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      I stare at the ceiling. What do I see? Track lighting, one lightbulb burnt out. Ceiling in need of fresh paint. Skylight in need of cleaning. The sky is Parisian blue, also called Prussian blue, named for when the compound dyed the uniform coats of the powerful Prussian army in the 18th century. But I digress.

      Breeze!

      What?

      Why are you staring at the ceiling?

      Because I’m lying on the floor.

      Breeze!

      What?

      Why are you lying on the floor?

      I fell.

      Oh. You fell.

      I fall a lot.

      Why do you fall a lot?

      Trying to walk.

      You mean you can’t walk?

      Of course, I can walk!

      Sorry.

      For three steps.

      Then you can’t walk, can you?

      I don’t respond.

      I see a manual wheelchair a few feet from your body. Aluminum, nylon, lightweight. Easy to propel and push. That little baby yours?

      I don’t respond.

      How will you get back into your wheelchair?

      Like I always do.

      Need assistance?

      Absolutely not.

      Are you sure?

      Give me a minute!

      Take your time.

      This is the conversation I have with myself as I lie on the floor of my art studio, formerly the barn. Prior to my fall I had an upsetting phone call. In my agitation I bolted out of my wheelchair to walk across the room. Something I’ve never been able to do since… Obviously, I didn’t make it. The first phone call came at approximately 9:00 AM this morning.

      Hello? says the caller.

      That voice… familiar.

      Hello? Hello? repeats the caller.

      I know that voice – whiny, high pitched – but where…

      Hey!

      Yeah? I finally respond.

      This Breezy?

      Who’s this?

      Am I speaking to Breezy Bye?

      Wrong number.

      Nah. This is Breeze. I’d know that voice anywhere.

      Does Mr. Bye know you?

      Yeah, Breeze. You fucking know me.

      So, who are you?

      Silence. His breathing is labored. Short, rasping breaths. Not a healthy man.

      Who the hell are you? I ask again.

      I’m the guy that ran you down.

      What?

      I RAN YOU DOWN!

      He starts coughing. The kind that digs deep and tears your insides. I hear phlegm catch in his throat. It takes him a minute to clear the muck and spit it out.

      What’s your name? I ask.

      You know it.

      Yeah, and it’s Mr. Asshole.

      I hang up. Now I have trouble breathing, my face feels flushed.

      TIRES SCREECH!

      I’ve had crazy calls in the past, but not in years. The phone rings again. Same number. I let it ring. It stops. He’ll call again. And again.

      NO HEAD LIGHTS!

      That’s not when I bolted out of my chair and ended on my back. That came hours later. Later being now. Let me review, starting with the morning and two calls that followed this first call. They were disruptions, but not like the last call.

      Morning started well enough, like any normal Tuesday morning. First thing I jump in the pool.

      Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. I finish my nineteenth lap. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. How many strokes in twenty laps? Four hundred and sixty. How many strokes in a painting? Hundreds. Thousands. Tens of thousands. I’m a painter. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. I was once a baseball player. A pitcher. Another life ago. Instead of throwing pitches, now I paint pictures. Pictures of pitchers. The greatest pitchers: Christy Mathewson, Lefty Grove, Walter Johnson, Warren Spahn, Pete Alexander, Sandy Koufax. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. I love to swim. Wish I were a dark brown seal in white-blue Antarctica.

      Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Every morning. In the pool by 6:00 AM. Breakfast at 7:00 AM. Paint from 8:00 AM to 4:30 PM. Read for two hours. Dinner with Salem. Watch some news. Read in bed. Try to sleep. Most times succeed. But today’s Tuesday. Heidi at 7:30 AM.

      After my baseball career was over, I returned to the old farm for good. I built a pool where the corral used to be. In the corral, my mother kept two horses, a brown and white Paint, and a gray Arabian. She loved to ride. Dad never sat in a saddle. Twelve years old. I rode with Mom, she on the Paint, me on the Arabian. She liked to race. She always beat me… until the cancer.

      The farm is in Middelburg. Small town in Upstate New York. You could say Middelburg is conservative. Since I don’t mix with neighbors, or people in general, politics don’t affect me. What I notice is the landscape: mountains, rolling hills, farms, pastures, horses, cows, some sheep, some goats. Middelburg is named after a city in the Netherlands. The Dutch were the first white settlers in the early 1700s. We still have streets with names like De Meer Lane, Gaasperdam Drive, Huygens Street.  A Lutheran stone church built in 1760 is still actively in use. Local lore says General George Washington had breakfast here as he rode through with his raggedly troops. The place is soaked in history.

      With swimming it’s stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Breast stroke, backstroke, butterfly, freestyle. Each stroke consistent and precise. With painting it’s stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Every brush stroke is different. Just as every breath is different. Some deeper. Some shallower. Some quicker. Some longer. Stop breathing for five minutes, you’re dead. Why’d I say that? Why think of death now?

      Swimming is far superior to walking when you can’t stand up – even if you can stand. Because humans walk in an upright posture, they tower over most land creatures. Birds are an exception, but birds always are. This makes humans feel superior. Like gods. Particularly the young, attractive, well-fed, and well-off. Once I was one of them. But worse. My sense of privilege was boundless. Imagine the feeling of 50,000 fans cheering, stomping, maniacally chanting BREEZ-EEE! BREEZ-EEE! BREEZEE! Aagh! Why talk of baseball? I loathe baseball. I’d rather talk of death.

      Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Finishing my morning swim, I touch the pool’s edge one more time. Strong arms pull my body up. Reach for handrails. Drag my body and dead legs up and into the silver wheelchair. My trusty steed. My Wheels, which are locked. Always lock the brakes before getting in or out of a wheelchair. I grab the towel draped over back of chair.

      I propel my Wheels with human muscle – arms, wrists, hands. I am the engine. My fancy electric-powered wheelchair sits unused in the garage. I gave the thing a try… briefly. See, I love using my arms. Rolling fast, the wheelchair is part of my body. Riding in the electric, I’m a passenger. A passive, disabled passenger. Loathsome word. Disabled. Moving in my manual Wheels, I’m strong, independent.

      With Heidi it’s stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. Her soft, oiled hands slide over my stiff cock. Blue veins fill with warm blood. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. She varies pressure. Pause, press, slide, pause, press, slide. Like hands fingering strings on a violin.

      I want to make you cry, she says. I want to make you laugh. I want to make you sing.

      Can’t sing! I gasp with pleasure.

      Please sing. Or tell me to stop and I’ll stop.

      Stop and I’ll kill you.

      Ha-ha! You tempt me.

      Banal sex talk but it’s all in the context. Then, oh my goodness, her mouth. A large, soft, lovely mouth. Lips and tongue wrap around, pull me in. I think she’ll pull my whole body into her mouth down her throat and swallow me like Noah’s whale. I groan without shame. Then she mounts me. Sometimes, with Heidi’s help, I mount her. Using my strong arms and hips, I give us both pleasure. Wheelchair bound does not mean sexless bound.

      An hour passes, Heidi leaves. Returning Thursday. Back next Tuesday. Then back again on Thursday. A block away, like a spy, Heidi sits low in her car waiting until Salem catches the school bus. First thing, she brews us coffee. We chat about nothing. How was your weekend? Her daughters. My daughter. Her work. My work. We make love. Then she drives off to work. Conversations blessedly short. This morning she said something surprising. On her way out she paused, turned to me, and said: I wish my husband was in a wheelchair.

      Why in Christ would you ever wish that?

      Might make him a nicer human being.

      Based on my experience, I wouldn’t count on it. Sherry would agree if she was still here.

      Heidi gives me a wink and leaves.

      Sherry died three years ago. Covid. She caught the virus in Spain during a film shoot.  They never finished the film. A spy thriller called The Girl from Madrid. Sherry played a CIA agent or was it a double agent? Doesn’t matter. Lead role. With violence and romance. She was excited. Then Covid came. In the beginning of the first wave no one knew how bad it would be, right? No one knew what it was. No one screamed PANDEMIC! No one even knew what the word Covid meant. My beautiful, nearly perfect wife had one minor imperfection. A fatal imperfection, turns out: She suffered from asthma. The asthma was well controlled. It never interfered with her personal or professional life until the virus caught her in its grip. It killed her in five days.

      Two months later a black container inside a cardboard box, inside another cardboard box, arrived by USPS Priority Mail Express International. The black container is the size and shape of a hat box. No hat. Just the ashes of my wife. The box sits on a shelf in my studio. How can a full vibrant life of forty-four years be reduced to a pile of light-grey ash that weighs less than five pounds? I should do something about her ashes. Bury? Scatter? Preserved in an urn? Yes, a lovely brass urn with pink enamel background and exquisite silver hummingbirds in mid-flight. Salem wants to scatter them in the garden that Sherry loved. But ashes are all I have left of her. Sometimes I hold the box, remove the cover, and slip my hand inside. The ashes are gray-brown, odorless, surprisingly dry, and heavy, feeling more sandy than ashy. It must be from the bones. Receiving her ashes turned a switch off inside me. I shut down for a year. Sherry was not only my life but my destiny. She was… CAN’T talk about that now.

      Easier to talk about Heidi. Heidi… my Great Dane. Pale, curvaceous, six feet tall, 180 pounds. She wants to lose twenty. I tell her if she loses twenty, I will find them and bring them back. Makes her laugh every time. Lustrous blonde hair tied in a long, single braid that she coils on top of her head like a golden crown, adding two inches to her height. She’s a nurse. Head ER nurse. She lifts and moves broken, bleeding bodies all day or all night, depending on her shift. Some bodies can weigh well over 200 pounds. Moving your body, she says (meaning mine), is a breeze, playing on my name. She likes to lift me out of my wheelchair, carry me to bed, undress me, undress herself, touch, kiss, lick my body, then fuck me. I should feel ashamed of my helplessness. Carried like a baby. How utterly pathetic for this 53-year-old ex-jock. Yet, despite the shame, I love it. I enjoy touching Heidi’s smooth skin. She perspires easily, which seems odd for a woman from Denmark. The dewy drops on her upper lip feel warm to my touch. After she removes all her clothes, she walks around the house, light bouncing off her pale-pink Rubenesque thighs. She always looks inside the fridge. Take this morning. She grabs a container of chocolate-chip ice cream from the freezer, finishes it off before joining me in bed. After sex and snuggling, she helps me dress, carries me back to my chair, and leaves for the hospital to take care of other broken bodies.

      Years ago when Sherry is still alive and Heidi and her husband are over, I decide to show Heidi my studio. I take out a few finished canvases from a rack, talk about the subjects, who they are, what they mean to me. Heidi stares at the paintings for a long time without saying a word.

      I love your paintings! she finally exclaims. Show me more!

      After that I sometimes invite her to see my newest work. Or she asks what I’m working on. She can talk intelligently about color, tone, light, and shape. This deepens our friendship. Sherry never appears jealous. I never ask if she is.

      Heidi and her husband, Larry Weems, live ten blocks away. They have three girls. Their oldest, Brittany, is Salem’s age and her best friend. The Weems moved into the neighborhood ten years ago. Because Salem and Brittany become friends, their parents become our friends. Larry is an ex-Marine, who served two tours in Afghanistan, earning a Bronze Star and a Purple Heart. He never talks about his time there. Now he’s a lieutenant in the town’s police department. You won’t find a straighter arrow than Larry. Conservative in views, Christian in faith, devoted to family, trusting in law, love of country. Has a flagpole in their front yard that waves Old Glory. Each morning Larry raises the flag. Each evening he lowers it and correctly folds it. His patriotism reminds me of the good ol’ Southern boys I played with and against. But I don’t want to think about that.

      When Sherry is still alive, the Weems occasionally invite us over for dinner. After Sherry’s death I stop socializing. I see practically no one except my daughter. Then six months ago, on a Tuesday morning, things abruptly change. It’s raining sheets and the wind howls like a wounded wolf. Our housekeeper has stayed home due to the storm. Salem has just left for the school bus. While clearing the kitchen table I hear the front door blow open, BLAM! I roll into the living room and see Heidi standing in the doorway. She slams shut the door. No umbrella, she’s completely soaked. Hair plastered over her face like she just swam in the ocean. She pants for breath. I look out the window and don’t see her car. Did she run the ten blocks from her house in the storm?

      I miss you, she says between pants.

      Miss you, too, I echo back.

      You don’t understand… I miss your company. I miss talking with you. No… no… no… that isn’t it. I miss your paintings… no… I miss your face, yes, your hair, yes, your voice… yes… I think about you, dream about you… yes… yes! I… touch myself… and imagine… I miss you. YOU! Understand?

      It’s not so much her mad-tinged words but the desperate way she says them, the imploring way she stares at me. I feel something I haven’t felt for a long time. Have I stepped into an Ingmar Bergman film. Maybe Heidi will walk on the ceiling like in The Hour of the Wolf. I don’t know what to say.

      Do you understand? she asks again.

      I just nod.

      Blood rises in my body. An electric current tingles my loins. My face feels feverish. She takes off her dripping wet coat and drops it on the floor. She approaches me and lifts my body from the chair as easily as if I were made of straw. She carries me to my bed, unbuckles my pants, and gently pulls them off. Next off, boxer shorts. For a moment she takes in my hard-on, as I do. Lord knows it’s been a long time since I’ve had one. She removes her clothing, moistens my cock with her lips and tongue, then mounts me. She’s already wet. All these transactions are done without any words between us. None necessary. I hate words. They get in the way of feeling and doing, and now I just want to feel. And I do.

      That’s how it begins. A relationship fueled on desire, pleasure, and loneliness. This morning, Heidi sits on my lap, facing me. I’m inside her. Vaginal muscles pulsate as she slowly ascends and descends. Lovemaking with Heidi is unlike anything I’ve experienced as a walking human. She performs one position that belongs in a circus. Lying on her back, she holds me up as she guides my cock inside her. Then she lifts and lowers me while I’m inside. I feel like I’m floating inside a live volcano.

      Three months into our affair, Heidi says, I’m going to tell you something I’ve never told anyone – not even my husband.

      Okay, I say, feeling both dread and fascination.

      When I was eighteen, I became a sex worker.

      A sex worker?

      Yes.

      You mean…

      Yes.

      So, you…

      Fucked men for money.

      Many men?

      A lot of men… and a few women.

      Here?

      No! Copenhagen.

      I am silent.

      Shocked? she asks.

      Surprised.

      It paid for my college.

      How long…

      Two years. The Kroners were good and easy.

      I bet you were…

      Fantastic! My clients were quite satisfied. Except for a few. Can’t please everyone.

      Did you ever have a paraplegic as a client?

      No. But I’ve had a blind client, one deaf mute, one with MS. One client had a wooden leg. He took it off during sex. They were among my favorites because they were sweet, giving, and as grateful as puppies.

      Then I’m in good company.

      The only difference, darling, is that I didn’t love them.

      What made you take up nursing? I ask to veer her from the L-word.

      Larry, she says. Then she tells me about Larry.

      He was in Denmark on a bicycling tour of Scandinavian countries. We met at a bar. He’s alone. I’m alone. He buys me a drink. We talk. He buys me another drink. We end up in bed. Classic, right? He stays in Copenhagen the rest of his trip, the hell with the bike tour. I can’t tell him what kind of work I do, so I tell him I live with my parents while going to college, which was true. When he asks me to marry him, I realize that I’ll need another career. So, I go to nursing school in America. It doesn’t pay as well. The work is harder. But it is legal. And I’m good at it.

      A nurse, a former sex worker, and Danish. How do you beat a combination like that? Unless you add master chef. Turns out Heidi is an excellent cook and baker. For most men, Heidi would be a wet-dream fantasy. Her one drawback is that she’s brainwashed from watching right-wing cable news. I blame Larry. When they used to come over, Sherry always reminded them that politics is off-limits. I tell Heidi the same. But occasionally she will talk about something she heard – like how gangs of Mexican immigrant men are raping white teen-aged girls at the border to impregnate them so they can later sell their babies. I explain that it’s all wacky crap and to please drop it during our time together. She’s doing better.

      This morning, lying in bed after making love, she sits up and gives me a tender look.

      I love you, Breezy. I mean I really love you. Do you know that?

      We rarely use the L-word. Why complicate something perfect with its no-frills simplicity. At the time I don’t yet know how complicated this day will become.

      Did you know that I’ve loved you for years?

      I think we should slow down, I say.

      But she doesn’t slow down but picks up the pace. She exclaims, Years! Even when Sherry was alive. That was hard. Like torture. Surely you knew. I was so afraid Larry would get suspicious.

      I didn’t know, is all I can say.

      Bullshit! You knew.

      Heidi, I didn’t.

      Don’t lie!

      I’m not!

      I’m sorry Sherry’s dead. I wish she were still alive, but why try to protect her?

      I’m not lying! But I don’t sound convincing.

      Then not only can’t you walk, you can’t see. I was crazy about you.

      I knew Heidi liked me. A lot. When the four of us got together, her gaze could burn holes in my eyes if I didn’t look away. She found moments to touch my arm, shoulder, neck. Her contact looked casual but felt carnal.

      At 8:30 AM is when Heidi leaves me for work. But this morning she and I are having one of our more substantial conversations. I’m anxious to get to my painting. My most important show opens in six weeks. I need to finish my newest canvases. But Heidi lingers longer than usual. She lies next to me, stroking my face.

      What would you do if I left Larry?

      Leave Larry?

      Yes.

      You’re not going to leave Larry.

      What if I did?

      But you won’t.

      If I did, what would you do? Be honest.

      I don’t know, I say, which is true.

      That isn’t helpful.

      Why even ask?

      We could be together all the time.

      Larry’s a great guy. Devoted father to your daughters.

      Darling, I’m the perfect partner for you.

      Because we have good sex?

      Because we have great sex. Because I love your paintings. Because I’m a nurse.

      I don’t need a nurse.

      Living with a nurse would be a fantastic asset.

      I’m not sick. I’m not an invalid. I just can’t walk!

      I don’t know what I fear more. That her husband finds out and shoots me or that my daughter finds out and hates me for betraying her mother. I’ll have to end it with Heidi soon. It’s the right thing to do. I don’t want to wreck her marriage. But God, I love her visits.

      Finally, she prepares to leave. She kisses me, holds my face in her hands, then hits a homer of an exit line.

      Even in a wheelchair, you’re ten times the man Larry is.

      Later, I wonder how many times the man I’d be out of a wheelchair.

      After Heidi leaves, I get dressed and wheel out the front door to pick up my delivered New York Times. It’s a long driveway, and I take my time. When Salem started elementary school, a fifteen-minute walk from our house, Sherry would walk with her to the school. She did this until Salem started fourth grade. From the driveway I would wave them goodbye and watch other fathers and mothers walk their kids to school. There were more mothers than fathers. Sometimes I could hear snatches of their conversations.

      What are you doing in school today?

      Our teacher, Ms. Getting, is reading a story.

      What story?

      ‘Bout a horse named Thunder.

      Thunder is a good name.

      Yeah, Mommy. Cause when he runs it sounds like thunder.

      That’s wonderful, dear.

      Mommy, can I have a horse?

      Sherry would sometimes ask me if I wanted go with Salem to school in my electric wheelchair. The very idea revolted me. I always told Sherry that I had to paint. After a while she stopped asking. I know now that it wasn’t about my painting. It was about my pride. Thinking about this distracts me from looking out for the Old Man.

      Hey, Joey! Joey! How’s life?

      As if I conjured up the Old Man, there he stands: Warren Stillwater, 88 years strong, my New York Times clutched in his blue-veiny hand. In his other hand he holds the leashes to his two long-haired Chihuahuas. Peanut and Vinny. I can never remember which is which. But as I recall, Vinny is older than Peanut by a few years. They’re both rather old. I try to avoid Warren, but sometimes I’m careless like now. Warren was a friend of my parents for many years. One of the original homeowners on this block. When his wife died a few years ago, his youngest daughter, Libby, moved in to watch over him. He passes by my house whenever he walks his dogs, two or three times a day. While relatively harmless, he can be a pest. I lock the brakes and hold out my hand. Almost reluctantly he hands me my paper.

      Saw you coming down the drive, Joey. Don’t know how you have time to read all this small print.

      Thanks, Warren, I say as I take the paper. He still calls me Joey, a name I detest and only my parents used.

      Did I tell you that I beat my prostate cancer? Warren asks. He likes to begin with a tedious report on his health.

      No.

      The doctors gave me a shot in the ass once a week for two months. Now I have a clean bill of health. I don’t know what the hell they shot in my ass, but it worked.

      Glad to hear.

      Not so good news for my daughter-in-law. We buried her last week. Only sixty-two. Doctors think it was an aneurysm. I never bad mouth the dead, but she was a hell-bitch on wheels to my son for thirty years. But honor the dead, I always say. Nice funeral. Priest made her sound like a saint.

      Sorry for your loss.

      Still painting? he asks, as he always does.

      Yes, sir.

      Nice to have a hobby, he always rejoins.

      I enjoy it.

      That’s what counts I always say. Whatever you do, whether work or play, you should enjoy it.

      Yes, Old Man, you always do say it. But I just nod.

      What is it again you paint?

      Always the same damn questions. And always the same damn answer.

      Baseball players.

      What?

      BASEBALL PLAYERS!

      Oh, baseball players. What for?

      I like it.

      You like it. Baseball players.

      Yes, sir.

      Can you really sell a painting like that?

      Sometimes.

      Amazing. I guess people will buy anything.

      I let it go.

      You used to play baseball.

      Yes, sir. Now I paint baseball players’ portraits.

      I was known as one of the best painters in Middelburg, he says proudly.

      I nod as I plan my escape from the old fart. Warren was a house painter for forty-five years and, yes, one of the best as the older residents will confirm.

      I painted your folks’ house and their barn.

      I know.

      You were just half a squirt then. I painted quite a few houses on this block alone. What set my painting apart from the others is that I never skimped on–

      Coats and quality, I quickly interrupt his favorite monologue. You were the best, Warren. I’ll let you go on with your walk, I say as I unlock my brakes.

      Boy oh boy, I sure miss Sherry, Warren laments.

      Shit. Why did he have to bring her up? I lock my brakes.

      I miss her too, I say, watching Peanut (or Vinny) spin around for a spot to shit.

      She always had time to chat with me on my walks with the dogs. She’d get your New York Times, still in her bathrobe, see me coming up the road, and wait. Yeah, she would wait, just so we could have a little chitchat. A chinwag. Not like you. I see you grab the paper; you’ll wave at me, but you don’t wait. No. You don’t wait a sec. You wheel up the driveway like you seen an army of Russian soldiers marching up the block. I think you try to avoid me!

      I would never do that, Warren.

      Sometimes I think you do.

      Glad we could have a chat.

      Before he can say another word, I unlock my brakes and wheel back up the driveway. I can hear Warren yell, Peanut! Vinny! What the hell are you waiting for?

      Warren and his wife Myrtle were best friends of my parents. They’d come over, play cards, and drink. My mom would always have food available so the men didn’t get too drunk. They sent me to bed, but I could hear the menfolk’s voices ranting away. Warren and Myrtle had one son, Rich. Though he was only a couple of years older than me, we never socialized. In high school I was a jock and hung out with the other jocks. Rich was a bully, cokehead, and dealer. He hung out with other like students. After high school he joined a white militia gang in Pennsylvania and ended up OD’ing on a variety of drugs. Warren never talks about Rich. Sometimes I think he hates me for still being alive, while his son is dead.

      Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke. It’s 9:30 AM. I’m in my studio applying brushstrokes of titanium white on Matty’s uniform. The studio is fifty yards off from the house. This was once a barn. Sherry called it the barn. Salem calls it the barn. Most people still call it the barn. Studio or barn, it is where I work. Tall windows on two sides. A skylight. Against one windowless wall are shelves and racks that store finished and unfinished paintings, art supplies – tubes of paint, palettes, palette knifes, wood for stretchers, rolls of canvas, containers, pots, drawing boards – a small refrigerator, a hotplate, a radio. Against the other windowless wall hang my latest paintings. On my easel I installed a battery-powered lift that can raise and lower the canvas. Who needs to stand?

      For a few years I hired art students from the local college as studio assistants: to stretch canvases, order art supplies, keep the studio orderly and clean. After a while I couldn’t stand having another person around while I worked. Plus, they never stretch canvases the way I like. Never tight enough or even enough. Some of the kids, who had a little talent, hoped that I would mentor them. I do not mentor. When I don’t mentor they get bored. Finally, I decide to do it myself. The work takes longer. I have to get special tools. In the end, I like doing it myself. The studio isn’t as clean and orderly, but that’s okay. I love feeling new canvas. Reminds me of rubbing the shine off cowhide on a new baseball.

      I make sketches on paper first from photographs of my subjects. Then I put paint on canvas working from the sketches. The most important stroke is the first. I feel it contains the DNA of the complete painting.

      I drew and sketched all my life. On our farm I sketched the farm animals. In my adolescence, I switched to people. My middle-school art teacher, Mrs. Agnes Overbeke, tells me, Joseph, you have talent. Real talent. I hope you do something with it.

      By then all I want to do is play baseball. Yet, I continue to sketch and draw. When playing in the bush leagues, on days when I’m not pitching, I sketch players on the field. My teammates call me Picasso. During the season I visit art museums and galleries in the cities and towns we play. In Chicago I spend hours at the great Art Institute of Chicago to see the Masters: Rembrandt, Caravaggio, Raphael, Vermeer. Or I go to Chicago’s Museum of Contemporary Art for the modern stuff.

      When my playing days abruptly come to an end, when I’m able to climb out of the pitch-black death hole of depression, addiction, and self-pity, I’m ready to paint, seriously paint. I begin with acrylics, but come to hate acrylics. When the paintings dry they look flat and lifeless. Then I try oils and fall in love with the paint’s living richness. I want to give my subjects the depth, mystery, power, and nobleness of kings, popes, knights, saints, and gods. If oils were good enough for da Vinci, van Gogh, and Munch, they’re good enough for me.

      I paint baseball players. Only baseball players. Almost all are pitchers. The greatest pitchers that ever played the game. Pitchers I love and admire. There is something unique about the motion of a pitcher winding up and throwing a baseball to a batter. That physical action can be graceful, jerky, furious, ferocious, explosive, violent, balletic. Before each pitch, the pitcher must decide what he’s going to throw, where he’s going to throw it, how hard, how soft. AND he and the catcher must first agree – in less than twenty seconds.

      Something else I should mention: When I paint my pitcher portraits, I don’t paint the bleachers, nor the fans, nor the diamond, nor the pitching mound, nor other players on the field. There are no clouds, no sky, no lights, backstop, umpire, or batter. There is only the pitcher, alone in the universe, alone in his own time and space. I paint the pitcher from the waist up, much like Renaissance portraits. The subject is in a candid pose caught during the act of pitching, like a stopped frame in a film. The pitcher could be rubbing a new baseball before the pitch. Or he’s staring down at the catcher’s signs. Or he’s wiping sweat off his face with his sleeve. I want to capture an authentic true-to-life image, organic and in the moment.

      For me the eyes set the tone. It’s where everything emanates. Eyes reveal all you need to know. How badly does he want to win? How confident is he that he will win? Watch a pitcher’s eyes just before he begins his windup, and you’ll learn a lot.

      Something else I need to say: Pitching is not baseball. Sounds like a paradox, but hear me out. Pitching is a separate thing. Pitchers are uniquely different from the position players. They may even be different from other human beings. The position players play a game. They have fun. Pitchers do not play. It is not a game. They do not have fun. For them it is a fight, a duel to a metaphoric death. Each inning is a battle. Each game is a war. Failure is not an option. The other players are merely defenders to protect the pitcher. Should they fail, it is a betrayal. The bobbled grounder that should have been a double play; the lazy fly ball an outfielder loses in the sun; the miscues, the mental lapses, the half-hearted effort. The pitcher forgives but never forgets.

      You may ask, When the pitcher wins, is there no joy? No. None. Any pleasure the pitcher feels is entirely of a masochistic nature. Pitching is a blood sport. Each time the pitcher throws a pitch he damages his body. The physical stress on sinews, cartilage, nerves, and muscles is unnatural and an absurd form of self-abuse. That is why the average working life of a big-league pitcher is less than four years. After the pitcher retires or is forced out, their pitching arm will never be normal again. It is madness to be a pitcher. No sane man would willingly do it. But if he can throw a 95-mph fastball, a curveball with a twelve-inch break, an 80-mph changeup that looks exactly like a fastball until it crosses the plate, then he is destined to be a master pitcher. This is why I paint pitchers, great pitchers. I love painting pitchers. Yet, I no longer have any interest in the game of baseball. That may also sound like a paradox, but it’s the truth.

      The first pitcher I painted was Christy Mathewson. My favorite old-time player. The supreme god among gods in my baseball universe. More than Babe Ruth, more than Walter Johnson, more than Lou Gehrig, more than Lefty Grove, Mathewson forever changed the game of baseball and the public’s image of the professional ballplayer. He won 373 games. Only Walter Johnson and Cy Young won more. His career seventy-nine shutouts and career 2.13 ERA are among the all-time best. It’s not just the records. Mathewson brought class, stature, intelligence, poise, glamour, beauty, heart, and decency to the game when the popular perception was that ballplayers were racist, drunken, ignorant louts. The fans called him Matty. He was the sport’s first superstar. He was among the first inductees into the Hall of Fame. As a teenager I read everything about him. At the age of thirty-eight he enlisted during WWI. He died at the age of forty-five from inhaling poison gas in France. Matty saved my life.

      Today I’m finishing a new portrait of Matty. It’s my third portrait of him. He’s the only player I’ve painted more than once. This one is from the end of his career. He’s had his first losing record. His fastball is no longer fast. His curve has lost its hook. His fadeaway no longer fades. But he still has his uncanny control. He can put the ball anywhere he wants. As one sportswriter famously said, Matty could pitch the ball in your cereal bowl and never bruise the berries.

      At 10:15 AM the phone rings. On the wall hangs a screen that shows incoming calls. The call is from my dealer, Jackie, of Jacqueline George Gallery. She’s been a fixture in the New York art scene for decades. She can be a pain in the ass. But Jackie believed in me first when I thought no dealer or gallery would ever believe a wheelchair-bound, ex-jock could be a serious artist.

      Joseph! How’s it going?

      She calls me Joseph, never Breeze. I love her for that.

      Going fine, Jackie.

      Fine?

      Yeah.

      You never say fine unless things are a disaster. Are things a disaster?

      Everything’s fine.

      Stop saying that.

      Okay.

      Have you finished the double portrait? she asks for the hundredth time.

      Almost, I lie for the hundredth time.

      I want that double portrait. And I want a second double portrait.

      I can’t do two.

      Yes, you can. You need two for the show.

      You know I work slowly.

      Then you’ll have to work faster.

      I don’t respond.

      Don’t blow this, Joseph.

      I won’t.

      I got you a solo show in the Tommy Tom Gallery, the hottest gallery in Chelsea. You’ll get twenty times more exposure than your shows in my little East Village gallery. I’ve got commitments from The New York Times, ARTnews, Artforum, and Art in America that they’ll send someone to the show. I’ll also get a Whitney curator to come if I have to drag her by the hair. It’s a game changer, Joseph. This could change your life.

      But no pressure, right Jackie?

      Ha-ha! No pressure. Absolutely! But you’re used to high-stakes pressure, aren’t you, Joseph?

      This is the first time Jackie makes any reference to my previous baseball life. She’s feeling the pressure. Betting the farm on this show. My show.

      I never got used to pressure. I learned how to deal with it.

      Ohh, sweetie, I love when you talk tough.

      Actually, I’m kinda scared shitless. But I don’t tell her that. I learned a long time ago how to put on a game face.

      I like where you’re taking your work, she says. You’re expanding. You’re taking more risks. Your palette is more complex. Don’t get me wrong. I always loved your early oils, the charcoal and pastel drawings. I LOVE all that.

      But…

      You need to show the art world that you’re a painter. That you know how to handle color, texture, mood, light, and space. How many new paintings have you finished?

      Eight.

      I want ten.

      There’s no time, Jackie.

      The gallery requested ten – at a minimum. You’ll give me ten.

      Impossible.

      Anything is possible if you want it bad enough. And I badly want to see you become a success.

      I’m doing okay.

      Okay? Okay is no good. I want FUCKING FANTASTIC. I don’t say that to all my artists. In forty years very few have heard me say that. But I say that to you, Joseph, because you CAN be fantastic.

      If my work is good, I’m good.

      Don’t act stoic, Joseph.

      I’m not acting. And I’m not stoic.

      Can I come visit you?

      No!

      I’ll only stay overnight. Please!

      Last time Jackie visited my studio, she stayed for a week. A nightmare. She wanted to see everything. Plus, she smokes and drinks like a film noir femme fatale.

      NO! Not until I’m done. I’m not done.

      Then when?

      Soon, I say.

      Your opening is soon, she counters.

      Then sooner.

      You’re going to give me a heart attack.

      Just don’t die before my opening.

      You’re a beast.

      You know I love you, Jackie.

      Thirty years ago we’d be lovers. Maybe twenty years ago. Now, I’m too old.

      Don’t let that stop you.

      Ha-ha! Now you can go back to work.

      As a young woman Jackie wrote art criticism and lived in the East Village with a minimalist artist of minimal fame. He dumped her for a younger minimalist artist. As a result, Jackie hates minimalism. Because she knew so many starving artists in the East Village, she started a gallery there to show their work. In Jackie’s telling, she slept with most of the male artists who had shows in her gallery and a few of the female ones.

      Oh, one more thing, she says.

      Shit, here it comes, I think.

      You’ll come to the opening, Joseph.

      Jackie, please, we’ve been over this.

      NOT negotiable. You will be there.

      I hate art openings. Ever notice how there’s never any chairs at art openings? Everyone must stand for hours! Which means I’m the only person in the gallery who’s sitting. I’m a hippo in a corral of giraffes. And all the giraffes stare at the hippo. I try to position myself in the corner of the gallery, the wall at my back so no one can stand behind me. The giraffes still trot over to me and peer down. Some awkwardly crouch, spilling wine on my lap from their plastic glasses, insisting how much they LOVE the work. At my second opening, there is one particularly tall, drunk, bearded giraffe who sinks to his knees. The gesture is meant to be cruel, not kind. He has already shouted insulting remarks about the paintings: SECOND-RATE RIP-OFFS FROM VAN GOGH AND SOUTINE! I WOULDN’T PAY TEN DOLLARS FOR ANY OF THEM!

      And so on. There are fifty frustrated, angry artists for every one artist that gets a show. And getting a show does not translate into sales. My kneeling critic may still regret his errant move. When I slam my wheelchair into his exposed knees, he screams like a stuck pig.

      WHAT THE FUCK, MAN! ARE YOU NUTS! I’LL SUE YOUR ASS!

      While his friends hustle him out the door, I delight in having slayed the tallest giraffe.  But the incident puts a damper on the rest of the evening. I haven’t gone to another opening since.

      I’ll send a limo – no, a van – no, a big fucking limo van! Jackie serenades. The limo van drives you to the opening. You make an appearance. Schmooze with the filthy rich collectors, the illiterate reviewers; pose for a few photos and selfies. Then the big fucking limo van drives you safely home. Is that so difficult?

      Yes, and for all the things you just said. I hate New York, I hate crowds, I hate getting my photo taken, and I hate talking about my work! You’ll think of a good excuse for me.

      No, I won’t. I’ll say that Mr. Joseph Bye decided that the biggest opening of his career wasn’t important enough for him to appear. That he doesn’t give a shit about all the hard work his poor faithful dealer went to get him this show.

      You’re being unfair.

      I will send the limo van. You will get in the limo van. Goodbye, Joseph. She hangs up. No pressure. No pressure at all.

      It was Sherry who brought Jackie into my life. Sherry was on good terms with the Middelburg librarian, Lucille McCrory, then in her late sixties. She’d been running the library for thirty years. It’s a sweet old library. All brick. Built a hundred years ago with some Art Deco touches. I often went there as a kid, checking out art books and baseball biographies. The librarian at the time, Mr. van Bronckhorst, couldn’t figure me out.

      More baseball biographies, Joey?

      Yes, sir.

      Guess you must like baseball.

      Yes, sir.

      And more art books. I presume for your mother? he’d always ask.

      Yes, sir, I would always answer because I didn’t want to hear his smartass comments.

      One day Sherry brings two of my small paintings to the library – without asking me. Lucille likes them. Together they arrange a display of my artwork that will hang on the walls for one month – again without asking me. Since it is all settled, I reluctantly agree. I’d been painting for five years without showing my canvasses to anyone, discounting Sherry. It was time to show them to the public, even if it was in Middelburg. I select my best paintings, twelve in all. With the help of Sherry and Lucille, I direct where they should hang. I also type up a list of the paintings’ titles and the price for each of them. My one attempt at marketing is to hang signs on some telephone poles announcing ART SHOW IN LIBRARY. I’m embarrassed to call it an art show, but Sherry insists.

      The first three weeks I don’t sell a single painting. Then Jackie arrives in her little red European sports-car. She’s there to visit an old art curator friend who had retired from the Whitney Museum and moved upstate. Jackie sees my sign about the show. Curious or intrigued, she parks her car and walks to the library. She stares at my paintings without saying a word – I am told later by Lucille. After thirty minutes, she leaves. An hour later she comes back and buys two paintings: portraits of Whitey Ford and of Warren Spahn. They were two of my best. The woman had a good eye and knew her baseball. Then without calling first she drives to my house. Jackie must have asked a local where I live.

      Are you Joseph Bye? she asks me at the front door. With the top down I can see my canvases sticking out of the passenger seat of her two-seater.

      You found him.

      I just bought two of your paintings.

      Thanks.

      You priced them too low.

      I think the prices are fair.

      Not for you.

      You’re my first buyer in three weeks.

      Meaning?

      Meaning no one else thought the prices were too low.

      Because the people here are hicks. I don’t mean that in a negative way.

      How else could she mean it? But I don’t respond.

      I want to see your other work, she demands.

      Why?

      I’m interested.

      I don’t know your name.

      Jacqueline George, but call me Jackie. George isn’t my real last name, but it works better than Gorkowski in the art world.

      I’m silent again as I mull over what she means by art world.

      So, are you going to show me your work? I don’t have all day. I’m due back in New York by tonight. By the way, I know who you are.

      Who am I?

      Hah-hah! Hey, that’s good! Who am I? Very Zen. I know who you were. I was at Shea Stadium when you pitched a one-hitter against them. Fifteen strikeouts! You were fucking brilliant. It would have been a no-hitter except for one broken-bat blooper in the seventh inning. So, you’re an artist. I saw the paintings. I read your name. Didn’t put it together – at first.

      She continues talking nonstop for five straight minutes about my work, about the town, about her curator friend who lives in the town. I hardly listen because of what she’d said: You’re an artist. No one ever called me that before.

      When she pauses, I say, Let’s go in my studio. I pull out canvases from the last three years. Strangely, all she says is: Show me more.

      Sherry brings us ice tea and a cheese plate with bread and crackers. Jackie purchases two more paintings. I charge her the same price as the two she already purchased. I ask her to pay me in cash. She does. Then she gives me her card and drives away. I say to myself, Well, that’s the last of her. Three months later, she calls. Wants to give me a show in her gallery. Since then, Jackie shows my work every two years.

      After Jackie hangs up I try to go back to work and almost succeed – until the next phone call. It’s a number I don’t recognize. I don’t pick up. I hear him leave a message.

      Hello. My name is Tommy Shannon, I’m a journalist. This year marks the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Immaculate Game. I’m writing a story about it in a well-known publication, and I’d love to interview you. Please call me back.

      Later.

      Hi. Tommy Shannon again. I’m a HUGE admirer of your AMAZING career and all that you accomplished on the field. I’d love to get your reflections on The Game. Please call me.

      Later.

      Hey, it’s Tommy! I don’t give up. Heh-heh. Please pick up if you’re there, and I won’t call you again. Looking forward to speaking with you.

      Later.

      Tommy here. You knew my father, Gavin Shannon, sportswriter for the Chicago Tribune. He covered your career from the very beginning to when… it ended.

      I remember Gavin. One of the few sportswriters on the Chicago beat that I respected. He loved baseball, loved every facet of the game, and knew its history. Sadly, he also loved the bottle. More than a few times I saw him stumble into the clubhouse after a game. Sportswriters. I never liked them. I didn’t like Gavin. But he was always fair in his reporting. I respected him.

      To answer a call, I don’t need to pick up the phone. I had speakers and a console installed in every room. There is also a console in the right arm of my wheelchair.

      I press ACCEPT.

      I don’t give interviews, I say to Tommy Shannon.

      Thank you for taking my call.

      Start talking.

      It’s the twenty-fifth anniversary of The Game.

      The Game? What game?

      C’mon, Breeze.

      My name is Joseph Bye.

      May I drive up and do an interview? I’m based in New York City.

      Based? Are you in the military?

      Ha-ha! No. I live in New York, and I travel a lot.

      I. Don’t. Give. Interviews. Got it?

      Understood but–

      I don’t talk about baseball. I never again want to talk about baseball. I’m a painter. You can come to my opening at the Tommy Tom Gallery in Chelsea.

      Thank you, I’d like that. But I’d also love to talk about The Immaculate Game. Nothing else, just that. I promise.

      Immaculate Game? Never heard of it.

      Twenty-seven outs. Twenty-seven strikeouts. Not a single ball hit fair. Greatest pitched game in the history of Major League Baseball. Arguably the greatest single-game feat in all of sports. You’ve never given an interview about that game. Why not?

      Nothing more to add. It was nationally televised. Anyone can watch it on YouTube. Please don’t call me again.

      People still call it the Miracle Game.

      Miracle? Batters strike out all the time.

      Twenty-seven times in a row?

      It was overdue. Only a matter of time. I just happened to be pitching. I was surprised that Nolan Ryan hadn’t already done it.

      I’ve interviewed almost every player and coach who was at The Game. The piece is written. Except I don’t have you. Your insights and reflections would bring color and human interest to the piece. Your words would mean so much to so many fans.

      How old are you?

      I’m twenty-nine.

      Twenty-nine. You were what? Four years old? Why so interested?

      My father was there. He reported it. He loved the Cubbies. He talked about The Game all the time. He made it into a great tale. He coined the phrase The Immaculate Game.

      I’ve got work to do.

      My father said that The Game made him believe in God again.

      I’m about to hang up on this annoying kid, but when he brings The Almighty into the story, I gotta hear this.

      Why would he say that? I ask.

      Dad was a lapsed Catholic. But he said only God could produce such a miracle. He said even a pitcher as great as The Big Breeze could not do it alone. Then he said – something he never wrote or told anyone else – that he saw a luminous glow on the pitching mound when you were pitching during the game. He said each inning the glow got a little brighter. By the ninth he thought he saw sparks shooting from the rubber. Dad believed it was a sign of God’s presence.

      I feel the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I try to shake off the tingly sensation. But it sticks.

      Listen, Tommy. The closest thing to divine power that day was my catcher. He called a fantastic game.

      I wish I could have interviewed Torres. He was quoted as stating that catching The Game was the greatest experience in his life.

      My fabulous catcher and best friend, Tiny Torres. He died of AIDS a couple of years after retiring from baseball. He was coaching a junior college baseball team in New Jersey. I sent flowers to his funeral. We had kept in touch over the years. I knew he was gay, and I was waiting for him to tell me. I think he was getting ready before my accident.

      Finish writing your article, I tell the kid. You don’t need me. Plus, I hardly remember it. You want to make it the most important game in sports history? Want to make it a cosmic, celestial event that rivals Moses parting the waters? That’s your business.

      Actually it was God who parted the waters, he says, trying to correct me. Bush league.

      The Bible says Moses stretched out his hand. The sea parted. My money’s on Moses.

      Whatever.

      I detect irritation in Tommy-boy’s voice. Good. I decide to irritate him further.

      Ever hear of Jackie Robinson? Jesse Owens? Muhammad Ali? Billie Jean King? What they accomplished dwarfs a single no-hit baseball game.

      Did you know that all the players on the Chicago Cubs will be wearing your number this season to celebrate that Game? On every Cub player’s sleeve will be the number 30.

      These are my last words, then I’m hanging up. You begged the managing editor of some rag publication for this assignment. You promised to deliver an exclusive interview with The Big Breeze. You did your homework. That should be enough for any good journalist. But no. You had to add a touching story about your father’s faith being renewed. A miracle! God’s finger descends on a ball field, and your father is the only one who witnesses it. Nice hook. Maybe it’s even true. You think, This will melt Breezy’s cold, hard heart. He will relent and give me the gut-spilling interview I want. Sorry, Tommy. Heart still hard, freezer cold. Write your piece. Make your daddy happy.

      There is a long silence on the phone. But I can hear Tommy breathing.

      Mr. Bye, I’ve written articles for The Atlantic, Harper’s, The New Yorker, and a dozen other periodicals. I don’t have to beg anyone. In fact, it was the editor of Rolling Stone that asked me to write the story. My father died five years ago. And I believe his story is true. Every fucking word.

      I’m sorry about your father, I say just before he hangs up.

      I really am sorry, journalist Tommy Shannon, son of sportswriter Gavin Shannon. What could I possibly add? The usual clichés, the boilerplate. Did I feel invincible? Did I feel like a god? When did I realize that this game was special, different, awesome? Sorry, not interested.

      What if I did talk about The Game? What would I tell him?

      The ball felt different.

      How different? Tommy asks.

      It felt… alive.

      You mean lively? he presses, madly taking notes.

      No. Alive, I insist. Sounds crazy, but the ball really did feel alive. It scared me and thrilled me. I could do anything I wanted with the ball. Anything.

      I stop. First time I’ve tried to explain what happened. It’s difficult. Like trying to describe a vivid dream twenty years later.

      Please, go on, he urges.

      I think curve ball, inside corner. Start at the batter’s eyes and drop across the knees for a called strike. The ball obeys. I think slider, outside corner. Start waist high then swoop down and outside to his ankles. The ball obeys. Batter swings and misses. But it was more than even that… The ball talked to me.

      Talked to you? You heard it? Tommy asks.

      It demands me to throw a four-seam fastball when I’m thinking change-up. I listen to the ball. Who’s obeying who? In a game I may go through fifty to sixty baseballs. In this game, each ball feels just as alive as the last. But is it the ball in my hand I’m listening to? Or is it the ball in my head? All I know is that the ball feels alive, warm, and soft. I can mold it into whatever shape I want.

      I told you that my father believed God was present, Tommy interjects.

      If there was a god in that game, I don’t think it was Jesus Christ, or Yahweh, or even Muhammad. For all I know it could have been the Prince of Darkness that possessed me.

      Satan?

      Why not the Devil? If so, perhaps God later punished me for having performed a god-like miracle. I think of the Greek ruling god Zeus, who was enraged at Prometheus for stealing fire for mortals. For his theft, Zeus chained Prometheus to a rock and sent an eagle to eat his liver for eternity.

      What I don’t tell Tommy is that, by the seventh inning, I feel the terror of pitching an Immaculate Game. A few times, when I have two strikes on a batter, I’m tempted to let him hit the ball fair. Break this damn spell! I hear a voice pleading to give in. Yet, I resist. FUCK YOU! I strike him out, because I can, and the hell with God or the Devil.
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