best damn glove you can with that. Now leave me the hell alone!”
Sonny picked up the two dollars and looked at his mother. She lowered her eyebrows and nodded her head slightly, which conveyed to him, “Take that for now, we’ll work something out later.”
Bill Wilson buried his nose in the paper, letting the others know that this discussion was over. After supper, Sonny stayed to help his mother clear the table. Nothing more was said about the subject at hand until Sonny was putting the last dish in the cabinet.
“Hon, I know you want a new glove for baseball.”
“Mom, I need one. Coach says mine is too small, and it’s about to fall apart.”
“Well, I don’t know much about baseball, but I can tell that glove has had it. Here.” Gladys Wilson went over to a cabinet and pulled out an old Ball Mason jar that held various denominations of money.
“I would give you my Top Value Stamps to use, but I only have one book. That won’t buy you much. I have about ten dollars saved up here. Use it to buy the best new glove you can.”
“Aw, Mom, that’s your money. I can’t take that.”
“No, no, I insist. Just think of it as an early birthday present.”
“Thanks, Mom. I’ll be the best player I can for you.”
“Do it for yourself. If I can, I’ll get out to a few of your games.”
Sonny went downtown to Maysville Sport Shop and found a glove that would meet his needs for playing first base. He was walking down Market Street as proud as could be, punching the pocket of his glove and burying his nose in the new leather, when he passed by the Downtown Saloon. He almost ran right into his father who was exiting the premises. Bill Wilson was obviously intoxicated on this Saturday afternoon. He looked at Sonny, who stared back into the bloodshot eyes.
“Where the hell did you get a new glove? I thought I told you you couldn’t have one. Where did you get the money for it? Did you steal it?”
“No, Dad, I didn’t steal it.”
“The hell you say. I won’t have a kid of mine turning into a God damn crook.”
“Dad, I said I didn’t . . .”
Not wanting to hear any more ‘lies,’ Bill Wilson backhanded Sonny across his bad eye knocking him on to his seat.
“You son of a bitchin’ thief. You’re a liar, too,” he yelled, allowing the spit to fly free. “Care about nobody other than yourself. You’re hurting the good name of my family, my family, do you hear me? You’re a disgrace! You hurt your mother and me, you hear that? You hurt your mother and me,” he yelled as he took an awkward kick at his son.
“Dad, Mom gave me the money as an early birthday gift,” he replied, still cupping his eye.
“What? She did, did she? I work all damn day and do without anything and everything and here she’s got all kinds of money hidden all over the house . . .” he muttered as he staggered in the direction of East Sixth Street.
Sonny just sat there for a moment and looked right then left to see if anyone was staring at him. He rose, put his head down, and walked toward the river bank. He figured the best thing he could do was to wait out his dad’s tantrums and hope he would be asleep or passed out when Sonny arrived home.
Sonny was skipping a few rocks across the water when my dad and I came along. We were armed to fish the afternoon away.
“Hey, Sonny, what are you doing down here?”
“Oh, just burning up time, I guess. I figured I’d give my old man time to cool off.”
“Oh, I see. Hey nice glove. You’re all set for the season then.”
“Yeah, thanks.”
My dad spoke up. “Sonny, you’re more than welcome to use my pole for a spell.”
“No, that’s O.K. I had better be heading back home. Supper’s in a couple of hours, and I’ve got to finish up my chores.”
“Are you all right, son? Did you take a header or something?” he asked pointing to the swelling around Sonny’s eye.
“I guess I just wasn’t watching where I was going, that’s all. I still can’t see too well out of that eye.”
“O.K. then, just stay out of trouble.”
Sonny nodded, turned, and headed in the direction of the East Sixth Street knoll.
“I think Sonny’s having problems at home,” I said.
“Well, it’s no wonder,” Dad replied. “His pop’s in pretty bad shape, not that I’m excusing him, but he’s taken a few too many knocks in his time. Life can do that to a man. Remember that in life you have to expect the unexpected.”
Sonny made the hike up to his street and walked in the front door. The house was quiet except for the sound of his mother quietly weeping in the kitchen. He threw his glove down and ran to her. His mother was sitting on one of the wooden kitchen chairs with a wet washcloth against her face.
“What happened?” Sonny asked.
“Nothing. I slipped. You know I’m not too steady on my feet these days. Nothing to concern yourself with. Go on,” Mrs. Wilson answered as she waved her son away.
Sonny pulled back the washcloth and saw a red welt on Gladys Wilson’s cheek.
“He hit you, didn’t he?”
Mrs. Wilson began to cry once again. “No, no, it’s O.K.”
“I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill him this time,” declared Sonny as he turned to search out his father.
“No! Leave him alone, Sonny,” she yelled hoarsely, in a phlegm-filled voice. “He won’t cause us any more trouble tonight. He’s asleep upstairs. Please, please, let’s just forget this whole thing,” she said as she took out her handkerchief from her bodice and blew away the tears. “Just you and I will have supper tonight,” she said as she struggled to rise and begin preparing the evening meal.
“Oh my,” she uttered as she sank back down to the chair.
“What is it, Mom?”
“No, no, I’m O.K. I’m just a bit worn out from all of this, you know.”
Sonny stared at his mother for a moment and then declared, “Mom, you stay there and rest. I’ll cook us up something.”
“Oh no, no, hon, you needn’t bother yourself. That’s not a son’s job.”
“Mom, let me do this for you. You’ve been doing for everybody your whole life. Let somebody do something for you once in a while.”
Sonny threw some fish sticks on a cookie sheet and placed it in the oven, cooked up a box of macaroni and cheese, and the two of them partook of the somber meal.
Nothing else was said of the incident when Sonny and his father went to church the next morning. Gladys Wilson felt it would be best if she didn’t show her face until the following week. It wasn’t unusual for her to miss Sunday service because of her frail health.
Not a word was spoken between father and son. Bill knew his son was on the verge of tearing into him, so he let Sonny be. On the way home, Bill took out the pint bottle he stored under the seat of the family car and took a draw.
“You want a hit, boy? You’re getting to be a young man now, and certain privileges go along with that, you know what I mean,” he said, nodding and winking.
“No, thanks. Do you have to drink? It’s Sunday, for God’s sake. Can’t you let up for one day?”
“Hah, you wait, you wait,” Bill’s voice warbled. “When you get a few years under your belt, let’s see how spry you are. I want to see you face the world with a clear vision. You’ll see.”
“So where has all of that gin guzzling got you?”
“Well, at last check, I paid the rent, own a car, and have a well-fed family. Any more stupid questions?”
“You hit Mom last night, didn’t you?”
Bill Wilson took his right hand off the steering wheel and smacked Sonny on the left side of his head.
“You watch your mouth, boy! I ain’t never laid a hand on her, and you know it.”
“You’re lying.”
Bill Wilson abruptly pulled the car over at the end of Third Street.
“Get out!”
Sonny just looked at his dad in disbelief.
“I said, get the hell out!” repeated Bill Wilson as he reached over his son’s lap and opened the car’s passenger door.
Sonny climbed out and didn’t even have time to shut the car’s door as the vehicle accelerated from the curb. The speed of the departure finished the job. Sonny just put his hands into his dress pants pockets and continued home on foot.
He stopped at my house, which was on his way. He considered our house his home away from home. We had some idea of the Wilson situation so we never turned him away. Sonny pounded on the door and was greeted by my mom.
“Hi, Mrs. Henning, is Rusty around?”
“Sure, he’s in his room. Come on in, hon.”
Sonny waded through the collection of Sunday newspapers on the floor, scratched Max our dog on his head, and made his way to my room.
“Hey how are you doing, Sonny? You still got your Sunday things on.”
“Yeah, had another argument with the old man, and he kicked me out of the car.”
“Damn, what’s his problem anyway? It seems like he’s ready to fight everybody.”
“Oh, I think he’s just pissed with the hand life dealt him so he takes it out on everybody else. I guess he takes it out on himself as well. He’s not a happy man.”
“Yeah, I guess that happens with some people.”
“Anyway, I just stopped off to see what time b-ball practice starts tomorrow.”
“Same as usual, half an hour after the final bell. How could you forget that?” Then I added, “Is there anything else that you wanted to talk about?”
“No, no, that’s it. Well I had better get going. Got to help Ma out with breakfast.”
“Yeah, O.K. See you.”
Sonny walked from the room while I just stared at him with sympathy. Sonny pushed on to his house, a couple of doors away.
The next day it was nice enough out for an outdoor practice. This would be Sonny’s first time hitting live pitching in several years. He stepped up to the plate to take his cuts.
“Hey, shift fields. We’ve got a southpaw here!” the pitcher shouted to redirect his fielders.
Sonny wasn’t a natural left-hander. He was a righty all of the way until his dad hit him in the left eye with a thrown chair leg as a youngster blurring Sonny’s vision. He found it to his advantage to turn around at the plate where he could see better, then spent his last two years of little league hitting as a left-hander. He was able to connect O.K., but he didn’t have a lot of power. That was then.
The first pitch came in a little too high for Sonny’s taste, and he passed.
“Hey come on, that was right there,” the pitcher taunted.
The second of his ten pitches came down the pike, and Sonny drove it to the right fielder on one bounce. The next two pitches came in, and Sonny delivered them in the same area. It almost became a game of pepper as Sonny seemed to hit the pitch to the fielder wherever it came in around the plate.
“That’s it, ten. Run it out to first,” Coach Morris ordered.
Sonny finished up practice and met up with me.
“Not bad. I didn’t have much power, but I made good contact.”
“Yeah I noticed. I popped one over Stanfill’s head in center,” I added. “If this is any indication of things to come, I think we’ll be O.K.”
“Yeah, yeah, I really liked it today. Felt real good. I think I’m going to like it out here on the diamond. I don’t know why I gave it up in the first place. It was real relaxing.”
“Relaxing? Maybe for a natural like you, but I was as tight as a banjo string.”
“Just see the ball, hit the ball, field the ball. That’s what they always say. It’s that simple. It really works. Hey, I’ll catch you tomorrow. See you!”
Sonny and I made the team as freshmen that year and saw a fair amount of playing time. Sonny continued to improve in leaps and bounds through his sophomore and junior years, but began drawing the notice of college and pro scouts right off the bat. It wasn’t until his senior year, however, that he showed the power he became known for.
Unfortunately, this was a time of great upheaval in the Wilson home. Gladys Wilson’s health was failing, and everybody in the family was escaping that pain in their own way. Sonny spent extra time on the field, hoping to attract the attention of the right scout, his father drifted more and more toward the comfort of the bottle, and Gladys Wilson lost herself in denial by acting as if nothing was out of the ordinary. The act wore thin as the year progressed.
One evening, Sonny came home around dinnertime from an early spring practice only to find his mother sitting at the dinner table, tissue in hand and no dinner on the table. Her eyes were crimson from crying for the past hour.
“Mom, what’s wrong? Where’s Dad?”
“Your father was arrested about an hour ago. They just called and said we can pick him up at the station if we have twenty-five dollars for the bail.”
“Bail for what?”
“He got in a fight outside of the Fourth Street Saloon. They said he was all liquored up. Drunk and disorderly and brandishing a firearm they said. My God, I don’t know how he could get so stinking drunk that quick. He couldn’t have been off work but an hour. Oh Lord, what are we going to do?”
“It’ll be O.K., Mom. Do we have any money around here?”
“I’ll have to look. I have some money in my wallet, but that’s for us to eat on for the next two weeks.”
“Well, I don’t guess we have much choice. If he doesn’t make it into work tomorrow, there may not be any more money for groceries.”
“I know. Why is it always something else? Why can’t life just leave this family alone?”
“I don’t know, Mom. See what you’ve got, and I’ll scratch together what I can. I’ll look in my room and under the couch cushions.”
“Thank you. A boy your age shouldn’t have to go through things such as this.”
“I’m getting used to it.”
Sonny and his mother bailed Bill Wilson out of the drunk tank, and the family continued to forge ahead in divergent directions. Sonny continued to make real progress on the baseball field. The family was contacted by the University of Michigan concerning an athletic scholarship. There was some question whether Sonny’s grades would measure up to college standards. He was a ‘C’ student at best. Sonny wasn’t overly concerned because he realized that most of his scholastic problems had to do with the distractions at home.
On the field, Sonny found his stroke and was hitting nearly .500 with seven home runs at the midpoint of the season.
It was Saturday, and the team was graced with a rare weekend day off. This early April day was perfect for fishing, so Sonny and I grabbed our fishing rods and made our way to the river around ten a.m.
“Were you able to get any smokes?” I asked.
“Stogies are all I could come up with.”
“That’ll do. It’s supposed to hit seventy degrees today, you know.”
“So I hear. A fire will still be nice for cooking the hot dogs I stole from the icebox.”
“Good deal.”
We set up camp along the riverbank. The spring rains hadn’t been overly severe that year so the water sat calm and the level held steady. We stayed until nearly five p.m., when we decided it was time to head home for supper. I took home two trophies while Sonny bragged about the four he landed during his day’s efforts. On top of everything else, Sonny figured that they’d at least enjoy another supper as the family’s purse strings had yet to loosen.
When we crested the hill on East Sixth Street, we spotted an ambulance in front of the Wilson residence. Sonny dropped his equipment and ran over to the open back doors of the emergency vehicle just as they were loading Mrs. Wilson in. She was unconscious and strapped to the gurney.
“What happened?” Sonny asked in a panic.
An inebriated Bill Wilson was standing on the porch about ten feet away. “It’s her heart again. She, uh, collapsed and fell down.”
Sonny looked at his mother’s pale face and noticed an abrasion on her cheek. He glared at his father, detesting him. Bill Wilson showed no immediate concern for his wife as he, a little wobbly, took a seat on the step while the attendants finished loading Mrs. Wilson into the ambulance.
“Where are you taking her?” Sonny inquired.
“Hayswood Hospital is the closest. Can’t tell how serious her injuries are, but she appears to be in some cardiac distress. Excuse me,” the driver announced as he hurriedly closed the back doors and made his way around Sonny to climb into the passenger’s seat.
The ambulance drove off slowly, trying to negotiate the narrow elevated lane of East Sixth Street. Sonny stood there not knowing what to do next. He looked to his father who was now smoking a cigarette and staring out over the Ohio River valley with no apparent concern for the gravity of the situation. I ran up, along with my mother, to comfort Sonny.
“What happened? Is she going to be O.K.?”
“I don’t know.”
“Hon, where are they taking her to, Hayswood?” my mom asked.
“Yes, that’s what they said.”
“Well, come on, we’ll meet the ambulance there. It’s not far.”
Sonny glanced over once more to his father who seemed oblivious to the goings on. “O.K., sure, let’s go.”
We walked to the hospital about five or six blocks away. We went in the emergency entrance and inquired about Sonny’s mother.
“O.K., let me see, yes, Gladys Wilson was just brought in. If you folks would have a seat in the waiting room, we’ll get you some information as soon as we hear something,” the admittance nurse explained.
Mom, Sonny, and I did as we were told and waited for some hopeful news. Less than forty-five minutes later, an emergency room doctor came into the room, looking right then left.
“Wilson, Wilson family?” he inquired.
“Yes, me,” Sonny spoke up. “How is she? Can I see her?”
“Uh, let’s step back in this hallway for a second.”
Sonny’s eyes began to well up almost immediately. He turned and looked to us for support.
“Wait here,” Mom told me. She put her arm around Sonny as they joined the doctor in the corridor.
“And you are . . . ?” the physician asked them.
Mom spoke up. “I’m a family friend of the Wilsons, and this is Gladys’ son, William. How’s she doing?”
The doctor took a deep breath and reported, “I’m afraid there’s no easy way of putting it. Mrs. Wilson passed away a few minutes ago. I’m very sorry.”
Mom put her hand to her mouth and gasped while Sonny hung his head.
“We just couldn’t stabilize her condition. Her heartbeat was just too irregular. We did everything we could. Her record indicates she’s had problems in the past. I guess her body just couldn’t take any more. There was an indication of some trauma to the head from perhaps a fall. That didn’t help matters either. That’s the technical end of things, but I’m really very sorry.”
As the doctor walked away, both Mom and Sonny stood in the hallway, her arm around him as they both sobbed quietly. I was all choked up as I overheard the entire conversation. After a moment, Mom cleared her throat and asked, “Do you know what you’re going to do now?”
“No, I’ve never been through anything like this before. My parents dealt with these things, not me. I guess I’ve got to start being an adult now though, huh?”
“It’s a hard way to grow up, William. I don’t guess you have any choice in the matter now.”
“Yep. I don’t know what to do, I don’t know what to do now,” Sonny said as he almost broke out in a panic. “I, I mean I don’t know anything about a funeral, I don’t know who to call, I don’t . . .”
“It’s O.K., hon, you don’t have to handle all of this. Your dad will take care of most of those things. What you folks have trouble with, we’ll see what we can do. Right now, let’s get you home and break the news to your dad.”
It was nearly eight p.m. when we returned to East Sixth. We stopped off at my house, and Mom picked up Dad, who had arrived home shortly after we had departed for the hospital. We walked to the Wilson residence and went inside. Bill Wilson was asleep on the couch in the dark living room.
Sonny turned on the end table lamp. “Dad, Dad?” Sonny asked as he shook his father, first with restraint, then with more vigor. “Dad!”
Bill Wilson rolled over and saw his son and my parents standing there. Sonny’s father righted his disheveled figure into some semblance of dignity. He smoothed his thinning hair back with his hands, cleared his throat, then sat with his forearms on his knees as he stared at the floor. Sonny took a seat next to him.
“Dad, Mom didn’t make it.”
“Make it? Make what, dinner? Where the hell is she?” he asked, not comprehending the events of the past few hours.
“Dad, she was taken to the hospital, remember? You said that she passed out and hit her head.”
“What do you mean, she didn’t make it?”
“She didn’t make it, Bill,” Mom joined in. “The doctor said her heart couldn’t take anymore. There was just too much damage.”
“She’s dead?”
“I’m afraid so,” she said.
“Hey look, Bill, look, if there’s anything we can do, just ask. If we can help with the funeral in any way, just say the word,” Dad offered.
“She’s dead?” Bill again muttered in disbelief.
“Dad, the hospital wants to know what we want to do with her. You have to call them tomorrow morning.”
“Hell, I don’t know. Oh God,” he said as he lowered his head and tears dropped to the worn, olive green carpet.
“Uh, Bill, how about if they took her body over to Higgins’ Funeral Home over on Second? I believe your mother was laid out there. Would that be O.K.?” My dad asked.
Bill Wilson nodded.
“O.K., well we can take care of that in the morning. I’ll be by to pick you up at nine,” he added. “You want me to give Reverend Levine a call?”
“Levine, sheesh! There’s a Jew turned Christian if I ever saw one. Always has his hand out for money.”
“Dad!”
“Uh yeah. Well, we’ll look into that later,” my dad meekly answered.
“William, will you be O.K. for the night? You want to spend the night with Rusty?” Mom asked.
“No, that’s O.K. I had better stay here for the night.”
“O.K., but if you all need anything, just give us a holler.”
“Thanks, Mr. and Mrs. Henning. I really appreciate it.”
“No problem. You all take care. Good night.”
Gladys Wilson’s funeral was held within three days of her passing. Sonny returned to school on Wednesday, the following day. With his only means of emotional support, his mother, now gone, Sonny became sullen, immersing himself in his schoolwork and baseball. There was an upside to that, for the University of Michigan was pressing hard for Sonny to sign a letter of intent to attend their college. Sonny wasn’t showing much interest in anything related to the future. He was caught up in the here and now, and didn’t take the time to consider all of his options.
Sonny finished out the season excelling in his endeavors, but falling short in the arena of human relations. In fourteen games that season, Sonny hit a dozen home runs and carried a batting average of .540. It was one of the highest batting averages ever recorded for a full-time starter. There were scouts from three different professional teams investigating the Bulldogs’ first baseman during their home games at Wald Park. The other players realized his potential and tried to boost the reputation of their still-traumatized fellow athlete. We felt for him and hoped better things came his way. We had nicknamed him ‘Clubber’ after he hit two home runs against Orangeburg during the team’s opener on our way to a berth in the District High School Baseball Tournament.
Even though baseball was a relatively minor sport at Maysville at that time, I was also attracting some attention as the team’s second baseman. We were as quick at turning a double play as could be found, but my hitting needed work. I was batting only .350. An average like that was rather expected in the world of high school baseball.
Things had been intense at the Wilson household since Gladys passed on. Mr. Wilson expected his son to take on the role his mother held as domestic engineer. Sonny finally showed an interest in the offer from Michigan for a college scholarship. Bill Wilson was dead set against such a thing, saying that he couldn’t spare the additional money for dorm fees, books, etc. Sonny guessed the true motive behind his father’s decision was that he couldn’t stand the thought of being left alone.
As graduation approached, Sonny had to make a decision concerning his college admittance. There were exams to be taken, and information to be sent. He finally sat his dad down to talk about the dilemma.
“Dad, I have to make a decision about Michigan. I want to take a trip up there and check out the campus, talk with the coach, get some admittance information and the like.”
“Oh, and how do you expect to get there, my car? That damn thing wouldn’t make it past Columbus, plus I have to have it to get to work and back.”
“Oh come on, Dad, the stock yards are only down on Second Street. You could walk for a couple of days.”
“Oh sure, I gimp around on my nearly sixty-year-old bad hip while you gallivant around Michigan in a car that’s on its last legs. Not on your life. What the hell you want to go to college for anyway? There’s plenty of work around these parts.”
“I want to better myself. I want to get out of this hamlet and make something of myself. I don’t want to be stuck here like you and mom were. I want to get out and see the world. I want to be able to say, when all’s said and done, that I mattered in life.”
“Look, buddy boy, you’re going to find out in life that there’s a lot more important things than ‘mattering’ to your friends and being the big man on campus. You’re going to find out that you’ve got to put a roof over your head and clothes on your back. That’s what matters. Think about that next time you’re strutting around with a diploma in one hand and your papers from the unemployment office in the other. What the hell will you tell your wife and kids then?”
Bill Wilson turned to leave, but he turned back around to continue the argument. “And let me tell you what,” he persisted while pointing his finger at his son, “I didn’t put a roof over our heads and food on that table with no damn college degree! I did it all myself, and nobody helped me.”
“Uh, Mom had a lot to do with keeping this house running.”
“Your mom, sheesh. She was more of a hindrance than a help. Hell, half of the time she was too tired to get off the couch . . .”
“And the other half, you were passed out on that couch,” Sonny snapped.
Bill Wilson’s eyes filled with fire, and his brows turned downward.
“Don’t you ever speak to me in a tone like that!” he yelled with a raised hand.
“Go ahead and hit me like you used to do Mom!”
Bill Wilson advanced on his son and slapped him on the side of his head.
“Don’t you ever,” he yelled imparting a blow with each word, “say that again! I never hit your mother!”
Sonny Wilson shoved his father backwards enough to take up an aggressive stance himself. “The hell you didn’t! You killed her!” he said as he lunged forward and landed a punch straight to his dad’s forehead.
Bill Wilson staggered backwards, and with no help from his bad hip, fell over a stuffed newspaper rack. He was shaken and a bit disoriented but managed to raise his index finger at his son. He shouted menacingly, “Get out of this house!”
“But Dad, where will I . . .”
“Get out! Get the hell out!” Bill Wilson screamed.
Sonny turned and walked out the kitchen door as tears filled his eyes. Once outside, he walked to the front of the house by the street and stopped and stared for a while at nothing in particular. After a moment to clear his thoughts, he wiped his tears on his sleeve, turned to his left, and walked toward our place.
Sonny knocked on the door and was greeted by my mom.
“Oh hi, William. Rusty won’t be home for an hour or so. He and his father went over to the tailor’s to get fitted for his graduation suit. You can come back then and . . .”
“Mrs. Henning, may I come in? I need to talk to someone.”
“Why sure, come on in.”
Sonny entered the house and took a seat.
“Now what’s this all about?”
“I had a fight with my dad, and he kicked me out of the house. I didn’t want to impose, but I was wondering if I could stay here for the night.”
“Until he cools down?”
“I don’t think he’s going to cool down from this one. We exchanged punches, and it was pretty ugly. Things were said, you know.”
“I see. Aw hon, I’m sorry things have been so rough on you lately. Do you know what started the argument?”
“We were discussing my going away to school at Michigan, and he didn’t want to help me out at all. He said that I didn’t need a college education and to stick around here and find work.”
“Well, that’s obviously it. He’s all alone without your mother around. He doesn’t want to lose you, too.”
“I think it’s because he’s always been a controlling bastard!”
“Now, William, watch your language. He’s your father after all. He might not be the best person in the world, but he’s doing the best he can. That’s all any of us can do. He worked hard to put a roof over your head, took care of your mother when she was ill . . .”
“He killed Mom!”
“Sonny!” Mom exclaimed, stunned at his remark. She quickly composed herself and continued. “Now you don’t know that. Don’t be saying things like that.”
“Didn’t you notice that lump under her cheekbone at the funeral? Even the makeup couldn’t cover that.”
“Yes, I did. Your dad said that’s from where she fell when she fainted.”
“Sure, that’s what he said. She had the same mark a couple of years ago when Dad got drunk and hit her. He was drunk the night Mom died, too.”
“O.K., O.K., well, let’s just keep those thoughts to ourselves. We’ll never know what really happened. We weren’t there. Tell you what, why don’t you stay here for as long as you need? You can use the extra bed in Russell’s room. He won’t mind.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Henning. You’re aces.”
CHAPTER THREE
Tying Up Loose Ends
“No one is so eager to gain new experience as
he who doesn’t know how to make use of the old ones.”
—Marie Ebner von Eschenbach
Graduation was scheduled for Sunday, June 8, 1958. Also during that week was the Major League Baseball draft. While Sonny was taking his final geography exam, a note was delivered to class asking him to report to Coach Morris’ office after the test. Sonny had no idea why he was being summoned as the season had already concluded. He walked through the coach’s opened door and was greeted with a big smile from Coach Morris.
“You wanted to see me, Coach?”
Donald Morris extended his hand and slapped it into Sonny’s, exclaiming, “Congratulations, Sonny, the Milwaukee Braves have expressed an interest in you to the point where they’re going to offer you a contract. You’re their first round draft pick. If you sign, you’ll be heading to their minor league franchise in Atlanta right after graduation. How about that, huh?” he said, with a slap on Sonny’s shoulder.
“I had forgotten all about that. I’ve had so much else on my mind lately. Plus, I didn’t think I had any kind of a chance, you know.”
“Are you kidding? Hell, you’re an All-American second team. What did you expect? Apparently, the scouts who watched you liked what they saw over the last three years and tagged you a premiere prep star. Milwaukee’s going to need a first baseman soon. Mayer is thirty-four, and an old thirty-four at that. You’re to report to Atlanta next week; that is, if you’re interested in a minor league contract as opposed to the University of Michigan. What are your thoughts on the matter?”
“Wow, you hit me with that all of a sudden. I’m going to have to think about that one for a bit.”
“Well, take your time, but not too long. The Braves want you in camp by next week if you’re interested. You know, it’s a great honor to play for the Crackers. They’re known as the Yankees of the minor leagues. Milwaukee thought so much of your on-field performance that they moved you to the head of the class. Not many high schoolers are praised in such a manner. Atlanta ain’t Instructional League, you know.”
“No doubt about that. Wow, I don’t know what to say.”
“Well, mull it over tonight, discuss it with your father and see what he thinks.”
“I’ll let you know tomorrow, Coach.”
Sonny met up with me after school walking back to our house. Sonny was still staying with us as he and his father had yet to resolve their differences.
“Rusty, hey wait up. Guess what? Coach Morris told me I was selected by the Braves in the draft. They’re offering me a contract!”
“I know, I know. It’s all around school. Man, you’re going to be bigger than Rosie Clooney in this town. Congratulations, guy, that’s great. It’s been a while since anyone from the team has been given a chance anywhere in the majors, let alone the Crackers. You’re on top of the world! What will your dad think about you now?”
Sighing, Sonny responded, “I don’t know. Don’t really care at this point. I never could please that old man. My guess is that he’d ask why I ended up in the minor leagues rather than in the majors.”
“You think?”
“I know. I’m afraid I’m going to have to make this decision myself. I guess I’m basically on my own as it is.”
“Hey, you’ve always got us to lean on, you know that, Sonny.”
“I know that, and you folks have really helped me out more than anyone could ask. But we’re graduating in a few days, and we’re eighteen years old. I guess it’s time for me to stop being a burden to your family and strike out on my own.”
“Hey, Sonny, you’re no burden. I like having you around. It’s been lonely around the house since Derrick took off four years ago. Plus, you’ve helped my parents out a lot. Mom really appreciated the fact that you walked all of the way over to Kehoe the other day to fetch some groceries for her. You’re no burden, Sonny. I’ve always thought of you as the brother my age that I never had. Now you’re here under the same roof. Don’t take things so seriously.”
“Rusty, if you ever experienced some of the things I’ve been through . . . I guess you can say that life and I have never seen eye to eye. I’ll always imagine myself as being in the way. That’s what my dad always said. Of course, Mom was in his way as well. I’ve got no idea where he would have ended up if we hadn’t been blocking his path. But that’s the way things are, and that’s the way life will be. I’ve got to make this decision myself, and the answer will probably have me going to the minors. I can live with that.”
“What about your college eligibility? You’ll probably lose that if you go to the pros.”
“I know that, but I don’t have the money to travel to Michigan, buy books, and so on. I have to make a commitment and stick to it. So that’s what I’m going to do,” he said while staring down at the ground then back up. “What the hell, I’m heading to the pros.”
We arrived home, and Sonny discussed the situation with my parents. They agreed that it was a no-lose situation. Either way, Sonny would end up a little richer in the pocketbook, or he would come out of this academically ahead. Either way, this choice would add to his life experience.
Sonny returned to school on Thursday to take his final exam and to inform Coach Morris of his decision.
“Hey, that’s fantastic! You’re my first big-timer, son. Good to hear it. What did your dad say? Was he thrilled?”
“Well, my dad and I aren’t exactly on speaking terms, Coach.”
“Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. While you have to sign these,” he reminded him, taking out the small file of papers and spreading them on the desktop, “we do need your dad’s signature on this full written release to make it all legal and everything.”
“Why? I’m eighteen. I ought to be able to sign my own papers. Hell, I can go out and buy my own beer in a lot of places, I can drive my own car, and I can serve in the military.”
“I know that, and you know that. You might even be right in the legal sense, but the National Association of Major League Baseball and their affiliates, the Crackers being one of them, say that a player coming directly out of high school, and under the age of twenty-one, has to be signed off by a parent or guardian regardless. That’s just the way things are.”
“Guardian? How about if the Hennings sign me off?”
“How long have you been with them?”
“Almost a month.”
“Sorry, not long enough. They would probably want something along the line of three to six months, or better yet, something legal in writing.”
“Well then, you’re going to have to get his signature. I can’t do it without him decking me or cussing me out.”
“O.K., tell you what, I’ll see what I can do. Until then, have fun at graduation tomorrow.”
“Yeah, I guess. Thanks, Coach.”
Sunday, June eighth, was commencement day at Maysville, and Sonny and I were in my bedroom getting dressed for the ceremony.
“So, is everything set for your trip to Atlanta?” I asked.
“Hell, I don’t know,” he said as he took out a cigarette and searched for a match.
“Hey, hey, kick open a window if you’re going to do that in here. My mom will go crazy.”
“Yeah, yeah. I don’t know if things are set for that or not. My dad still has to sign the papers,” he said as he lit up. “God only knows if he’ll do that. He doesn’t want to see me get ahead so I doubt if he will. I told Coach Morris if he wanted to see me play professional baseball, he’d have to find some way to get those papers signed. I hope he just forges them.”
“Coach wouldn’t do that.”
“I know, but I don’t know how else it will get done. Anyway, what about you? This will probably be the last weekend we’ll spend together. What are your plans for the future?”
“Dad got me on at Fossitt Lumber for a summer job. I’ll try to earn as much money as I can there. I only have a partial scholarship from Georgetown, so I’ll have to do the best I can.”
“Hey, hey, a big college boy.” Then, he added, in a stereotypical Ivy League accent, “I’ll bet you’ll meet the Muffy or Buffy of your dreams, old chap.” We burst out laughing.
Just then, Mom opened the bedroom door and announced, “Come on, boys, let’s get a move on. You have to be there in twenty-five minutes.” Then she looked at Sonny and asked, “Oh hon, aren’t you going to wear a suit and tie under your robe?”
Dangling the hand with the lit cigarette out of the window, he replied, “No, I wasn’t able to get over to the house yesterday and pick one up before Dad got home from work.”
“Well, that’s O.K., we can go over there right now and pick one up for you. How about that?”
“No, that’s O.K., Mrs. Henning. I think I have only one suit that fits, the navy one, and I wore it to Mom’s funeral. I’d rather not put it on again, too many bad memories. I’ll just button my gown up all of the way.”
“I see. Fair enough. You’re probably right; no one will see it under your gown anyway.”
“Does that mean I don’t have to wear one of these chokers either?” I asked.
“You keep that on. We’re going to take pictures afterwards. Now come on, fellas, let’s get going.”
As Mom closed the door, Sonny took one last draw from the smoke and flipped the butt two stories to the ground below.
Sonny, my parents, and I walked to Maysville School which was only four blocks away. It was a nice day for a stroll. Sonny and I led the way, putting some distance between my parents and us.
I leaned in to Sonny and asked, “Do you think your dad will come to graduation?”
“I don’t know. I doubt it. I think it’s the end of us as a family. Some family we are; us two who never got along. I could never please him if I lived to be a hundred. I really wish Mom was able to be here though. She was always in my corner no matter what. I’m going to miss her more than I realize.”
“Sonny, if there’s a way in heaven for her to be here, she’ll find a way.”
“I doubt it. I think when a person is dead, they’re just dead; nothing else.”
“Why do you even bother going to church? Hey, come on Son, cheer up, we’re about to start a whole new chapter in our lives. It’s time to put yesterday behind us. What do you say?”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ll do the best I can.”
As our group filed into the school, Coach Morris was in the foyer looking around until he spotted Sonny. I almost had to laugh. Even with the warm temperature on this day, Coach still had his Bulldog sweatshirt on. You rarely saw him without it. He was all baseball. He was that way.
“Sonny, over here,” he shouted and waved a file full of papers over the swarm of soon-to-be graduates.
Sonny told us, “I’ll be back.”
He waded through the family and friends of the class of ’58 to see why the coach had summoned him.
“Hey, Coach, what are you doing here?”
“I thought I’d find you here if I waited long enough. I just got your papers signed by your dad. You’re scheduled to ship out Tuesday morning to Atlanta. If you need a lift, I’ll pick you up and take you to the bus station.”
“That’s great, Coach! Thanks.”
“Hey, I always like to see my guys get ahead,” he said while playfully slapping Sonny on the cheeks. “This way I can see it all first-hand.”
Sonny looked at the shaky signature on the papers.
“What kind of shape was Dad in when you saw him?”
“Well, not too good. He wasn’t sauced, if that’s what you mean. A bit under the weather though.”
“Uh huh. Well, I’m staying with the Hennings, so that’s where you’ll be able to pick me up on Tuesday. Thanks Coach, I really appreciate this.”
“No problem kid, and congratulations on both events.”
Sonny came back and joined us.
“What did Coach want?” I asked.
“Oh, he just said that all of my papers are in order, and I’m to ship out Tuesday. I guess I’ll be able to get out of your hair now.”
“Oh now, William, you’ve been no problem to have around. You’ve been very helpful, as a matter of fact,” Mom added.
“Thanks, Mrs. H. Well, I guess it’s time. See all of you later. We’ve got to take our seats.”
We made our way over to the student section.
“So you’re in, huh?”
“Yeah. I’m a bit nervous about the whole thing. I’m not going to know what to do or who to bow down to.”
“Well, you had better watch it. I hear when they get a rookie coming in they try all sorts of initiation rights and things like that. Be careful.”
“Yep. Hey, which side does this tassel go on?”
All went well with the graduation ceremony. The students were rewarded with hugs and tears just outside of the hall. Sonny stood around a bit awkwardly with no family around to convey their best wishes upon him until my dad approached him.
“Congratulations, my man. You’re all grown up. Uh huh, I know it hasn’t been easy. You deserve all of the kudos coming your way.”
“Thanks, Mr. Henning. I really appreciate it.”
“And on top of everything else, you’re making a career for yourself. That’s fantastic.” As he looked around at the crowd, he continued, “You know, there are so many kids here today who have absolutely no idea where they’re going in life right now. But you do, and that puts you one up on the rest. You’ve done well.”
“You’re the best, Mr. H. You know, sometimes I wish you . . .”
Dad interrupted him. “Hey, Sonny, there’s your dad. You see, he didn’t forget the ceremony after all.”
Bill Wilson came staggering over, and it was apparent by his gait that he was impaired, more by alcohol on this day than his old war wound. His suit was wrinkled and in disarray.
“Hey, there’s my boy, my boy, my boy.” As he threw his arm around his son, Sonny turned his head to avoid his father’s inebriated exhaust. “He’s a high school graduate now, boy. And he’s going to be a big league star with the Milwaukee Braves, too. He’s going to be better than Ruth and Gehrig put together.”
“Uh, Dad, I don’t think . . .”
“What, you’re not ashamed of your old man now, are you? Hell, if it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t be here now. God knows your mother couldn’t smack you around when you needed it,” he said, trying to elicit a laugh from the small audience. “And, boy, he needed it a hell of a lot, you know what I mean?” he said to the group of people starting to gather around to listen to Mr. Wilson’s convoluted monologue.
Sonny pulled away from his father and looked for an escape.
“Oh, that’s gratitude for you. You bust your ass all of your life, try to bring up a family the best way you can, and they up and leave you with not so much as a good-bye. Your mother left me in a bind, and now you’re going to do the same thing. Is that it? Is that the thanks I get?”
“You might have received a little thanks if you hadn’t chased everyone close to you away. You got rid of Mom, and now you’re going to get rid of me!”
“Hey, God dammit, don’t you talk to me like that, boy,” he said as he made a grab for Sonny’s robe with his left hand and drew back his right.
“Uh, Sonny.” Dad stepped in. “I think we had better be running along.”
“And you, Henning, stealing my boy away from me. I hope you’re happy. Your own kid turned his back on you so now you’re going to try and make good with mine?” He then turned back to his son and continued, “I never wanted you in the first place, you know. You were your mother’s idea.”
“Let’s go,” Sonny agreed.
We walked away, leaving Bill Wilson alone for the odd stare or two.
“I’m sorry, William,” Mom started, “I never knew things were so bad at home. Gladys never let on, at least not to this extent.”
“Yeah, Mom wasn’t a complainer. Maybe if she was she might still be here.”
“Well, enough of this. Let’s go back to the house and dig into that chocolate cake your mother has been slaving over all morning. This is a time for celebrating,” Dad declared as he grabbed the back of our necks, the two graduates, and gave them a lively shake.
After a day of partying, evening set in and everyone called it a day. Sonny and I retired to our room and prepared for bed. I was returning to the room after just bathing. Sonny was sitting at the window smoking a cigarette and gazing toward his own home.
He was staring at a single twenty-five watt light bulb softly glowing through an upstairs window. That beacon hadn’t been switched off for years as far as I knew. It was a hallway light, hanging from a ceiling outlet by a cloth-covered cord, perhaps the remnant from an old chandelier, and lit the hall and stairs in case someone had to get up during the night or early morning. Mrs. Wilson insisted that it always be left on.
“What’s going on?” I inquired.
“Oh nothing, just thinking.”
“About your upcoming trip?”
“That, and everything else that’s gone on through this school year. A lot has changed in my life over the past nine or ten months. I mean, we both made All-Conference in baseball, my mom passed away, I moved in with you guys, I was drafted, and now we’re both going our separate ways. That really plays on a guy’s mind, you know. I’m not sure I can take any more pressure. I don’t know if I can make this trip to Atlanta or not, Rusty. I don’t know if I want to.”
“Aw, come on, Sonny. Look at it this way; at least you’ll be getting away from the old man. You’ll have the chance to start a new life in a new town, meet new people, and travel around the country. That sounds pretty good to me.”
“Yeah, but the pressure. My head feels like it’s ready to explode right now. Instead of having the weight of the world lifted from my shoulders, I feel like something more is being added. I mean, what happens if I blow it in the minors? What in the hell will I do then, come back here and take up with you guys again?”
“Hey, the door is always open, you know that. Besides, my parents wouldn’t mind you being around here with me being gone to Georgetown. I wouldn’t worry about it. You’ll do fine. Remember what you said to me when we got back into baseball a few years ago? You said that it was easy. You just see the ball, hit the ball, and catch the ball. You were right. It’s no big deal.”
“Yes, but times back then seemed so much easier. Things were running smoother. The only worries we had were how many fish to take from the river or how good we’d do on an upcoming test. Now my whole life is riding on my performance on the field.”
“Just do what you do best. The minors are for you to sharpen those skills. Just do it. I mean, look at me, I’ll still have to worry if I can pass a test, do good on the field so my scholarship can become a full ride, and so on. On top of all that, I’m going to have to take a weekend job just to help out mom and dad as far as my housing costs go. Things are tight all over. I almost envy you.”
“You wouldn’t if you knew what I’ve been through the last year.”
“Hell?”
“And then some. Losing Mom took the life out of me. It killed my spirit, thanks to Dad. And I was supposed to live with that guy after that?”
“Sonny, you don’t know that your dad was responsible for her death. You weren’t there. She might have slipped like he said.”
“He killed her, God dammit!” he shouted.
“Hey, hey, keep it down. Look, what’s done is done. You can’t go back and repair anything. Like Reverend Levine at church says, you have to take the hand you’re dealt in life and make the best of it. That’s the way things go. You just have to accept that.”
“I can’t accept that! Why was I handed this so-called life? I had an abusive, drunk son-of-a-bitch for a father and a mother who was too weak to even wait around to see me graduate. Now I have to leave home and try and escape the past that nearly . . .”
The door to the room opened up. My mom peered in with a startled look on her face. “Come on, boys, it’s getting late. I can hear you clear across the hall. Pull the plug on it for the night.”
“O.K., Mom. Night.”
“Good night.”
As the door slowly closed, Sonny and I just looked at each other. In a hushed voice, I continued our conversation. “O.K., look, so I don’t know what you went through. I’ll never know, but you have to let it go, Son, or it’s going to eat you up alive.”
“Man, my spirit’s already eaten up-dead and buried. You know what it’s like to feel black inside. No light hits you, and where there’s no light, nothing grows. I’m dead, Russ, dead inside.”
I sat there for a spell then brought up in a slow, deliberate voice, “Um Son, you’re really troubled about this. Have you ever thought of talking about this to somebody?”
“What the hell are you talking about? I am right now. And if you breathe a note of this to anyone, I’ll kill you.”
“No, come on, I mean, you know, Reverend Levine or, or a doctor, or something.”
“You’re talking about a psychiatrist, aren’t you? How the hell would that look to everyone if I made it to the majors and that leaked out? The crazy player from Kentucky, I can hear it now. ‘There goes Sonny Wilson. A fine player, but he’s off his rocker. Yes sir, old Crazy Legs Wilson.’ I don’t want to be another Jimmy Piersall. And on top of that, the last doctor anyone in the family saw was when Mom went in the hospital and never came out.”
“That not fair. It wasn’t their fault, Son.”
“Look, I ain’t nuts. Anyone in my shoes would react the same way. I think the sooner I get away from this place the better off I’ll be. It’ll wear off.”
“There you go. See, if you think positive everything will fall into place. Well, tomorrow’s a free day. What are you going to do?”
“Well, I’m going to sneak over to my house after Dad leaves for work and get what clothes I need and my suitcase. After that, I think I’m going to work on putting that positive outlook you spoke of to work.”
“Good. I think I’ll take it easy myself. I don’t have to head to Georgetown until the end of next month. I’m going to make the best of my big one-month summer vacation. I don’t start at the lumber yard until next Monday. Hey, how about if we do some fishing at daybreak? Your dad won’t be going in until eight o’clock or so. That will give us some time to hang out a bit. You want me to ask Tommy Ellis to come along?”
“No, I’m not in the mood for a crowd. Let’s just keep it a party of two.”
“Fair enough,” I said as I went over to turn out the light. “Set the alarm for five forty-five.”
“Got it.”
Sonny flipped the cigarette out of the window. The room went dark.
CHAPTER FOUR
Here Today, Gone Tomorrow
“I’m an idealist—I don’t know where I’m going, but I’m on my way.”
—Carl Sandburg
Next morning, Sonny and I rolled out of bed just after sunrise. After grabbing some breakfast, we gathered up our fishing gear and set off for the Ohio. Just after we hit the curb on East Sixth, I noticed Sonny, out of habit, glance over toward his former home. He saw his dad out by his car, barefoot and in pants with suspenders but no shirt yet, shooting a piercing glare back in our direction. Sonny turned away and was slightly relieved that I seemed to pay no notice to the solitary figure fifty yards to our right. We were a couple of blocks from the river when we ran into fellow recent graduate Patti Hayes.
Patti was like the typical girl next door of that day. Actually, her birth name was Renda Marie after her grandmother, but for whatever reason she preferred to go by Patti. While Patti and I always got along, her feelings for Sonny were a bit stronger. He either didn’t realize it, or perhaps just didn’t have the time to come to grips with the obvious because of the recent turmoil in his life.
“Hey, you two, I take it you’re going to do a little fishing this morning?”
“Hey, Patti. Yep, drown a few worms. What better way to start off a summer vacation than to take it easy and watch the water flow by?” I said.
“I can’t argue with you there. How are you doing, Sonny? Mind if I tag along for a bit? The store doesn’t open for another hour or so.”
“Well, actually we . . .”
“Sure, we could use the company,” I interrupted. I always liked Patti, and I thought Sonny would as well if he gave her a chance. She had a bit of an undeserved reputation, and Sonny’s upbringing had turned him into a bit of a self-righteous individual.
The three of us came to the railroad tracks along the river’s bank. I cautioned, “Watch out, the last time I was here a train came by here, and I didn’t hear it until it was almost on top of me. The idiot didn’t even sound his horn.”
We crossed the tracks and scouted out a good place to park ourselves for the day’s activities. Sonny scooted over a large, serpent-shaped piece of driftwood for the three to use as a seat. I anchored one end, Sonny the other, and Patti made herself at home along the sloping middle. We two guys were trying to bait our hooks when Patti struck up a conversation.
“So, Rusty, do you have any plans for the summer, or do you intend on fishing your life away?”
“I wish. No, I start next week at Fossitt Lumber for about a month or so until I have to ship off to Georgetown,” I said as I attempted to cast my line out into the river.
“Oh hey, that’s great. What’s going to be your major?”
“I’m not sure yet, but I’m leaning toward journalism.”
“Excellent. What about you, Sonny? What are your plans?”
“Oh, didn’t you hear? Sonny’s heading to Atlanta to play with the Milwaukee Braves farm club. He’s going to be a professional baseball player,” I said.
“Really? I thought I heard you were drafted, but that was a week or so ago. Oh wow, that’s terrific. Good for you,” she said as she grabbed his knee and gave it a shake. She left her hand there as they watched me and my repeated attempts at the perfect cast.
“Damn line is all twisted up in the spool. I can’t get any length to my casts,” I complained.
“Try and pull out as much line as you can and do a manual cast,” suggested Sonny.
“What, you mean throw it out by hand?”
“It’s either that, or you can keep firing your bait into the water when your hook stops in midair like you’re doing now.”
I grumbled and began pulling the line out by hand.
Talking in more hushed tones, Patti asked, “Sonny, are you going to be busy all day?”
“Depends. What’s on your mind?”
“I don’t know. I was hoping we could do something, you know.”
“Patti, I have to leave first thing in the morning. After we get done here, I’ve got to go home and get my things together and pack up.”
“Oh.”
After a pause Sonny inquired, “Patti, how come you never spoke to me during the school year? Hell, I would have asked you to the prom or something like that if I had known you were interested.”
“Well, you never asked,” she answered.
“Oh yeah, I guess you’re right. I was crazy about you,” he said as he glanced out into the river, “but you always had all of those guys around you. I just figured that you had better things to do than hang out with somebody like me.”
“Are you crazy? Oh, Stan and those other guys were just friends. Their price was too high, if you get my drift. They didn’t care about me. I would have loved to have been your girl though. Do you know that I used to hitch a ride when I could out to Wald Park to watch you play?”
“You’re the one who’s nuts now. You never did that.”
“Yes, I did. I used to sit on the knoll along the first base side and watch you guys play. You never saw me, but I saw you.”
Sonny started to say something, stopped, then started to laugh a little. He almost blushed while remarking, “You’re serious, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I wouldn’t lie to you.”
“Patti, I never knew you felt that way.”
“And I never knew you wanted to ask me to the dance.”
“Well, you got me there. Just as well, I suppose. I really can’t dance anyway.” The two laughed. “Oh geeze, we had all school year to do something and didn’t get to enjoy any of it. Now I’m going away, and we won’t have the chance to see each other or anything.”
“Well, we have some time. When are you leaving? Oh that’s right, you said the first thing in the morning. Why do these things always happen like this?”
“I don’t know. My year seems to be running like that. I’ll tell you what, are you doing anything for the rest of the day? I mean, when we leave here we could hit the drug store and maybe grab a soda or something like that.”
“No, I have nothing going on for a little while. I’m going to be a bum for a couple of weeks.” Both of them laughed.
“O.K. then, it’s a date. Wow, it feels good to say that: We have a date. You hear that, Rusty? I’ve got a date for the afternoon.”
“And I suppose you’re going to dump me like a used Kleenex now, huh?”
“No, you’re my rock, Russ. You keep me afloat.”
“Listen to what you just said,” I remarked while shaking my head. “You’ve got it bad.” All three of us laughed. This exchange did my heart good, because for the first time in I don’t know how long, Sonny was acting and reacting like a real human being. He finally appeared to let his guard down a little bit and just live.
“By the way, don’t make too many plans. Remember, you still have to pack up. You know, you have to retrieve your clothes and suitcase and all of that.”
“Yeah, dammit. Patti, you almost made me forget my problems.”
“Well, that’s nice of you to say, Sonny.”
“Hey, lover boy, are you going to drown your worm or just let him sunburn to death?” I asked.
We all talked and kidded around until the noon hour. It was a great time. When it started to get too warm to sit in the sun, I volunteered to carry home the fishing equipment to give Sonny a little time to be with Patti.
“Don’t dawdle too long, Son. You’ve got things to do.”
“Yep.”
The two of them ventured over to Kilgus Pharmacy on Third and Market to grab a fountain drink. Ironically, it was the same place Bill Wilson took Gladys Baker on their first get-together.
“Patti, I’m sorry I didn’t say anything to you earlier in the school year. I did want to go out, but I had a lot of problems, you know.”
“Yes I know. When your mom passed on, I felt so bad for you. I wanted to say something, but you and I weren’t very close at the time and I didn’t know what else to do.”
“Well, thank you. That’s very nice to be thought of. I didn’t think anyone else noticed. You know, it’s nice that we ran into each other today. Rusty didn’t set this up, did he?”
“No. Would you have been angry if he had?”
“No, I guess not. Whatever it takes, I suppose. Damn, why couldn’t we have met earlier?”
“Well, we can’t go back and change the past, I guess. I don’t know what we can do about things?”
“I can’t ask you to wait for me. I’ve got no idea how long I’ll be gone, where I’ll be from season to season, or anything like that.”
“I know, I know. We can write though. Would that be O.K.?”
“Oh, hell yes, that would be great.”
“Here, let me give you my address.”
“I already know it,” Sonny said as he proceeded to write it out on a napkin.
“That’s right. How did you know that?”
“I kept an eye on you from the first base knoll myself, so to speak.”
“You mean you actually took the time to look my name and address up?”
“And your phone number, Jacksonville five, seven-two-nine-eight.” he said. “I wanted to call you a million times but never had the guts.”
“That’s so sweet. Oh Sonny…hey, what time’s it getting?” she said, looking for the clock above the fountain. “Twelve-thirty. Sonny, I’ve got to be getting home. I have to go over to Riverside with my mom at one. I never did get my shopping done.”
“Oh well, that’s O.K. I have to get up to the house and pack anyway.” Sonny sat silent for a spell. “Patti, I’m probably never going to see you again, am I?”
“Oh sure you will, Sonny. Why do you say that? You’ll probably be coming home in the off season and things like that.”
“Maybe not. I don’t know if I’ll have a place to come home to,” Sonny remarked as he threw two dollars on the counter. “Patti, are you sure it’s O.K. to write you?”
“Of course. I would have punched you if you hadn’t offered,” she said with a laugh.
Once outside, they stood facing each other, and the silence became awkward. Patti took Sonny’s hands in hers and said, “I know you’re a pretty intense guy. Don’t take things too seriously, Sonny.”
It was too late. Sonny’s eyes began to well up. He threw his arms around Patti and hugged her for a moment. He loosened his grip, leaned in and gave her a quick kiss, then just stared at the ground.
“I’ve got to go,” he said as he turned and started away.
“Good luck, Sonny,” Patti called out after him.
Sonny trekked up to East Sixth Street, making his long-dreaded journey back to his old house to collect his belongings. It was the first time he had been back since his dad evicted him. He walked up to the kitchen door and reached between the set of double-stacked flowerpots sitting next to the stoop to retrieve the spare key. That trick was one of his mom’s ideas. She loved to grow potted flowers and had quite a collection of geraniums. Sonny always appreciated his mom’s attempt to add a little beauty to their black-and-white lives there on the hill.
Sonny let himself in and looked around at his old home. Even though it had been only a month since he had been there, it seemed like so much longer. It was as if he were an adult coming back to his old elementary school for a visit. Even though everything was virtually identical, nothing seemed the same. Echoes of his mother in the kitchen preparing dinner haunted him. Sonny wasn’t only reliving old memories but also saying good-bye, possibly for the last time, to the only place he’d known as home.
He walked through the living room and noticed the scattered newspapers lying about and the dirty dishes piled up on the coffee table. Sonny stepped lightly as if trying not to make a sound that would rankle the demons from the past.
It was odd, he thought, even though he had few good memories of this place, it was, nevertheless, his home. He approached the stairway, looked up, and saw the bulb suspended above the flight of stairs. Sonny flipped the switch up and down to no avail. The light had finally burned itself out. How appropriate, he thought.
He walked with measured steps up toward his old bedroom. Sonny turned and slowly entered. The curtains were drawn, and the room was dim.
Sonny thought he would just grab his things and go until he began looking around. On his dresser were his baseball awards, including his stack of Player of the Week certificates, his Conference MVP trophy, his 1957 Second Team All Kentucky plaque, and his second team All-American certificate from his sophomore season.
“Always second,” he remarked. He walked over and stared at the awards for a moment, ran his thumb through the dust on a plaque, then noticed a tear welling in the corner of his eye. He hastily turned and began packing.
He took his old tan and plaid suitcase from the closet, popped it open, then sat it on the bed. He opened his dresser drawers and took out some socks, underwear, a few shirts, and a couple of pairs of pants. He reached into the closet and pulled out a couple of dress shirts and laid them next to the suitcase. He reached into the bottom of the closet and pulled out his one pair of dress shoes. He stuffed them in the suitcase, then shut and buckled it.
Sonny reached back into the closet one last time and took out his navy suit, the one he wore to his mother’s funeral. He laid it on the bed and just looked at it. There was a slight bulge in the coat’s pocket. Sonny reached in and retrieved a rumpled handkerchief. He looked at it for a moment, then threw it in the corner, missing the wastebasket by mere inches. He slowly ran his hand down the front of the coat. The bulge was in no hurry to disappear.
After a brief respite, he gathered everything, straightened up, and took one last look around the room. A sadness befell him as he realized this would probably be the last time he would see what had become his refuge from the callous world. A new chapter was beginning in his life. He hoped it would be better than what he had become accustomed.
Sonny walked out of his bedroom and turned for one last scan. When he shut the door, it was as if the sound echoed through the unoccupied house. He walked down the stairs and toward the kitchen. Just as he passed the kitchen table, the back door swung open. It was his dad.
“What the hell are you doing here? I thought I told you to stay the hell away from here.”
“I just came back for my clothes.”
“The clothes I spent my hard-earned money for.”
“Dad, I’m going to be leaving tomorrow for Atlanta. Don’t you think we could bury the hatchet for one minute to say good-bye?”
“The only thing I’m going to bury is my fist in your God damn face. First, you weren’t man enough to ask your own dad to sign your life away. You send your coach up here to catch me in my underwear to do your dirty work for you. Then you embarrassed me in front of everybody at your graduation!”
“I didn’t embarrass you, you did that by showing up stinking drunk!”
Bill Wilson dropped his head and started toward his son. Sonny, expecting the hug he never received from his dad, didn’t back off. Instead, Bill Wilson raised up at point blank range and open-handed his son across the left side of his face and ear, sending him to the floor.
“You don’t like it when the shoe is on the other foot, do you?”
After a prolonged grimace, Sonny begged, “What the hell did you do that for?”
“After the way you’ve treated me, what did you expect, a kiss?”
“Treated you? Look, it was you . . .”
“Get out! I ain’t going to tell you again. Don’t you ever set foot in this house again, don’t you ever contact me, don’t nothing. I’m through with you. I ain’t got a son no more. I try and teach you how to be a man, how to live up to your responsibilities, and what do I get; a stupid kid that only wants to play his life away. Now you want to play baseball as a job. That ain’t going to get you very far, boy. And when you fall flat on your ass, don’t come crawling back to me. I told you, I told you,” he said as he hobbled his way around his son while leaving the room.
Sonny started to get up, then stayed in a crouch and grabbed his head. This must be what a migraine feels like, he thought. His face was beet red. He blinked his eyes a few times, stood up and steadied himself, soothed the side of his face and ear on his shoulder, then walked out the kitchen door. He didn’t look back this time as he headed, with a slight sideways gait, toward my parents’ house. He shifted the suitcase to his other hand to maintain his equilibrium.
He walked in the door just as Mom was preparing dinner. She greeted Sonny with, “William, we’re going to have a special meal in honor of your last night with us. Did you get all of your stuff?”
“Yeah, I got everything,” he said as he turned toward his room.
“William, what’s wrong?”
“Oh, I ran into my dad as I was leaving the house.”
“Oh good Lord, I’m sorry,” she said, noticing the facial abrasion. “Here let me get you some ice for your face.”
“No, no, Mrs. H., that’s O.K. I just want to lie down and be alone for a spell. I can’t see too well right now, plus I’m a bit tired. It must be all of the sun I got this morning.”
Sonny went up and dropped his bag by the bedroom door. He reclined on the edge of the bed for what seemed like an eternity, then got up and went back down to the kitchen.
“Um, smells good, Mrs. H. Do you have anything that will tide me over until supper?”
“Sure, William,” she said as she went to the cupboard and dug out a two-inch-high stack of Ritz crackers and handed them to him. “How’s that?”
“Thanks, Mrs. H.,” he said right before he exited the kitchen door and gingerly sat down on a stack of worn spare tires. He nibbled on the crackers, which he had only taken to have something to do with his hands while he sat deep in thought. He pecked at the crackers and stared toward the tree-filled hillside.
Shortly afterwards, I came home. “Hi, Mom, is Sonny around?”
“Yes, I think he’s outside somewhere.”
I looked out of the kitchen window and saw Sonny, still sitting on the tires, trying to coax a squirrel to take a handout. Mom, noticing that I was taking an inordinate amount of time peering out of the window, joined me. We both watched as Sonny tried every trick in the book to get the furry mammal to take the offering but to no avail. Finally, he resorted to breaking off small pieces and flinging them in the squirrel’s direction. That seemed to work as the animal would run over, pick up the morsels, and sprint over to a stack of bricks to enjoy his meal. When he was done, he would venture in only so close and stare at Sonny. The process was repeated until Sonny was out of crackers and the squirrel was out of appetite. The critter went on his way, and Sonny lit up a cigarette.
While Sonny and I were washing up before dinner, I asked, “So . . . how did things go with Patti?”
“Oh, pretty good I guess.”
“Well, any sparks?
“Oh yeah, but I have my doubts about any future for us. For one thing, God only knows when I’ll get back this way. Plus, I’m not sure about her past, you know.”
“No, I must have missed something. What?”
“Well, you know, the rumors about her and Stan. I guess she’s already done it with him. I don’t know if I could date a girl who hadn’t saved herself, you know.”
“Hey, Son, those were only rumors. Patti said so herself. You heard her.”
“Well, of course she said that. What else would she say? ‘Me and Stan heated up the backseat of his dad’s Chevy?’”
“Why do you always do that, Son? Every time someone shows an interest in you, you push them away.”
“Why not? I try to push them before they push me. They always seem to push first though. Look it, Mom left me. Dad threw me out. I’m not going to let that happen again.”
“O.K., O.K. I see your point there, but getting back to Patti, so she’s been with a few other guys in her time.”
“A few?”
“Son, you two looked like you took a real shine to each other. Don’t let a real opportunity slip away because of some stupid whisperings.”
“Yeah, but what if those stories are true? What about her and half of the football team? Whores, I don’t need. I don’t want to be second in line, let alone third or fourth. I’ve always been second in line for everything in life and I’m sick and tired of it. Did you realize that I’m not even the first William Wilson?”
“Well yeah. There is your dad.”
“No, I mean when I was born. I was the second of a set of twins. My brother was born and named William Wilson Jr. I guess I didn’t even have a name. An hour or so later, he died. So they passed the name on to me. I got a used name. Always second.”
“I’m sorry, Son. I didn’t realize that.”
“Oh well, the hell with that. I really like Patti, but with us going in opposite directions this summer, I doubt we’d ever be able to get together anyway, so the hell with that too.”
“If you say so. Well, at least you were first in the draft, so keep that close to your chest.”
“Yep, there is that. Baseball’s always been there for me.”
Sonny finished out the night with us and got his things together in the morning in preparation for Coach Morris’ nine o’clock arrival. Sonny carried his bags into the living room as we all wished him a safe trip.
“Well, Son, I guess this is it. When will we see you again?”
“I’m not sure. I don’t know how the schedule will be set up. Plus, I don’t know what my money situation will be. If I do get the chance to come home, I don’t know where I’ll be staying. I sure as hell can’t go home again.”
“Sonny, you’ll always have a home here. Just let us know, and our door will always be open to you,” Dad declared.
“Thanks, Mr. H.” Just then, a horn sounded outside. “Well, there’s my ride. Hey folks, thanks for all you did for me. You know how much I appreciate everything.” He gave Mom a hug and said, “Thanks, Mrs. H., for your understanding and your great meals. They were as good as my mom’s.”
“Oh, why thank you, William,” Mom remarked after being fed the surprise first-class compliment. “That was very sweet of you to say. You just take care of yourself,” she said as she gave him a peck on the cheek.
“Mr. H.,” Sonny said, as he offered his hand in a handshake. “Thanks for not coming down too hard on me for all of the stupid things I did.”
“What? Sonny, you were a model citizen, compared to some people,” Dad said as he glanced good-naturedly at me. “You just be the best you can be.”
“Thanks, Mr. H.” Sonny just looked over at me. “Russ, we’ve been through a lot together.”
“From age three on up, we’ve gotten into about everything two guys can get into,” I said, grinning.
“Yeah. Remember that time when we . . .”
The horn was sounded once again out front.
“Well, I guess this is it, for real this time. Thanks everybody for making my rocky path a little smoother. You all take care.”
“Have fun, Sonny. Take care, son,” we said in unison.
With that, Sonny walked out to the car, and Coach Morris helped load the luggage. When both were seated and the car put into gear, Sonny waved to us on our front stoop one last time as they pulled away down the narrow lane. For me, it was naturally a sad parting. I just lost a best friend, but I also feared for Sonny’s future. I doubted there would be another Russ where he was going.
“Coach, I really appreciate this. I don’t know how I would get by without you,” he said as they drove past the Wilson home.
“Ah, just glad to be of service, me boy,” he replied using his concocted Irish brogue. Coach was a good-natured fellow, and was always joking around like that. “I like to see my guys get ahead. I’m looking forward to seeing you in the bigs at Milwaukee in a couple of years.”
“I hope so. I’m going to be so lost, though. I’ve never been away from home for any length of time before. Now I guess I’m basically on my own.”
“Yep, you are on your own now. Get used to it. Don’t let anyone bully you around; be your own man.”
“I’ll try to remember that.”
At the bus station, Coach Morris unloaded Sonny’s gear.
“You should get in Atlanta around nine tonight. You’ll be picked up at the station by a Braves’ representative. He’ll tell you where to go.”
“I’m sure he will.”
“Hey Sonny, don’t worry about anything. Everything will work out. It always does. Just think of this as a new beginning. You’ll be fine.”
CHAPTER FIVE
A Wake-up Call
“A man cannot be too careful in the choice of his enemies.”
—Oscar Wilde
The announcement came over the loudspeaker that the bus for Atlanta was ready to depart. Sonny put his bags on the cart, bade good-bye to Coach Morris, and boarded the bus to seek his fortune, as they used to say. During the trip, Sonny made small talk with the elderly gentleman seated next to him, but spent the majority of the time staring out the window or catching a few winks.
There was a brief stopover in Knoxville, Tennessee, the approximate halfway point, where Sonny was able to take a restroom break and grab a Snickers bar at the counter.
Shortly after nine o’clock that evening, the bus pulled into the Atlanta terminal. Sonny arched his back as he waited for the luggage to be unloaded, then claimed his bags. He looked around for the Braves’ representative who was supposed to pick him up. No one was around, so Sonny took a seat in the waiting area. After three cigarettes, those minutes turned into an hour. Sonny decided to inquire at the ticket counter.
“Excuse me, sir, has anyone from the Atlanta Crackers baseball team stopped by here to pick up a passenger?”
“If they have, I haven’t seen them.”
“Thanks.”
Sonny went back to his seat and decided he had no choice but to wait things out. Another hour passed without any word from the team. Sonny searched for a phone booth and found one just around the corner from his seat. He went inside and closed the door causing the dim light to barely illuminate the enclosure. He searched the directory for an Atlanta Crackers number. Finding one, he put a dime in the phone’s slot and dialed up. There was no answer at that time of night, so Sonny tore the page from the book, shoved it into his pocket, and returned to his seat where he was to spend the rest of the night.
By morning, Sonny was exhausted, angry, and filled with nicotine and caffeine. Just to avoid duplicating a failure, he decided to wait until nine o’clock to phone the team’s office.
He wandered out on the street around eight-thirty a.m. and ran into a food cart operator, an elderly black man with a nearly-finished cigar protruding from the left side of his mouth, who was getting ready to shut down from the day’s breakfast run.
“Hey, sir, how about a couple of those do-nuts for a dime?”
“Sorry, them’ll run you a dime a piece”
“But you’re closing down. Hell, all you’ll do is throw them do-nuts away. I’m offering to take them off your hands, and you can make some money in the process,” Sonny said.
“They cost a dime a piece. That’s the regular price.”
“So you’d rather throw away money than make some? Come on, buddy, give me a break here. I ain’t got much on me. I just got into town.”
“You came into town without enough money to buy a couple of do-nuts? That sure as hell ain’t too smart.”
“At least I’m smart enough to know that when all’s said and done, I’ll earn more money that a damn breakfast cart driver.”
“Yeah, good luck to you, my affluent friend. You’ll need it,” he said, followed by a half-hearted chuckle.
“Stupid spook,” Sonny said aloud as he walked away disgusted.
Sonny made his way back into the terminal and waited for the nine o’clock hour to roll around. The second the clock’s hands were in their proper position, Sonny made a deliberate stride to the phone booth, closed the door, and deposited his ten-cent piece just as he had the night before. Four rings passed until a woman picked up the on the other end.
“Good morning, Atlanta Crackers. How may I direct your call?”
“Uh, scouting personnel, I guess.”
“One moment.”
The line went into a ‘hold’ phase, and Sonny leaned against the side of the booth, scratched his now-greasy head, and waited for a response. Moments became minutes as Sonny Wilson’s impatience was graduating to a state of irate. After five minutes of no response, Sonny slammed the phone down and dug into his pocket for another dime. His palm showed only a nickel and a fistful of pennies.
“Damn, what else?!”
He slammed open the door to the phone booth and walked over to the ticket window and asked the cashier for some change.
“Sorry, we don’t make change,” came the disinterested response.
“Well, where the hell am I supposed to get money for the phone?”
The clerk, not bothering to look up, continued his paperwork and lightly shrugged.
“Damn,” Sonny grumbled as he began to look around. He walked back outside and saw the street vendor still hanging around and talking with an acquaintance. Sonny sheepishly sauntered over to them and waited for a lull in their conversation.
When the vendor noticed him, he beckoned, “Oh, I suppose you came back to insult me some more, huh?”
“No, I just decided to take you up on your offer of a dime a do-nut. Give me a couple.”
“Cart’s closed up now, boy.”
“What, you still had food when you were here a little bit ago.”
“Yep, but I promised those do-nuts for Cleo and his little lady, ain’t that right, Cleo?”
“Oh yeah, yeah. She gets real mean if I don’t bring home no breakfast. Ooh wee, man, you wouldn’t believe her temper. Tell him, Hot.”
“Oh man, when she gets real mad and starts throwing things, I seen Cleo come a running out of his place, head covered and running for his life. Hey, remember that one time when . . .”
“O.K., how much do you what for them!?”
“Well, seems like your desperation puts me in the driver’s seat, don’t it?”
“Right. How much?”
“A buck for the two.”
“Are you out of your mind? They were just a dime a little while ago!”
“Price went up when the demand did.”
“Tell you what, I’ll give you fifty cents for one.”
“Seventy-five cents for just one.”
“This is highway robbery.”
“Hey, you’re wanting to break up a set here. Can’t let that happen. What will Cleo tell his poor wife?” Hot said, with his gap-toothed laugh.
“Here,” an irritated Sonny said. “Give me one, and I want the change in two dimes and a nickel.”
“Ooh, I don’t know if this ‘stupid spook’ can figure that out. Wasn’t it a spook he called me?”
“A spook or a kook. I can never keep those things straight.”
“Which are the dimes and which are the nickels again, Cleo?”
“Uh, I think the nickels is them big ones. No no, not them. Them is quarters.”
“You sure? How ’bout these? Is these nickels?”
“Yeah, they has Indian heads on them. Try them.”
“O.K., here you go, one do-nut, and two of them dimes and one of those nickel things.”
“Give me a break, will you, guys?”
“That’s all I ask for, you know,” the man answered seriously.
Sonny grabbed the pastry and his change and stomped off. The vendor planted a parting shot. “A fool and his money,” followed by laughter.
Sonny wolfed down the now dry, flavorless ring-shaped cake, wiped his hand on his trousers, then entered the phone booth once again. With sticky fingers, he dialed the number he almost knew by heart and waited.
The same woman who earlier answered, once again greeted Sonny with, “Good morning, Atlanta Crackers. How may I direct your call?”
“Don’t hang up!” Sonny insisted. “My name is William Wilson. I was drafted by the Braves’ organization and was supposed to report to camp today here in Atlanta. I’m here in town at the bus station, and one of your people was supposed to pick me up last night and never showed. I’ve been here all night. I need some damn help here!”
“Oh, sir, I’m sorry. What did you say your name was again?”
His teeth clenched, he repeated, “William Wilson.”
“Hmm, let me see. Let me give you to Jerry Shoemaker. He’s in charge of scouting and player development.”
“Please don’t send me to an extension where no one’s at. I’m down to my last dime, please.”
“O.K., sir, hold one moment.”
The phone went dead, and Sonny waited for over a minute. He wasn’t about to give up the line after making it this far. Finally, he heard the phone pick up, and his party was speaking to another person in the room. The man’s voice sounded intense. He finally ended that conversation and began the next with Sonny.
“Yeah, Shoemaker.”
“Yes, this is William Wilson. You folks drafted me as a player in the first round of this year’s draft and I was supposed to report today to the team, but your people didn’t pick me up last night at the bus station. I’ve been here all damn night. What the hell’s your deal? Do you treat everybody like this?”
“Wilson? You’re supposed to report today, right? We’ll get a car down there for you in a short.”
“Thank you.”
Sonny slammed the phone down and went back to the hard wooden bench. He began reflecting on how everybody believed that playing baseball was such a glamorous life. They didn’t even know the half of it. Sonny didn’t even know any of it and wasn’t pleased at all with what he had experienced thus far.
A half an hour had passed when finally, a slender man in his mid to late forties, sporting brown trousers, a creased, white business shirt, and a thin, loosened tie walked into the station.
Jerry announced in a loud voice, “Is there a William Wilton here?”
“That’s Wilson, and yeah, I’ve been here all damn night.”
“Let’s go,” he said while crooking his finger.
“O.K., I accept your apology.”
“You’re new to this game, aren’t you?” he decreed followed with a chuckle. “Come on,” he instructed as he started toward the car.
“If you mean as far as the pros go, yes. Sounds like you are as well.”
“Kid, you’ll find that things in the minors are anything but ritzy. We run on a shoestring budget around here. So do all of the other clubs. It’s the clean white uniforms that fool everyone. Lots of bleach.”
“Where the hell was my ride last night?”
“Hey, we’re busy around here. Sometimes things get buried and forgotten.”
“You forget people?”
“It happens, you know. What did you say your name was again?” he asked as he threw Sonny’s things into the backseat of his car.
“Are you deaf? My name’s Wilson, William Wilson. Is that so damn difficult? I’ll make it easy on you. Everyone calls me Sonny.”
“A chip off the old block, huh?”
“God forbid.”
“Well, Sonny, welcome to Atlanta. I’m Jerry Shoemaker,” he said while extending his hand for a hurried handshake. “I’m sorry for the mix-up.”
Despite their rocky beginning, Sonny really came to like and respect Jerry Shoemaker.
“Oh, yeah, you’re the one I talked to on the phone about an hour ago. The lady said you were the director of player personnel, is that right?”
“Correct.”
“And yet you still take the time to go to the station and greet the new recruits personally? I can respect that.”
“Don’t flatter yourself, kid. I didn’t have a choice. It was either me or Phyllis, and she couldn’t find her butt with both hands. Give her a phone though… I’m the only one around this morning, so I’m it. I also double as gopher, messenger, and team doctor if I can B.S. my way through it. Like I said, things are stretched real thin around here. Get used to it.”
“Not me. I don’t plan to be around here very long. As soon as they see how good I am, they’ll move me to Milwaukee.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Jerry said in-between belly laughs. “That’s what they all say. Let me tell you, only a small percent of those who step on a minor league field ever get to even sit on a major league bench. Don’t count your chickens yet, my friend.” Jerry put the car into gear and left the curb.
“We’ll try and get you set up when we get there, you know, all of the paperwork and things like that.”
“Where am I supposed to stay?”
“Well, you might be able to room with one of the other players. Some of them group up, get a room, and split the costs, you know. You could rent a room at the YMCA. They’re pretty reasonable and just up your alley if you don’t plan to stick around very long. Might be best for you,” Jerry said with a touch of sarcasm.
“Whatever. I just need some place to get away from everything.”
“Oh you’ll get away from everything. Tomorrow, we’re hitting the road to Mobile in a Southern Association game.”
“You don’t give a guy much time to freshen up, do you?”
“Look, you’ll find that the minors are unlike anything you’ve ever been a part of. In high school, when the game was over, you went home and sat down to a nice meal. Around here, you’re on your own. Oh, we do have rules of course, and you’re expected to abide by them, but after the game, your time is yours. And you’ll sometimes find that you have a bit more time on your hands than you know what to do with. That’s when you can get into trouble.”
“So how do you keep your sanity during those times?”
“Practice, practice, practice,” came the response. “You’re trying to make it to the bigs, aren’t you? You’ll find that everyone in this league is like playing an all-star team from back home. Everyone here is the best their school had to offer. You’re now a small fish in a big pond. It all depends how much you’re willing to sacrifice to accomplish your goal,” Jerry declared.
The car turned into the parking lot of Ponce de Leon Ballpark and stopped. “Well, here we are boy: the Ponce. This is where you’ll be playing all of your home games,” he said as he pulled a pack of chewing tobacco out from visor. Shoemaker just stared at the stadium as he dug a clump from the pouch and tucked it into his jaw. “You chew, kid?”
“Uh well, I guess. Sure,” an uneasy Sonny claimed. Jerry handed the pouch over to Sonny, and he did in Rome as the Romans do. A grimace crossed Sonny’s face as he tried to acclimate himself to the vile-tasting weed.
Jerry spit from his car window, wiped his chin, and reflected. “You know, kid, this place has been around for a long time. Lots of ball has been played here. A lot of the greats have stopped by here on their way up the ladder,” he said, followed by another ejection from the window.
Sonny attempted the same maneuver and ended up drooling down the side of Jerry’s car.
“Well, you ready to take a look around the place?”
“Yeah, I guess so,” Sonny said as he opened the car door and stepped out. He became a little unsteady on his feet as the effects of the chew made themselves felt. He placed his hands on the open window of the car as Jerry dragged Sonny’s things out from the backseat.
“You’re turning green, kid,” Jerry remarked followed by a laugh. “Hell, you shouldn’t have said yes if you didn’t mean it. That’s one thing you’ll learn in this phase of your life: Say what you mean, and mean what you say.” Jerry’s laughs continued as he strolled toward the gate.
“This sure as hell ain’t like smoking.”
“You shouldn’t have inhaled,” he said with a chuckle. “Kids.”
Sonny spit out the remainder of his tobacco, tried to clear his dental work with his index finger, and, to the best of his ability, attempted to follow the head of player operations into the park.
“Hey Artie, how about this weather, huh?”
“Morning, Mr. Shoe. A new one?”
“Yeah, another greenhorn. They keep getting younger every day, I’ll tell you what,” he commented with a shake of his head.
Sonny and Jerry continued their walk through the corridors of the old ball yard with Mr. Shoemaker touching on points of interest.
“Right here is the locker room you’ll share with a couple dozen other prospects for your duration,” he said as he dropped Sonny’s luggage at the doorway. “Come on down here.”
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