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Never-ending Acclaim for Fred Chappell’s

I AM ONE OF YOU FOREVER

“I am honestly convinced that Fred Chappell is one of the finest writers of this time, one of the rare and precious few who are truly ’major.’ I think that this is his finest work so far.”

—GEORGE GARRETT

“There is, now and then, a book I want never to end. This is one of those books.”

—MARIAN RAMSEY, Rocky Mountain News

“If comparison were necessary—and, of course, it is not—Chappell could be ranked as a blood brother of Mark Twain.”

—BETSY FANCHER, St. Petersburg Times

“I Am One of You Forever gives us a view of the deep and shining life beneath the commonplace; the language flat-out sings and what we hear are the bright-dark, old things of our shared humanity speaking their new, unforgettable names.”

—CHUCK SULLIVAN, Charlotte Observer

“It is an amazing piece of work.”

—MIKE MAYO, Roanoke Times & World News

“A gifted spinner of fictions that often verge on the tall tale, Chappell broods teasingly here on the nature of fabulation itself.”

—Publishers Weekly

“The action is beautifully paced and proportioned, and the novel’s economy is but one of its virtues. The idiom, not only of the narrator but of each character, is fully realized. Here is language, especially the spoken word, at its finest…. I Am One of You Forever should be reread for its rollicking humor, its poetry, its delicate exploration of the initiation theme, and for its acute evocation of place.”

—Sewanee Review
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I Am One of You
Forever


The Overspill

Then there was one brief time when we didn’t live in the big brick house with my grandmother but in a neat two-storey green-shingled white house in the holler below. It was two storeys if you stood at the front door; on the other side it was three storeys, the ground floor a tall basement garage.

The house was surrounded by hills to the north and east and south. Directly above us lay the family farm and my grandmother’s house. Two miles behind the south hill was the town of Tipton, where the Challenger Paper and Fiber Corporation smoked eternally, smudging the Carolina mountain landscape for miles. A small creek ran through our side yard, out of the eastern hills. The volume of the creek flow was controlled by Challenger; they had placed a reservoir up there, and the creek water was regulated by means of the spillway.

At this time my mother was visiting her brother in California. Uncle Luden was in trouble again, with a whole different woman this time. Maybe my mother could help; it was only 5,000 miles round trip by train.

So my father and I had to fumble along as best we could.

Despite the extra chores, I found it exciting. Our friendship took a new and stronger turn, became something of a mild conspiracy. New sets of signals evolved between us. We met now on freshly neutral ground somewhere between my boyhood and his boyishness, and for me it was a heady rise in status. We were clumsy housekeepers, there were lots of minor mishaps, and the tag-line we formulated soonest was: “Let’s just not tell Mama about this one.” I adored that thought.

He was always dreaming up new projects to please her and during her absence came up with one of masterful ambition.

Across the little creek, with its rows of tall willows, was a half-acre of fallow ground considered unusable because of marshiness and the impenetrable clot of blackberry vines in the south corner. My father now planned it as a garden, already planted before she returned.

We struggled heroically. I remember pleasantly the destruction of the vines and the cutting of the drainage ditch neat and straight into the field. The ground was so soft that we could slice down with our spades and bring up squares of dark blue mud and lay them along side by side. They gleamed like tile. Three long afternoons completed the ditch, and then my father brought out the big awkward shoulder scythe and whetted the blade until I could hear it sing on his thumb-ball when he tested it. And then he waded into the thicket of thorny vine and began slashing. For a long time nothing happened, but finally the vines began to fall back, rolling up in tangles like barbarous handwriting. With a pitchfork I worried these tangles into a heap. Best of all was the firing, the clear yellow flame and the sizzle and snap of the vine-ribs and thorns, and the thin black smoke rising above the new-green willows. The delicious smell of it.

After this we prepared the ground in the usual way and planted. Then we stood at the edge of our garden, admiring with a full tired pride the clean furrows and mounded rows of earth.

But this was only a part of the project. It was merely a vegetable garden, however arduously achieved, and we planted a garden every year. My father wanted something else, decorative, elegant in design, something guaranteed to please a lady.

The weather held good and we started next day, hauling two loads of scrap lumber from one of the barns. He measured and we sawed and planed. He hummed and whistled as he worked and I mostly stared at him when not scurrying to and fro, fetching and carrying. He wouldn’t, of course, tell me what we were building.

On the second day it became clear. We were constructing a bridge. We were building a small but elaborate bridge across the little creek that divided the yard and the garden, a stream that even I could step over without lengthening my stride. It was ambitious: an arched bridge with handrails and a latticework arch on the garden side enclosing a little picket gate.

He must have been a handy carpenter. To me the completed bridge appeared marvelous. We had dug deep on both sides to sink the locust piers, and the arch above the stream, though not high, was unmistakably a rainbow. When I walked back and forth across the bridge I heard and felt a satisfactory drumming. The gate latch made a solid cluck and the gate arch, pinned together of old plaster lath, made me feel that in crossing the bridge I was entering a different world, not simply going into the garden.

He had further plans for the latticework. “Right here,” he said, “and over here, I’ll plant tea roses to climb up the lattice. Then you’ll see.”

We whitewashed it three times. The raw lumber sparkled. We walked upstream to the road above the yard and looked at it, then walked downstream to the edge of the garden and looked at it. We saw nothing we weren’t prideful about.

He went off in our old Pontiac and returned in a half hour. He parked in the driveway and got out. “Come here,” he said. We sat in the grass on the shoulder of the culvert at the edge of the road. “I’ve been to the store,” he said. He pulled a brown paper sack from his pocket. Inside I found ten thimble-shaped chocolate mints, my favorite. From another pocket he produced a rolled band of bright red silk.

“Thank you,” I said. “What’s that?”

“We want her to know it’s a present, don’t we? So we’ve got to tie a ribbon on it. We’ll put it right there in the middle of the handrail.” He spooled off two yards of ribbon and cut it with his pocket knife. “Have to make a big one so she can see it from up here in the road.”

I chewed a mint and observed his thick horny fingers with the red silk.

It was not to be. Though I was convinced that my father could design and build whatever he wished—the Brooklyn Bridge, the Taj Mahal—he could not tie a bow in this broad ribbon. The silk crinkled and knotted and slipped loose; it simply would not behave. He growled in low tones like a bear trying to dislodge a groundhog from its hole. “I don’t know what’s the matter with this stuff,” he said.

Over the low mumble of his words I heard a different rumble, a gurgle as of pebbles pouring into a broad still pool. “What’s that?” I asked.

“What’s what?”

“What’s that noise?”

He stopped ruining the ribbon and sat still as the sound grew louder. Then his face darkened and veins stood out in his neck and forehead. His voice was quiet and level now. “Those bastards.”

“Who?”

“Those Challenger Paper guys. They’ve opened the floodgates.”

We scrambled up the shoulder into the road.

As the sound got louder it discomposed into many sounds: lappings, bubblings, rippings, undersucks, and splashovers. Almost as soon as we saw the gray-brown thrust of water emerge from beneath the overhanging plum tree, we felt the tremor as it slammed against the culvert, leaping up the shoulder and rolling back. On the yard side it shot out of the culvert as out of a hose. In a few seconds it had overflowed the low creek banks and streamed gray-green along the edge of the yard, furling white around the willow trunks. Debris—black sticks and leaves and grasses—spun on top of the water, and the gullet of the culvert rattled with rolling pebbles.

Our sparkling white bridge was soiled with mud and slimy grasses. The water driving into it reached a gray arm high into the air and slapped down. My father and I watched the hateful battering of our work, our hands in our pockets. He still held the red ribbon and it trickled out of his pocket down his trouser leg. The little bridge trembled and began to shake. There was one moment when it sat quite still, as if it had gathered resolve and was fighting back.

And then on the yard side it wrenched away from the log piers, and when that side headed downstream the other side tore away too, and we had a brief glimpse of the bridge parallel in the stream like a strange boat and saw the farthest advance of the flood framed in the quaint lattice arch. The bridge twirled about and the corners caught against both banks and it went over on its side, throwing up the naked underside of the planks like a barn door blown shut. Water piled up behind this damming and finally poured over and around it, eating at the borders of the garden and lawn.

My father kept saying over and over, “Bastards bastards bastards. It’s against the law for them to do that.”

Then he fell silent.

I don’t know how long we stared downstream before we were aware that my mother had arrived. When we first saw her she had already got out of the taxi, which sat idling in the road. She looked odd to me, wearing a dress I had never seen, and a strange expression—half amused, half vexed—crossed her face. She looked at us as if she’d caught us doing something naughty.

My father turned to her and tried to speak. “Bastards” was the only word he got out. He choked and his face and neck went dark again. He gestured toward the swamped bridge and the red ribbon fluttered in his fingers.

She looked where he pointed and, as I watched, understanding came into her face, little by little. When she turned again to face us she looked as if she were in pain. A single tear glistened on her cheek, silver in the cheerful light of midafternoon.

My father dropped his hand and the ribbon fluttered and trailed in the mud.

The tear on my mother’s cheek got larger and larger. It detached from her face and became a shiny globe, widening outward like an inflating balloon. At first the tear floated in air between them, but as it expanded it took my mother and father into itself. I saw them suspended, separate but beginning to drift slowly toward one another. Then my mother looked past my father’s shoulder, looked through the bright skin of the tear, at me. The tear enlarged until at last it took me in too. It was warm and salt. As soon as I got used to the strange light inside the tear, I began to swim clumsily toward my parents.


One / The Good Time

The first time my father met Johnson Gibbs they fought like tomcats. My father was still feisty in 1940—he was thirty years old—and restless, maybe a little wild beneath the yoke of my mother’s family. He truly had married not only my mother but my grandmother as well, and also the mule and the two elderly horses and the cows and chickens and the two perilous-looking barns and the whole rocky hundred acres of Carolina mountain farm.

The sheer amount of labor was enormous. The corn, for instance. Three huge fields stretched in the bottomland on both sides of Trivet Creek toward Ember Mountain. Even standing above in the hillside road, you couldn’t see the ends of these fields.

Evidences of toil lay scattered about the barns: old hoes with handles broken off or split down the grain, with blades rounded off to cookie shapes. My father dislodged one from a corner to show me; the blade was no bigger than a jar lid. “Look at that,” he said. “You don’t think your grandma got her money’s worth out of this hoe?” He flung it in disgust and it flew up clattering against the long tobacco tier-poles, scattering sparrows out of the barn eaves.

But the hoeing that was agonizing tedium for us seemed none so hard for her. The three of us would begin hoeing rows at the same time. I was ten years old and was soon left behind. In ten minutes my grandmother would have pulled ahead of my father; in half an hour she would have lapped him, coming back the other way on a new row, and clucking like a guinea hen. “You boys better hurry along now. Don’t know but it might rain soon.”

My father would give her an unbelieving stare, lean on his hoe until she passed, and then dig savagely, swinging like a lone Saracen knight fighting off Christians.

But no matter how hard the three of us labored, the farm was too much; and so we came to meet Johnson Gibbs.

I can’t say how the arrangement was made. Johnson was eighteen years old and had come from an orphanage to live with us on the farm. Perhaps it wasn’t entirely legal. My father put it that Johnson had been as good as sold into bondage down in Egypt land and that if he were wise he’d head back to the orphanage and lock and double-bolt his door so my grandmother couldn’t get at him.

He was a big handsome red-faced man with an easy temperament. He smiled easily and blushed—which made his red face look positively fiery—and he seemed to have an endless supply of chewing gum and a talent for cracking it loudly. I knew he liked me because he tousled my hair and gave me gum. The Beechnut was his way of disarming strangers. He was a young man who had been mistreated. We found out later that his parents were drunkards, that Johnson had been taken to the orphanage for his own protection.

My mother—who was no help at the farm, since she taught school all day—took to him immediately. She loved boys—that was probably a big reason she married my father. She loved most of all boys who were quiet and cheerful and well-mannered, as Johnson was. And he was good-looking besides. When my mother was introduced to him her hands went automatically to her hips, smoothing her skirt.

Johnson’s eyes were of a light blue color, and when he met my father they became lighter, almost transparently blue. His smile tightened, a quick animal reaction. There would be conflict between them—that was inevitable—but the introduction went off affably enough, and took place on a Sunday.

They didn’t fight until the next day. It was a law woven into the fabric of the universe that these two young men were going to have at it; and Monday was as good a day as the Lord ever made.

They began in the road in front of the barn, continued down into the mucky cow lot, and over the fence, tumbled down the hill into the cornfield, then rampaged through the field into Trivet Creek, and it ended there in the thigh-deep water. In my school playground we would have called it a fair fight, no gouging or biting and not much kicking, but a great deal of awkward punching and grunty wrestling. My grandmother called it hog-wallering.

The predictable result was that they became inseparable friends. There they sat in the creek, torn, bleeding, smeared with mud and cow manure, laughing in companionable lunacy. They laughed and splashed one another and then began washing themselves in the muddy creek water. They floundered up the slick bank and, both on all fours, shook water from themselves like puppies. My father barked like a little squeak-dog, and Johnson began to laugh anew.

My grandmother and I were staring transfixed from the upper road. “Lord a-mercy,” she said. “Just look what them crazy boys done. Your daddy’s worse than that other one. Don’t he understand he’s a grown man with a family? And him acting like a shirttail youngun without a lick.”

She described truly, then and after. My father seemed no older than Johnson, not really much older than I was. We three males might have been the same age. The women in the family represented good sense and authority and our rebellion against the situation formed us into a tight high-spirited company. The time soon came when we could hardly look at one another without grinning.

“What were they fighting about?” I asked her.

“To see which was the silliest, and it was a draw. Would you just look what they done?”

Two sections of the cow lot fence were torn away, the ragweed and jewelweed on the hillside flattened. They had trampled a shaggy roadway through the corn, the knee-high stalks lying broken and shiny where they oozed juice.

“Got brains as big as June peas,” she said.

They were coming back through the field now, still laughing. Their progress faltered when they got to the bottom of the hill and looked up into the roadway where she stood. It was easy to guess what they dreaded.

“I ought to take a tobacco stick to both of them.”

They arrived and stood looking down at the gravel while she scolded. “Ain’t there enough work around here, you want to go and make more for us?”

My father turned and surveyed the broken fence, the trampled corn. He sighed, then brightened. “We’ll get it done now we got ole Johnson here,” he said.

“I pray so,” she said.

Her prayer was about half answered. Johnson was a willing and cheerful laborer, and as strong as he looked. But he was easily led astray, and my father was born to lead him there. Conspiracies bloomed between them like thistles along a fencerow. It soon became clear that they would do the work, all right, but that they would streamline it, discarding all my grandmother’s intricate little prescriptions. No more hilling the corn with meticulous care. And if something needed repair, they would get the tools and repair it; no more propping gates and doors with fanciful arrangements of rocks and board ends. When milking time came they led the cows to the stalls and milked them, forgoing the traditional protocol of having Red and Daisy in first to milk, and then Little Jersey and Blossom.

They did the work and claimed it was done. She claimed it was only half done; but now for the first time in her life, perhaps, she was overmatched. And when there was nothing to do they were by God not working. It vexed my grandmother’s conscience to see someone sit down and take an easy smoke. The sight of someone not working for a moment or two caused great catalogs of useless tasks to fret her mind, and she would send the idler to oil doorlatches or soak milk strainers or to find a length of twine just so long.

“While you’re setting there you could at least swat some of these flies,” she said.

My father said, “Who swats flies in a barn?”

He now produced instruments of idleness and perdition. He persuaded my mother to procure a baseball and a couple of broken-down gloves from her high school and he and Johnson stood in the road playing catch. They were owlishly serious about their games of catch, zinging the ball hard and sharp.

But the work did get done. The weeds no longer stood as tall as the corn, the alfalfa was pitched into the barns before the summer showers came to rot it on the ground, the milk was set out in time for the Pet Dairy pickup, the tobacco was suckered, wormed, and topped in due season. All this in spite of that infernal baseball and the other deviltry.

We had a dozen or so pullets in those years, and we would come across thumb-sized eggs in the grass everywhere. My father found a use for them. In the big brick house was a room—she called it a “sun parlor”—which my grandmother forbade us to enter on pain of her most fearsome displeasure. Here she entertained her infrequent formal company, the preacher, or ladies from her Bible Circle. Here she kept hidden away—though of course my father found it early on—the huge box of deluxe chocolates that Uncle Luden had brought to her from foreign parts, from St. Louis or Memphis or Asheville.

My father sneaked Johnson and me into the sun parlor on tiptoe and showed us the candy. “How’s this for fancy?” he asked. Each candy lay shining in colored foil wrappers, bright green, red, gold, purple, nested in the velveteen-lined box. Only a few pieces were missing.

“Fancy, I reckon. Looks good enough to eat,” Johnson said.

“Looks can be deceiving,” my father said. “We’ll be doing Grandma a favor, I reckon, if we test this stuff.” He handed each of us a piece and we unwrapped them and ate in awed silence. Mine was a maple cream, and I’ve never tasted anything so good since that delicious hour.

“Now give me back those wrappers,” he said, and when we did he took three fragile pullet eggs from his pockets, wrapped them in the red and green foil, and replaced them in their little nests. “Does that look okay?”

“Can’t tell the difference,” Johnson said. “Not by a frog hair.”

He looked at me. I nodded, round-eyed. Conspiracy loomed out of the air everywhere.

We didn’t stop until we’d eaten a good two-thirds of the box over the weeks, carefully substituting the disguised pullet eggs.

Then one Sunday afternoon two of my grandmother’s Bible Circle friends, two chattering bespectacled ladies, came to call and she took them into the sun parlor. We knew we were caught, and the three of us met in earnest conclave behind the corncrib. Johnson counseled that we move to Australia; he’d heard that there was a lot of dairy farming in Australia.

“Hell with farming forever,” my father said.

“Go to Europe, then,” Johnson said. “See what them French women look like, what you hear all the talk about.”

“Don’t you know there’s a war in Europe?”

Johnson nodded solemnly. He was eighteen years old; he knew about the war in Europe. “What’re we going to do then?”

“We’ll stand and face the music. You ain’t afraid of an old woman, are you?” “Yes.”

My father looked up into the top of a black oak tree. “Me too,” he said. Then he brightened. “But say, wouldn’t you like to be in that sun parlor now to see their faces?”

Johnson grinned. “Yes.”

My father instructed me to peep around the crib toward the house and tell what was coming.

“Nothing,” I said.

They rolled cigarettes and smoked and looked at one another, smiling thin smiles. It seemed they wanted to laugh aloud but had better not; it would be bad luck.

“What do you think?” my father asked.

“I think we’re pure fools to still be in this county,” Johnson said.

“I wonder what’s happening.”

I peered around the crib again and reported that my grandmother was indeed coming.

“Let me have a look,” Johnson said. He stuck his head out and pulled it quickly back. “She’s coming, all right.”

“How’s she look?” my father asked. “Does she look mad? I mean, does she look real real real mad?”

“She looks like she’s carrying a shotgun,” Johnson said.

“Well then, I’m satisfied she’s a little upset.”

“Which way?” Johnson asked.

My father closed his eyes, deliberating like a prime minister. “Due east, I’d say.”

And with that they took off running like ponies before wildfire. They leaped across the brooklet at the bottom of the slope, vaulted over the barbwire fence on the other side, and tore through the hillside of ragweed at amazing speed.

When my grandmother reached the corncrib she was calm and smiling; she was carrying not a shotgun but one of my grandfather’s black-varnished walking canes. “Where’s them trifling boys at?” she asked.

“They went off somewhere,” I said.

“Yes, I expect they did,” she said. She looked down at me fondly. “You weren’t any part of these trashy doings, were you, Jess?”

In the past weeks I had learned a lot. “Part of what doings?” I asked.

“I didn’t think so,” she said. She patted my head.

My grandmother foretold that they would return when they got good and hungry, and they did. They had to be hungry to eat the meals that came to their plates. My mother and grandmother and I ate very well indeed, never better. Fresh cornbread and tomatoes and fried okra and chicken and biscuits with sawmill gravy. But my father and Johnson ate eggs three times a day. They got fried eggs, scrambled eggs, boiled eggs, eggs any old how, for breakfast, dinner, and supper. When we worked in the back fields their paper bags held greasy egg sandwiches.

“Say, Johnson,” asked my father, “do you ever have a strange craving these days to scratch dust and cluck?”

“I have stopped dreaming about the underwear girls in the Sears catalog,” Johnson said. “When I lay down to sleep, it’s all pork chops.”

Finally one evening they did get pork chops, which was the signal my grandmother was making peace with them. Better than that, even, was that she gave us a brief account of the society news. “Ellen Louise and Mary ain’t too certain about their storebought teeth,” she said. “They’re afraid to eat hard candy or chewy candy that will pull their plates loose. So they set there and squeezed all them pullet eggs in the candy box and they would break and smear their white gloves and the box got all runny. I saw what it was right from the first, but they just kept on. They must have busted I guess twenty of them eggs.”

Johnson and my father looked hard at the tablecloth; their faces got redder and redder.

“Now I know you boys didn’t eat all that candy at one go. Because some of them eggs had been there for a while. A lot of them eggs were spoiled.”

“Spoiled?” My father sounded like there was a stone in his throat.

“Spoiled rotten,” she said.

“Smell bad?” he asked.

“Awfullest smell there is.”

At this, Johnson and my father burst from the table, overturning their chairs, and rushed outdoors. We heard them laughing out there under the walnut trees, laughter so explosive it sounded like light bulbs popping.

My grandmother sat where she was, but tears streaked down her cheeks.

My mother asked her if she was all right.

“I’m all right,” she said, “but I wasn’t going to laugh in front of them. If they seen me laughing, Lord only knows what they’d do next time.” She reached and patted me on the head again. “Don’t you never grow up to be like them two,” she said.

“No ma’am,” I said, promising myself that I was going to grow up to be exactly like them two.

Johnson roomed with me in the bedroom at the top of the stairs of the old brick house. It was exciting to have a roommate, someone to talk to in the dark when the wind moved the big oak branches across the windows and stars winked through the leaves one at a time. I slept in the iron bed against the south wall and he in the tall wooden bed on the other side of the dormer.

We lay staring into our separate darknesses and I asked Johnson to tell me a ghost story. What better hour for one?

“I ain’t no hand at ghostally tales,” he said. “Hunting, fishing, baseball: that’s my line. I go for he-man stuff.”

“Tell me a hunting story then. In the jungle.”

And he obliged, but he wasn’t much hand at jungle stories either. I was ten years old and knew for a fact that tigers didn’t prey on kangaroos. He left out so many important details that I had to keep interrupting with questions.

“Wait a minute. How did the crocodile get up on the swinging bridge?”

“Why, he crawled up the bank. How else would he get up there?”

“Yes, but you had him pinned to a tree trunk with a spear through his nose. How did he get loose from that?”

“He just shook his head like a big dog till he come loose. You going to let me tell this story?”

“Sure, go on. I was just wondering.”

“All right, then… Where was I at?”

“On the swinging footbridge with a mean gorilla at one end and the crocodile coming at you from the other. How did you get out of that?”

“I jumped in the river.”

“You jumped in a river full of rocks one thousand feet straight down? You’d’ve been mashed like a bug.”

“Well, I would’ve been,” he said, “but there was a flood come along and filled the river up. I didn’t have to jump no more than two hundred feet, I guess it was.”

“It was a mighty quick flood.”

“It was a great big old flash flood and a lucky thing for me. I floated along on it as easy as you please till I come to a nice big dry rock ledge and grabbed on and started climbing out. Only trouble was, there was a great big old snake sunning hisself on the rock. Big old boa constrictor snake about twenty yards long, and he struck at me like a flash of lightning…”

I turned on my side and fell asleep in utter disgust.

If Johnson was rather frail with jungle stories in the dark, he made up for it with his baseball stories in the daylight. He used to be star pitcher for the orphanage team, he told me, and by his own account the most stupefying phe-nom on either side of the Mason-Dixon. “They marched to the plate whistling a tune and slunk back cussing a blue streak,” he said. “They never got good wood on me and only bad wood when I wanted to give my fielders something to do. I had them looking every place but where the ball was. I had them hypnotized, hornswoggled, and hooligated. They prayed rain on when I was going to pitch and I prayed it off again.”

I balked at Johnson’s boa constrictors but swallowed his pitching stories like they’d been soaked in hot lard. “Show me one more time how you grip that pitch,” I said.

“Which one?” he asked. “I got so many I can’t keep track of half.” He scrunched his fingertips together on the edge of a seam and laid the ball in the heel of his palm. “This one here is what I call my Drunkard’s Fancy. There ain’t no way to hit this pitch because there ain’t no way to expect where it’ll be. Just somewhere around the plate is all you can count on. I seen many a heavy hitter jerk his backbone in a knot trying to get at it.”

He had a cornucopia of pitches, all right, and enough names for them to fill a telephone book. Besides the Drunkard’s Fancy, there was the Submarine Surprise, the Blue Flash, the Blitzkrieg, the Snaky Shaker, King of the Hill, Shortstop’s Delight, Hole-in-the-Bucket, the Step-Away-Lively, the Chin Music Special, the Simplified Bat Dodger and the Advanced Bat Dodger, Easy Roller, Sissie’s Powderpuff, Slow Boat to China, the Rare-Back-&-Letter-Rip, and of course there was always and finally, Old Reliable. There were others too, but I got lost in the thicket of them.

I tried to grip some of these pitches the way he showed me, but my hand must have been too small. It was amazing the number of awkward ways Johnson could take hold of our old tobacco-stained, chipped horsehide.

“I don’t see how you can hold it like that and get anything on it,” I said.

“All in the wrist,” he told me. “I got a wrist snap like a bear trap. And the arm. I got an arm half steel and half rubber. It’s a great blessing because I can hurl these pitches for a hundred years and never do my arm the least bit of damage.”

I was highly impressed by whatever he said about pitching, partly because I’d never heard anyone use the word hurl before. I’d never heard hooligate either; and haven’t since. I was so impressed, in fact, that I carried these stories to my father, who appeared to consider them thoughtfully before approaching Johnson.

“Jess tells me you’re a pretty fair country pitcher,” he said.

Johnson didn’t back off a smidgin. “I didn’t tell him the half of it,” he said. “I didn’t want to seem like I was bragging, but I can throw a baseball through a brick wall or around it or over it or under it.”

“No, you wouldn’t want to brag,” my father said. “I hear bragging swells up your head and makes your eyes bug out.”

“I heard that too,” Johnson said. “I heard that bragging weakens a man down so much he don’t even enjoy shoveling horseshit no more.”
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