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Reviews of The Life and Times of the Last Kid Picked


“The Life and Times of the Last Kid Picked is a classic comic memoir. It has a wonderful combination of instantly recognizable truths and Tom Sawyer-like tall tales. Any former child, or present one, will enjoy this book.”


— James Fallows, The Atlantic


“Benjamin grew up in… the era when there were no “play dates” or peewee leagues or parent-supervised tournaments. There was just “outside.”


“Outside is where parents summarily sent kids, singly or with siblings, to get them the heck out of the house. After school, during vacations and, of course, through the endless days of summer, kids found their unfettered way into the woods, swamps, fields, swimming holes and empty lots around town. Maybe they played ball. Maybe they rode bikes. Maybe they went fishing. If they were whacked by a ball, skinned their knees or got fingers chomped by a snapping turtle, nobody reacted with much surprise, and nobody—nobody—filed a lawsuit…


“… The book is pungent with vivid writing, perhaps nowhere more so than the account of what happens when he discovers that a washtub full of dying tadpoles on his back porch is turning into a foul kettle of fish. Faced with eliminating the resulting eye-watering, stomach-churning frog soup, he and his brother arrive at a neat solution that is, come to think of it, anything but that…


“… Benjamin reminds us that there are worst things than being the last kid picked—after all, there are some kids who are never picked at all. He makes us sad to realize that, in the name of safety and scheduling, kids have lost a great deal of the spontaneity and adventurousness of those not-so-long ago but so very, very different days.”


— Carole Goldberg, Hartford Courant


“It is not just Benjamin’s uncanny ability to describe his memories that makes this book ring true. He also possesses an acute, dry wit that illuminates his writing throughout, giving readers the world of childhood filtered through the adult mind.”


— Library Journal


“David Benjamin’s funny, quirky, entirely engaging memoir of growing up in 1950s Wisconsin is a small treasure. It’s full of the big heartbreak of tiny lives, the salty give-and-take of being a kid on the threshold, making the team but losing the faith of sweet innocence. Do yourself a favor: pull up an arnchair and take a trip back there. You won’t regret the journey.”


— James Dodson, author of The Road to Somewhere


“In a narrative voice that sounds like Penrod equipped with a few cuss words, Benjamin deftly depicts the world of kids (i.e., boys) and girls, of classmates and cousins, of bullies and sidekicks…


“… Skinny Benjamin, the poor parochial school odd-kid-out from a broken home, strained mightily for school and Savior. We can see him, portrayed by Master Rockwell, fairly leaping off a Saturday Evening Post cover. His evocative memoir, part Patrick McManus and more Jean Shepherd, has enough fun and wit to play with either, last kid no more.”


— Kirkus Reviews


“[Benjamin] recalls, both wistfully and comically, a time when moms kicked kids out of the house in the morning and welcomed them back only to feed them and put them to bed, when the lives of adults and kids did not intersect unless the latter came home bleeding.”


— The Denver Post


“Being the final choice of the playground’s “alpha males” was not an indignity to him but a mark of the natural order. Harassment and humiliation for dropping pop flies just came with the territory, blows absorbed without resentment…


“… This was all part of what Benjamin considered the code of kid existence. Drawing inspiration from TV’s Paladin, of ‘Have Gun, Will Travel,’ young Benjamin pictured himself a loner on a mission, a noble outcast who never expects help or sympathy. This sounds like a scenario begging for both, but Benjamin’s tales of pickup ball or fetid-pond fishing are, for the most part, richly hilarious. He retains a little boy’s flair for spinning epics from anecdotes, and he applies to it an adult’s taste for irony. Don’t read this at bedtime. Your laughter might wake up the kids, and they have a big day tomorrow…”


— Chuck Twardy, Atlanta Journal-Constitution


“Benjamin recalls his childhood mishaps and adventures with unjaded precision and genuine charm, a rare combination.” — Chicago Tribune


“[Benjamin]’s the real deal—a grownup kid with a razor-sharp memory, a wicked wit, and a ribald way with poignant, hysterical anecdotes.”


— Fort Myers Magazine
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To five lifelong friends,


Dick Albright, Bob Blumreich, Barry Chudakov,
Ray Keener and Scott Rothney, with whom
every game was a battle of wits.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Tomah is a real place.


The people in this story, like Koscal, Overacker, Feeney, Buster the dog and my late, beloved sister Peg, are (or were) real people. However, I’ve changed names and identities liberally, and most of the characters with these aliases will have a hard time figuring out who they are in the story.


The events in this story really happened … sort of. When this book was first published, in 2002, by Random House, the publisher told booksellers that it’s a “memoir.” The booksellers, however, chose usually to store it on their “U.S. History” shelves. Neither choice really captured the book’s drift, which I tend to sum up as a “memory dump with fictional embellishments.”


You see, I learned storytelling from my main grandfather, Archie Benjamin, who appears here as “Papa.” As one of Tomah’s foremost Saturday-morning raconteurs, Papa understood that any tale worth telling usually turns out better if you don’t spin it exactly how it happened, or necessarily in the right order. The absolutely true story typically ends with a letdown and someone asking, “Is that all?”


It’s better, according to Papa’s example, to let it flow from your memory, backward and forward, at its own pace and of its own accord. And then, what if there are dead spots here or blanks to fill?


Why else did God give every kid an imagination?


Or, as Anthony Burgess wrote, in his 1966 introduction to Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, “Real events give him a good fictional beginning, but strict adherence to truth would not have given him a good end.” [image: ]
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INTRODUCTION


A PERFECT DAY


Not counting barehands softball at recess, and backyard wiffleball, my first formal baseball game (nine guys on a side, everybody wearing a mitt, no electrical tape on the ball) was at a father-and-son picnic for the St. Mary’s School “servers” (the diocese’s preferred term for altar boys). I stood out from the crowd because I was the kid without a father. In the Fifties, in Wisconsin, especially among Catholics, divorce was a curiosity that appeared mainly in movies condemned by the Legion of Decency, and, occasionally, on “The Edge of Night”—a daytime drama that came on at 3:30 in the afternoon, causing my grandmother to turn off the stove, abandon her rugsweeper and unravel in front of the Motorola. There were, in fact, children of divorce in Tomah other than my sister and brother and me. These included the Dugan kids over on Jackson Street and the Robertses, who lived up on Kilbourn across from the Sherman House, Tomah’s only serious hotel. All of us, otherwise indistinguishable in color and odor from non-divorced kids, were universally sighed over as unruly and ill-fated because our mothers—who worked (usually as cocktail waitresses)—had frequent conversations with a range of men that overstepped the community’s threshold of seemliness.


The best way to spot one of us broken-homers was to organize some parent-intensive event like the St. Mary’s father-son picnic, where my dadlessness made me stick out like a stork at the smorgasbord. Still, by late fifth grade, when the servers’ game occurred, at a roadside park over in Sparta, I was pretty well adapted to my stigma. Dad’s customary absence wasn’t the thing that struck me as odd that day. But something was strange, and I couldn’t put my finger on it. I don’t guess I caught on ’til about thirty years later.


The game, because it involved all the St. Mary’s servers, included every grade from fifth through eighth. This in itself was weird. Normally, kids didn’t cross grade lines in sports. Fifth played with fifth, sixth with sixth and so forth. However, every summer, with school out, games got organized by neighborhood rather than by grade, and age guidelines were waived. The fathers-servers game was a similar exception. I was a little scared of the eighth-graders, but this was normal. Since time immemorial, eighth-graders have been one of nature’s most terrifying phenomena. Dinosaurs, when they roamed the earth, steered clear of eighth-graders.


It wasn’t surprising, either, that I was the least competent player on the field that day. I lived in mortal fear of the dread “hardball.” Right up to the day before the servers‘ picnic, I had never owned any baseball stuff. The news that the featured event of the picnic would be a baseball game plunged me into an abyss of consternation, confusion, anxiety and diarrhea. Not only had I never played hardball, I was not equipped to do so.


I had no glove.


I spent a day begging Mom to buy me a glove. She spent that very day reminding me that we were broke, that she had about eight dollars to tide us over ’til the end of the month, and this was only the 10th. Subsequently, I prowled the stores downtown, Burris’ dime store and the Ben Franklin, the Tomah Hardware, the Coast-to-Coast and S&H Hardware, and, of course, the magnificent Tomah Cash Mercantile Co., hunting for a baseball glove that could possibly fit into a budget of no money at all. The best I could find was a sort of baseball glove caricature—a webless, rigid oven mitt vaguely reminiscent of the leathery device I’d seen worn by Dan Dailey in a movie bio of Dizzy Dean and the 1934 Gashouse Gang. I found this artifact at Steele’s Rexall Drug, sharing a neglected shelf with barrettes, notepads, clip-on sunglasses, rubber change purses, swimming goggles, plastic rain scarves and a deceased spider. The price was 99 cents.


Less than a buck for a baseball glove! This was almost free. Up Superior Avenue at the Coast-to-Coast, Wilson gloves and MacGregors were going for almost $10. Of course, the gloves at the Coast-to-Coast actually folded in the middle. This one, after I’d managed to work my left hand inside, offered roughly the same flexibility as a plaster cast. I could bend it slightly but the effort required two hands, straining from both inside and outside. Using this mitt in an actual game would be like wandering the outfield with a dinner plate strapped to my hand.


Still, 99 cents!


I could oil it down, soak it overnight, soften it up. Make it work. Sure!


The thing was, the money. Mom had made it clear: her well was dry. My personal treasury consisted of a nickel and two pennies. This left me no choice but to negotiate with Bill, my little brother, and my mean, stingy, anal-retentive sister Peg. Peg saved money. At any given moment, she was richer than Mom. Peg had the dough, but that was the point, wasn’t it? She had the dough because she never let it go. Nobody knew where she kept it. If Bill and I had known, she wouldn’t have had it. Bill and I were thieves.


First patsies first. I sold Bill a mummified horny toad I’d once bought as a pet at the dime store, but which died, probably of starvation, six months later because I had no idea what a horny toad eats. Bill didn’t really want the dead reptile, but he was small and stupid and I convinced him that it was the rare conversation piece that would make him the envy of the third grade.


Bill’s contribution left me 83 cents short, with no resort but to grovel at Peg’s feet.


“Eighty-three cents? God! What for?”


“A baseball glove. C’mon, Peg, please.”


“What do you need a baseball glove for?”


“There’s a game at the servers‘ picnic tomorrow.”


“So, don’t go.”


“I gotta go.”


“Why?”


“I’m a server.”


“Barely. You haven’t even memorized your Latin yet.”


“Yes, I have. Kyrie eleison, Kyrie eleison, Kyrie—”


“Yeah, right. Do me the Agnus Dei.”


“I’m not up to that yet.”


“Well, I don’t have 83 cents.”


“Yes, you do.”


“No, I don’t.”


“Do, too.”


“Don’t.”


“Do.”


“What if I did?”


“Well, I just wanna borrow it, Peg. I need a glove.”


“Doesn’t Papa have that old baseball glove hanging in the garage? Can’t you use that?”


“It’s not a fielder’s glove. That’s a catcher’s mitt.”


“So, a baseball glove is a baseball glove. Be a catcher.”


“I can’t be a catcher.”


“Why not?”


I paused. The default course here was to swallow my pride.


“I can’t catch.”


Peg, a coldblooded logician besides being anal and rich, was always a step ahead of me.


“Well, if you can’t catch a baseball, what do you need any kind of glove for?”


I paused again, groping for an answer.


“If I don’t have a glove, how’m I ever gonna learn?”


Peg leapt right ahead of me.


“The game is tomorrow, isn’t it? How much you gonna learn overnight?”


As usual, grace and good intentions had no power over Peg. All I had left was begging.


“C’mon, Peg. Pleeeeze.”


“No.”


Twelve “pleases,” twelve “nos.” Finally:


“What if …”


“What if what?”


“Awright, lend me the money, and I’ll do the dishes for ya. All week.”


“All week? No. Two months.”


“Two months? That’s forever!”


“Take it or leave it.”


“C’mon, Peg. Three weeks.”


Once I’d steered her into negotiations, I knew I had the money. We settled on five weeks’ worth of Peg’s dishes. Each of us kids had dish-duty two nights a week, leaving Sunday uncovered, a problem we never solved. Dirty dishes piled up like driftwood on Sunday and left the Monday dishwasher with the Augean kitchen sink.


After buying the glove, however, it was worse than I’d thought. I tried several types of oil on it, plus a lot of Mom’s Vaseline, and succeeded only in making the alleged glove slimy. After soaking overnight, it was still stiffer than my horny toad—which Bill eventually coated with airplane glue and set on fire, magnificently. He was dumb, but blessed with a streak of morbid creativity.


On the bus ride to Sparta, I kept my oven mitt tucked under my t-shirt as the other servers, ignoring me, tossed a ball among the seats. Their gloves were supple shells of swarthy cowhide, webbed, knotted, deep-pocketed and embossed with immortal signatures … Johnny Logan, Eddie Mathews, Joe Adcock, Red Schoendienst. The other kids flicked a glove and it swallowed a passing baseball like a hawk snuffing a sparrow. I sank into a deepening shame over my wretched Rexall imposter. When we arrived, I trailed the boisterous mob and stopped long enough to toss the glove under the bus. Except for Vaseline goo on my shirt, there was no sign I had ever owned a baseball glove.


I decided I didn’t have to play that day. I could watch. I’d ask Dad for a real baseball glove for my next birthday. Dad wasn’t much for showing up, but he always went ape (and into debt) on birthdays.


Unfortunately, I had not considered the Father Seubert factor. Father Seubert was the new assistant pastor. He was young, good-looking, vivacious and, above all (a shocking departure from his Dickensian predecessor Father Rourke), infinitely compassionate. Noting my mittlessness, Father Seubert simply ordered Winchell, a kid from my grade on the opposing team, to lend me his Rawlings. And out I went, into the Valley of Death—otherwise known as right field.


My first chance with the borrowed Rawlings went swimmingly. The batter hit a groundball past our second baseman. The ball rolled to me and nestled into my pocket. I took it out and threw it toward first base, behind the runner, who promptly took second. A few kids and several fathers shouted some sort of criticism but I had no clue what they were getting at. I was new to this.


Eventually, some balls came to me in the air. I held up my borrowed glove, waved at the ball as it went by and then gave chase. I was a quick runner and an earnest thrower, so only one of these flyballs resulted in a home run. The others stopped at second or third. I was disappointed not to snag any balls, especially since I was blessed with Winchell’s splendid Rawlings. But I hadn’t expected to catch any balls. It was just one of those things you hope for. After each inning that I missed a flyball, Father Seubert patted my back and said, “Good try, son.”


I got to bat four times. These were my first attempts to hit a hardball, which I couldn’t help thinking might unexpectedly veer off the pitcher’s hand and smash into my face, inflicting brain damage so catastrophic that I would end up at the Tomah V.A. Hospital in one of those rooms way up on the top floors with bars over the windows, from which an occasional bloodcurdling scream would echo across the quadrangle. In anticipation of this youth-wrecking calamity, I winced and leaned backward every time a pitch bored in on home plate. Then I swung, with my eyes closed. Lending impressive weight to the blind-squirrel theory, I managed one foul ball in my twelve swings.


Whiffing four times is a dispiriting experience, but one that I shared—I realized much later in life—with baseball luminaries like Rocky Colavito, Roy McMillan, Reggie Jackson, José Canseco. It happens to the greats as well as to the pipsqueaks. Besides, I hadn’t anticipated hitting a baseball any more than I expected to catch one.


But there was something odd about this game, unlike all the games in all the kid sports I had played in my whole life up ’til that day. As the game went on, as my fielding blunders and strikeouts accumulated, I noticed that the chorus of derision that greeted my every effort grew louder and harsher. Emanating from my peers, this was S.O.P. I was inured to ridicule. Kids are mean. They go for the throat. Besides, it was only fair. I was the worst player at the picnic, I deserved to get yelled at.


But some of those voices were pretty deep.


After the last out, I was standing by the backstop. Kids were hanging around the field, some of them being jostled paternally by their dads. An adult peeled off from the group and shambled hugely toward me. There was seriousness in his stride. When he reached me, he bent down, blocking the sun with a face so large it came to me in VistaVision. He had that male smell that the men in town seemed to wear like a uniform—tobacco, sweat, Old Spice and Brylcreem.


He leaned closer, breathing in my eyes. I had no idea whose father he was, possibly Gunderson or Overacker, two of my numerous nemeses. He knew my name, though. He said it.


“Yeah?” I replied.


“You lost the game,” he said.


He pointed at my nose.


“You.”


He went on.


“You stunk.”


Point taken. I kept quiet. This was his moment, and I would have been rude to spoil it. Was he finished?


Not quite.


“They shouldn’t’ve let you play.”


As he walked away, a bounce of closure in his step, I had an unexpected reaction. I was used to kids telling me “You stink.” On the playground at St. Mary’s, these two little words were a veritable mantra, customarily accompanied by a kick, or a whack upside my head, or a noogie. This dad person had delivered the standard verbal abuse and hadn’t laid a finger on me. Yet there were tears welling in my eyes.


Typically, the game was forgotten in the next ten minutes, as several dads fired up the barbecue grills and started slinging burgers. So, it wasn’t ’til later that I finally sensed—without being able to express it—what had been different about that day, and about that dad with his finger in my face.


Kids and grownups, at that time, went their separate ways. They lived together in close proximity, even shared the same rest rooms and ate at the same table—but we were segregated. Grownups were prone to drinking too much, to smoking like chimneys, even to lust and violence. They knew these flaws in their character and they knew they were not healthy for kids. So they kept their distance. Grownups stuck to clear roles. Kids got bossed by moms, cuddled by grandparents, joshed by old folks, tolerated by store people, chased off the grass by the neighborhood grouch, lectured, goaded and measured by teachers, patronized by priests and more or less mystified by sexually mature adult males—whose moods, habits, milieu and language made us vaguely ambivalent about the prospect of growing up and becoming one of them.


In a small town, men who finished high school and didn’t go away someplace else did a few things real fast—got laid, got a job, got married, had kids, joined the bowling league down at Vlasek’s. Everything else slowed to a crawl. Money. Promotions. Opportunity. Hours. Days. Months. Life. Kids grew up in Tomah in the shadow of grown men who were largely underemployed, undereducated, unfulfilled, bored and subliminally aware that they were missing out on something fairly important. There was a touch of menace in these men, a tendency to explode unexpectedly. The prudent kid steered just clear enough to duck.


Kids knew our own deficiencies, too, and we were often reminded by parents. We were careless, sloppy, loud, irksome, quarrelsome, selfish and filthy. We whined. We pouted. We got underfoot. We got into things we shouldn’t get into. We spilled stuff. We broke things, including ourselves. We interrupted important conversations.


On the whole, kids probably appreciated our segregation more than grownups. As long as they left us alone, without offering deviant interpretations of their outbursts and excesses, we had a clear choice. We could be like them or we could shoot for better.


While we observed and ducked, our sole caveat was to not horn in on grownups’ business—a convenient arrangement because we couldn’t care less what they were about. We had our games. We formed our teams. We made up rules as we went along. The perfect day, which could only occur in summer when teachers and clerics had no claim on us, was easily defined. Mom would push me out the door around eight o’clock in the morning and wouldn’t look to see me again until fourteen hours later, when other mothers were leaning out the screen door calling their kids, and I needed a little real food, and my feet needed washing before crawling into bed. I might have cadged lunch from my grandma, Annie, and I might have bought candy or pop or baseball cards from Mose or Betty at Woodliff’s Store, but everyone else I saw all that perfect day was just another kid.


It never occurred to any of the adults in my life to ask where I’d been or what I’d gotten into from dawn to dusk on any given day. The only sign of grownup concern was an obligatory inquiry into the matter of sustenance: “Jeet?”


After I had succumbed to nature and grown up, I often happened to pass by Little League fields. One day, in California, in an emerald youth baseball complex, complete with galvanized backstops, roofed dugouts and bat racks and bleachers, sprinkler systems and even a batting cage, I counted twenty-two very small boys, perhaps eight years old, practicing hardball. I counted coaches, adult males just like the ones I’d spent my childhood avoiding—smelling of Old Spice and white-lipped with some nameless, deep-seated frustration. There were ten coaches, all of whom would shout in chorus at each eight-year-old batter, hounding him with encouragement, insights, pointers, pressure. The other kids, unlike the ones with whom I’d grown up in Tomah, had no comment. They harbored none of the life-giving sarcasm that once greeted every muffed grounder and pop fly dropped. These kids watched in silence, clearly grateful to be, for the moment, beyond scrutiny.


Watching this familiar ritual, I remembered the dad who approached me at the father-son servers‘ game thirty-odd years before and told me I stunk. I relived the hurt he had inflicted but I also recalled something that, in a way, redeemed the son of a bitch. He had violated the segregation of kids and grownups to deliver an insult to a child, but then he had crossed back over the line, never to acknowledge me again. He had shown no interest in my improvement. He gave me no advice, offered no consolation, volunteered no batting tips. He muttered his peace, then tossed me back into the trial and error of bungling boyhood, to study hardball on my lonesome and find a way, if possible, to make it fun even if I could never do it well—which is how it all turned out.


All summer long, way back then, all I had to do to live a perfect day was leave the house in the morning and find an idle kid. But for today’s new improved kids, the only perfect day they could possibly conceive would be to go four-for-four with five RBIs, no errors, two stolen bases and maybe a nice one-bounce assist at home plate. Otherwise, they would fail.


Besides playing ball when I was a kid, I read—including way too many of those Clair Bee/John R. Tunis sports epics. The typical tale tended to feature some kid athlete of singular talent, prodigious dexterity and unearthly humility who succeeds spectacularly—often while bleeding—and brings down upon himself the adulation of his contemporaries and a legion of proud elders. My sports saga, on the other hand, was a story in which—although I never stopped playing and now and then discerned a little improvement in certain areas (mostly by dint of sheer repetition)—I was almost never notably successful. Nor did I ever consciously anticipate success. I went out and played every day because that’s what kids did—go out and play. Success—applause, victory laps, pee-wee league batting titles—didn’t enter my mind because I was doing kid stuff. Grownups, who had more dignity then, ignored what I was doing most of the time unless it got me in trouble and—probably because grownups ignored it—I had fun.


I think this was the rule. Even kids with whom I played who were exceptional athletes never eventually amounted to much, as athletes. They grew up and did something else and succeeded or failed regardless of how well they had once played baseball, or two-line soccer, or pom-pom pollaway when they were twelve.


Lately, I think it terribly important to remember clearly about sport the way it was, once, for almost every kid on earth, in games that were incompetent and playful, badly lit, ill-equipped, oft-delayed and experimental—with outcomes that were frequently disputed, often uncertain and instantly forgotten.


Well, yeah, it mattered who won, every game. But only ’til we chose up again and started over. [image: ]
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PART I


"JESUS CHRIST, KID! GO OUTSIDE."


There was no “natural world” in Tomah, or anywhere nearby. Kids knew about nature, theoretically. But we tended to locate it elsewhere. For the literates among us, it resided at the Tomah Public Library, in yellow-backed issues of National Geographic. For the rest, nature’s closest outpost was “Up North,” a mythic realm whose frontier lay well beyond the distance a kid could ride his bike on any given summer day. We knew nature wasn’t local, because it had animals we never saw in Tomah. Moose and wolves and grizzlies, Gila monsters and warthogs and duck-billed platypuses.


Kids looked around Tomah and we saw …


… Chicago.


We saw bars and stores and two-story bank buildings. We saw beer cans in the gutter and cats in the garbage. We saw asphalt. Florsheim shoes. TV antennas and stifling civilization.


The woods, swamps and fields that enticed us and then spat us out again at dusk—scratched, bitten, tick-infested, exhausted and fearful of the dark—these weren’t nature. All this stuff was just “outside.”


“Jesus Christ!” someone would holler. “Go outside!”


Forced outside, we worked outward gradually, checking the ball fields, trying out the playgrounds, the parks, the lake. Eventually, naturally, a kid would venture farther and farther, into bogs and clover fields, up trees, over hills, down holes and into culverts, into the unknown.


Nobody ever wondered where we had gone. We were outside, where we belonged. Sometimes, we wandered afield in veritable throngs. Once, four of us—my cousins Danny and Bobby, Bill and I—discovered a perfect swimming hole, its bottom lined with freshwater clams, and the only hitch to get there was that we had to pedal like maniacs through a pack of Baskerville-class farm hounds. More often, we entered the wilderness in pairs. I put up with Koscal, for instance, because he had a nose for snakes. Snakes were the ultimate quarry. Sometimes we even teamed with grownups, but only when there was real blood-hunting involved. Dad owned all the guns.


But, if no one else was available, I would go out alone day after summer day, scanning the canopy for movement, lifting wet rocks or standing knee-deep in cold muck, staring into the water, harassed by bugs, hunting for tadpoles, wary of snappers. I had no plan. None of us did. Kids just lit out for the woods, because the woods were there for lighting out.


Kids roamed but we never “hiked.” Kids lived on the seats of our Schwinns and J.C. Higginses but we never went “biking.” We clambered up the vertical crags of Mill Bluff but we never in our lives went “rock climbing.” The farther we stretched the edges of town, the more mystery, the more fun, the more peril was possible—although the available perils rarely amounted to little more than wood ticks, yellowjackets, green apples, hostile turtles and the occasional psychotic squirrel.
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KOSCAL


Feeney was the kid who tagged Koscal a “Polack.”


In every classroom in every schoolhouse, everywhere, there has always been a social director. Actually, two of them—one for girls, one for boys. But since boys ignore girls, and vice versa, each pupil in each class deals with only one of these petty tyrants. Feeney was ours. His job, which no one gave him—somehow, it was his destiny—was to administer the pecking order among boys. Although Feeney wielded more power than any kid in our class, his place was neither high nor exalted. He willingly installed a small coterie of alpha males above him—the tall, the strong, the handsome and sleek, a prosperous, confident and fashionable few—so that by serving them he enlarged himself. Feeney was small—a ferret among lions. The rest of us, the unchosen, Feeney labeled, graded, dismissed and derided. He never laid a glove on me or anyone among the culls and outcasts. That would have been risky. Some among us—a lanky kid named Kronek, one of the Kamperschroer brothers, certainly Koscal—had the bulk and agility, if provoked, to crush Feeney like a loose cockroach. But Feeney, who did his damage with tongue and tone, delegated the occasional strong-arm work to the alphas. Feeney was the first bureaucrat I’d ever met, the first kid of my acquaintance who understood the ethos of adulthood, in which one’s ability to push to the front of a crowd—or, preferably, to persuade someone bigger to do the pushing on your behalf—trumps talent, ability, knowledge and character. Feeney proved the efficacy of the executive mind every Monday at recess, during the weekly choose-ups for softball or soccer or football. Despite his half-pint stature and dubious skills at every sport, he was the first chosen after the most gifted jocks and coveted teammates had been divvied up. He contributed nothing to the athletic endeavor, but he had insinuated himself among the elite and he had assiduously distanced himself from the unclean, unnoticed and unloved.


I never figured out how Feeney got his job. Nor was it sensible to wonder. Feeney was already a fact of life, established and immutable, passing judgment and juggling black balls, the day I showed up. He disliked me on sight. He liked Koscal even less. On Koscal’s first day, Feeney called him “Polack.” Thereafter, everyone called Koscal “Polack.” This was supposed to humble Koscal. Trouble was, nothing humbled Koscal.


Besides, “Polack” was a poor excuse for an ethnic slur. In those days, “Polack” didn’t carry the same sting it developed when Polish-Americans discovered the benefits of political correctness. In those days, “Polack” was just a synonym for “Pole,” slightly more satisfying on the palate because of that nice sharp plosive at the end. My main grandfather, whom we called Papa, had a fondness for ethnic insults, but only if they were fun to say—“Polack,” “Hunyok,” “Mulyok,” “plow jockey.” In his Saturday badinage among the merchants and shopkeepers on Superior Avenue, he called people “Polack” and “Hunyok” affectionately and interchangeably, without regard to national origin. “Plow jockey” was his only term of sincere disparagement, which Papa applied exclusively to slow drivers who got in his way on main street. This habit left me with the lasting impression that farmers are the world’s worst drivers. Papa never said “plow jockey” outside his car, however, because a farmer might overhear. If Papa sensed that any of his mild sobriquets might be hurtful, he held his tongue. He was a man without malice.


When Feeney called Koscal “Polack,” it sounded different from Papa’s formulation. It rang mean in Feeney’s mouth, which was Feeney’s point. Most of us got the point. Koscal, if he caught the drift, gave no indication. He was numb to insults.


Of course, I deplored Koscal. Everybody deplored Koscal. Deploring Koscal was as automuscular as breathing and farting. If we’d been asked to explain our universal contempt for Koscal, we probably would have said, “Well, because he’s such a jerk!”


Koscal’s defining quality, for which we had no Catholic word, was chutzpah. Where others trod softly, Koscal barged. Where others spoke barely above a whisper, Koscal crowed. Where others shrank self-consciously into the background, Koscal thrust out his chest—the better to display the hand-me-down bolo tie he just got for his birthday. Koscal had a lot to be self-conscious about, and he wasn’t self-conscious. Koscal was poor, he was Polish, he was raggedy and soiled. He ate strange, fragrant homemade lunches from greasy paper bags. He had an unseemly number of siblings, even for an ethnic Catholic. His family, every time they showed up en masse at Mass, were shockingly uncool. They laughed, they sang, they hugged and bellowed and generally had more fun than immigrant paupers were even supposed to think about having. Perhaps worst of all, Koscal had no sibling shame. He seemed to like his brothers and sisters. This was a gross violation of the unspoken law among kids that it was acceptable to have siblings as long as you didn’t flaunt this misfortune. Koscal not only broke this rule, he seemed not to realize its existence. He talked about his brothers and sisters. Out loud. He greeted them in the hallways at St. Mary’s. He sought them out at lunchtime and carried on with them, flagrantly, even when they tried to avoid him. Which they often did. Not all the Koscals were as brazen and outgoing as he was. Some of them understood society and tried to conform. He screwed things up for them.


Koscal screwed things up for everybody. With nuns and “lay” teachers, for instance, kids were supposed to be respectful. We had rituals to observe, greetings to recite. But Koscal didn’t just go through the motions. He performed these obligations with panache. He didn’t mumble his mandatory greetings. He orated them. The rest of us, seeing Sister Terence turn a corner and penguin toward us, would all mutter, “G’mm, S’t’r T’rnce.” Behind us, suddenly, Koscal would erupt, bugling his salutation with sufficient volume to wake up roosters in Vernon County.


“Hey! Sister Terence! G’morning! What a nice day, huh?”


“It certainly is, Mr. Koscal,” Sister Terence would reply, glowing. And then she’d peer nunnishly at everyone else, her voice dripping with disappointment for our un-Koscalian absence of panache.


Her “Good morning, children,” came out as more an indictment than a hello.


“Koscal, you prick!”


“Wha’d I do?”


Poor kids weren’t supposed to be loud. Kids with obvious ethnic names didn’t shout and challenge people. They cringed and apologized. Poor kids didn’t laugh and toss insults back at their insulters. They kept a low profile. I kept a low profile. But Koscal screwed it up, made life shaky for all the rest of the untouchables in class. He kept butting in among Feeney’s inner circle of jocks and snobs—Kiegel, Fin, Gunderson, Overacker—and kept getting kicked out. He always emerged unfazed and dove right back in, as though his perpetual exclusion was some sort of mistake.


Even more annoying, Koscal had talent. His grades teetered perpetually on the cusp of catastrophe, which redounded to Koscal’s credit. Poor kids and farmers were not supposed to be brains. But Koscal did several extracurricular activities appallingly well. For instance, he could sing. Worse than this, he liked singing, right out in front, among a classful of kids for whom any sort of public performance was tantamount to dropping your pants, lifting your shirt and doing a pirouette on the playground—at lunch hour. Koscal not only sang. He brought it off, in style, then smiled and bowed and carried on as if this singing crap were something to be proud of. He even did encores. Not that anybody asked for one.


One Christmas season, Sister Claveria was trying fecklessly to get us to sing the world’s hardest carol, “O Holy Night,” in four-part harmony. In the midst of our bleating and squawking, she heard one angelic tenor hitting all the right notes and cruising through the impossible passages—you know, where it goes, “O night/ divine!/ O night, when Christ was born …” The annoying perfect voice was—who else?—Koscal. That son of a bitch. Nuns love to show up the whole class with one shining example of how splendid they all could be if only they weren’t a reeking heap of harelipped cretins. Here was one of those triumphant moments for Sister Claveria. She stood Koscal up in front of everyone and directed him to sing “O Holy Night” all the way through, a cappella, emphasizing, with a few melismatic flourishes and reverent gestures, the parts that made your eyeballs bleed. Thereafter, given false hope by Koscal’s virtuosity, Sister Claveria redoubled her efforts, every day, torturously, to squeeze from us a choral Christmas miracle. We could all handle “Joy to the World” and we could sing the bobtails out of “Jingle Bells.” We never got the chance. And did Koscal have any clue? Did he shuffle and blush and curry our sympathy for his exposure and all the added pain his tunelessness imposed on us? Not Koscal. Koscal swelled. He smirked his way through every eight-octave verse. He strutted and fretted his hour upon the stage like a Shakespearean ham. We all wanted to kill him, cut him up and send his body parts to all his innumerable brothers and sisters who lived on the wrong side of the tracks, down by the Seven-Up plant.


Koscal was even more annoying on the playground. Poor kids, farmers and outcasts had a distinct style at recess. We played the games because the nuns would interfere if they saw some of us loitering motionless on the fringe. But even as we played, we held back, in an exaggerated attitude of subservience. Koscal, of course, accepted none of this. He didn’t have to bow, because he was good. He could hit, he could run. He caught every pass that got close to him—although it was usually intended for someone else. He could throw any ball a mile and kick it through a wall. Koscal was a jock. He should have been the pride of the outcast class. We should have loved him and taken him as our hero. This is what reject kids do in the movies, when one of their kind turns out to be the second coming of DiMaggio. The Koscal character leads the lepers from the ghetto, and they carry him on their scrawny shoulders through cheering throngs of penitent aristocrats. In real life, every Koscal touchdown, home run, goal or basket mortified us. It made our lives worse, because Feeney and the alphas couldn’t take out their resentment on Koscal. He could stand his ground and actually beat some of them up. He was a problem they couldn’t solve. They didn’t mess with Koscal, except by flinging insults that had no effect. Instead, the rest of us, the suffering classes, stand-ins for Koscal, got picked on, sniped at, pounded and pestered. And Koscal didn’t notice. The grinning shmuck was clueless.


I hated Koscal. This, of course, was self-hate. While shunning him, I was drawn to him. We had much in common. We were penniless and messy. Our knees were patched and our shoes were brown. We distinguished ourselves in unpopular skills: Koscal could sing, I could spell. We were permanently excluded from Feeney’s elite. While the thoroughbreds lived rigid lives of grade-school conformity and macho bonding, Koscal and I were free. Because our every word or deed was met with derision, we could do or say anything that occurred to us. Koscal understood this strange liberty better than I did. His irritating insouciance was simply the freedom of an unexamined boyhood. He shouted, he laughed, he roamed where he wanted, he got dirty and wet and he snuck into places where he shouldn’t have gone. He could be curious about unfashionable fancies, like animals and chemistry and woodburning and playing the marimba. Amidst the contempt of his stifling peers, Koscal enjoyed life.


Inevitably, while studiously deploring him and all his antics, I gradually, grudgingly befriended the unbrefriendable Koscal.


I justified this social dead end as my Christian duty. Among all the kids in my class at St. Mary’s, I was the one who found meaning in our catechism lessons and took Jesus literally, as a real guy who went around Galilee and Judea buddying up with ragamuffins, hugging spastics, coddling panhandlers and feeding multitudes. He didn’t mind thieves, he treated whores like ladies, and some of his best friends were Jews. If Jesus could forgive Pontius Pilate for sending him off to his crucifixion, I could forgive Koscal being an asshole. I could be his friend.


Fat Vinny was an even thornier reclamation project. Fat Vinny, who was one grade above mine, and therefore none of my Christian responsibility, was so detested by everyone that his presence on the playground incited periodic riots. After participating once in an anti-Fat Vinny demonstration, throwing sticks and rocks at him as he retreated toward school, cordoned off by his bodyguards—Fat Vinny was the only kid I ever knew who paid other kids to protect him from spontaneous assault by throngs of disgusted schoolmates—I was overcome with shame and remorse. Would Jesus have pitched pebbles at Fat Vinny and chanted, “Fat fat Vinny’s full of greasy grimy gopher guts” over and over in bad harmony with the apostles ’til he was hoarse? This was a question that needed no answer.


A few weeks later, I approached Fat Vinny in an aisle at the Red Owl store. He didn’t recognize me as one of his tormenters. He had too many enemies to actually pick faces out of the ugly mob. So I had to introduce myself before I apologized, and then to remind him of the particular riot for which I was sorry. Fat Vinny, intuiting that in me he had found a live one, forgave me on the spot and agreed to let me help him in his various downtown hustles. Fat Vinny was a twelve-year-old entrepreneur. He had the franchise on shoveling snow in front of most of the twenty or thirty bars in metropolitan Tomah, and the exclusive rights to distribute advertising flyers for the Coast-to-Coast store, S&Q Hardware, both drugstores and sundry other retail outlets. In getting to know Fat Vinny over the next year, I learned the main reason why other kids hated him so passionately. He was—in kid terms—rich. Because he had so many schemes working all the time, he always had pocket money that came in bills, not coins. In those days, the average kid’s allowance topped off at fifty cents a week. The only known income source beyond parental indulgence, begging and theft was a newspaper route, which earned your average kid about three bucks a week, maybe—except Freddy Poss, a workaholic geek who earned twice as much as anybody else because he had 120 customers on his La Crosse Tribune route, which ran literally from one end of town to the other and took him three or four hours a day, except for collecting—which was virtually a fulltime job three days a week. Freddy Poss sacrificed his childhood to the La Crosse Tribune.


Another reason to hate Fat Vinny was that he was a piker. If he could find a sucker to help him complete his chores on Superior Avenue, he’d let the sucker do all the work, collect five bucks from the bartender at the Hofbrau or old man Sorenson at the Tomah Hardware, and then Fat Vinny would turn around and give his assistant—often me—a quarter. Fat Vinny knew a quarter was a fortune to a kid. But even I figured out eventually that a fifty-fifty split on five bucks comes out to more than two bits.


Still, the main reason kids hated Fat Vinny—kids who didn’t even go to St. Mary’s, kids who’d never met him, never talked to him, rarely even set eyes on Fat Vinny—was that Fat Vinny was the worst kind of fat. Fat Vinny was adult-fat, and he was adult-ugly. Fat Vinny’s ugly was sneery and vulgar and degenerate. You could see in Fat Vinny, at age twelve, the seeds of a sleazy adulthood full of spilled booze, petty crime, mean swindles and trailer-park sex with underage girls. Kids sensed in Fat Vinny the bleakest possibilities for their own future, and they recoiled. Once, walking home from school with Fat Vinny, I stopped to watch a few minutes of a baseball game at the Miller School playground. Some kid I didn’t know was pitching to another kid I didn’t know. The pitcher looked our way.


“Shit,” he announced suddenly to every kid on both teams, who reacted by looking our way, “it’s that ugly tub of shit Fat Vinny.”


Fat Vinny, who was resigned to his infamy, didn’t flinch or acknowledge the pitcher. He just stood there while the pitcher bent over, found a large smooth rock at his feet, straightened and flung the rock, with all his strength, at Fat Vinny. The rock missed Fat Vinny, but not by much. The kid had a good arm. The rock hit me in the forehead, staggering me backward and almost rendering me unconscious. I hadn’t ducked because I didn’t expect such violence to explode from so normal a scene. Indeed, normalcy resumed immediately. The pitcher, having cast his stone, returned to the game. None of the players on the field paid us any more notice. I walked home dizzy, with an enormous lump on my face. What I had overlooked, in my eagerness to befriend Fat Vinny and restore him to the good graces of mankind, was that I was the only one with so pure a heart. Everyone else still hated Fat Vinny.


It didn’t occur to me then, but after Mom and Dad examined the whopping lump on my head, neither mentioned—or even entertained—the idea of seeking redress from the parents of the pitcher. The incident happened on the Miller School playground, but Mom never thought of storming into the principal’s office. Above all, neither Mom nor Dad questioned my choice of Fat Vinny as a sidekick. They never asked (although my meddling sister Peg did so regularly), “What are you doing hanging around with that pigfaced punk, anyway?” To ask the question would have crossed the line between two irreconcilable worlds.


One reality grownups and kids understood, implicitly, was that kids couldn’t entirely manage life on their own, but parents weren’t really welcome, or inclined, to help out. The solution was sidekicks. Without at least one sidekick, my life might swiftly deteriorate into one of those grim European bildungsromane about sensitive boys who read poetry and slash their wrists. For a kid like me, defined by Feeney as an undesirable, any quest for sidekicks necessarily followed the path of least resistance. Pity was my guiding light. I befriended Koscal and Fat Vinny because nobody else would ever think to volunteer. Koscal and Fat Vinny, in turn, hung out with me. With Koscal, I turned over rocks to see what might be slithering underneath. With Fat Vinny, most days after school, I had a vanilla Coke (Vinny preferred cherry) at the soda fountain at Steele’s Rexall.


In a more grownup-intensive world—which no kid wanted—the force of parental disapproval might have spared me the fellowship of Koscal. He was, after all, a Polack from the flats, and his grades were a travesty. He goofed around constantly, shot off his mouth too much and dressed like an Our Gang urchin—only dirtier. Fat Vinny—who could have given Peter Lorre a case of the willies—was even less acceptable. But kid companionship (unless you were hanging around the pool hall with the Indians) was not an issue for grownups unless the cops showed up at the door. Only after kids hit puberty—which threw sex, booze and Chevrolets into the hopper—did grownups show the least interest in a kid’s sidekicks. Ideally, parents didn’t even know your friends’ names.


Koscal? Koscal who?


Kids are instinctively feral. Unleash them from school and church and home, as every kid was invariably set loose every summer in the Little Leagueless Fifties, and kids will hunt down whatever wildlife crawls in their territory.


The summer hunt is an ecstasy of freedom. Suddenly, in the last days of May, after a useless morning in class, pedagogy ends. The doors open and kids stumble, blinking, into the sun. We hear our first robin sing. We see our first forsythias. We breathe chalkless, nunless heathen air. We break into a run, to get home, not to do anything there—just to show up at a time of day when we should be stuck in school, gazing wistfully out the window at blue skies and budding birches. On the way, the hunt begins. We tear off every dandelion we see and invade the kitchen, handing Mom a fistful of milk-drippy weeds. She responds with a grilled-cheese sandwich and a “Get out.”


This “Get out” applies to the livelong summer.


I knew of kids, well-to-do ones, who went somewhere in the summer, on vacation, with families. They would return in the fall and present mind-boggling show-and-tell slide shows of Yellowstone Park or Mackinac Island. Until they petered out in October, these spectacles would upstage and mock my own show-and-tells, which usually featured either dehydrated insects or clippings from the Saturday Evening Post. But these peripatetic kids were freaks of affluence. In the Fifties, vacation was typically a synonym for summer, for dads to pull less overtime and do more fishing, for moms to make lemonade and sit on the sun porch bonding with the Avon lady, or peeling tomatoes for canning. Summer was for detachment. Families drifted apart blissfully. Kids had no hours. We had no plans. We had no objectives or expectations. We had no summer jobs. We had no meetings. We barely had lunch. We had no coaches, no guidance, no batting order, no lineup cards. We batted but we had no batting averages. We kicked, and counted no goals. We fought, we fell, we crashed, we bled, we twisted and strangled and throttled ourselves. We almost drowned, in unfiltered water. Set loose without instructions, we melted into the neighborhood, populated the playgrounds and sandlots, pilfered the orchards and puked green apples. We slunk into the woods and we preyed.


Summer by summer, I hunted and captured just about everything that slithered and crept and hummed and stung. Butterflies, bumblebees, beetles and locusts. Milk snakes, salamanders, sparrows and crawdads. Angleworms, nightcrawlers, grubworms, lightning bugs and June bugs.


One summer, the June bugs went apeshit and turned into a plague. As night fell, they rose in millions from their shallow burrows and thronged the streetlights. For a week, every streetlight on Superior Avenue was obscured by clouds of sex-crazed June bugs. As they collided in midair and lost their gyros, they plunged in crackling spirals to the pavement, or into the hair of passersby. Their victims were often tipsy ladies in cocktail dresses emerging from the Buckhorn Bar into a hailstorm of whizzing, spike-legged, juice-leaking bugs. Screams punctuated the humid nights. As each evening wore on, injured, confused, exhausted, orgasmic June bugs would accumulate under each light, building a creeping, buzzing pyramid that was knee-deep and six feet around. They blocked the sidewalk and streamed into the gutters. You walked gingerly but crushed hundreds, feeling them snap and spread beneath your soles. Each morning, the living bugs were gone, leaving behind a pile of curl-legged mahogany corpses and a sidewalk treacherous with bugjuice. On Superior Avenue, where we lived, it was bug nirvana for a week. In a normal summer, I would catch the occasional June beetle and pop it into a jam jar, watching with fading fascination ’til it died in captivity, unrequited in its ten-day dance with lust and death. That summer, I went out to the streetlights with a shovel and filled cartons with June bugs. I was filthy-rich with June bugs, a veritable insect tycoon. I had no use for them. I caught them because I was a kid, born to hunt, and this June, these bugs turned me into Frank “Bring ’Em Back Alive” Buck. And then they died—down to the last dried-up husk—in my cartons, after rustling and clabbering over each other eerily for a week on the porch, twenty feet above Monowau Street.


One Koscal summer, I ended up with a washtub full of turtles on the porch. It was a weird porch, a teetering appendage of planks, tin and timbers bolted to the back of a brick commercial building. Downstairs was the S&Q Hardware. Upstairs, in apartments that were periodically condemned by the building inspector and just as periodically deemed fit for habitation after our landladies enacted a few grudging repairs, were us in the back apartment and the Randalls up front. The Randalls were full-blooded Winnebago, in a bygone era when Winnebagos were still Indians and not vacation vehicles for golden agers. (Since then, of course, the Winnebago have reclaimed their ancestral name, Ho-Chunk.) Among the porch’s virtues was that you could throw stuff off of it, right onto Monowau Street down below. If you lofted a rotten orange, for instance—with the right arc—it would hit a passing car’s windshield like a bomb from a diving Stuka, splattering twenty feet. By the time the raging driver jumped from the car and looked for the kid who’d tossed the fruit, we’d be charging down the front steps and popping out, innocently, onto Superior Avenue, half a block from the scene of the mischief.


But the best thing we ever dropped off the porch was twenty gallons of dead tadpoles. The tadpoles had come from Koscal’s swamp behind the Ranger Station on Highway 12. Only Koscal and I knew about the swamp.


As swamps go, this one had just about every attraction a kid could desire. Hidden in a glade, it was a wet sprawl in an otherwise unswampy terrain. Looking back, I suspect it had gotten started when the Milwaukee Road, which owned most of the land back there, needed some fill. So they rolled in a backhoe and a bulldozer. scraped away a few hundred cubic yards of topsoil, and dug a sandy pit about four feet deep. Groundwater seeped in, turning the pit into a weed-rimmed, waist-deep swimming—well, wading—hole. The surrounding shallows, pimpled with cattail hummocks, were only wet about half the summer, drying up by mid-August. The high ground of the swamp included a rockpile, where the railroad had dumped a few loads of discarded concrete and asphalt, apparently for the felicitous purpose of sheltering and breeding garter snakes. Beyond the rockpile, closer to the Milwaukee Road frog shops, there was a network of shallow mudholes, These little ponds, above the water table, filled to overflowing every spring with snowmelt and April showers. By mid-July, they had shrunk to separate puddles no more than eight feet broad and a few inches deep. The puddles in July wriggled constantly with millions and millions of tadpoles.


The tadpoles had hatched perhaps a month before, when the puddles were one big shallow pond, with plenty of room to swim and lot of mosquito wrigglers to gobble up. But each day the sun nibbled at the edges and evaporated the water. The tadpoles crowded closer and closer, stirring the mud and clouding the water. They rested there blind, floating in brown soup, steeping in the summer heat, mindless of their suspense. Which would come first? Death or legs?


Koscal and I, one day, unaware of the tadpoles, ventured barefoot into one of the big brown pools, Suddenly, around our feet, the tadpoles exploded in panic. The chocolate surfaced boiled. We leapt away in surprise. But we hurried back, because there was no sensation like this. It was cold, it was warm. It was frenzied and it was soothing. It was a whirlpool of slippery, tickly fingers on our naked skin. The tadpoles swirled and bumped and bubbled and fled, harmless, panicky, sensuous. No experience in my life ever compared to the feeling of a thousand frantic tadpoles trapped in lukewarm water caressing my ankles and splashing my calves while mud squoze spermacetically between my toes.


“Holy shit, Koscal!” I said.


“Wow,” said Koscal.


We tested every puddle. Each was the same, a warm spring that burst into squiggling violence at the touch of a toe. We wandered delirious from puddle to puddle.


“Yeah,” said Koscal, “but what’re we gonna do with ’em?”


We were, remember, hunters. It was against our nature to leave anything well enough alone. These were not merely tadpoles. They were quarry. We had to bag them.


So, the next day, we returned with buckets. We made several trips, each with two heavy-laden pails balanced on our handlebars, wobbling nearly two miles from Koscal’s swamp to my apartment. We shlepped the buckets up the rickety back steps onto our swaying porch and dumped, into a twenty-gallon galvanized washtub, about eight thousand displaced tadpoles.


Then what?


Nothing.


Like white hunters in Tanganyika, Koscal and I had no interest, and no purpose, save the trophy. We had our tadpoles. We had more tadpoles, more easily, than any kids in the history of tadpoles. We stood atop the tadpole world. If anybody wanted proof of our dominion, they need only negotiate the deadly steps up to the condemned porch and stick a hand into the fetid washtub, where an amphibian volcano would suddenly erupt. And if a grownup had asked the inevitable, ridiculous adult question, “What are you going to do with all those tadpoles?”, I had an answer. A kid possessed of captured critters can always resort to the science experiment dodge.


“Metamorphosis,” I’d say, “All these tadpoles are gonna turn into frogs. They’ll slowly grow little legs, and their mouths will change, and they’ll turn color, and their tails will fall off and they’ll start to hop around—”


“They’ll die first.”


“No, I’m feeding ’em.”


“Feeding them what?”


“Leftovers! See?”


Kids always fed leftovers to animals. It didn’t matter which animals. Whatever food survived supper went straight to the prison cafeteria. The bottom of my washtub, if you ventured your hand down there, was a gooey layer of liquefied bread crusts, desiccated wax beans and carrots, and tadpole shit. A few gray hunks of hamburger floated on the greasy surface of the water.


“See?”


None of my tadpoles grew legs. All eight thousand died. When I sensed their fate, I lost interest in metamorphosis. The washtub simply slipped from my universe. Koscal and I paid it no heed for two weeks, and only then because my mother noticed.


Mom preferred not to notice many things that happened around the drafty and dimlit apartment above the S&Q Hardware. She didn’t like the joint, and neither did we. Whenever Papa came to pick us up, he tended to look around the place and shudder involuntarily. Once, when I managed to talk a couple of kids in my class, O’Leary and Lagerbloom, into coming upstairs—a black and narrow ascent into the unknown—they halted stock-still in the doorway, glassy-eyed and frightened, as though they’d taken a wrong turn in the Big City and wandered into the slums.


The building was a two-story turn-of-the-century brick box without insulation. In our apartment the ceilings were high and they hoarded heat four feet above our heads. The windows were tall single-panes with thirty years of grime caked on the outside, creating inside a perpetual dusk. We had no storm windows. In the winter, you could stand a cup of water on any window sill and make ice in an hour. Our only heat was a stamped-steel oil-burning stove, shaped like a homemade warhead, parked in the middle of a sprawling living room. Turned on full blast, it roared like a jet and you’d burn your fingers if you touched it. But we couldn’t afford to turn it up overnight. On mornings on the dead of winter, two rooms away from the furnace, Bill and I would creep reluctantly from beneath a pile of blankets and drop bare feet onto floors that were as cold as the hockey surface at Boston Garden. There was frost on the inside of the windows. Our breath puffed around our heads in gauzy billows. We grabbed clothes, scurried to the stove, turned it on and hugged coaxingly as it foomed, sputtered and clanked to life. Bill or I would hit the john first because we didn’t need to warm our butts before peeing, as Peg did. The toilet seat was a crescent of ice. We warmed our clothes on the furnace before dressing. If we left them too long, the heater would burn into the material its personal signature of stripes and cross-hatches. I was responsible for keeping the furnace fueled, which required that I carry a five-gallon oilcan out onto the swaying porch, usually in my stocking-feet, to stand in ice and filthy snow, wind sweeping under my shirt while fuel oil trickled tauntingly slow from the big drum beside the porch rail. Then I carried the can, now weighing about forty sloshy pounds, back indoors, where I had to pour the fuel through a two-inch hole in back of the stove, trying not to spill any oil on the floor and as little as possible on myself. All winter, a faintly pyromaniac aroma of gasoline followed me to morning Mass at St. Mary’s.


We lived in this walkup dungeon because, for Mom, it was the least of three evils, the first being Dad, who had lost control of his temper one too many times when I was about eight. Mom had fled back to her ancestral home, the rambling house on the south fringe of town ruled by T.J., my “other” grandfather. Mom had grown up in the giant farmhouse under her father’s thumb, where she had mounted a personal revolution and shaken her dainty fist at tyranny. When she finally came back home, Peg, Bill and I trailing terrified behind her, T.J. had greeted his prodigal daughter with scorn. T.J. was not a magnanimous or forgiving man.


As our days of terror on the lair of T.J. added up one after another, and T.J. gleefully seized every opportunity to remind Mom of her filial treason, her satanic marriage to a Lutheran, her indelible stain of mortal sin, her reputation throughout Monroe County, western Wisconsin and parts of Minnesota as a harlot and voluptuary, and her utter failure as a wife and mother of three degenerate mongrels, it dawned on us that Mom was less an actual mother—in the recognized sense of the concept—than a big sister. Cowering in T.J.’s remorseless thrall, she was one of us kids—older but just as clueless, equally powerless.


She made efforts to stand up and fight back, but it all came down to whining and halfhearted bickering. Mom versus T.J. conveyed the impression of a poodle taking on a mountain lion. All she could really do was yap at the beast and steer clear of his claws. Eventually, in every argument, T.J. would rise up and crush Mom with the reminder that she was a charity case, mooching on his second-floor dorm and groveling for crusts and scraps at the master’s table.


In all her life, Mom had licked T.J, only once, by taking up with Dad and turning teen love into a scorched-earth crusade. Mom flaunted Dad under T.J.’s nose. T.J. fumed. Mom scorned T .J.’s every demand to cut her sinful bonds with that (statutorily) damned Protestant popinjay. T.J. banned Dad. Mom carried on in secret. The war escalated. T.J. threatened the wrath of God. Mom burned her bridges. Forcing both families into a Montague-Capulet parody on the altar of St. Mary’s, Mom defiantly committed the rest of her life to a spoiled adolescent whose future prospects rested almost exclusively on a foundation of good looks, high-school popularity and raging hormones. The spoils of Mom’s victory were a restless husband too young for his responsibilities, a cold-water bungalow the size of a chicken coop and three baby-boom mozniks she could barely afford to feed.


The irony in Mom’s private insurrection was that she was, at heart, T.J.’s proudest pupil. She was a devout rule-follower and a knee-jerk Catholic. She had flouted the rules of the Church to marry an infidel, and she broke them again to leave him and file for divorce. But between those two mortal sins, she never missed Mass. She launched a whole new civil war—this time with Dad—by sending us, at crippling expense, to the Catholic school. And she kept the catechism as her guiding light. The rigid faith of her family had long since ordained Mom’s style of operation. She questioned almost nothing and followed instructions and recipes with maddening exactitude. She never added ingredients. She didn’t venture shortcuts. She deviated nary a jot from the revealed word of Christ Jesus, Betty Crocker or any of the other unassailable authorities who trod, imperiously, the narrow path between her ears.


Every time, for the sake of her sanity—or for our sakes—Mom got up the nerve to escape the bonds that held her down—T.J. or Dad or, eventually, Tomah itself—she had no rules. It was an experiment. She had no idea what she was plunging into, nor did we, as we dragged along behind her. Getting used to that Gothic apartment above the S&Q Hardware was a triumph of juvenile adaptability. By and by, Peg staked out an island of obstinate neatness amidst the disorder that Bill and I cultivated as we ranged through the place like yearling steers. By going to work, Mom fled the subterranean gloom—even on sunny days in mid-summer—that constantly enveloped the apartment. She disappeared from late afternoon ’til the wee hours of the next morning to wait tables at the Carlton. The joint became ours. It took on a sort of Addams Family homeyness. But there were areas in the apartment where even Mom feared to tread, mainly the porch. She thought—with good reason—that the damned rickety contraption might loose its grip on the adjoining brick wall any moment and collapse into a hideous heap of shattered timbers, disemboweled cardboard cartons, spilled fuel oil and David’s varmints. She ventured out there, gingerly, only to hang laundry. In the summer, pinning up clean clothes, it bothered her when the porch—besides its numerous other faults—tended to smell like a fishmarket offal drum.
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