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      To Libby, my one true partner,


            with love on our twenty-fifth


   

      1


      Blessed Onlyness


      My father’s name was Gerhard.

      


      Now, imagine growing up in a middle-class New York suburb, just after World War II, with a father named Gerhard. I still shudder

         over that day in second grade when, in a primitive stab at ethnic profiling, Mrs. Sanford strolled the room asking each of

         us to recite the names of our parents.

      


      “Shirley and Bill,” “Mary and Bob,” “Eileen and Lester,” chirped my homogeneous classmates at the William Street Elementary

         School. Then she reached my desk.

      


      “Doris and Gerhard,” I mumbled quickly.


      “Doris and what?”


      “Gerhard.”


      “Ah, Gerhard… that’s a good German name,” she said, serving two dozen eight-year-olds their first oxymoron.

      


      At recess later that day my direst fears were realized when Dicky Smyers planted an accusative finger in my chest and said,

         “Your dad’s a Nazi.”

      


      Well, my father was emphatically not a heel-clicker. That said, he was about as American as apple strudel. Born in a small

         town in Schleswig-Holstein in 1903, he left home at age nineteen, hopping a steamship from Bremerhaven to New York in search

         of his fortune. At Ellis Island, when he reached the front of the line, they asked him his name.

      


      “Gerhard Peper,” he said, pronouncing it as if it were a producer of pulp products.


      “No way, pal,” said the immigration clerk. “Over here, with a name spelled like that, no one’s gonna call you ‘Paper.’ It’s

         either ‘Gerry Peeper’ or ‘Gerry Pepper,’ take your pick.”

      


      Dad opted for the marginally more euphonious “Pepper.” However, he declined sprightly “Gerry,” gutting it out in the New World

         with darkly thudding “Gerhard.” In one way this turned out to be a canny move. By 1940 Americans would be vilifying every

         soldier in Hitler’s army as a “Gerry.”

      


      By that time my father was a card-carrying American. Had he fought in that war, he would have fought for the United States—against

         his own brother—but he was too old to serve. Ten years later, when I arrived, he was, again, too old to serve—as my father.

         At age forty-six he could have been my grandfather.

      


      Old and old school he was, a man who worked ten hours a day, six days a week his entire adult life. Fresh off the boat, he’d

         signed on as a carpenter’s assistant, hoping to raise enough money to put himself through medical school. But economic reality

         forced him to abandon that plan in favor of a more affordable alternative—chiropractic college—moonlighting as a busboy during

         four years of schooling in Iowa.

      


      A week before graduation he threw a dart at the U.S. map and speared Pearl River, New York, “The Town of Friendly People,”

         a tiny hamlet twenty miles north of Manhattan. In 1933 it was there that he set up a two-room office.

      


      One of his first patients was my mother. She was eleven years younger than he, a sophomore at Mount Holyoke College. Her major

         was German, and she had plenty in common with Dad, beginning with Teutonic blood on both sides of her family. In fact, during

         the nineteenth century her maternal grandparents had emigrated to the United States with the most astonishing of surnames:

         Peper. Yes, one-p-in-the-middle Pepers dangle from virtually every branch of my family tree. I’m not sure whether that makes me a hybrid or

         a mutation. I do know I’m the product of a union that somehow lasted forty-three years before my mother’s death in 1977.

      


      Although stern and humorless on the surface, my father had a sort of oompah-band schmaltz that endeared him to just about

         everyone, beginning with Mom. He called her Toots (the truth is, he called all women Toots, but Mom was Toots #1); he hugged

         and kissed her openly and often and constantly proclaimed her “the star of my sleepless nights.”

      


      In a similar way he schmoozed his female patients, who unfailingly fell for his little-old-winemaker charm. Although Dad claimed

         to hate socializing—and people in general—he was invariably the life of the party. He had a fine, strong singing voice, could

         waltz like Astaire, and spoke five languages fluently, albeit with a heavy German accent.

      


      A classic family story involves the lady of a certain age whose chiropractic treatment required spinal and cranial X rays.


      “Okay, Toots,” said Dad as he fired up his machine, “are you wearing any bridges?” (False teeth apparently inhibit a clear

         view of the medulla and environs.)

      


      “Yes, of course,” she said.


      “Then I’m afraid you’ll have to remove them,” he said, directing her to the lavatory.


      Moments later the woman reappeared, stark naked from the waist down. “Bridges,” as pronounced by Dad, had registered as “britches.”


      Language barrier aside, he was a terrific chiropractor. Although most of his patients came in search of relief from lower-back

         pain, he had success helping people with everything from epilepsy to multiple sclerosis. But he also knew his limits, frequently

         recommending patients to local physicians who in turn referred their sacroiliac sufferers his way. In a profession that has

         provoked unending skepticism Dad was legit: honest, caring, dedicated, and thorough.

      


      Personally, I never understood the whole chiropractic shtick. How manipulating a section of the neck or spine could possibly

         repair any internal malady was beyond me. My father once told me it was like turning on a light. “You flip a switch on the

         wall,” he said, “and up on the ceiling a bulb goes on. That’s what I do with the spinal cord.” Kind of scary, if you ask me.

         I can attest, however, that throughout my twelve years of public school, I missed only a handful of days, largely due to Dad’s

         knack of squelching colds and related ailments by means of a quick “adjustment.”

      


      Since his office was attached to our house, members of the immediate family could be whisked in for checkups and routine servicing.

         Every examination was a two-part process. He’d begin by gliding a strange two-pronged instrument—sort of a pregnant magnet—up

         the back of one’s neck. This produced a red-ink readout resembling a six-month chart of the Nasdaq. After a perusual of its

         peaks and valleys he moved to part two, which involved one of two ominous machines, known privately by me as Godzilla and

         the Rack.

      


      Godzilla was comprised of four or five spring-loaded leather cushions. It was powered by a groaning electric engine and angled

         up and down like a construction crane when my father stepped on a pedal at its base. In its at-rest position Godzilla inclined

         about twenty degrees below vertical. The patient boarded it, facedown in the firm cleavage of its paper-covered pillows. Then

         Dad hit the gas and down it steamed until parallel to the floor—adjustment mode.

      


      The Rack was more low-tech—a rigid Naugahyde chaise lounge on which the patient assumed a more or less fetal position. The

         Rack’s only distinctive feature was a raised headrest with a small cavity into which one inserted the ear of Dad’s choice.

      


      Once I was in position on either apparatus, Dad would cradle my head in his huge hands, sliding soft, puffy fingers ominously

         across my neck, temples, cheeks, and jaw as he searched for the perfect time and place to make his move. This unsettling foreplay

         could last anywhere from five to thirty seconds, depending on how quickly he found his inspiration. Then, with the suddenness

         of a lightning bolt, he’d snap his hands, usually causing an audible click inside my neck. Adjustment completed.

      


      “Now lie still for a couple of minutes,” he’d say as my eyeballs returned to their sockets. Invariably, I’d fall fast asleep.

         By the next morning my earache, runny nose, sore throat, and/or cough was miraculously gone. These days, as I address my computer—three

         Aleves in my stomach and a back pillow at the base of my chair—I’m aching for one of those adjustments.

      


      On the flip side my father could inflict almost as much pain as he relieved. He was old-country strict, brooked no disobedience,

         and believed strongly in corporal punishment. Major misbehavior brought a few swift lashes from “the belt” or “the switch.”

         The belt was not a major threat, since my father mostly wore suspenders, but the stick—a pliant, well-aged branch from one

         of our oak trees—was always within easy reach in the center of the kitchen resting ironically atop a kitschy “Home Sweet Home”

         sign.

      


      Dad’s stubbornness was probably his worst quality. He never backed off, even when he was patently out of line and knew it,

         and he never took blame. The only time I ever heard him apologize to my mother was when he said, “I’m sorry, Toots, you’re

         wrong.”

      


      He and Mom had frequent and loud arguments on everything from politics to patio furniture. They were both highly intelligent,

         but Mom had more verbal finesse and she wasn’t above using it in their debates. “It must be absolutely wonderful to be so

         sure of yourself all the time,” she’d say. “I so envy you your state of perpetual self-confidence.” He never had a response

         for that one.

      


      She was particularly fond of taunting him about his overeating. (At age twenty he’d had a swimmer’s body—by forty he’d become

         a whale.) Remember that television show from the sixties, The Alfred Hitchcock Hour, which began with the famed director striding into his own ovoid silhouette? Dad could have filled in for Hitch, and he worked

         at that role, three squares a day.

      


      “My God, Gerhard,” Mom would say as he tucked into pork chop number seven, “you’re digging your grave with your teeth!” This

         invariably triggered a spirited exchange on the pros and cons of gluttony. It was Dad, however, who usually got the last if

         not best word, stomping from the room while delivering his bread-and-butter closer: “Toots, you can go shit in your hat!”

      


      Like most kids, I couldn’t imagine my parents having sex, and in the case of our family the irrefutable evidence was meager.

         Married in 1934, Mom and Dad took eight years to produce my brother, Eric, and another eight to come up with me.

      


      One consequence was that Eric and I had separate and unequal childhoods when it came to paternal participation. Middle-aged

         Gerhard was an outdoorsman. He loved to hunt and fish, and he taught Eric to love those things, too. Together they disappeared

         for weekends to bag bass, birds, and bucks. When Eric came home with his first 14-point whitetail, it was one of the proudest

         days of my father’s life.

      


      By the time I reached the Field & Stream years Dad was a senior citizen with arthritic joints, varicose veins, poor hearing, and a self-described “bum ticker.” A

         year or so before my birth he’d suffered a heart attack that had brought an abrupt end to his wilderness trekking. There would

         be no hunting and fishing with George.

      


      Truth be told, that was fine with me. I hated summer camp, found the Boy Scouts vaguely homosexual, and never quite saw the

         delight in rising at 4:00 A.M. in order to bring about the demise of a duck. Unlike Thoreau, I am at two with Nature.

      


      Guns attracted me briefly, as they do so many boys, and one year I got an air rifle for my birthday. It was fun plugging tin

         cans and toy soldiers with those copper BBs. Then one day I drew a bead on a robin that had perched on a telephone wire near

         our house. Now, at a distance of fifty paces I had never hit anything, but this time I did: a thunderbolt to the bird’s little

         skull. It was as if I’d shot myself. At eleven years old I’d become a cold and demented murderer. My hunting career ended

         right there.

      


      As for fishing I lack the requisite patience. As a hopelessly type A personality I don’t stop to smell the flowers, let alone

         the fish. Results are what I crave, preferably immediate results. At a bare minimum I need the assurance of action. Sitting

         in a rowboat and staring at the surface of a lake is my idea of water torture. Ocean fishing can be pleasurable, of course,

         especially when I have a companion to hold the waist of my shorts as I lurch seaward and projectile-vomit my three most recent

         meals.

      


      Without question my most gratifying day as an outdoorsman came at about age ten, when from the end of a dock at Greenwood

         Lake, New Jersey, I caught precisely one hundred sunfish. I’d set myself a goal early that morning and had gone at it with

         disturbing zeal, molding a loaf’s worth of Wonder bread into pea-sized pellets that slid easily onto the hook. (The most effective

         bait, I’ve found, is the kind that’s equally palatable to both fish and fisherman.) All day long I horsed in those pathetic

         perch—tossing them back as fast as they arrived—until somewhere around Miller Time the centenary sucker hit the planks.

      


      Although I made a hundred conquests that day, in actuality I caught only about a dozen fish—the same dozen over and over again.

         After a while I came to recognize each glazed gaze and mutilated maw. They didn’t seem to be having as much fun as I was.

      


      In any case, there was no outdoor life between George and Gerhard Peper, no bonding in the boondocks. In fact, not much in

         the way of shared recreation.

      


      Dad was, to coin a word, asportual. Having been raised in another culture, he had little affinity for American games. During

         my formative years his idea of leisure-time fun was a few hours of weeding the pachysandra, followed by some light hauling

         to the compost heap.

      


      I didn’t miss his presence, except when it came to one activity: baseball. I loved baseball. In fact, between the ages of

         eight and twelve, I lived baseball.

      


      Whatever money I could scrounge went into the purchase of Topps baseball cards. They came in packs of six or seven, accompanied

         somewhat gratuitously by a brittle rectangle of bubble gum. No serious collector will ever forget those brightly colored wrappers,

         the sweet smell of the gum, the slick film of sugar that coated the top card, or those two-and-a-half-by-three-and-a-half-inch

         treasures themselves.

      


      Each pack was a new adventure, to be embraced with the pathetic fervor of a Super Lotto player. Praying for Hank Aaron or

         Al Kaline or Nellie Foxx, I’d invariably draw Don Blasingame or Tom Sturdivant or Felix Mantilla. But the big names popped

         up just often enough to sustain the addiction. I’ve often wondered what sort of marketing Machiavelli in the Topps offices

         decided how many Mays and Koufax cards to sprinkle into the flow, and just where and when to seed them.

      


      If you collected baseball cards, you didn’t go halfway—at least I didn’t. Each summer my consuming goal was to complete the

         collection. Judicious card management was thus important. I housed my collection in an old Dutch Masters cigar box that never

         left my room, and kept with it a checklist that showed cards procured and cards needed. The cards were rubber-banded by teams,

         with separate packs for rookies, all-stars, and other specials. The duplicate Blasingames never saw the box; they joined my

         traveling squad for flipping and swapping with friends.

      


      I fancied myself a better-than-average flipper, with a deft wrist flick that served me well in the game where a single card

         was propped against a wall and players took turns skimming cards at it, Frisbee style, until someone toppled the leaner and

         raked in the pile.

      


      One golden summer, probably 1961 or ’62, through a combination of prudent collecting, artful flipping, and good fortune, I

         was able to amass the entire year’s collection. The cards came out in several series, and that year I completed all seven

         or eight series—several hundred cards in all. I have no idea what I did with that cigar box, but if I had it today, it would

         probably be worth more than my house.

      


      By the fifth grade my obsession had reached the point where all I wanted was to own a copy of The Complete Baseball Encyclopedia. That spring my mother told me that if I could finish the school year with a 90 average, she’d buy it for me. I can still

         remember the Saturday in June when I walked into Lord & Taylor in Westchester and plucked it from the shelf—a big, blue volume,

         boundlessly packed with statistics and information. I spent hours and hours with that book, and for a while I knew just about

         everything in it, or thought I did.

      


      Most of all, I knew the Yankees. In the early 1960s no red-blooded American boy within a hundred miles of New York City could

         know otherwise. McDougald, Kubek, Richardson, and Skowron in the infield; Berra and Howard splitting the chores behind the

         plate; the Chairman of the Board, Whitey Ford, leading a pitching staff that also included Bob Turley, Ryne Duren, and Eli

         Grba. And, of course, that outfield: unsung Hector Lopez playing left foil to “the M Boys,” Mantle and Maris.

      


      In the summer of 1961, when Mickey and Roger made their fabled joint run at Babe Ruth’s single-season home run record of sixty,

         I was with them every step of the way, watching weekend games on channel 11 and listening to night games on WPIX, as Mel Allen,

         Red Barber, and Phil Rizzuto relayed every “Ballantine Blast” and “White Owl Wallop.”

      


      Rarely was I able to stay awake through the end of a night game, but on one special evening the entire baseball world remained

         wide-eyed and rapt until the final out. It was game number 154—not the last game of the season, but the last chance for Maris,

         who had made the stronger bid, to tie or beat the record in the same number of games in which Babe had set it.

      


      He came into the game with fifty-eight, two short of the record, and he gave it everything he had. He hit number fifty-nine,

         and in his second-to-last at-bat he hit a long foul ball into the seats. But the Yankees’ opponents that night, the Baltimore

         Orioles, did not want to go into the record books as the team that let the record fall, and so they brought in their legendary

         stopper, knuckleballing Hoyt Wilhelm. Roger’s last at-bat was a check-swing ground ball. Ultimately, however, he would finish

         the season with sixty-one home runs, albeit a season of 162 games.

      


      I was happy for Roger—all Yankee fans were. But we were also sorry it wasn’t Mickey who’d done the deed. It was Mickey, after

         all, who had thrilled and frustrated and enchanted us more than any other Yankee. He was our hero, maybe our last hero, a

         guy who played with an innocent love of the game, who played through pain and never gave less than 100 percent.

      


      In the fourth grade, when we were assigned to do a book report on a biography, I chose Mickey Mantle’s. I learned about his

         childhood in Texas, how his dad encouraged him to hit the ball both left- and right-handed. I also learned how to pronounce

         the word “osteomyelitis,” the disease that ended his career.

      


      I even tried switch-hitting in Little League. Well, sort of. The truth is, I didn’t make Little League. I tried and failed—in

         mortifying style. I’m not sure whether it’s a measure of my otherwise charmed life or the singular devastation of the event,

         but to this day I have never experienced a worse moment.

      


      The epicenter of my hometown was the high school football field. Set on Central Avenue and walled on its four sides by the

         school, the library, the firehouse, and a dozen downtown stores, it was Pearl River’s answer to the Roman Forum. One Saturday

         each spring—traditionally the coldest, dampest day in March—most of the town’s male population assembled on that field at

         dawn for the solemn rite of Little League tryouts. It was one big Elks Club/Knights of Columbus/Boosters/Jaycees/Kiwanis spermfest.

      


      For some kids this was a terrific day, a chance to showcase their considerable skills. For me it was the most traumatic event

         of the year, an annual persecution that loomed ominously for weeks, even more harrowing than the moment in the annual school

         physical when the doctor said, “Now turn your head and cough.”

      


      In 1961—the same year Roger Maris earned eternal fame—I won undying infamy in my first Little League tryouts.


      My number was 164. In black Magic Marker it had been printed on a white four-by-six-inch card, and handed to me, along with

         a safety pin, by one of the myriad Baseball Moms stationed behind folding tables at the firehouse end of the field. “Pin this

         on your chest, son,” she said, “and when the eleven-year-olds are called, run out to the position you want to try out for.”

      


      Baseball Moms and Dads were all over the field that day, taking names and giving numbers, selling doughnuts and raffle tickets,

         and generally choreographing the chaos. The Moms came in a variety of shapes and sizes, but the Baseball Dads were a definite

         breed: broad-shouldered, big-bellied, chain-smoking guys—foremen and firemen with nicknames like Chick and Mooney. The biggest

         bulls in the B.D. herd carried clipboards, identifying them as team managers and coaches. On each clipboard was a list of

         our names and numbers, and next to each name were two small boxes. A check mark in box one meant we’d made Little League;

         in box two we were toast, relegated to the ignominy of the minors.

      


      My parents weren’t part of this scene. Mom had been my den mother in Cub Scouts, but she was always more interested in mind-nurturing

         than athletics. The closest she got to the football field was her monthly Wednesday night meeting as president of the Pearl

         River Library Board. As for Dad the only time he ever hefted a bat, glove, or ball was when he cleaned out the garage. He

         did take the family to Yankee Stadium once, but I suspect the highlight for him that day was the appearance of the “Beer here!”

         guy.

      


      Generally, I was comfortable being a baseball orphan—even a little proud that my parents were a notch above dugout demographics.

         In the days leading up to the 1961 tryouts, however, I was needful. At school, baseball hadn’t started up yet, so no one was

         throwing the ball around. My closest friends were too wimpy to play catch with me, and the other guys were too good. My brother

         was in college. So for backyard practice all I had was the garage door, which I pelted furiously with a sponge-rubber ball.

      


      My father’s main contribution was to board up the garage door windows so I could wing high hard ones with impunity. I knew

         it wasn’t his thing to toss a ball back and forth, and I never resented him for it, but I nonetheless yearned for some advice,

         some guidance, some encouragement—something to give me confidence as the tryouts approached.

      


      “Eleven-year-olds, take the field,” blared the loudspeaker, and out I trotted with a dozen or so classmates into center field.

         I’d chosen the outfield because it seemed relatively uncomplicated. Catch the ball and throw it to second base. No hot liners,

         no handcuffing bounces. It was away from the action, and that suited me fine.

      


      The outfield also gave me a chance to show off my only athletic asset: a strong throwing arm. My biceps and triceps hadn’t

         developed (truth is, at age fifty-three I’m still waiting), but for some reason I could throw things hard and long. Back then

         the Kennedy administration had started something called the President’s Council on Youth Fitness, which involved a battery

         of tests measuring strength, speed, and agility. In events such as the shuttle run and standing broad jump my performance

         put me in the gelatinous middle of schoolboy vigor, but on the softball throw I was presidential timber. I could chuck that

         puppy a country mile.

      


      Besides, center field was where the Mick played.


      So there I was that cold, damp March morning, standing in a line of similarly terrified eleven-year-olds, awaiting our moments

         in the spotlight. The assignment was straightforward. Field three or four fly balls and two or three grounders. The exact

         number varied because the fungo-swatting Baseball Dad usually failed to apply bat to ball with sufficient precision to produce

         three uncontestably catchable fly balls in a row. Invariably, he’d either pop one up to the catcher (a shot that B.D.’s like

         to field themselves, usually one-handed and sometimes backhanded), push or pull one beyond reasonable chase-down range, or

         catch one on the screws and nail it into the cheap seats. Such shots complicated things for the clipboard carriers.

      


      On the question of my candidacy, however, there would be no discussion. I had hoped to be one of the first kids called—less

         time to get nervous—but I turned out to be one of the last. With only two of us left to go, the mike finally blared, “Number

         164.”

      


      Stiff-legged and dry of throat, I stepped forward, delivering a couple of pseudoconfident fist pounds to the neat’s-foot-oiled

         pocket of my Tony Kubek Autograph Trap-o-Matic glove. Back at home plate the B.D. tossed up a ball, reared back, and served

         me a picture-perfect pop fly—the kind baseball announcers used to call “a can o’ corn”—arcing gracefully into the gray sky

         and straight at me. With two or three steps I was positioned perfectly under it, poised to make the catch and fire a strike

         to the kid standing on second.

      


      And then I choked. I’m not sure how or why, but that baseball never struck my glove; instead, it hit me—smack on the prow

         of my forehead—and knocked me flat on my pathetic ass.

      


      The next thing I knew, I was staring skyward at the faces of a half dozen B.D.’s, circling above me like an E.R. team. Their

         expressions ranged from shock to concern to stifled mirth. “Don’t move, kid,” said one of them, “we’ve got an ice pack coming.”

      


      Like an injured football hero, I was assisted from the field, but with no cheers from the stands—just silent stares. My head

         throbbed, and a Grade AAA Large egg had begun to form. By Monday I would look like a prepubescent unicorn.

      


      What hurt most, of course, was my pride. I’d just suffered a moment of utter mortification, in front of my friends, my classmates,

         and the entire baseball fraternity of my hometown.

      


      All that afternoon I lay on my bed and cried. There was no denying or deflecting my failure, but at age eleven I was unable

         to accept that. So the tears of shame turned eventually to tears of self-pity and then anger—anger at the tryout system, at

         the weather, and at my nonathletic friends, but above all, anger at my father, for being too busy, too old, too flabby, and

         too German. Maybe he was a Nazi. All I knew was, I was the only eleven-year-old in town whose father was a fifty-seven-year-old, potbellied, foreign-born,

         nonathletic chiropractor. And that’s why I’d flubbed the fly ball.

      


      I felt very alone on that day, but I wasn’t. My mother had sensed my pain acutely, as she had on countless occasions throughout

         my childhood. Nearly a decade later, almost as an offhand remark, she made a confession that shocked me. She said that if

         she’d had her life to live over again, she would never have married my father. Not because she was unhappy with her marriage,

         but because of what it had done to me. “It was just too much for you to handle,” she said.

      


      She may have been right. Still, my childhood was scarcely a saga of hardship and neurosis. I never doubted that both my parents

         loved me, and they gave me just about every material thing I ever wanted, despite the fact that we weren’t remotely wealthy.

         (One Christmas, I remember my mother reporting that my father had just had his best year, earning $18,000.)

      


      It was the nonmaterial giving, however, the time and attention from father to son, that was lacking. We were never estranged

         or hostile; we just had little in common. There wasn’t enough intersecting DNA to make us inherently close, and neither Dad

         nor I was very good about making the kind of move that busts down barriers.

      


      But as I headed into my teens and developed the myriad psychoses that come with that phase, our relationship worsened. My

         father, I decided, was a huge embarrassment to me. At age thirteen, remember, being cool is everything, and Gerhard Wilhelm

         Peper was the living antithesis of cool. Beyond his triple-A liabilities—age, ancestry, and avoirdupois—he had the absolutely

         fatal flaw for any parent of a teenager: an absence of fashion sense.

      


      In his office he was harmless: dark slacks, short-sleeved white shirt, and tie every day. His only major faux pas was the

         suspenders, which I forgave him because of the exigencies of his build. (Once the waistband of his slacks slipped below the

         equator of his pot, the slacks dropped due south. Suspenders were his sole defense against gravity.) Like many doctors, he

         wore a white lab coat, but Dad’s was made of a strange filmy plastic—evocative of a shower curtain—with twin breast pockets

         that screamed “barbershop surplus.”

      


      The real killer, however, was his leisurewear. On some days the overall look was one notch from circus clown. Around the house

         on summer weekends he favored Bermuda shorts and sleeveless wife-beater T-shirts, completing the ensemble with over-the-calf

         black socks and a pair of bulbous orthotic spaceman shoes. The socks were actually a blessing, as Dad’s legs were not suitable

         for public display—untanned, and remarkably birdlike for a man of his size. Moreover, along with a tortuous network of varicose

         veins, they were marked by dozens of dark subcutaneous spots, like baby blueberries.

      


      One summer at the beach, when I asked about the spots, he said, “Those are buckshot.”


      “Buckshot? What’s that?”


      “Pellets from a shotgun. I was in a hunting accident,” he said a bit sheepishly.


      That was Mom’s cue. “Fifteen years ago one of your father’s pals, Johnny Herman, cleverly mistook him for a partridge.” Years

         later I saw the X rays showing the pellets still there. It’s a small wonder my father died of old age instead of lead poisoning.

      


      Mom tried to give Dad some sartorial savoir faire, but she had an uphill battle. To begin with, he was color-blind—greens

         and blues all looked gray to him. So she sectored his tie rack with labels that read “navy blue suit,” “brown suit,” etc.

         But color coordination was only part of the challenge. Since Dad had no interest in fashion, he donned items of apparel pretty

         much in the order he found them, with little attention to whether they harmonized. One Saturday morning, after running a series

         of errands, he came in the back door with a smile from ear to ear.

      


      “Everyone in town was so friendly today,” he said.


      My mother, peeling carrots over the sink, glanced at him, chuckled, and summarily burst his bubble. “It’s no wonder,” she

         said. “You’re wearing a shirt of one plaid and shorts of another. They were laughing at you.”

      


      Suffice it to say, I wasn’t disappointed when Dad no-showed at school concerts, bake sales, and parent-teacher conferences.


      By the time I entered puberty my brother had entered college. He’d also fallen in love with a terrific girl, had slimmed his

         theretofore corpulent six feet three inches down to a rippling two hundred pounds, and had begun to find his way in the world.

         By contrast, I was battling near-terminal acne, morphing my childhood crew cut hilariously into a Beatles mop, and precariously

         straddling two mutually exclusive cliques—the cool set (comprised of natural athletes and future supermodels) and the socially

         leprous, slide-rule-toting smart kids—all the while wondering whether I’d ever kiss a girl. As I careened within this vortex,

         Dad offered no help at all.

      


      On one summer morning in 1962, however, he did reach out to me, with an invitation that changed the course of my life.


      “I’m going over to Blue Hill this afternoon,” he said. “Why don’t you come with me and pull the cart. You might enjoy it.”


      Blue Hill was our local golf course, a place that had recently gone public after nearly forty years as a very private club.

         The confluence of Arnold Palmer, television, and golf nut President Dwight Eisenhower had ignited nationwide curiosity, and

         even in little Pearl River, people were beginning to catch the golf bug.

      


      I can’t recall why I tagged along on that day—maybe it was the two-dollar cart-pulling fee Dad offered me. Certainly, I had

         no interest in golf. No one my age played. In fact, almost no one I knew played golf—I don’t think even the Baseball Dads

         were into it. Back then the prototypical golfer was my father: fat, fifty-something, and dressed like a pimp on holiday.

      


      Still, I went along. Somewhere in the recesses of my brain there must have been a need, a curiosity. Both of my parents had

         played the game for years; and at roughly my age Eric had taken it up, developing enough skill to make his high school and

         college teams. I suppose it was unavoidable that I would give the game a look. Or maybe the need was more basic—maybe, subconsciously,

         I needed to spend a few hours with my father.

      


      I remember well his dusty old leather bag, with its odd collection of implements, Kroydons and Wilsons mostly, including one

         iron with a maroon shaft and a big, round, dot-punched face that was stamped with the word “niblick.” In the zippered bottom

         pocket of the bag lived a half dozen or so balls—Spalding Dots—along with a crusty brown left-hand glove that had, mysteriously,

         no fingers.

      


      My father’s golf shoes were enormous: size 13EEEs with shiny steel cleats that added nearly two inches to his six-foot frame.

         I wasn’t ready for the sound the cleats made that first day when he walked from the parking lot to the pro shop, but I remember

         liking it. It gave Dad a military, almost gladiatorial quality, like a professional football player clomping through the tunnel

         to the stadium.

      


      That aura evaporated at the first tee. Although I knew almost nothing about the game, it was clear to me from swing number

         one that Dad had less than textbook form. I never asked him, but my guess is that he was purely self-taught. He didn’t make

         the kind of money that allowed for golf lessons, and surely, no instructor would have equipped him with the fundamentals he

         had.

      


      His interlocking grip—the pinkie of the right hand interlaced between the second and third fingers of the left—was a particularly

         curious choice, since each of Dad’s fingers was roughly the size of a bratwurst. His preshot routine was a series of semiviolent

         waggles, accomplished with the spasmodic hinging and unhinging of not his wrists, but his elbows. He’d snatch the clubhead

         straight up from the ball and set it back in place, snatch it up and set it back, snatch it and set it. On a given shot the

         precise number of snatch-ups was unpredictable, but the count occasionally hit double digits. It was a bit like the cheek-slathering

         foreplay he favored in his chiropractic adjustments—not until he felt the inspiration would he make his move.

      


      Because of his advanced age and generous torso, a full, flowing swing was pretty much out of the question, so what Dad featured

         instead was a convulsive three-part move comprised of a yank, a lurch, and a snatch. He began by whipping the club back into

         an abbreviated backswing, then punched through the ball with his powerful arms and hands before finishing with his signature

         move, a paroxysmal pullback of the club shaft to his chest, as if snatching it from a white-hot fire. This was all accomplished

         from a flat-footed stance and at atom-splitting speed.

      


      By contrast, his pace of play was pitifully slow. Club selection could take decades, and each of his shots was preceded by

         a painstakingly executed practice swing—sometimes two. Putting was the worst of all. He went through the same nutty up-and-down

         waggles as in the long game, but then, just prior to the stroke, he observed a puzzling ritual. He’d place the putter carefully

         behind the ball, then lift it up and set it directly in front of the ball before returning it behind the ball again. This bit of mumbo jumbo seemed utterly ridiculous until the day I saw two-time

         U.S. Open champion Julius Boros do the same thing on TV.

      


      That was my father’s method on that Saturday at Blue Hill and every other time I saw it. For all his heterodoxy, however,

         he was a decent player. He wasn’t a long hitter, but he generally kept the ball in play, and his low-flying tee shots could

         sneak out near the 250 mark. On a good day he’d shoot in the low to mid-80s, and I think he actually broke 80 a few times,

         presumably on baked-out fairways where he could exploit his potent ground attack.

      


      I suppose I found that first day at Blue Hill vaguely interesting, but I certainly wasn’t smitten with golf. Indeed, forty

         years later, my most vivid memory remains the sixteenth hole, a short par 4 where the second shot played over a marsh. While

         pulling Dad’s cart over the wooden bridge that crossed the marsh, I spied an odd diaphanous ribbon dangling among the reeds.

         It was about an inch wide and nearly two feet long and had spots all over it. From a distance it looked like a cheap belt

         made of faux leopard.

      


      “What’s that?” I asked my father.


      “That’s a snakeskin,” he said. Then he pulled his driver from the bag, reached out and plucked it off the reed, and delivered

         it to me. I’d learned about how a snake sheds its skin, but this was the real thing. It was like getting a Mantle rookie card.

         Almost.

      


      I caddied once or twice more for my father and swatted at balls a few times, but it would be another year before I played

         my first round of golf, and my debut took place in the most unlikely of places: Davenport, Iowa. The occasion was the twenty-fifth

         reunion of my father’s Palmer College of Chiropractic class. With my brother a year from college graduation we decided to

         make this our last family vacation.

      


      By the time it was over, none of us wanted another one. My brother had broken up with his girlfriend and was in a foul mood

         on departure day, a mood that quickly became immeasurably fouler when, roughly half an hour after departure, my dad’s Chevy

         Bel-Air broke down and we had to send for our backup car: my mother’s 1960 Corvair.

      


      One of America’s original “compact cars,” the Corvair boasted perhaps six cubic feet of trunk space, and that was filled by

         Mom’s and Eric’s golf clubs. Thus it was that we roped our luggage to the roof of the car, Dad and Eric jammed their ample

         butts into the front seats, and Mom and I crammed in back for a two-thousand-mile journey, knees at our noses, with an assortment

         of carry-on items across our feet, laps, and shoulders. This in the car Ralph Nader would later declare Unsafe at Any Speed.


      Day two was sufficiently unsettling for yours truly that I left a 250-mile daisy trail of vomit splotches across the hills

         of Pennsylvania and Ohio. But the worst came on day three, when the ropes gave way and our six suitcases blasted off the top

         of the car and into the middle of the Ohio Turnpike.

      


      Somehow we made it to Davenport, where my father attended three days of chiropractic seminars while Mom, Eric, and I paid

         three visits to the Duck Creek Golf Club. Duck Creek, I learned many years later, was owned and operated by Jack Fleck, the

         journeyman pro who had come out of nowhere to tie and then beat Ben Hogan in the 1955 U.S. Open.

      


      Maybe it was that old Fleck magic, but in those three days I fell irreversibly in love with golf. I still remember my scores:

         147, 126, 112—just the sort of steady improvement that leads a kid—or anyone—to believe he can master the game.

      


      I suspect that almost every golf addict can point to a personal epiphany, a single swing or shot that yielded more than just

         club-to-ball contact, more than flight, bounce, and roll—something that brought addiction to the game. Mine came in round

         three at Duck Creek. It was an 8-iron—my first shot hit smack in the center of the sweet spot. Instead of darting forward

         along the ground, it arced into the sky, soared a hundred yards or so, and plopped softly onto the green five feet from the

         hole. It was a sight, sound, and feeling I wanted to reproduce again and again.

      


      By the end of that summer golf was the center of my universe. I’d gotten a ragtag collection of clubs, memorized a couple

         of instruction books, and put myself into the rabbit-caddie ranks at Blue Hill. I’d also started watching golf on TV—not the

         weekly tournaments (few of which were televised in those days), but the prepackaged predecessors of our current “silly season”

         events: shows like All-Star Golf and The CBS Golf Classic—wherein various pros and pairs of pros squared off in carefully choreographed matches.

      


      My favorite was the since-revived Shell’s Wonderful World of Golf. From the distinctive theme song to the banter between hosts George Rogers and Gene Sarazen, even to the shamelessly shilling

         visits to far-flung Shell refineries, it was a classic. For sheer fan appeal, however, there was nothing like Big Three Golf, the series masterminded by agent Mark McCormack to showcase his three biggest clients: Arnold Palmer, Gary Player, and Jack

         Nicklaus. Like everyone else, I pulled for Arnie each week.

      


      Those shows, combined with voracious reading of GOLF Magazine and Golf Digest, plus a hundred or so hours of postdinner carpet putting, got me through the winter. Then, as spring approached, a most serendipitous

         event occurred. A new golf club had been formed near our home, and the Pepers were invited to join.

      


      Its name was Broadacres. Of the thousands of golf clubs in the world, surely not one was ever constructed in a more unlikely

         place: within the confines of an insane asylum. The Rockland State Psychiatric Center, one of the largest such facilities

         in New York, was run by a good friend of my parents’ named H. Underwood “Undy” Blaisdell. He was an avid golfer who one day

         got the inspiration to convert sixty or so acres of his rolling, tree-clad grounds into a sporty little nine-holer.

      


      Blaisdell gained state approval by suggesting that the construction, operation, and maintenance of his course would provide

         ideal recreational therapy for the patients, at least those sufficiently nonaggressive to be entrusted with picks and shovels.

         None of the patients were allowed to actually play the course—an acknowledgment, no doubt, that intense or prolonged exposure

         to golf can cause even a stable person to froth at the mouth. So the early Broadacres golfers were basically shrinks and hospital

         staff, plus friends of Undy’s.

      


      And me. The course was more than five miles from our home, but I managed perfect attendance during the summer of ’64, thanks

         to my mother, who had joined the ladies’ league. Mom was actually a pretty fair player, with a strong and solid swing, due

         perhaps to her sadly remarkable resemblance to Patty Berg. From the ladies’ tees at Broadacres she was rarely over 50 and

         was a perennial dark horse for the ladies’ championship. Mom played only once or twice a week, but good-naturedly ferried

         me to the course and back every day. She could see what was happening between her boy and golf, and I guess she liked what

         she saw.

      


      Except for Wednesdays (doctors’ day off) and the occasional ladies’ function, Broadacres was a virtual ghost town until about

         four o’clock, when the staffers began to drift over. A fast player, I’d usually knock off two or three nines before lunch,

         grab a sandwich, and then head out for another two or three nines before Mom picked me up. One day in late June when I was

         feeling particularly energetic, I buzzed through seven circuits of the course—sixty-three holes. Not exactly the Boston Marathon,

         but an enduring if idiotic source of pride nonetheless.

      


      My golf companions were few and far between. Most days it was just George, a few scampering squirrels, and a few certified

         nuts. Generally, they stood in the woods, leaning on rakes and smiling quizzically at me, as if I were the crazy one. Now

         and then, one would skulk over, offering a handful of used balls at a quarter apiece. When I had caddie money, I stocked up.

         In general, I was terrified to say no.

      


      Essentially, however, golf at Broadacres, despite its bizarre confines, was no different from golf anywhere else, except for

         one hole—number 5. It was an unremarkable par 5 of about five hundred yards, but with one unique feature: a building that

         stretched along its left side—the five-story, white stucco, tile-roofed home to two hundred of New York State’s weirdest,

         wildest, most mentally volcanic citizens.

      


      Each of the patients enjoyed a splendid view of the fifth fairway, albeit through thick iron bars, and in the summer months

         they weren’t shy about expressing their opinions on golf in general and the Broadacres gentry in particular.
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