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If you want to write, if you want to create, you must be the most sublime fool that God ever turned out and sent rambling. You must write every single day of your life. You must read dreadful dumb books and glorious books, and let them wrestle in beautiful fights inside your head, vulgar one moment, brilliant the next. You must lurk in libraries and climb the stacks like ladders to sniff books like perfumes and wear books like hats upon your crazy heads. I wish you a wrestling match with your Creative Muse that will last a lifetime. I wish craziness and foolishness and madness upon you. May you live with hysteria, and out of it make fine stories—science fiction or otherwise. Which finally means, may you be in love every day for the next 20,000 days. And out of that love, remake a world.



—Ray Bradbury


If you have any young friends who aspire to become writers, the second greatest favor you can do them is to present them with copies of The Elements of Style. The first greatest, of course, is to shoot them now, while they’re happy.



—Dorothy Parker
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In a time of midlife confusion, I imagined being the editor of a newspaper. Ben Bradlee was the model, once a foreign correspondent, a handsome devil, profane and provocative, the leader of a newspaper uncovering low doings in high places. Other sportswriters had risen to the top. Joe McGuff did it in Kansas City, Bill Millsaps in Richmond. James Reston of the New York Times was a sportswriter before he became an oracle in the swampland around the nation’s capital.


I whispered my secret ambition to a friend. He was aghast. He said, “Why would you take a demotion?”


I admit, the man had a point. Only a fool would ask for an end to all the fun in a sportswriter’s life. They pay you to go to games. Even better, if you like to write, they pay you for that, too. And hot dogs! Press boxes have long kept the hot dog industry in business. Of course, it was also true that no owner of a newspaper ever looked upon my wardrobe of mustard-stained golf shirts and thought I might be a corporate chieftain fit to run his money machine.


So here I am, a sportswriter. I came from small-town America to work for great newspapers and magazines. (Ben Bradlee’s, for one.) Then, after five or six decades at it, I closed the circle by returning to Illinois. I thought my typing days were over. Instead, one happy thing led to another, and I found myself having fun again, this time writing about a girls high school basketball team. This takes some explaining.


It is a three-act story. In Act One, Muhammad Ali, the greatest of all time, is a constant presence, our lives moving in tandem from youth to old age. There are Super Bowls, World Series, Olympics, a movie goddess, terrorists, a bomb, a libel suit, and a trip around the world playing golf in twenty-two countries on four continents, last at Pebble Beach and Augusta National. A friend eaten up with envy spoke of that trip as “the mother of all boondoggles.” My traveling partner, Tom Callahan, said, “We prefer to think of it as a calling from God.”


In Act Two, at an age when most people know better than to start over, I start over. I go back to those small Illinois towns, into those little gyms surrounded by cornfields. I get lucky with Morton High School’s Lady Potters. Across a dozen seasons, they win so often with such selfless grace that I call them “the Golden State Warriors, only with ponytails.” Also, when my life turns dark, those girls lead me into light.


Act Three, like all third acts, is a mystery waiting to be solved.


Scenes from Act One…




• Muhammad Ali was twenty-four; I was twenty-five. He was already a star, known for changing his name from Cassius Clay and beating Sonny Liston. I was new in Louisville, an untested rookie up from the bush leagues and chained to the copy desk. A boss came by and said, “Clay’s in town, go find him.” For the next fifty years, I hung with Ali in the usual places—at ringsides coast to coast—and in unusual places, including Las Vegas, where he raised the corner of a bedsheet and invited me in to do an interview with, “Louisville, come here.” Another time, we went into a forlorn Philadelphia funeral home to see a man who had been shot and killed at an Ali fight. To visit a youth camp in the Pennsylvania mountains, Ali drove, one hand on the wheel, at God only knows what speed, down a skinny, rutted logging road through a forest. I asked, “You ever think of dying?” He said, “You don’t ever want to die.” I said, “Glad to hear that.”


• Terrorists changed the world during the 1972 Olympics in Munich, and I stood below Building 31 watching a killer with a machine gun on patrol outside rooms where Israelis had been murdered. Twenty-four years later, at another Olympics, a bomb exploded in Atlanta. Outside Richard Jewell’s apartment, I stood in a parking lot with television crews, staking out the news, Jewell sitting alone in a stairwell, the Olympics security guard first hailed as a hero, then named by the FBI as a suspect, and finally confirmed as a hero.


• On a road trip to do a cover story for a new national sports newspaper, I shadowed Michael Jordan so long he mistook me for an errand boy. “Give these shoes to that kid out there,” he told me. I delivered the Air Jordans to a young fan because it was early in the trip and I needed better quotes than that one.


• Martina Navratilova wept when I asked about a grandmother she had left behind in Czechoslovakia. We met the next day to exchange understandings and apologies. She brought along her dog, a Corgi, a tiny beauty she called Killer.


• Speaking of dogs, I hear Ted Williams yet declaiming on a famous pitcher. “And Hoyt Wilhelm’s all-time for me. I’d get up against Hoyt Wilhelm and his first knuckleball, you see it good, but it was moving. The second one, it’s moving more and you’d foul it off and you’d say, ‘Geez, that’s a good knuckleball.’ And now he throws you the three-strike knuckleball. It’s all over the place, and you’re lucky if you don’t get hit with it because you don’t know where the hell it’s going. You could swing at it AND GET HIT BY IT!” Seventy-six years old then, his voice that of an enthusiastic, rambunctious kid, Ted Williams heard a dog bark somewhere in the house and called out, “Slugger, where are you? Come here, boy, come here, Slugger.” A few things in sports are perfect. Perfect that Ted Williams had a dog named Slugger.


• Secretariat flew down Belmont’s back stretch, and the big red colt did what horsemen say the great ones do, only this time this horse was so far beyond great that I swear the trees did sway, or at least bow in admiration.


• That Carlton Fisk home run in the ’75 World Series? Past midnight, on deadline, in freezing Fenway Park, on my Smith-Corona portable, I flash-typed a breathless thirty-four words after the baseball crossed over the Green Monster, and I flung the hot copy to a Western Union operator older than my mother.


• I saw the preternatural Tiger Woods win his first Masters in 1997, turning every golfer ever into mere mortals, and twenty-two years later saw him win the Masters a last time, doing it the hard way, as a mortal broken and repaired.


• Pete Rose lied to me. (But then, he lied to everybody.)





From the twentieth century into the twenty-first, Act One played out as a charmed life, as much fun as any sportswriter could hope for.


Here, the curtain goes up on Act Two…


My wife and I came home after forty-five years gone. We had been high school sweethearts in Atlanta, Illinois, population 1,300, forty miles south of Morton. I had been the nomadic, workaholic sportswriter, and Cheryl, the world champion wife, mother, grandmother, and homemaker. When we returned to Illinois, we found a log cabin in the country and put up a barn for two horses. We had no plans other than to sit on the deck at sunset and watch ducks do splash landings on the pond. It was time to be old marrieds looking forward to winter’s snowfalls and spring’s flowers.


One day I said, “Want to go to a basketball game?”


“Who’s playing?” she said.


“The Lady Potters.”


“The lady whos?”


“Potters. Morton used to be big in the pottery world.”


We lived a half hour east of Morton, 17,117 people, a small town by most measures, but a metropolis on the rural flatlands of west-central Illinois. It was a cameo brooch of a place that, in a bow to the region’s pumpkin farmers, bragged on itself as the Pumpkin Capital of the World. It sat atop a gentle rise east of the Illinois River across from Peoria, the state’s second-largest city outside the Chicago landmass.


Three years earlier, I had learned about the Lady Potters in my sister’s kitchen. Carly Jean Crocker stood by Sandy’s hutch. What a darling Carly was, thirteen years old, blonde and blue-eyed, tall and trim in blue jeans, stylish in a denim jacket and red canvas sneakers. We had known her since she was an infant as cute as she was loud (very). Sandy had been her babysitter from six months on, long enough that Carly called her Grandma.


That day in the kitchen, Sandy, Cheryl, and Carly’s mother, Lisa, talked about their school days. Because they all had been cheerleaders, a neighbor said, “Carly, are you going to be a cheerleader, too?”


There was a time in the past—before Title IX mandated equal school facilities for boys and girls in 1972—when that would have been a natural question. But not in the twenty-first century. Carly was an athlete headed for high school and Lady Potters basketball. She rode horses in 4-H competition, played second base in softball, ran cross-country, and went up against neighborhood boys in driveway basketball games.


Hearing the cheerleader question, Carly raised her chin a click.


“No,” she said, “I’m going to be the one they cheer for.”


She had me at no.


Carly was sixteen when Cheryl and I climbed three rows up in the bleachers at the Morton High School gym, the Potterdome. The game was the first sporting event for which I ever bought a ticket. Though I resisted saying the word, friends counted me as, quote, retired. With newspapers and magazines dying in the Digital Age, there was also the unhappy circumstance of nobody looking to coax geezers out of, quote, retirement. Without a press credential for the first time since I was seventeen, I was an official spectator.


Then this happened. The PA announcer’s voice exploded against the Potterdome walls. “AND NOW, YOUR LADY POTTERS!” A dozen girls came streaming onto the court in red-and-white candy-striped warm-ups, wheeling into layup lines that became a kaleidoscope of swirling, dizzying colors. I was not so far removed from a lifetime of sportswriting that I could ignore such a phenomenon. Borrowing a pen that Cheryl found deep in her purse, I scratched a note on a McDonald’s bag smeared with ketchup. Last saw a girls game 1975. Not 1975 anymore.


The good news, this was fun.


The better news, I wanted to write something. Writers write.


Carly’s mother, Lisa, said, “Go talk to Dave Byrne. Over there. He runs the team website.”


Byrne was the father of a freshman point guard, Kait Byrne. A big man with the loose-limbed look of an athlete in middle age, he leaned against a stage at one end of the court. I said, “I will be at most games, and I’d write something for your site if you could use it.”


Perhaps I had missed my annual haircut. Perhaps my country-farmer blue jeans carried reminders of barn work. Webmaster Byrne later told a WZPN reporter, “This old, disheveled guy came out of the stands and asked if he could help with the website.”


He had reason to be amused. He did not know whether I could spell or type, let alone do both. I must have used enough basketball jargon to pass for somebody who knew a back cut when he saw it. He allowed me to keep a measure of dignity by saying, “OK, yeah, sure, but let me run it past the coach first.”


The next day, we met the Potters’ coach, Bob Becker, at the local Steak ’n Shake. (I had the franchise’s famous double steakburger with string fries and a chocolate shake thick enough for a spoon. The straw is mostly decorative.) Becker was forty-one years old and in his tenth season. He had the fresh-faced look of a kid straight out of college. His best team, three years earlier, went 31–3 and finished fourth in the Illinois state tournament.


I knew that much about Becker. He knew nothing about Disheveled Old Guy.


Becker: “Why do you want to do this?”


Me: “It’ll be fun.”


Becker: “Really?”


Me: “Like, the other night, out of the blue, I wrote a note about how I hadn’t seen a girls game in forever.”


Becker:


Me: “It would be all new to me, something I’ve never done.”


Becker:


Me: “These fries are good, want some?”


Becker:


Me: “So, you’re OK with me doing this?”


Becker: “No second-guessing?”


Me: “I save that for the NFL.”


Becker: “OK, I guess, OK for now, we’ll see.”


For the next Potters game, I slid a Professional Reporter’s Notebook into my back pocket and brought along two pens. Big-time publicists delivered play-by-play sheets in the press box. The Potterdome had neither publicists nor a press box. That first time out, I stared at my notebook until ancient muscle memory kicked in and caused me to draw a line down the middle of a page. Morton play-by-play would go on the right, the opponent’s on the left. I had done it that way at the Bloomington, Illinois, Pantagraph, then a boy reporter eighteen years old, working his way through Illinois Wesleyan University at thirty-five dollars a week.


I was that boy again, now working his way through life.


For a laugh, I reminded Dave Byrne that I had been a professional sportswriter paid for my work. Now I was a senior citizen on a fixed income. He caught my drift. He assessed my talent, experience, good looks, and said, “How about a box of Milk Duds every game?”


I said, “Deal.”


Writing for Milk Duds. Perfect.
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Act One begins in Atlanta, Illinois, and moves to Louisville, then Washington, a Virginia farm, Atlanta (the big one in Georgia), and back home.















ACT ONE
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I had seen her in front of the Palace, Atlanta’s little movie house. Memory is kind if you live long enough, and I remember that night. I was about to put down a quarter for a ticket. Across the street, she stood under a streetlight, the light on her, the light seeming to choose her. I knew her name, Cheryl Liesman, and I knew she was from out of town, from Lincoln, the county seat, and she was someone’s steady girl. I went into the movie and never saw her again that night, never thought of her again, never saw her again at all until the second semester of my junior year in high school. There she was in a hallway outside Mrs. Brak’s English class, putting her stuff in a locker, suddenly the prettiest girl in school. Cheryl. Her face a doll’s, such a smile.


What to say? She didn’t know me. I stood at my locker, two down from hers.


“I haven’t seen you,” I said, “since that night at the movie.”


Oh, great. No way that made sense to her.


“You’re Dave, aren’t you?” she said.


She knew me?


We talked and we found seats together in Mrs. Brak’s class. She had been a cheerleader at Chester–East Lincoln grade school and had seen my seventh-grade basketball team. Her family had moved to a farm inside Atlanta’s school district. I even knew her boyfriend, Teddy, a drummer with his own band. (I knew him as a kid baseball player in Lincoln. Coke-bottle glasses. Could not throw a strike.) She rode to nightclub shows in Teddy’s Cadillac. I let time pass before inviting the prettiest girl in school to ride in my ’52 Chevy.


She was out of my league and would have remained out of my league except my sister dear, Sandra, noticed all the talking. The junior sock hop was coming up, Sandy said, and I should ask Cheryl to go. I did that brave thing. We danced one dance, maybe two, to a slow Elvis song, maybe Johnny Mathis. I did not die or anything, and one day that next summer she told me she had broken up with Teddy.


“Why?” I said, not caring why that great thing had happened, caring only that we lived in a world where such a great thing could happen.


“He kicked Tuffy,” Cheryl said, “and I kicked him out of the house,” Tuffy being her Chihuahua, a scrawny, snippy, yapping brat, and you never saw anyone pour more kindness onto a scrawny, snippy, yapping brat than I did on Tuffy that summer we were seventeen.


We must have been news at school, the new girl who became homecoming queen and the shy guy who had been all baseball, basketball, and books. Our senior year we were together in Miss Swinford’s English class, Miss Swinford an imperious woman, a classics major in her college days, half-glasses hanging by a shiny ribbon, silver hair gathered in a bun.


As director of our class play, Miss Swinford handed me a script and said, “You’ll be Dr. Edward Appleby.”


Then she said, “And Cheryl will be Jeannie Peabody.”


In Act III, Scene 2 of It’s a Great Life, the doctor and the beautiful debutante agree to a life together. They bring down the curtain with a kiss. Art as prophecy.
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Atlanta was a no-stoplight dot on the map along US Route 66 midway between Chicago and St. Louis, population 1,300. The business district, what there was of it, was cut into three pieces by 66 and the Illinois Central tracks running parallel through town.


You could have chickens in the yard, pigs in a pen, a cow out back and call yourself a city kid. Mom and Dad did not name the chickens; eggs were delivered anonymously, so no one got too attached to the birds when it came time for Grandma Martha to wring a neck. Mom dipped the remains into boiling water to soften them up for Sunday dinner. She also plucked feathers for pillows. Our three pigs began life as Huey, Dewey, and Louie. The arrival of piglets caused Louie to be renamed Louise. Our cow, Penny, became Atlanta’s most famous Guernsey the day she escaped.


My sister was at Deuterman’s Café for an after-school Coke when a friend said, “Sandy! Look! Is that your mom chasing that cow?”


Penny had jumped over the pasture fence.


Penny had decided to run away from home.


Penny went clippity-clopping south on First Street along the train tracks, past Schmidt’s farm implements office, past the meat locker and city hall, past the fire department, barbershop, and Harris’s tavern, about to arrive at the corner drugstore across from the bank next to Paul Ball’s hardware store, ker-lumphing past the post office toward Newby’s pool hall, where she would have been a sensational interruption of the old boys’ card games, mostly poker, sometimes euchre.


Only in Atlanta, Illinois, could there be such a scene, Mom a young woman, thin, strong, and independent, not shy about giving chase to Penny on a downtown street, Mom in her kitchen apron, cursing both the cow and her husband who had been told to make that fence higher because that cow’s gonna jump over that fence.


Sandy watched the Penny parade and thought to run from Deuterman’s and intercept the Guernsey before it got out of town. She let the thought pass. How Mom corralled Penny, Sandy never knew. She knew only that Mom soon advised Dad to put a rope on that damn cow’s neck and attach it to an anvil.


Throwing in a farm animal or two, the Kindreds were a heartland version of America’s favorite 1950s family television show, The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet. Our telephone was on a party line (two long rings, one short). Our black-and-white TV came with a roof-top antenna that had to be turned, sometimes by Dad on the roof, toward the transmitting station. In summers, Dad, a carpenter, made $100 a week. In winters, he made nothing, and Mom waited tables at the famous Dixie Truckers Stop, three miles north on 66. She said Louis Armstrong and his jazz band, stopping on trips to and from Chicago, asked for her because no one else would serve African Americans. Our house was a two-story white clapboard built in the early 1900s by a Civil War veteran, a black artillery officer on the Union side, and redone by Dad when he came home from World War II. We were five minutes from every place important—the ball diamond, Newby’s, Deuterman’s, the Palace movie theater, and the Atlanta school where we did grades 1 through 12, usually with all the same classmates.


Sandy and I walked the half mile to school, first through Faye and Deb’s yard (with Sandy snatching onion tops out of the garden for a breakfast snack). We turned left on the dirt street between Grandma Martha’s and the Deharts’. The Dehart house used to be a Baptist church led by pastor Daniel Fitch. His daughter, Serena, married Edward Wright, the artillery officer who built our house and left it to a son, Frederick (Buck) Wright, whose estate sold the house in 1945 for $2,400 to his friend and neighbor, Marie Magdalena Maloney Kindred, our mother.


“He was a black man, six feet, six inches tall, a big man,” Mom said. “He used to be a policeman in Chicago and then was a Pullman porter on the train to Chicago. He called me ‘Miss Marie.’ If we had meatloaf, I made meatloaf for him. If we had beans, I fixed him beans. He had nobody at home with him. You were three or four years old, and you took cake up to him, one block up. And you told me, ‘Mr. Buck says thank you, Miss Marie, your cake is good.’”


Our route to school took us past Maggie June’s, Maggie June a robust woman who wiggled through her front door one body part at a time. Around the corner from Maggie June’s, we passed the Christian church and its parsonage, the site of a boy’s first heartbreak. We were in the third grade when the pastor’s daughter, Luanne, announced that her family was leaving Atlanta for a church in southern Illinois. She promised to write me letters. (I got one.)


Closer to school there was a bad sidewalk with one section that had buckled up over a tree root. Sandy alleged that I ran ahead of her and distracted her from the raised concrete so she would trip and fall and give me reason to laugh. She further alleged that one winter day I rubbed snow on that buckled concrete until it became an off-camber sheet of ice and she would fall in a new and more laughable way. Now, I ask you, would any brother a year older do that to any little sister just for fun?


Next corner up, we could see the school.


Every time, it was thrilling.


Good things happened there. Five days a week for nine months every year from ages six to eighteen, I hurried to get there. Basketball, baseball, books! What more could be better? I first entered that building in 1947, last in 1959, and I can tell you which floorboards squeaked in the big hallway separating classrooms. The school was not only the biggest building in Atlanta; it was one of the wonders of the world.


The big-shouldered brick colossus, 150 feet from north end to south, had sixty-nine windows on three levels across the west side and, visible above the neighborhood’s mighty oaks, a clock tower with a bell that tolled five minutes before classes began. We entered through double doors and climbed a staircase to that wide hallway running the length of the building. At the top of the stairs was the fifth-grade classroom. (A second heartbreak, Miss Moore leaving in midyear to get married.) In her seventh-grade room at the north end, Mrs. Pryor read aloud to us every morning.


From that hallway, another set of stairs led up past Mr. Harwood’s principal’s office to the high school classrooms. At the north end, past Miss Swinford’s room, Mr. Efaw taught business. In the fifties that meant girls learning shorthand and typing. (One boy in typing. Me.) Two or three times a year in Mr. Efaw’s room we huddled under desks in preparation for an atomic bomb explosion. (The fifties: Elvis, poodle skirts, American Bandstand, and A-bomb drills.)


Only one basketball gym gets to be your first. Three flights of stairs down from the high school rooms, past the cafeteria, past a trophy case, along a hallway past the Future Farmers of America meeting room, and through double doors—behold, the Redwings’ gym. I first walked onto the shiny hardwood basketball court as a sixth grader who had never touched a basketball. The coach, Mr. Kampf, explained “dee-fense” and “oh-fense.” He told us to shoot only set shots. There’s a chest pass and a bounce pass. Stay between your man and the basket. Don’t look at the ball when you’re dribbling. Six years later, Atlanta High School with its one hundred students won its first twenty-nine basketball games. We beat big, scary Lincoln (84–80, hooray for oh-fense) for Atlanta’s first and last regional championship. We lost by 25 in the sectional to an even bigger, scarier school.


Out the gym’s back doors and down the street a couple blocks, there was the ball diamond. (Always “ball diamond,” never “ballpark” or “baseball field.”) It was 272 feet down the left field line to a rusting wire fence nailed to twisted tree limbs driven into the ground. That fence separated the outfield from a stinking, muddy pig lot. Rocks multiplied overnight on the bare-dirt infield and caused so many evil bad hops bouncing against a shortstop’s shins that an old man forever felt a young boy’s pain. The bleachers were four rows high and twenty feet wide. (Mom, Dad, and Cheryl sat up top.) The Redwings’ bench was a two-by-ten piece of lumber, ten feet long, weathered, warped, and splintered. The ball diamond was heaven.
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I wanted to be a Major League Baseball player.


Summers, I played Pony League baseball in Lincoln. Sandy and I were little kids when we caught the Greyhound at Howser’s Feed Store in Atlanta, along Route 66, and rode the bumpy ten miles south to Grandma Lena’s, counting telephone poles along the way. My sister alleged (she did a lot of alleging) that on arrival in Lincoln, I was, to quote her, “a little snot.” She said she waited for the bus driver to open the baggage compartment. Meanwhile, I ran up Sangamon Street to Forehands’ West Side Tavern (Grandma’s place) and left her alone to lug our suitcase.


I still own the best baseball glove ever, a Wilson A2000. In 1959 it cost thirty-five dollars at Red Ringeisen’s sporting goods store in Bloomington, Illinois. A lifetime later, the ancient leather has a golden glow under a patina of dirt carried away from infields all over Illinois. Hold it to the light just so, you can make out in the pocket those magic words, “Pro Model.” On the outside of the glove’s thumb, printed in inky block letters: kindred. It could be the glove of a retired major league shortstop invited back for Old-Timers’ games.


All boys must have had that dream. Dwight Eisenhower did. “When I was a small boy in Kansas,” he said, “a friend of mine and I went fishing and as we sat there in the warmth of the summer afternoon on a riverbank, we talked about what we wanted to do when we grew up. I told him that I wanted to be a real Major League Baseball player, a genuine professional like Honus Wagner. My friend said that he’d like to be president of the United States. Neither of us got our wish.”


I was seventeen when reality interrupted my wishing. Dad said he could outrun me to first base. He was an old man, forty-six years old, a geezer who would be better off whittlin’ twigs than challenging his speedburner son. The day of the race, he wore khaki work trousers. He had on his carpenter’s cap with the stub of a yellow No. 2 pencil behind one ear. I sneaked a peek at his shoes. They were ankle-high scuffed brown boots that he called “clodhoppers.” On my flying feet were Rawlings’s best baseball spikes, the Fleetfoot model. I turned the tongue flaps down over the laces. Very cool.


I had worked at being a better player. Because we owned a full block in a neighborhood along the railroad tracks, Dad made half of it our baseball field. He carried away stones, chopped out stumps, and leveled the ground by dragging a chain-link fence behind his ’48 Ford pickup. To teach me the strike zone, he hung twine on laths driven into the ground, creating a rectangle seventeen inches wide and set at shoulder and knee heights. When he was not behind the twine catching my hard stuff, he threw batting practice with corncobs. The corncobs were dark red and small and flew in flight so erratic, it was like trying to hit bumblebees. To get quick hands, I threw a golf ball against the concrete steps of our back porch and caught the ricocheting pellet. To get stronger, I went to the railroad tracks and tossed up the big white rocks from the train bed and hit them until my bat was reduced to splinters.


I would be Stan Musial, Stan the Man, the greatest of all Cardinals. A natural right-handed hitter, I tried to hit left-handed from Musial’s unorthodox stance, deep in a crouch, his back turned to the pitcher, a stance described by Hall of Fame pitcher Ted Lyons as “a small boy looking around a corner.” The experiment failed. Every pitch coming at me hit me. Scientists call it a neuromotor deficiency; the brain receives information from nerves too late to be translated into action. Laymen call it paralysis. Neither neuromotor deficiency nor paralysis fit into a boy’s big-league plans.


We staged our race, Dad and I, at the ball diamond. One step away from home plate, I found myself one step behind the old fella. It stayed that way. Past first base, I did what any teenaged aspiring immortal would do. I lied. Without hesitation and with absolute certainty there would be no next time, I said, “I won’t let you win next time.”


I was twenty-one when Dad died of lung cancer at fifty-one. Mom opened a little wooden box of his stuff. Under his army discharge papers, she found two ribbons, both in shreds, faded blue ribbons dated 1928. Dad had been fifteen that summer. In the Logan County track meet, he won the 220-yard and 440-yard dashes. The kid in Fleetfoots had been hustled by the geezer in clodhoppers.
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A kid at seventeen should just shut up sometimes.


When we were seventeen, it was a very good year for small-town dreamers on soft winter nights. We brought down the curtain on another rehearsal of It’s a Great Life. We stopped for a milkshake at Deuterman’s. We drove three miles south of Atlanta on 66 and made a hairpin turn through trees into a narrow, dark tunnel under the Illinois Central railroad tracks. The tunnel exited onto a dirt road twisting between snowy, moonlit fields. The road led to her farmhouse on a hill, and we parked near enough the chicken coop to hear a rooster’s complaint that he had been awakened before dawn. There we did what boys and girls do in cars late on cold winter nights when they are seventeen.


One night in February, I made more of basketball than a girl wanted to hear.


Cheryl said, “I play basketball, too, you know.”


“Really?” This was long before Title IX.


“At church,” she said.


I asked, “Is your team good?”


“Not much,” she said. “We’re mostly beginners.”


“How about you?”


“In our last game,” she said, “I scored all our points.”


Here a boy on a moonlit winter night might have told the prettiest girl in school that she must be a very good player to have scored all her team’s points. Done well, the compliment would take the edge off the freezing cold air finding its way through the rusted-out floorboards of a ’52 Chevy.


Instead…


I asked, “How many did you score?”


“Fourteen.”


Hmm. “How many did the other team get?”


A pause. “Seventy-two,” she said.


Here, alas, I laughed out loud.


Cheryl scooched away, past the dashboard clock, past the radio knobs, scooching sideways until she bumped against the passenger door, where she quit with the homecoming queen smile and took up an arms-crossed position. Conversation was over. Everything was over. Soon, it was really cold in that Chevy.








[image: image]











My parents saw me chasing ambition.


Dad did the baseball part.


Mom did the typewriter part.


She found the beauty at an auction, five dollars, a Royal, cast iron, its keys concave and rimmed with chrome curled to embrace a typist’s fingertips. It was a gift for my fifteenth birthday. I sat at our kitchen table staring at it. I waited. I wanted to remember the first words I ever typed. It took a few minutes. Finally, hunting and pecking…


S-t-a-n-l-e-y F-r-a-n-k M-u-s-i-a-l.


I learned stories had beginnings, middles, and ends by listening to our seventh-grade teacher, Mrs. Pryor, who began each morning’s class by reading aloud, memorably from Jack London’s Call of the Wild. I knew nothing about grammar until my freshman year in high school when Mr. Wright’s Latin class taught us English grammar. Mostly, I was learning to write by reading. Nights when I should have been asleep, I read anthologies of sportswriting. (W. C. Heinz on Vince Lombardi, Jimmy Cannon on Joe Louis, Grantland Rice on Babe Ruth.) I read newspapers. From Grandma Lena’s house on Sixth Street in Lincoln, I rode my bicycle seven-tenths of a mile to the train depot, where, on Sunday mornings, the Chicago papers arrived. Nights in Atlanta, in my bedroom upstairs, listening to the radio, I took notes on basketball games and typed up stories.


At some point, I had decided, if I could not be Stan the Man, maybe I could be a sportswriter.


Reality hurried along that decision. On a summer baseball Sunday, as a teenager on Atlanta’s men’s team in a raggedy-ass pasture outside the village of Wapella, I stood in against a pitcher named Jack Chick. He was grown up more than most grown-ups. From his spot atop the mound, he cast a shadow that reached halfway to home plate and suggested doom. I later learned Chick’s size, six foot five, 240 pounds. He was a mountainous, black-bearded, scowling lumberjack who roared in evil laughter as he threw axes at teenagers. Three strikeouts later, I returned to my safe place in front of a typewriter.


I was seventeen when my byline first made it into a real newspaper. The date was February 19, 1959. On page 3 of the four-page local weekly, the Atlanta Argus-Lens, the playmaking guard typed up a story about the high school basketball team, then undefeated in its first twenty-three games.


A fragment of the lede…


The Atlanta Redwings, a picture of teamwork, the epitome of determination, and a favorite of Luck…


And the kicker…


… there are those who give this five a better than even chance to capture the regional crown at Lincoln.


I got my first newspaper job in the summer of 1959, the week after graduation, eighty cents an hour. As the only intern at the Lincoln Daily Courier, I filled in for staffers on vacation. One week I would be a photographer (Speed Graphic, with flashbulbs), society editor the next. I did sports (Pony League baseball) and obituaries. On Friday afternoons, the managing editor, Bob Liter, came around the tiny newsroom with pay envelopes. Perhaps because my intern’s salary was so comically low, he made a show of paying me with a stack of thirty-two $1 bills. They were clean, unwrinkled, and had the sharp edges of a new deck of cards. In years to come, I imagined the bills having been printed and trimmed in the pressroom every Friday morning just to see how long the kid would accept counterfeit money.


I was also the flyboy. Sounds adventurous, “flyboy.” The flyboy watched as newspapers came off the press and fell into a stack. Every fiftieth newspaper came out crossways. The flyboy picked up the stack of fifty. Then he waited for the next fifty. And the next fifty. He delivered them to a waiting truck. The flyboy soon realized there was no romance in newspaper flyboy-ing. I preferred being the society editor even if it meant typing words and sentences that I had never read in a story typed by Heinz, Cannon, and Rice. “The lovely bride,” for example, “completed her ensemble with a veiled pillbox hat.”


Miss Swinford had made a curt dismissal of my English class theme in which I declared my ambition to be a sportswriter. “Maybe, someday, you can be a foreign correspondent.” Probably not. There were all those sports stories typed up at night for no one to read, and all the sports reports in the Spotlight, our high school’s mimeographed “newspaper,” and the Redwings’ stories in the Argus-Lens and the Courier.


I became a real newspaper person by winning an essay contest. The contest offered a scholarship that would pay half the tuition at Illinois Wesleyan University in Bloomington, twenty miles north of Atlanta. The winner earned the tuition’s other half by working at the Bloomington Pantagraph, a distinguished regional newspaper. This was perfect. I was already a published reporter. I was a Pantagraph subscriber. I was a good high school baseball player and an Illinois Wesleyan baseball fan. Here came a chance for a small-town kid to attend a good school while working at a good newspaper and playing baseball for Jack Horenberger, the coach who made IWU’s baseball program so good that a veteran major league scout, Ellsworth Brown, took me aside one day for a man-to-man talk.


We stood out of the rain in the small entryway to the Ace Novelty shop in Lincoln, across the railroad tracks from Grandma Lena’s tavern. Brown had been to Atlanta for games, usually to see a real prospect on the other team. That day in Lincoln he said, “Son, you gotta go to Wesleyan if you can. You’ve got a big-league arm, and you know how to play, but, I dunno, son, you’re not big and the way you run, maybe pick up your knees some would help, but I don’t think there’s Class D in you, and I know you’ll play for Horenberger and get an education.”


The theme of my contest essay was curiosity. “Being a reporter,” I wrote, “you can be nosy and get paid for it.” One day, along Penny the cow’s escape route, I stopped at the post office, twirled the dial to open our small mailbox near the back of the room, and there was an envelope with the Pantagraph logo on it. I took the envelope home, unopened. At the kitchen table, where I had first typed Musial’s name, I read that I had won the scholarship.


At Illinois Wesleyan, I was a three-year regular at second base. I was good enough in the field to be tolerated as a banjo hitter slapping one-hop singles. Horenberger called me a smart baseball man, even a Casey Stengel, he said, before realizing a need to add, “He runs like Casey, too,” Casey then being seventy-five years old. And there was a day against Purdue. Oh, God. If only I could forget that day. I lost a pop-up in the sun, down the right field line, two outs, the bases loaded, the ball thudding against the heel of the A2000 and falling to the ground, everyone scoring. Next inning, with the bases loaded, I slapped a one-hopper that went between the third baseman’s legs and drove in two runs. The Pantagraph’s veteran sports editor, Fred (Brick) Young, once an IWU athletic star and likely responsible for my scholarship, gave me a base hit on that one-hopper, calling it too hot to handle. Forever after, I scored baseball generously, especially when a kid needed a hit.


At the Pantagraph, for four years during school and two years full-time, I wrote features and game stories. I also wrote a weekly bowling column. On Tuesday and Friday basketball nights, I was a one-man band on the copy desk. I carried a Speed Graphic to a local game for first-half photos that I developed and printed. Twenty part-timers spread around the newsroom took box scores by phone from sixty area games. I did the layouts, copyediting, and headlines for all the section’s pages and oversaw the printers’ work in the composing room (earning pica-stick slashes across the knuckles for touching any piece of metal, a sin against printers’ union rules). I loved the frenzy of those desk nights. I also loved the freezing challenge of walking football sidelines and taking notes in snowstorms when you cannot make out the uniform numbers and the yard markers are buried under snow and every punt comes from the other end of the field and then, at game’s end, you drive through the snow to the office and figure up the statistics before you write.


I covered Game 7 of the 1964 World Series in St. Louis. The sports editor did not want to go. He asked, “Want my credential?” No question has ever been put to anyone quicker to answer. The game ended on a pop-up to the Cardinals’ shortstop, Dal Maxvill, though my account treated that pop-up as the most dramatic pop-up in baseball history. But hey. I might never be at another big-league game, let alone a World Series, let alone a Game 7.


I had been to high school basketball games in small-town gyms all over central Illinois—Chenoa and Hartsburg-Emden and Maroa-Forsyth (with a ceiling so low it discouraged jump shots). Put a pin in the map, I was there: Beason, Elkhart, Saybrook-Arrowsmith, Fairbury-Cropsey, and Mason City, Middletown, Minonk-Dana-Rutland, San Jose, Delavan, and Heyworth. My biggest assignment was the Pontiac Holiday Tournament. Its basketball tournament was a thirty-two-team event that drew potential state champions. It is likely that veteran Pantagraphers begged off. Pontiac meant sitting at courtside for twelve hours. Twelve hours! A kid could hardly believe his luck. He could go typing into the night, as always, but now he was typing stories to be published, perhaps even read.


I had been out of Illinois only for baseball trips to New Orleans with Illinois Wesleyan. The most famous person I had seen was the broadcaster Chick Hearn, not yet the iconic Chick Hearn of the Los Angeles Lakers but the Chick Hearn of Peoria TV who spoke at our grade school athletic banquet in 1954. I met one big-league baseball player, a Lincoln native, Emil Verban, an all-star with the Phillies in the late forties. He once worked with infielders at our American Legion practice. He said I had good hands, praise that prompted me to recount how I had thrown golf balls against our concrete porch steps to practice my fielding. Emil Verban said, “Mmm.”
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And there was Cheryl.


She had finished nurse’s training in 1962. Her class celebrated by putting on a variety show based on South Pacific.


She came rocking onto the auditorium stage as a sailor boy in a sailor boy’s whites. The uniform was too big for her and just right for the way it shimmied with her every move. She brought down the house singing “Honey Bun” and dancing across the stage to a sailor boy’s bawdy lyrics.


She’s broad where a broad should be broad.


I call her hips “twirly” and “whirly.”


Mitzi Gaynor did it in the movie. Cheryl did it better.


Thank you, Miss Swinford, wherever you are.
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Cheryl had forgiven me for the 72–14 night. She even bought into my idea of a sportswriter’s life: “I’ll never be a nine-to-five, home-for-dinner guy, OK?” By 1965, Cheryl was a registered nurse. We were young marrieds with a son, Jeff. We rented a three-room house in Lincoln, fifty dollars a month, distinguished by a humongous iron heating grate in the living room that dared us to try to leap across it barefooted. We were ready to get on with life.


Cheryl could get a job anywhere. I searched the help wanted ads in Editor & Publisher magazine for a step up from the Pantagraph. The Louisville Courier-Journal, listed by Time magazine among the ten best newspapers in the country, needed both a sports copy editor and a writer. The sports editor, Earl Cox, asked us down for an interview.


Getting hired there would be big. The Pantagraph was a good newspaper. I had grown up reading it. It paid my way through college. But the Courier-Journal was the real deal, a big-time, top-ten newspaper in a big city. Lincoln to Louisville was three hundred miles. It was a six-hour drive into our future.
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