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One


THE BOY AWOKE to the snuffles of a woman softly sobbing in the bed across the room near the open window. For a moment he thought he was dreaming of his dead mother. Then he heard snoring and saw his father’s undershirted back turned toward the woman, who was whimpering, “Where am I? Oh God, what has happened to me?”

She looked at the boy, surprised to see him. He rolled off his foldaway cot already dressed in Levi’s and a white cotton polo shirt and white socks. He kept his eyes away from her as he tied the laces of his black tennis shoes and combed his hair with his fingers. The room stunk of whiskey and cigarettes.

“Who are you?” she said. “Where am I?”

“You came here with him,” the boy said. “He’s my daddy.”

“He’s too young to have a son your age. Why are you here?”

“This is our room,” the boy said.

“I’ve never done anything like this before.”

The boy nodded. He had pretended to be asleep when his father brought her to their hotel room after the saloons closed. A half bottle of bourbon lay on the floor on top of her white cotton dress and her earrings and her white gumsole shoes. The boy figured she was a waitress or a nurse. A cool breeze blew across his father, who slept nearest the window. They heard from down below a street-sweeping machine blasting water into the gutters.

“Please tell me you wasn’t laying there watching me all night,” the woman said.

“I was asleep.”

“You promise?”

“We drove all night and all day and into the night again to get here. I was tired.”

“Your daddy wasn’t tired.”

“He didn’t do the driving.”

With a snort, the boy’s father slapped at a fly on his face, sat up and opened his eyes. He had the look of a cowboy, wide shouldered, lean, blond hair rumpled, firm jaw that needed a shave. He licked his lips and wiped his mouth with the back of a golden hairy wrist. He shook a cigarette out of a pack of Camels on the windowsill. Using the lucky Zippo he had carried through France and Germany during World War Two with his old artillery unit, he lit the cigarette and inhaled. He coughed.

“Billy Boy. Where you going in the middle of the night?” he said.

“The sun’ll be up in a few minutes.”

“You don’t need to clear out because of her. She’s leaving.”

“You filthy rat, you got me drunk,” the woman said.

“Billy Boy, I’m truly sorry about this. I didn’t set out last night to bring a woman to the room.”

The woman clutched the sheet tighter around her breasts and began weeping again, weakly. “I don’t know your name,” she said. “What’s your damn name?”

“I’m Tyrone, remember? You said I look like Tyrone Power with a bleach job.”

“Please, Jesus, I’ll never drink again,” the woman said. “What is your name, really?”

“Troy.”

The woman looked around at the greasy wallpaper with faded roses on it.

“This room is trashy. What hotel is this?”

“The Half Moon,” said Troy.

“You told me you kept a suite downtown at the Blackstone,” she said.

“I’m liable to say most anything, Marie.”

Hearing him speak her name, the woman looked at Troy with interest, seeing anew his opaque blue eyes that could frighten a person, his hair, crushed by the pillow, with yellow curls around his ears and forehead, streams of cigarette smoke coming from his nose and drifting around his lips. She dried her tears on the sheet and reached for Troy’s cigarette to share it. She looked at the boy and frowned.

“What are you staring at?” she said.

“I’m leaving.”

“You going to try for a bag at Colonial?” asked Troy.

“Yes sir.”

“Not much chance for a new boy at a place like that.”

“I’ll try, though.”

“They’ll be rough on you,” Troy said.

“I expect they will.”

“Maybe you’ll see Ben Hogan,” Troy said.

“Hope so.”

“Tell Ben I said ‘hidy.’”

“More of your bull,” the woman said. “You don’t know Ben Hogan. Do you?”

“There was a time I could beat him.”

“Sure there was. Two years ago when he was three-quarters dead and lay crippled in the hospital after a bus run head-on into his car,” the woman said. “If he give you enough strokes, you might of beat him while he was unconscious in a cast. But now he’s back on his feet, nobody can beat him.”

“A golf expert, are you, Marie?” Troy said.

“My sister’s husband plays every Saturday and Sunday at Rockwood Park on the Jacksboro Highway.”

Troy smiled and tickled the woman’s ear with a forefinger.

“I need the car today to scout around for business prospects. I’ll set up a bank account,” said Troy. “We’ll have a first-class meal tonight when you come back, Billy Boy. You and me. We’ll

have two big steaks with French fries and onion rings at the Cattleman’s Café. We’ll order shrimp cocktails to start. Tomorrow we’ll find a place to live. How’s that?”

“That sounds great,” the boy said.

“Would you please get out of here?” the woman said. “I need to potty.”






BILLY WALKED DOWN one flight of stairs and turned into the lobby of the Half Moon Hotel. The head of a steer with an eight-foot spread of horns looked out from the wall through brown glass eyes. An old black man with a mop and a bucket was wetting the white tile floor. He had stacked up three copper spittoons to clean and polish later. The night manager leaned his elbows on the registration desk. A ceiling fan creaked overhead and rustled the sports pages that he was reading in the morningStar-Telegram. Billy noticed a front page headline that saidREDS DRIVEON KWANG JI. The boy knew his father was worried about being called back into the Army and sent to Korea. It was five years since Troy had been discharged as a first lieutenant after serving in hard fighting during World War Two, but all commissioned officers remained in the Reserves indefinitely, and a buddy had written in a letter that the Army was getting desperate for Forward Observers in the artillery in the hills of Korea.

“Where is Colonial Country Club at?” Billy asked the night manager.

The night manager looked up from the box scores and took sight of the boy with an amused appraisal from the tennis shoes up to the tangled hair. The boy could have passed for a younger brother, but he was clearly his father’s son, the night manager thought. Narrow hips, a cocky way of walking, a tilt of the head. The same blue-gray eyes. A few hours ago a drunken older version of this kid had slipped the night manager two dollars andpatted his shoulder and swaggered up the stairs with Marie, who worked at the beauty shop down the block but drank in saloons up and down North Main Street and Exchange Avenue.

“Now why on earth would you want to know something like that?” the night manager said.

“I need to go there,” said Billy.

“Hey, Raymond, you hear this? The kid needs to go to Colonial-Country Club.”

“Well, knock me down and steal my teeth,” the old black man said, slapping the tile with his mop.

The night manager looked at Billy. “For what?”

“To find some work.”

“What’re you? A hubcap thief?”

Billy’s tennis shoes squeaked on the tile as he turned abruptly and started toward the door.

“Hey, boy,” the night manager said.

Billy stopped and waited.

“Colonial Country Club is on the other side of the river about ten miles south of here.”

“And watch out for the po-lice,” said Raymond, sloshing his mop in the bucket. “They don’t want boys like you walking through the Colonial neighborhood unless you be pushing a lawn mower.”

The boy stepped through the open glass-and-wood door of the Half Moon Hotel and onto the sidewalk. The air smelled rich with the odor of cow manure from the huge stockyards nearby. The street-sweeping machine had left the curbs wet and the scent more pungent. There was a hint of hay and hide in the smell, and bits of straw floated among the bugs that darted around the streetlights. The boy noted that the block housed two more walk-up hotels like the Half Moon and three saloons with the streetlights reflected in their windows. On the other side of North Main Street he saw the New Isis Theater, a movie house.Billy loved movies, but he had been so tired after driving all the way from Albuquerque that he hadn’t noticed the theater last night.

Halfway along the block Billy was relieved to find their black and yellow Chevy Bel Air, parked a little too close to the curb, but unharmed. The two-year-old Chevy was their most important possession. Truth be, Billy thought, the Chevy was their only possession other than the clothes on their backs and in their suitcases and the bank draft in his daddy’s wallet. The night his daddy had arrived at their adobe house in Albuquerque two years ago in this almost new black and yellow Chevy, Troy had been laughing, looking wild and tough, flashing his big smile, staggering, drinking from a bottle of Wild Turkey. He said he won the engine and the frame of the car playing golf at Santa Fe Country Club, and the body and the tires shooting dice in the back room at El Nito in Tesuque.

Billy remembered that his mother had smiled without humor at the new Chevy and at Troy as he stumbled into the rose and lilac bushes and thumped against the wall. Hours later as Billy sat listening in his bed, smelling the scent of pinion from the log that smoldered in the fireplace, he thought he heard a slap and he seemed to hear his mother crying. Many nights while growing up, Billy had lain in bed or crouched at the door of his room listening to his parents arguing and fighting. He was afraid for his mother’s beautiful frail body, angry at his daddy’s rough drunken ways, ashamed of himself for not having the strength to rush into their room and make them stop. He had tried several times. At age eleven he had heard her crying and ran into the kitchen and saw blood on his mother’s lips. Billy lost himself to rage. He swung a croquet mallet hard at his daddy’s head, hoping to crush his skull, to kill him, to bring peace to their home. Troy had dodged the blow and knocked the boy down with an open hand, and Billy’s mother ordered him back to bed. He sat in a wooden chair at his window and looked at the Sandia Mountainuntil the sun appeared over it, and he yearned to be gone from this house, but he was afraid to leave his mother, afraid of what Troy might do to her. Billy kept in his chair at the window until Sandia Mountain was red with light above its crest and he heard soft laughter from his parents’ bedroom as they made love.

But the night Troy brought the black and yellow Chevy home, she yelled at her husband and wept loudly, and she slapped him, as she often did. And then their voices became low, solemn, restrained, broken by the dry cough his mother had developed, and about sunrise, Billy fell asleep in his chair looking out at Sandia Mountain. That was when they learned she had cancer. They buried her two weeks ago in Albuquerque and sold their house day before yesterday.

Outside the Half Moon Hotel, a slash of pink began spreading-across the eastern sky, and the street lights flipped to dark as Billy was scraping away grasshoppers that had mashed against the Chevy windshield. He realized he must hurry. Golfers would be on the first tee in an hour, and he was ten miles from Colonial and on foot. It was amazing to think the golf course could be ten miles away but still inside the city. He began to understand what an enormous city Fort Worth was, and that everything from now on would be new and strange and dangerous.






Two


LAST NIGHT Billy had noticed a city bus passing south on North Main with aDOWNTOWN sign above its front window. Pausing on the sidewalk in the dawn, Billy dug coins out of the pockets of his jeans. He found three quarters and a dime—eighty-five cents. He wondered if bus fare was a nickel or a dime and if he could make his way across this enormous city to Colonial Country Club by bus in time to catch the early golfers. His stomach rumbled with hunger. He rapped on the window of a diner until a woman with a kind face unlocked the door and sold him a Coca-Cola and four fresh hot sugar-glazed donuts in a paper bag for twenty-five cents.

Billy left the diner running, munching a donut and carrying the paper bag, swigging from the Coke with his other hand. As he arrived at the end of the block, he almost collided with a blue Chevy police car that swerved in front of him with a squealing of brakes.

“What you running from?” asked the cop sitting on the passenger side.

“I bought these donuts. I paid the woman for them,” Billy said.

“Maudie don’t open for half an hour yet.”

“I knocked on her window.”

“You mean you busted her window and stole them donuts.”

“I bought them. Honest.”

The cop on the driver’s side got out of the car and walked around the trunk until he could see through the window of thediner. He looked at Maudie moving behind the counter. The cop was well over six feet tall, chest and biceps straining at a tailored starched blue uniform shirt. With a thumb he pushed back the bill of his soft cap, the kind of cap Billy had seen photographs of war aviators wearing, with the fifty-mission crush.

“You gonna hog them donuts?” the big cop asked.

“This is my breakfast,” Billy said.

“One of them donuts would sure hit the spot with me,” said the big cop. He had a square face and a blunt nose and was showing a trace of a scowl.

Billy opened his paper bag and handed each of the cops a donut, then quickly jammed the remaining one into his mouth.

“You’re new in town,” said the cop who leaned his head out the window.

“Yes sir.”

“Well, let me tell you how it is here in Fort Worth. You don’t steal nothing here. Understand? You don’t burgle no houses. You don’t rob nobody. You don’t sass no police officers. You walk the straight and narrow path here. You say ‘yes sir’ and ‘no sir’ to your elders. You hear what I’m telling you?”

“Yes sir.”

“Now if you forget these rules and show bad manners, we will jerk you off the street and beat you into a pee waddlin’ squat. You’ll pray to God to help you forget you was ever in Fort Worth. You understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“If you are the type that feels like you need to make trouble and steal and hold up people, go to Dallas,” the cop in the window said.

“Yes sir.”

The big cop in the aviator cap said, “Where you heading this morning, boy?”

“To Colonial Country Club,” Billy said.

Billy felt their attitude soften. They looked at him in a newand more friendly way, as if he might have decent qualities after all.

“You a caddie?” asked the big cop.

“Yes sir. I hope to work at Colonial.”

“Get in the car,” said the big cop.

Billy climbed into the back seat. The big cop spoke into the radio. “This is Car Seven. We’re out on a personal. Won’t be long.”

“Ten four, Car Seven,” crackled the radio as the big cop spun the wheel and the Chevy shot onto North Main and began speeding south toward the river, then over the bridge to the tall red granite county courthouse with its clock tower.

“We both used to be caddies,” said the cop in the passenger seat. He smiled at Billy, his mouth curling up into his plump cheeks, a gap in front from one missing tooth. “That’s hard work, kid. But you know what? It makes you feel good. It makes a man out of you.”

Looking out the window, Billy saw the courthouse go past and then the huge department stores, one after another, their windows full of dressed-up clothing dummies and furniture and rich rugs, like nothing he had ever seen in Albuquerque.

“How big is this place, anyhow? Sir?” Billy asked.

“Fort Worth? Why it’s big, that’s all. And getting bigger every day. We got more than two hundred thousand people here now. Only a hundred years ago this was a fort on the frontier against the hostile Indians. Used to be a wildass town. Outlaws and gamblers and gunfighters. You ever hear of Luke Short or Butch Cassidy? Wyatt Earp? Machine Gun Kelly or Pretty Boy Floyd? Well, they were tough guys who operated in Fort Worth over the years and have gone to meet their maker. Now we got cattle and oil and a bomber plant. We are civilized here. Good people live in Fort Worth. The hijackers and thugs and queers and pimps and cons, the safecrackers and white slavers, the killers, we run theirbutt to Dallas, where they fit right in,” said the cop with the plump cheeks.

A black marble and white stone building whizzed past the window.

“That’s the city hall and the police station. You want to stay away from there,” the big cop said, wheeling the car past six motorcycle officers who were kicking their machines into action, preparing to start their shift. They wore Sam Browne belts, aviator caps, black leather gloves and polished knee-high boots. A couple of them shouted and shook their fists at Car Seven.

South of the city hall they passed a number of small hotels.

“When you get a few bucks, kid, these places are full of whores. They’re clean girls. Get regular inspections by doctors.”

Billy saw dense stands of trees as the car cut through a park and then went beside what he thought must be the Trinity River. He saw a sign that said they were on University Drive. There was parkland all around, forests, rolling fields of grass.

“We’re gonna let you out up here a ways, kid,” said the cop with the curling smile. “It wouldn’t do your new career as a Colonial caddie no good if you was seen getting out of a police car in front of the club.”

“Damn, I wish I was going with you,” the big cop behind the wheel said. “I love golf. I wish I’d of stayed with the game. I might have been a professional at some municipal course by now. Hey, here we are. You get out right up here. You’ll see greens and fairways pretty quick, but the clubhouse is about a mile to the east. I reckon you can run a mile?”

“Yes sir. Thank you, sir,” Billy said.

“Ben Hogan is my hero,” the big cop said.

“He’s my hero, too,” said Billy.

The car stopped.

“Out you go, boy. Good luck to you. Tell Ben Hogan that if there’s anybody who’s pissing him off that he wants to have beatup or killed, call Car Seven and we’ll handle it for him. Burgin, that’s him, the driver. I’m Boyle. You got that, or do I have to spell it?”

“I won’t forget, sir,” Billy said.

The police car sped away the instant Billy leaped out.

He trotted along the street past what by his standards were mansions on his left—large brick homes with green lawns in the early shadows thrown by tall oak trees. To his right was a long hedgerow. Through small gaps in the hedges Billy caught glimpses of sand bunkers and a flag on a green, and he felt a rush of excitement.

A red Chrysler convertible hummed past him, then stopped fifty yards ahead. For a moment he was afraid the owner of one of these mansions was going to order him out of the neighborhood. But he kept running and saw the driver of the convertible was a girl who was looking back at him and smiling.

“Going to the club?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Get in.”

Billy opened the door and sat on the first leather seats he had ever seen in an automobile. The girl pressed a shapely bare foot on the gas pedal and the car pulled smoothly away, its automatic transmission shifting. She wore a bathing suit beneath a man’s dress shirt. Her short hair blew in the wind. Billy guessed the girl was about his own age. She was so beautiful that he ached to touch her.

“You’re kind of cute,” she said.

“You’re pretty cute yourself.”

“Whose guest are you?”

“I’m a caddie.”

“Oh damn,” she said. She steered the Chrysler to the curb and stopped. “I’m sorry, but you better get out. It’s nothing personal, but I can’t be seen driving a caddie to the club. I’d never hear the end of it from my grandfather.”

“I understand,” Billy said, getting out of the car. “But you’re still awful cute.”

“My name is Sandra,” she said.

“Billy.”

“Maybe I’ll see you again, Billy,” she said, and drove away.

Billy began running toward the clubhouse, which he could see a few blocks in the distance, a red brick building with white columns in front.






Three


ELVIS S PAATZ, assistant pro and caddie master at Colonial Country Club, was walking down the hill from the golf shop, passing the practice putting green and then going between the ninth green and the tenth tee, heading toward the caddie yard off in the woods north of the tenth fairway.

Elvis was reading the list of starting times on his clipboard. He had eleven foursomes going off that morning between 7:30 and noon. The spacing was leisurely, as it should be at a proper club. Now Elvis was on his way to see how many caddies had showed up for work. Elvis was beefy, with a sunburned neck that he protected by turning up the collar of his golf shirt. As a former number-one caddie at Colonial, Elvis had been promoted to junior assistant pro and given the additional duty of caddie master when old Mr. Booley, the caddie master since the Great Depression, had nearly drowned in the Trinity River flood that put the Colonial Country Club golf course under water two years ago.

“Sir.”

Startled, Elvis looked up from his clipboard to see standing before him a blond-haired boy with wild blue eyes. The boy was of average height, slender but with sinewy arms.

“Don’t leap out at people, kid!” Elvis had grown more nervous-in the past week since he had failed his night school classes at TCU and lost his student deferment. He had become 1-A in the draft. Elvis had to decide which was the most dangerouscourse—to find someone to marry and make pregnant right away, or to take his chances in the Army in Korea.

“Sorry. I’m looking for a bag.”

“Where’d you ever caddie before?”

“Albuquerque last summer,” the boy said. “The summer before-that, I worked for Mr. Hardy Loudermilk at Santa Fe.”

“Hardy Loudermilk is the pro at Jal, New Mexico.”

“Yes sir, I know. Jal is where my daddy grew up. Mr. Loudermilk spent the summer as pro in Santa Fe two years ago. He hired me to work for him up there.”

“Those are the only places you ever caddied?”

“Those are the only places I’ve ever been until last night.”

“Why would Hardy Loudermilk hire you to go to Santa Fe with him?”

“Mr. Loudermilk said I have some talent for the game. He coached me a little. Last summer my mother was sick and I stayed in Albuquerque to be with her.”

“What did you come here for?”

“My daddy moved to Fort Worth on business. He buys and sells cattle on commission.”

“I mean, why Colonial?”

“This is the best golf course in the world.”

“How would you know?”

“It’s where Ben Hogan plays.”

“Kid, when you see Mr. Hogan, don’t even look at him. If anybody catches you looking at him, you’re fired.”

“So I’m hired then? I can have a bag today?”

“How old are you?”

“Eighteen.”

“You ain’t eighteen.”

“Sixteen, really.”

“I’m guessing fifteen.” Elvis was nineteen. He had started carrying bags at the age of eleven at Glen Garden Country Clubon the east side of town. Elvis saw in the eyes of the boy from New Mexico that air of a lost puppy searching for a home, a feeling known to Elvis, who had found his first real family in the caddie yard at Glen Garden. The boys and men in the caddie yard, of all colors and ages, became his brothers once he proved he was worthy of their affection. Elvis had worked his way through Polytechnical High School on the coins and dollars he had earned as a caddie at Glen Garden. He had crossed town and advanced to assistant professional at Colonial Country Club on the wealthy west side. Elvis was on his way up in the world, if only he didn’t get blown up in Korea or dragged down by a fat, lazy wife and a houseful of babies.

“We use lots of coloreds and Mexicans as caddies. That don’t bother you?” said Elvis.

“Not me.”

“But our number-one caddie is a white boy. Chili McWillie, youngest of the McWillie brothers. I guess you ain’t heard of the McWillie brothers?”

“No, I ain’t.”

“The McWillie brothers have whipped forty tons of butt in this town. There’s some people let out a cheer when the oldest one, Booger McWillie, was killed in Korea last month.” The thought of Korea struck Elvis with dread. He forced his mind back to his starting sheet. He looked at the blank next to the name of Dr. Ira Sandpaster. Dr. Sandpaster had fired his caddie again yesterday, the fourth in the past week, the seventeenth so far this year and it was barely June. Elvis wrote the new kid’s name—Billy—beside the name of Dr. Sandpaster. “Follow me.”

Billy walked behind Elvis on the route from the clubhouse to the caddie yard. The boy was astonished at the intense green of the grass that smelled wet and freshly cut and at the blue of the pond in front of the sloping ninth green, guarded by white sand bunkers and oak trees. Billy had been six years old when the United States Open was played here at Colonial CountryClub in 1941, but his daddy had been riding in a rodeo near Fort Worth that week and was in the crowd for the final thirty-six holes on Saturday. Before the war his daddy had been the best golfer ever to come out of Jal. Troy, son of a range boss, was raised on the mighty JAL ranch that spread across the southeastern corner of the state. Troy was a top calf roper and bronc rider in area rodeos by the time he was thirteen, and New Mexico bareback champion at sixteen. But Troy’s daddy changed Troy’s life by taking him to play golf at the nine-hole Jal course. They wore boots and played through sage and mesquite onto sand greens. The first golf ball Troy ever swung at, he hit squarely on the club face and it went much farther than anyone else’s. Troy fell in love with the game. He was a natural. Troy played golf every chance he had, and every night he swung a driver fifty times with a lead weight taped to the head of it. Troy could beat or hold his own with anybody in New Mexico and most of West Texas in the last summer before the war. After that 1941 United States Open—with the big war still six months away—Troy had hurried back to their adobe house in the Old Town area of Albuquerque with roses and lilacs blooming at the front door and described to his son, Billy Boy, the awesome wonders of Colonial Country Club, with fairways lovely as the fields of heaven compared to the goat pastures Troy was accustomed to playing on, with slick curving greens of bent grass, giant oak trees—and the water, such beautiful water, the Trinity River, the ponds. Water was a blessing they saw little of on the West Texas and New Mexico golf courses where Troy had begun making more money gambling than he was earning as a cowboy or as an agent buying cattle and selling them on commission to the meatpackers.

Watching his daddy’s excited expression, drawn into the worlds behind those mysterious eyes that squinted through the smoke of the Camel cigarette in his lips, seeing his daddy’s thick blond hair mussed and shiny with sweat, smelling of Vitalistonic, the boy imagined Colonial Country Club as a paradise he must someday reach, impossible though it appeared. This was long before Billy heard of Ben Hogan, who became his idol for the courage Hogan showed putting himself back together and becoming a champion again after his terrible crash into a bus on a highway in West Texas in 1949.

Billy fell in love last year with aLife magazine photograph of Hogan, pictured from behind at the finish of a swing that hit a long iron shot onto the final green at Merion and helped him win the U.S. Open. In this photograph Billy saw grace and control and balance and attitude and the force of will that overcame the pain in Hogan’s legs. Billy taped the photograph to the wall near his bed and looked at it for long periods. Troy looked at it once and nodded and never looked again.

Only five weeks ago Troy had taken Billy and his mother to see the movie about Hogan called,Follow the Sun. Troy hooted at the golf swing of Glenn Ford, the actor who played Hogan. Billy wished they could have gotten Gary Cooper to play the part.

And now Troy had sold their adobe house in Albuquerque in which Billy’s mother had died of cancer, and they had moved to Fort Worth to be at the center of the cattle business, where Troy could make a living dealing in beef, and here was Billy, approaching the caddie yard at the fabulous Colonial Country Club. He could hear his blood pounding, his breath coming fast. He knew the law of the yard. A new boy wouldn’t get a bag without fighting for it.

“Hey, get your butt in gear,” Elvis called.






Four


THERE WERE FIFTY BOYS and men mingling, squatting, lying on the bare ground in the caddie yard, an area the size of two tennis courts hidden in the forest beyond the practice area west of the ninth fairway. About thirty of the caddies were Negroes, eight were Mexican and the rest white. The groups did not intermingle but gathered among their own for games of coin tossing and mumblety-peg. The air was blue with cigarette smoke. They wore overalls, blue jeans, khakis, their clothes old and mended and reasonably clean. Some wore tennis shoes, others railroad boots or old brogans. Occasionally a person from one group would call out to someone from another, and it would be a remark meant in humor. No racial insults were tolerated. Chili McWillie ran a tight yard. He refused to allow trouble unless he started it.

Foxy Lerner was first to see the new boy approaching the yard with Elvis Spaatz.

“Fresh meat,” Foxy said, tugging at the elbow and looking up at the freckled face of Chili McWillie.

“Look at him walk. He looks like a stuck-up sucker to me,” said the scrawny Foxy. He had combed his long oily hair into ducktails.

“New boy! Smell a cherry comin’!” yelled Ham T, the tallest and most muscular boy among a group of young blacks. Ham T wore overalls with a green shirt, a brown fedora hat and black tennis shoes. He was smoking a hand-rolled cigarette.

“Belt line! Belt line! Belt line!” The cry went up all over theyard. Men and boys began to pull off their belts and spread about to form a gauntlet.

“You dumb bastards wait a damn minute!”

The voice of Chili McWillie spoke barely above normal but with an edge that stopped the milling caddies.

“I’m the one that calls belt line when it’s time to call belt line,” Chili McWillie said.

The caddies fell silent and some looked at their feet.

“Am I right, Ham T?” said Chili McWillie.

“You right,” Ham T said.

Elvis walked into the yard and straight up to Chili. Elvis had earned respect by having been a number-one caddie at both Glen Garden and Colonial. When it came to confronting one of his peers, Elvis knew no fear. Elvis had faced the McWillie brothers while growing up on the east side. He would rather give orders to Chili McWillie than carry a rifle in Korea, as Booger McWillie had been doing until his abrupt death.

“This here’s Billy. This here’s Chili. You’ll get to know the rest of this bunch if you last long enough. All you need to know now is Chili runs the yard and I run Chili,” said Elvis.

Chili pursed his lips in a thin frown but kept quiet.

“No belt line for the new boy,” Elvis said.

“Just a damn minute, Elvis. That’s yard business. That’s for me to decide,” Chili said.

“Look here at this starter sheet. I got the new kid bagging for Dr. Sandpaster. It’s only fifteen minutes from now. I don’t want the new kid showing up with a bloody butt and his shirt tore half off his back.”

Chili thought it over.

“Afterwards,” Chili said. “We’ll whip the new boy’s butt after he comes in.”

“Yeah, and he’s got to bag for crazy old man Sandpaster in between,” said Foxy. “New boy, this is gonna be the worst day of your life.”

“Stuff you,” Billy said.

“Hold it. No fighting,” said Chili McWillie.

“Billy, you come on with me. I better introduce you to Dr. Sandpaster. He’s a little odd,” Elvis said.

“He’s a damn lunatic,” said Foxy.

Billy fixed his gaze on Foxy for a moment, until Foxy looked away. Billy turned his back on the caddie yard and followed Elvis toward the practice area.

“Afterwards, new boy!” shouted Foxy. “Belt line when you come back! We’ll whip the smart off your ass!”






Five


DR. IRA SANDPASTER, owner and president of Sandpaster Oil & Gas, located in the Petroleum Building downtown, had determined this was the year he would shoot his age—seventynine—and it was already June. A mere four months to go before his eightieth birthday, and time flew so fast nowadays. It was a fact that time moved faster the older one became. Dr. Sandpaster, a scientist with a doctorate in petroleum geology and a vast knowledge of how the world was put together, had confirmed this to his own satisfaction. The reason was because as one grew older one’s head became more stuffed with information and ideas and communications ranging from important to useless, and since the brain considered only one thing at a time, no matter how little time that took, it was using up time that would in his young days have been allotted to lazing beside a livestock tank or with a cane pole and a coffee can of worms at a blue hole on a creek, cork bobbing for catfish while he waited for an oil well in the East Texas pine forest to blow in. Time passed much slower then, because his head was relatively empty. Catfish tasted better, too, in those days. There wasn’t really a damn thing that tasted good anymore, not even hot dogs with chili and cheese and onions. When he had bitten into a chili dog at his most recent Christmas dinner—the others were eating the same old damned turkey they always ate, year after year—and the chili dog bored him, Dr. Ira Sandpaster felt an icy brush with death. Some voice told him if he wanted to shoot his age before he left this earth, he had best get cracking.

Ira had never shot a score below 83 in his life, and he had started playing golf fifty years ago on a trip to Scotland. The first time he shot 83 was the day World War Two ended. He would never forget that day. Only twelve putts on the back nine. He shot an 83 in Costa Rica in 1946 when he served as U.S. Ambassador there for a year. The last time he shot an 83 was just last week—and it could have been a 79 if his caddie hadn’t kept making those annoying uh-oh sounds that caused four threeputts and two topped drives.

He had sworn he would break 80 before he turned eighty, and he had never failed to reach a goal he had set for himself. If this quest to score a 79 at the age of seventy-nine were a business proposition like the financing and drilling of an oil well, Dr. Sandpaster could do it easily by hiring smart lawyers and cheating. But this was golf, not business. Dr. Sandpaster swore, drank, sometimes misrepresented oil deals, and had committed adultery. But he had never lost his religion or cheated at golf. He believed people who cheated at golf went screaming on their way to hell.
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