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PUBLISHER’S NOTE:

At the end of this novel of approximately 51,782 words, you will find two Special Sneak Previews: 1) MOTHER-FRACKING EARTH DAY by Gregg Sapp, a hilarious take on what happens when Golden Springs’ Earth Day parade’s grand marshal is kidnapped, and; 2) HANNAH’S VOICE by Robb Grindstaff, a critically acclaimed, award-winning literary gem with characters you’ll never forget. We think you’ll enjoy these books, too, and provide these previews as a FREE extra service, which you should in no way consider a part of the price you paid for this book. We hope you will both appreciate and enjoy the opportunity. Thank you.
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eBook License Notes:

The author specifically prohibits scrapping the book and/or using any portion thereof for the purpose of training Artificial Intelligence.

You may not use, reproduce or transmit in any manner, any part of this book without written permission. This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only; it may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, please return to your eBook retailer and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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Author’s Disclaimer:

I alone am responsible for the contents of this book. Though based on actual events, it is entirely a work of fiction. None of the actions taken or words spoken by real, named people ever took place. Neither did any of those by unreal people. While many things described in this book mirror occurrences during the Ten-Cent Beer Night game on June 4th, 1974, in Cleveland, Ohio, I felt completely free to take creative liberties with their depiction. In this regard, I beg the reader’s indulgence and hope they appreciate the respectful satire and nostalgic whimsy that I intend for this book. Thanks for reading.
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MOTHER-FRACKING EARTH DAY:

“I’m a sucker for puns, but I wasn’t a sucker for deciding to read Mother-Fracking Earth Day. I came for the title and stayed for the contents. Politics, comedy, and mystery swirl together to create a narrative that’s meant to entertain. Although I have not read the rest of the series that came before, this was such a fun read even as a stand-alone.

“Satire, especially satire willing to touch on current and controversial politics, seems to be getting rarer and rarer. Thankfully, Sapp does not shy away from tackling those politics. He also tackles them rather masterfully too. Two towns very close in geography but worlds apart on ideology represent the left and right platforms largely how the other ideology would see them. This means all the stereotypes, all the talking points people spout, show up to create walking and talking caricatures of ideals. Somehow though, what could seem more like cut-outs in other authors’ hands still felt relatable, and I still cared about what happened to these characters. Even the ultimate villains behind the kidnapping plot feel more fleshed out than many works that take themselves a lot more seriously.” ~ Lisbeth Ivies
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HALLOWEEN FROM THE OTHER SIDE:

“Gregg Sapp has done it again! He has authored another intense novel that is almost impossible to put down once you start reading it. Sapp creates characters with whom the reader closely identifies to the point of bonding. His description of surroundings and individuals is so precise that it is easy to form mental pictures placing yourself center stage in every aspect of the story. The plot is superbly crafted with enough excitement to enjoy the story and remember select minutia long after you have finished it. Halloween will never be the same.” ~ Tim Terry
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THE CHRISTMAS DONUT REVOLUTION:

“Gregg Sapp’s smart witty high-quality writing will appeal to readers looking for something refreshingly and delightfully different.” ~ David Hejna, Author of “Utopia Café”
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UPSIDE-DOWN INDEPENDENCE DAY:

“This book pokes fun at both redneck conservatives and liberal academics. This is the first book by this author I have read but won’t be the last.” ~ Dan Smith
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FRESH NEWS STRAIGHT FROM HEAVEN:

“Johnny Appleseed told many a good yarn about his life and times. He would like this book.” ~ Howard Means, Author of “Johnny Appleseed: The Man, the Myth, the American Story” (S&S 2011)
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“Fresh News is as fresh as today, filled with the flavor and plain frontier talk of the Western Reserve. It’s unmissable.” ~ The Akron Beacon Journal (Book Talk, August 2, 2018)

~~~
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“This narrative begins at Owl Creek in 1801 and immediately I am captured not only by the description of America’s western frontier but by this gangly and cheerfully unconcerned barefoot backwoodsman who made walking sticks fashionable. Against a lush and fragrant backdrop, Sapp provides an array of multidimensional characters in an unpolished landscape that is researched and executed so well, it is difficult to tell that which is invented and that which is historically accurate.” ~ Lori’s Book Loft
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“Gregg Sapp presents a superbly researched, highly entertaining, and thoroughly enjoyable historically based novel surrounding the exploits of Johnny Appleseed; intertwined with some of the most noteworthy persons and events of the time period. If your initial reaction to the topic is that it may be rather trite—I assure you it is NOT. The historical references and characterizations are intricately researched, creating an exceptional description of lifestyles and living conditions in the cruel harsh frontier at the onset of the nineteenth century. Sapp is a professional researcher with prominent academic credentials who knows how to evaluate the authenticity of primary and secondary sources of information and then craft them into a highly readable and truly exciting adventure. In addition to being a truly exciting story, this book gives the reader a fascinating prospective of frontier living not previously available in other novels.” ~ Tim Terry
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We’re pleased to offer you not one, but two Special Sneak Previews at the end of this book.
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In the first preview, you’ll enjoy the first chapter of MOTHER-FRACKING EARTH DAY by Gregg Sapp, a hilarious take on what happens when Golden Springs’ Earth Day parade’s grand marshal is kidnapped.
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

GREGG SAPP at Evolved Publishing

In the second preview, you’ll enjoy the prologue and first two chapters of HANNAH’S VOICE by Robb Grindstaff, a critically acclaimed, award-winning literary gem with characters you’ll never forget.
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“This book is so well written and Hannah is so compelling, her voice lingers in my mind long after I have finished reading. If Hannah’s Voice doesn’t end up on the bestseller’s list, on every notable list... I will be shocked. I will definitely keep my eyes open for more from Robb Grindstaff!” ~ Michelle L. Johnson
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OR GRAB THE FULL EBOOK TODAY!

YOU’LL FIND LINKS TO YOUR FAVORITE RETAILER HERE:

Robb Grindstaff’s Books at Evolved Publishing
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To the loyal but long-suffering fans of Cleveland’s professional baseball team.
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Chapter 1 – Play Ball – May 29, 1974​
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“If the world were perfect, it wouldn’t be.”

Yogi Berra

~~~
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Chatter resounded across the field, like trash talk in iambic pentameter: “Hey batter batter, hey batter batter, HEYBATTERBATTER—SWING!”

Out of respect for the game, Solomon Zuch, second base for the Saint James the Less Middle School Crusaders, did not join the strident chorus. He considered chatter to be unsportsmanlike, even silly, since there was no skill or scheme involved in it other than making a lot of feral noise. It was not much better than name calling, so he refused to participate. Besides, he was too task-focused in the moment to indulge such nonsense.

What will I do if the ball is hit to me? he asked himself. What would JB do?

The other Crusaders did not share Solomon’s moral objections to jive gibberish, so they barked like jackals trying to distract the opposing batter. In part, their yapping derived from fear, for the game was on the line with Marty “Hack” Henshaw, the most ferocious slugger in the middle division youth league, at bat. Even his practice swings made fielders duck.

In the final inning, the Crusaders clung to a one-run lead against the Clintonville Marauders. There was one out and a runner at first. Prior to Hack coming to the plate, Coach Quinn and his infielders had strategized on the mound with their pitcher, Loosey Ducey.

“Maybe I should ought to just walk him,” Loosey proposed.

“That would put the potential tying run on second,” Solomon pointed out.

Coach Quinn said, “Just don’t give him nothing good to hit,” which was unhelpful, since Hack was known to swing at anything that didn’t roll or bounce to the plate.

Solomon kicked the dirt around second base, pounded his fist into the pocket of his glove, and assumed his ready stance with knees bent, weight balanced on the balls of the feet, arms out front, and glove extended. He shaded slightly toward second, set to make a force out on any ground ball, and possibly even turn a rare youth league double play, because Henshaw was as slow a runner as he was powerful a hitter. As Loosey wound up to pitch, Solomon glanced at the bleachers, where his father sat watching. He nodded to indicate that he concurred with how his son had positioned himself.

Whether following the coach’s advice or just losing control of the pitch, Loosey uncorked a lazy changeup so high and outside as to make the catcher hop onto his feet and stretch to receive it. To Hack, though, it must’ve looked like a dangling piñata, because he stepped out of the batter’s box and onto the plate, then lunged at the ball with his 34-inch, extra wide barreled Louisville Slugger bat. When the bat connected with the ball, the impact reverberated so hard the chain links in the backstop shook like chimes. The ball exploded on a missile trajectory, taking a single ballistic bounce up the middle of the infield, beyond the reach of Stinky Shea the shortstop, destined for center field.

With the crack of the bat, Solomon felt his whole body buzz with adrenaline. He dove past the second-base bag, and, fully extended perpendicular to the ground, snagged the ball in the webbing of his glove. When he landed, his left foot brushed the base for a force out at second. From lying flat face down in the dirt, he sprang onto his knees and homed in on the first baseman, Jacko Szabo’s outstretched mitt. Hack was chugging down the line, kicking up a mini tornado of dust behind him.

Given a moment to think twice, Solomon might’ve kept the ball rather than attempt to turn a double play by firing it across the infield to first base. The whole reason he played second base was because, despite his reliable glove, he had a wildly inaccurate throwing arm—an affliction known as the “yips”—and fielding that position seldom required a long throw to complete a play. Whenever hurried or challenged to throw for distance, he invariably glitched, so he never knew where the ball was going—it might land in the bleachers, or closer to the right fielder than the first baseman, or even, sometimes, on the ground behind him, if he dropped it before following through.

In that moment, though, Solomon felt electricity crackling in his arm, and baseball instinct overrode all thought. He whipped his arm sideways and slung the ball like a bullet straight into Jacko’s mitt, where it landed with a thunk. That sound created a snapshot in Solomon’s mind, with Jacko squeezing the ball, his foot anchored on the bag and Hack half a stride short of the base. He was out. The game was over. The Crusaders won.

“Safe!” the umpire shouted.

That call struck Solomon like an arrow between the eyes. It triggered a shock wave from his brain down the length of his spine. He howled, “No!”

Springing onto his feet, propelled by righteous indignation, Solomon pushed off second base like it was a starter’s block and launched toward the umpire. Dust and sweat in his eyes blurred his vision. Squinting to focus, he glanced past the umpire and saw his father standing on the top row of the bleachers, above the fray, with one arm across his chest and the other raised, palm facing forward; he mouthed the word, Stop.

Solomon’s cap flew off when he skidded to an abrupt halt. His cleats stuck in the infield turf so hard it dug a divot. The umpire stood a few feet in front of him, on the other side of the first-base foul line, with his chest puffed but eyes watery and cheeks flushed red. Gulping, Solomon removed his glove and held the index fingers on his hands about six inches apart.

“Pardon me, sir, but my throw beat him by this much,” he said, while looking past the umpire, at his father, who flashed him an “okay” gesture.

The umpire did not have a chance to reply, for a split second later, Solomon’s coach and teammates mobbed him with curses and protestations. Jacko grabbed his crotch and growled at the umpire, “Bite me!” Loosey made an obscene gesture in front of the umpire and queried, “Can you see this, huh, ump?” Coach Quinn turned the bill of his cap around backward and inserted his face into the umpire’s field of vision close enough that he could’ve taken a bite out of his nose, while snapping at him, “I’ve heard better calls from whorehouse barkers!”

Unmoved, or perhaps hardened by their outcries, the umpire steeled his features and reiterated, “He’s safe,” then calmly walked away to dust off home plate.

Solomon marveled at his aplomb, even though he was dead wrong. Did he truly believe he’d made the correct call? Or, once having made it, did he dare not show any doubt? Either way, he’d changed the course of the game, and the only option left for Solomon and his teammates was to accept it and play on.

The extended contest lasted just one more pitch. Loosey was so discombobulated by the turn of events that he lobbed the next ball chest high over the heart of the plate, and the batter turned on it for a towering shot over the head of the left fielder and beyond the railroad tracks, where it rolled into somebody’s back yard. The batter trotted around the bases blowing kisses at the infielders. Before he’d even touched home to complete the winning run, the Crusaders had already started plodding back to their dugout.

Coach Quinn didn’t even try to conceal it when he took a slug off the flask stashed under the hollow bottom of his scorekeeper’s book. “We got screwed,” he griped to his team.

“Screwed hard,” affirmed Mary Quinn, his wife, having entered the dugout to dispense juice boxes to the crestfallen players, “right up the old bung hole.”

Solomon was repulsed by that analogy, but his teammates cheered when she said it. Hearing that from the coach’s wife, the players felt like they had license to curse, so they seized the opportunity to voice words otherwise forbidden of Catholic schoolboys.

“Turd bucket!” Loosey swore, gesturing as if to wipe his ass.

“Dickless wonder!” Jacko sneered, jamming a bat between his legs and parading around the dugout.

But it was Stinky Shea who pounded his chest and dared to utter, “Fumping Suckire!”

“Enough!” one voice roared, loud enough to silence all others. Solomon’s father, Otto Maximilian Zuch, entered the dugout rolling up his sleeves. “There will be no more cursing, whining, bellyaching, or yammering like juvenile delinquents. Do you hear me?”

Nominally, Papa was an assistant coach, but then so were all the other players’ dads, so he wielded no particular authority to make such a proclamation. Prior to that moment, the most any of the players had ever heard from him was bland advice like “throw strikes,” “swing level,” “keep your eye on the ball,” and other things they didn’t need to be told. However, when Coach Zuch rounded the corner of the dugout and usurped Coach Quinn’s spot on the top step, he commanded a presence akin to Babe Ruth himself. Solomon was proud of Papa for taking charge so decisively to quell the uprising.

“Respect the game,” he enjoined the team. “Now, get out there, line up, and shake hands!”

Every kid on every team who’d ever played Little League Baseball detested the post-game formality of lining up across from their opponents and traversing in opposite directions, exchanging reciprocal handshakes and high fives with their counterparts while congratulating them on a “good game.”

On that day, the gesture was especially irksome to Solomon because of the way the Crusaders had been cheated out of rightful victory. Part of him agreed with his teammates, who groused among themselves that they’d sooner call out the Marauders to settle things in the alley afterward than shake their filthy Protestant hands. That never ended well, though. In Catholic school, fighting could get you a week of detention writing the Hail Mary a thousand times on the blackboard. Solomon thus set aside his legitimate grievances and tried to set an example by graciously congratulating them, even Hack Henshaw. The ritual handshake was a way to at least claim a moral victory.

Upon finishing the obligatory gesture of sportsmanship, the Marauders disbanded with scarcely another word. Solomon lugged the bat bag back to the car and grunted while hoisting it into the rear of the family’s Ford Country Squire LTD station wagon. He took his glove and cocked his arm, ready to slam it onto the floorboards, but his father stopped him by grabbing his wrist. “Don’t,” he said. “Give it to me.”

Papa was picky about how he took care of ball gloves—he still conditioned the old Rawlings Trap-eze glove he used way back when he played in college—so this wasn’t an entirely peculiar request. Solomon dropped a ball into the pocket of his glove and handed it to him. While Solomon buckled himself into the front seat, Papa walked around the car, where he disappeared for a moment, then opened the back door and placed the glove on the seat.

On the way home, they listened to WWWE 1100 AM on the radio, the Cleveland Indians baseball broadcast station. The Tribe was visiting the Texas Rangers, where they were getting shut out in the bottom of the eighth inning.

“That was one heck of a play you made out there tonight,” Solomon’s father said during a break in the action.

Pausing, Solomon eventually hazarded, “He was out.”

“Yes. But also, no.”

“Jeez, Papa. What does that mean?”

On the radio, the Indians announcer called the next pitch. “Wilcox threw waaaay inside to Randle. You probably wouldn’t be wrong if you said that was retaliation for the way Randle slid hard into second last inning.”

Papa turned up the radio’s volume. “Hear that voice,” he said. “That’s Herb Score. A great broadcaster, sure. But you might not know he was a pretty great ballplayer, too. He set a rookie record for most strikeouts. The next year he won twenty games. Mickey Mantle said he was the toughest lefty pitcher in the league. Then, in his third year, he got hit in the face by a line drive. It broke facial bones and one eye socket. He came back to play the next year, but he was never the same afterwards.”

Solomon wasn’t certain if his father intended that story as an answer to his question, but it was a good story, so he remarked, “That ain’t fair.”

“Yes. But also, no. Some folks felt sorry for Herb. They said he was cursed. Herb, though, insisted that he was lucky because that line drive could’ve killed him. So, you see, kiddo, just about anything can go either way. That’s not just baseball, it’s also life. The only thing you can do is make the best of whatever happens. Do you get it?”

Not really, Solomon thought. That story was kind of sad, even a little gross. Clearly, though, he realized the correct answer was, “Yes.”

On the radio, Herb Score called the next play. “Randle drags a bunt down the first baseline. Wilcox fields the ball. Hold your horses! Randle just ran out of the baseline and crashed into Wilcox with his forearm. Uh-oh, here comes John Ellis from first base, and he’s taking a swing at Randle. Now both benches are emptying...”

Papa turned the volume down on the radio. “That’s bush-league behavior,” he remarked, “the kind you might expect from a team managed by a hothead like Billy Martin.”

“Yeah,” Solomon concurred, which he divined was what his father wanted to hear. Also, he hoped that by quickly validating his opinion, Papa might turn the sound on the radio up so he could hear. Solomon tilted his ear to the speaker, trying to discern what was happening on the ballfield from the snippets he could pick up from Herb Score’s muted voice. He imagined it to be the greatest beatdown by Indians over cowboys since Little Big Horn. In between unintelligible words, Solomon heard the name of his favorite player—the gutsy Indians second baseman, Jack Brohamer—but, unfortunately, couldn’t make out what he’d done or what had been done to him. Either way, he was sure that JB wouldn’t back down.

Solomon’s father clicked the radio off completely. “I hate to see the game disrespected,” he said. “Baseball is better than those kinds of shenanigans. You get that, don’t you, son?”

“Sure, Papa.” Solomon sighed.

“Good. Because you’re going to be thirteen years old soon, and that’s old enough to appreciate the importance of pride, sportsmanship, and honest competition. Nothing good ever came from breaking the rules. I call that maturity.”

That didn’t necessarily jibe with Solomon’s experience as a seventh grader. The rulebreakers tended to be popular in school. Still, he looked forward to becoming a teenager—in just six more days—with all the rights and responsibilities that went along with it. Until hearing his father say so, though, the virtue of “maturity” hadn’t occurred to him.

Solomon’s father pulled the station wagon into their driveway. His mother, her hair in curlers, was wearing an apron and waiting for them on the front porch. She waved at her husband with one hand and blew a kiss to Solomon with the other. Or was it the other way around?

“Let’s eat,” Papa said. “We’re having meat loaf tonight.”

Solomon averted his face so his father wouldn’t see his grimace. He didn’t know which was worse—the botched call in the game or his mother’s meat loaf.
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Every Wednesday evening, dinner was meat loaf. Nobody liked it. Even so, because this was the first dish Gretchen Zuch made for her new husband after they got married, meat loaf was literally baked into family tradition.

Solomon’s mother manufactured greasy, gelatinous meat loaf, made of budget ground chuck mixed with lumpy yolks from eggs bought at Big Bear and gritty breadcrumbs made of burnt Wonder Bread. Her personal embellishment was melting a slice of processed cheese food on top. Runny mashed potato flakes and flaccid boiled carrots rounded out the meal. Not even Twinkies for dessert made up for it.

Papa was first at the table. “Dinner is served! Hurry—don’t loaf!” He thought that was hilarious.

Solomon and his nine-year-old sister, Sofia, scuffed their feet as they trundled into the kitchen. The last person to arrive was their Großmutter Oma, who put out a cigarette in an empty beer can when she entered the room, then went to her place at the end of the table, on a seat with a hemorrhoid pillow.

“Why not ever we have braunschweiger instead of loafed meat?” Oma asked, not for the first time. Since they’d all heard her make this complaint many times before, nobody answered.

With the family gathered, Mama brought forth the platter of meat loaf, still steaming, with the cheese food bubbling on top. It smelled like dog food, fresh from the can. She served her husband first, then sliced a piece for Solomon. It landed on his plate with a puckering sound.

Papa led the family in their standard prayer. “Come Lord Jesus, be our guest and bless what you have bestowed,” then everybody added “amen” and crossed themselves.

The sounds of the Zuch family dinner were Solomon’s father chomping, his mother chewing, Oma gnawing, and Sofia nibbling. None of these patterns of mastication suited Solomon, who could only force the meat loaf down if he cut it into bite-sized nuggets and swallowed them whole. The only way anybody could consume the mashed potatoes, though, was to slurp them, more like soup than solid food. Solomon was well practiced at ingesting Wednesday night dinner in such a way that avoided any of it brushing against his taste buds.

“Everybody is so quiet tonight,” Solomon’s mother remarked at length. “You all must have been very hungry.”

In truth, Solomon just wanted to get the meal over with, and talking would prolong the ordeal. He supposed that Sofia and Oma shared that desire. The three of them persisted in silence.

Leave it to his father, though, to blab. “Solomon must be famished,” he said. “He played one heck of a game today.”

Sofia couldn’t resist teasing, “Yeah, but they still got beat.”

“Ack.” Oma cleared her throat, the way she often did before speaking. “It’s not for whether to win or to lose, but how to play the game well.”

“That’s exactly right—just like my father taught me when I was growing up. He always said that American baseball is a discipline. Today, Solomon played hard, clean, and kept his cool.”

“Yeah, but they still got beat,” Sofia repeated, unable to abide her brother being praised.

“We got robbed,” Solomon objected.

“Well,” his father shifted a mouthful of meat loaf into his cheeks to speak, “sometimes, the breaks go with you, and sometimes they go against you. Either way, you must react with dignity. Isn’t that right, son?”

Solomon realized that he wasn’t so much being asked how he felt about that proposition as he was expected to agree with it. His father had teed it up for him to answer the question in an easy and obvious way, which was, “Yeah, that’s right,” whether he really meant it or not.

“That’s so mature of you,” Solomon’s mother said.

“He has become an actual little man,” Oma added.

“Yeah, but he still got beat,” Sofia griped under her breath.

Solomon’s father pushed back his plate and sat up straighter in the chair, assuming a posture that meant he had an announcement to make. He winked at his wife. “Shall we tell him the good news, Gretch?”

“Well, I guess that now we must, since you’ve pretty much let the cat out of the bag,” she replied, biting her lower lip to hold back a grin.

“Ack, what news is good?” Oma asked.

“Our boy has a big birthday next week. Thirteen years old. A teenager!” Papa reached across the table, put his hand on Solomon’s, and asked, “Did you leave your ball glove in the car, kiddo?”

Solomon bristled, like he’d done something wrong. “Well yeah, Papa, but it’s because you took it and put it in the back seat.”

“You should go get it, right now.”

The old man’s emphasis sounded like a command. There was a family custom for leaving the table, whereby the children had to ask permission only after finishing everything on their plates. For his father to tell him outright to leave the table halfway through the meal was highly unusual, so even though he was merely following orders, Solomon felt like he was doing something wrong. He hastened to do as bidden.

The glove was on the seat where his father had left it, except the ball that Solomon jammed into its pocket had been replaced with an envelope. Solomon put the glove under his arm and removed the envelope. It had his name on it, with a return address that read “Cleveland Indians, Municipal Stadium, 1085 West 3rd Street Cleveland, Ohio.” In the lower left-hand corner of the envelope was a cartoon picture of Chief Wahoo, the Indians mascot, wearing a single head-feather and bearing his trademark audacious smile.

Solomon pressed the envelope to his forehead and closed his eyes, counting to three before checking again to confirm that what he had in his hand was, truly, correspondence from the home offices of his favorite baseball team. For a Catholic kid growing up on the north side of Columbus, Ohio, this was akin to a personal letter from Jesus Christ.

Skipping through the front door while waving the envelope like a hand fan, Solomon cried out, “Mama! Papa! I got a letter from the Cleveland Indians.

“So, what are you waiting for? Open it,” his father said.

Solomon tore off the end of the envelope and shook it until a trifold piece of paper slipped out. In all capital letters, in the same script used on the Cleveland Indians team jersey, the word “CONGRATULATIONS” spanned the entire first line. His voice cracked as he read the text out loud.

“Dear Solomon Zuch. Thank you for being a loyal fan of the Cleveland Indians. To show our appreciation, the team would like to extend a special invitation to you. As you may know, this year we are designating one young fan to be an honorary ballboy or ballgirl when their birthday falls on an Indians home game. This year, on your birthday of June 4, 1974, we’d like for you to put on an Indians uniform and serve as a ballboy at the Indians game against the Texas Rangers...”

Solomon had to stop reading at this point because if he kept going, he knew he’d start bawling tears of joy. It was exactly what he’d wished for but never held out hope that might be possible. He handed the letter to his mother, who started reading the fine print silently.

Meanwhile, Papa elaborated, “Your mother and I entered your name into the contest drawing. Over two hundred other children also applied, but God must’ve smiled on you, because they picked your name. So, the whole family will drive to Cleveland on the morning of your birthday, to get you there with plenty of time before the game starts, so you can change into your very own uniform and maybe grab some autographs from the players. Uncle Laslo and Cousin Mo are coming, too.”

“I just can’t hardly even believe it,” Solomon stammered. “Me. In uniform, on the field, with the real Cleveland Indians players. Maybe I’ll get to meet Jack Brohamer.”

“I bet you will, son.”

“Uh-oh,” his mother interrupted upon reading the letter’s fine print. “It says here that there is a special promotion for that game, too. Of all the silliest things I’ve ever heard—it will be Ten-Cent Beer Night.” She tsked. “I hope your brother Laslo will behave himself.”

“Ewwww. He uses bad words,” Sofia scoffed.

Despite his overall elation, Solomon’s initial reaction to hearing the mention of his Uncle Laslo and Cousin Mo was similar to his sister’s. His uncle was a foulmouthed blowhard, and Mo had a penchant for getting into trouble no matter what he was doing. Maybe, Solomon reasoned, since he’d be on the field and they’d be watching from the stands, he’d be spared any embarrassment they’d likely cause.

“Not to worry, honey,” his father said. “It’ll be baseball on a summer evening in beautiful Cleveland. What could go wrong?”

​
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Chapter 2 – Pregame – June 4, 1974​
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While riding in the bumpy third row jump seat of his family’s Country Squire station wagon, Solomon performed maintenance on his baseball glove. It began with massaging its heel. The padding was hard, and if he didn’t keep it supple and well-oiled, grounders sometimes ricocheted off it. Next, he kneaded the valley of glove’s hinge, so it could snap shut like a steel trap. Then he tightened the laces in the webbing. Over time and with heavy use, they tended to loosen, and sometimes a ball stuck in the gaps. Finally, he inserted his hand into the glove and tested its fit and flexibility by unzipping his fly while wearing it. When he passed this test, which was hard enough under any circumstances, much less in a vehicle speeding down I-71, he was satisfied that he was ready to play ball.

On that night, he could not tolerate even the slightest glove malfunction, for as an honest-to-goodness major league ballboy for his favorite team, the Cleveland Indians, his assigned task would be to snatch errant foul balls.

Whenever Solomon told friends that the Tribe was his favorite baseball team, their typical response was, “Why?”

It wasn’t easy being an Indians fan. You had to have high expectations but an even higher pain threshold. For as long as he or any of his friends had been alive, and another decade before that, the Indians had, as they often put it, “sucked weenies.” Growing up in central Ohio, Solomon had choices as to which professional baseball team to follow. All his friends pledged their devotion to the Cincinnati Reds, a.k.a. “The Big Red Machine,” one of the finest teams in baseball and without a doubt the best in the state. Cheering for them was easy, though. To be an Indians fan required a stoic disposition, faith without proof, and no expectations of short-term rewards. In that respect, it was something like being Catholic.
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