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INTRODUCTION


Sundays with Bobby

I’m worried. I’m really, really worried. It is a balmy Wednesday night toward the end of July 2007. My wife is asleep. I am with my dog, Starbury, in my apartment on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. The window is open, but the curtains are drawn; the apartment is dark, and I am sitting on the left side of the couch, same spot as always, my bare feet resting on the IKEA coffee table with the gently warped top exactly where my wife doesn’t like me to rest my feet because it’s also where we place our dinner plates.

The Atlanta Braves are on my TV. The Braves are almost always on my TV. If I’m home during the baseball season, I’m watching the Braves play. If I’m not home when they’re playing, I’m recording the game so I can watch it later.

I especially love it when the Braves go out West. The games start late at night, East Coast time. I can put my wife to bed, then crash out on the couch and watch until the wee hours of the night. Tonight, for instance, the Braves are playing the Giants out in San Fran at whatever the current name of their park is, the one with the bay beyond right field. First pitch is around 10:05 p.m. in New York, which means the game won’t end until close to 1:00 a.m. Tonight’s game has a nominal national relevance, because Barry Bonds is only three home runs away from breaking Hank Aaron’s all-time career record, though I’m past caring about that, and so, seemingly, is the rest of the country. I guess one of the side effects of the steroid era is public ambivalence. What matters to me tonight is that the Braves are 3 games back of the New York Mets with about 50 games left to play. And, like I said, I’m worried. I’m really, really worried.

Our first basemen have combined to post the worst batting average at any position in the major leagues. Will Jarrod Saltalamacchia or Brian McCann get the start behind the plate tonight? Has McCann’s left ring finger healed completely? Willie Harris is no Willie Mays, but he’s still been slumping lately; we need him to get going again. We should trade Salty, right? Andruw Jones is down to about one home run a week and is again starting to lose his balance at the plate. Has hitting coach Terry Pendleton noticed this yet? If not, why not? It’s taken nearly two decades, but I’ve finally started to come around on Chipper Jones; the guy can flat-out hit. The back end of our rotation is beginning to stabilize, and lefty rookie Jo-Jo Reyes has me intrigued. The bullpen, though, is a disaster; I hate to say that it reminds me a little bit of last season’s pen, but they’re heading in that direction. Something’s wrong with reliever Rafael Soriano, but I can’t quite put my finger on what. I’m afraid thirty-eight-year-old Bob Wickman is too fat but doesn’t realize it. Pete Moylan, currently our best middle reliever, was previously a pharmaceutical salesman in Australia.

These issues are representative of the things that haunt me on a day-to-day basis between March and October every year. But I’m a reasonable person, and I’m willing to endure some anxiety. Look, the platoons in left field and at second base are unconventional but they’re working, and demoting Chad Paronto from the role of designated ground ball pitcher was smart. I’d been suggesting all of these moves to Bobby Cox for weeks, and now that they’re working, I hope he realizes that these were originally my ideas. Right now Bobby and I are getting along great, perhaps the best we’ve gotten along in many years.

Except for the Chris Woodward situation. For the last two weeks, Woodward, our utility infielder, has been slumping. He has been no help to the Atlanta Braves lately. To my Atlanta Braves. Hey, maybe Woodward will come back around. I hope Woodward can get it going again, and perhaps it’s just going to take playing time for that to happen. That seems to be the way Bobby is approaching this. In the meantime, it’s killing me. Honestly, I’ve got heartburn from this.

I understand that sports fans can be partially (if not fully) obsessive. That is part of the deal; a component of the pact that comes along with being a supporter of any team. We feel like we have to be constantly on guard, lest some horrible evil befall our franchise. And, in turn, fall on us. Not to the Braves. Not on my watch.

The thing is, I care vigilantly about every member of the franchise, from the players to the coaches to the front office staff. If the Braves announce the hiring of someone as trivial as a new travel secretary, I will immediately Google him and comb through his work history, looking for gaps in the résumé, as if I’d been charged with hiring him to begin with. Baseball teams often off-load aging players in exchange for younger prospects. Whenever the Braves bring in young guys, I study every bit of information available. They may never set foot on a major league field, but I want and need to know them inside and out. If I don’t care, who will? You can’t have a championship organization without having first-class people.

So I guess you could say that regarding Chris Woodward, Bobby and I seem to be at an impasse.

But it keeps us going.

Some of us learn from history, some of us from books, some of us from our families, some of us never learn. The thing is, lessons are all around us, just waiting to be absorbed. It’s all about where you look to learn. Even if you’re not really looking to learn.

During the mid-to-late 1990s, when my friend Matt and I were in our early twenties, we watched The Jerry Springer Show every afternoon. Our daily schedule involved watching Springer and then playing Madden for a few hours. Then fast food for dinner. Then sports on TV. Then Madden again before bed. I will allow that we probably could have been more productive members of society. I like to think that we were pacing ourselves.

For a while there, everything in our lives revolved around Springer. We mostly appreciated the sheer inanity of it all. We’d tune in and then sit sipping from our cans of Mountain Dew, and we’d cheer for these poor, sad people who were perhaps irrationally afraid of zippers, or maybe suspicious they had been impregnated by a goat in their sleep. These guests would confront their issues on national television, speak about them calmly and rationally, begin yelling at another guest, and then, unpredictably but reliably, a brawl would break out.

The Jerry Springer Show was billed as a reflection of a larger slice of society than television had ever shown us before, a fascinating, sometimes disturbing look deep into the fringes of our culture. People relegated to the American moral minority, the sort of folk who were serially engaged in things like promiscuity, deceitfulness, drug abuse, prejudice, and crime—usually simultaneously—were suddenly revealed to the rest of us. And we, the people, embraced them. Springer was terribly popular: by 1998, it was averaging around seven million viewers per episode.

Being able to identify myself as a Springer viewer was like being in a biker gang or getting a tattoo: it was about as badass as I could get. Living in the Bible Belt, the son of Southern Baptists, I could only rebel stealthily. I didn’t drink, mostly hung around the apartment, and lived by the old Southern adage “Don’t smoke, don’t chew, and don’t go with girls who do.” But if watching a TV show could guarantee me entrée into a new social class, that much I could handle. Maybe watching Springer didn’t make me “cool,” but it certainly identified me as someone who wasn’t afraid to watch imbeciles fight.

I came to Jerry Springer something of a moralist who believed that because of my lifestyle, I was clearly a better person than those who did not live the way I did, a group that included pretty much every person involved with The Jerry Springer Show. But watching Springer made me more forgiving of those living alternative or nontraditional lifestyles. I often felt empathy, if not sympathy, for these people. Before long, I realized I wasn’t better than them, and they weren’t worse than me; we were just different. We’d been dealt different lives, and we were all just trying to make the best of what was around. Even though I’d been raised to believe that all people were equal, it took Jerry Springer to show me what that really means.

I also learned that if anyone ever invites you to Chicago to appear on a TV program because they would like to reveal something to you, you probably should ask if it wouldn’t better be handled in private. The free trip might be nice and all, but I’ve been to Chicago; having your shirt ripped off and your hair pulled out on national television definitely isn’t worth getting to stand on the concrete shores of Lake Michigan.

In other words, I learned a lot from Jerry Springer. But these days my life is mostly informed by a series of principles I have fortuitously extracted from Atlanta Braves manager Bobby Cox, who couldn’t be more opposite from Jerry Springer if he tried to be.

Sports fans seem to know about Bobby Cox in an especially general sense: Braves manager for over two decades, fourthwinningest manager in the history of Major League Baseball, once was involved in an unsavory domestic dispute, gets thrown out of games often. Beyond that, and despite his undeniable success, Bobby Cox remains something of a mystery to many sports fans, even dedicated baseball fans. To begin with, the national media don’t pay him much mind, and Cox seems to prefer it that way. He doesn’t endorse any products. He refuses to do those in-game interviews during nationally televised games. He’s never released an autobiography ghostwritten by a sportswriter buddy. In this era where sports figures always seem to be looking to diversify their brand and make another buck, Cox is the anomaly: a person preoccupied with simply doing his job as best he can. If this means there’s a slight disconnect between Cox and the general public, that seems to be just fine with Bobby.

So you may be wondering how I was able to develop such a close relationship with Bobby Cox. If he is so focused on baseball, how would a guy half his age who lives in Manhattan, almost nine hundred miles from Atlanta, be able to absorb his considerable wisdom?

I’ve never sat at Bobby’s cleats and soaked in a series of homespun maxims while Cox chomped on a cigar, but I do know him. I know him very well, actually—very, very well—and we have an active, totally participatory relationship. I watch nearly every Atlanta Braves game, which means that for a conservative estimate, just over the last decade I’ve seen Bobby manage well over 1,000 baseball games. And Bobby’s always the same. At this point, I know what moves he’s going to make before he makes them, which as a Braves fan is a bit disconcerting, because I’m guessing that opposing managers, who have vast networks of scouts and analysts working for them, can predict Bobby’s next move as well.

But the Braves kept winning: Cox accumulated 2,504 victories. Since 1991, the Braves under Cox won more games than they lost in every season except one. This gave Cox the highest winning percentage of any active manager in baseball at the end of his career. He’s won as many league pennants as Tony LaRussa and one fewer than Joe Torre—the two contemporary managers in Bobby’s class—but Cox has only won one World Series ring, compared to LaRussa’s two and Torre’s four. For as many seasons as the Braves were dominant over the rest of the National League, they were officially the best team in all of baseball only once. As good as Cox was, some Braves fans think that winning just a single World Series in twenty seasons means Bobby wasn’t quite good enough.

Though I watch many of the Braves’ weeknight games on a self-imposed tape delay, battling sleep and trying my best to concentrate on every pitch, I’ll admit that I’m usually online or writing or doing other stuff at the same time. As much as I love the Braves, it’s impossible to be as obsessive as I’d like to be and be a fully productive human with a job and a life.

But Sunday is our day, my chance for some alone time with Bobby. My wife knows that Sunday afternoons are reserved for the Braves, and to not even bother asking me to walk the dog or take out the trash. I never ask her to skip a meeting with her shrink, and she doesn’t ask me to skip a session with Bobby. On those Sundays, I pull up the curtains and let the sun shine in. I stretch out on the couch, crank up the air conditioning, grab a blanket, and cuddle with Starbury. I can’t tell you how much I look forward to those Sunday afternoons. Bobby is my sanity. I take the remote control and a bottle of Coke, and that’s really all I need. For the next three hours, I am in a trance, breaking it only to remind Bobby to pinch-hit, maybe suggesting a hit-and-run or a pitchout now and then, but mostly it’s Bobby and me, sitting shoulder to shoulder in my imaginary Braves dugout, watching the games go by.

This is now the story of my baseball life. I moved from Atlanta to New York City in the summer of 2000, and I quickly found that following the Braves while living in Manhattan is nearly as easy as following them from Atlanta. Every game is on TV, and the internet provides all the news and rumors I could ever need. Upon arriving in New York, I thought about casually pulling for the Yankees, just so I could become part of a local fan base and have, you know, human interactions with a cabal of like-minded followers. But the Braves, if anything, have only tightened their grip on me since I left town.

I suppose it’s partially because of the isolation. I’m in the heart of New York Mets country, the Braves’ archrival, so I’m subjected to taunts and insults as I walk the streets wearing my Braves hats and jerseys. As I often point out to my coworkers and friends who are Mets fans, Bobby’s tenure hasn’t been kind to them. There’s not much room for Mets fans to talk, but that doesn’t seem to stop any of them. And then there are the Yankees fans, who seem, at best, to pity the team their team beat in the 1996 and 1999 World Series, usurping a would-be dynasty.

Stranded here on this island with my Braves, I’ve adopted something of a foxhole mentality. We are in this together: Bobby, the players, and me. Whether they know it or not, they need me as much as I need them. Because if I don’t watch every game, if I don’t stand and cheer in my living room, if I don’t work the home plate umpire, if I don’t call out suggestions at the televised image of Bobby Cox, the Braves just might fall completely apart.

Baseball teams in the modern era have plenty of turnover. Whereas players in the fifties, sixties, and early seventies often spent most of their careers on the same team, these days free agency and the constant search for another sizable payday ensure that most guys are never going to find a home. Back in 1998 and 1999, the Braves got several months of good work from a relief pitcher named Russ Springer. Braves fans were just starting to warm to him when the season ended. Springer left the Braves soon after and was still in the majors in 2010, at forty-one years old, with the Cincinnati Reds, his tenth major league team in eighteen seasons. He was also with Houston, St. Louis, and Arizona twice, among others. Did he ever develop an enduring following in any of those cities along the way? No, though not because he lacked talent or personality; it was because he never stayed with one franchise long enough for the fans to embrace him. It’s hard to give people hugs when they won’t stand still.

Defying all of that, Bobby Cox spent twenty consecutive seasons as the manager of the Atlanta Braves. He outlasted every player, coach, front office exec, television commentator, television station, and even a fifty-thousand-seat stadium. Bobby is our rock, our fortress, our shield, our comfort, our salvation. He may be rickety and a bit of a curmudgeon at sixty-nine, but Bobby’s presence alone lends stability. Not only to the team but also to me. We can’t rely on much in life, but I know Bobby will be there for me day after day, week after week, month after month, year after year. Over those twenty seasons, I’ve hated Bobby, loved him, praised him, even publicly denounced him. Now I can’t imagine my life without him. Bobby Cox has been the single most important person in my sporting life.

And in getting to know him and the players he has molded, following the Braves through their run winning an unprecedented fourteen consecutive division titles from 1991 through 2005 and a World Championship, I’ve learned a few things along the way.



CHAPTER 1


EMOTION: How Greg Maddux Is Like Traveling 
Cross-Country with Your Grandparents

During the 1990 baseball season, Atlanta Braves rookie David Justice stepped into the batter’s box in a game against the Chicago Cubs. An unassuming twenty-four-year-old named Greg Maddux was pitching. Maddux was in his fifth season with Chicago, where he’d already established himself as one of baseball’s best young pitchers, as well as a rather gentlemanly sort.

According to a story reported by Sports Illustrated a few years later, when Justice stepped up to the plate, Maddux made eye contact and mouthed the words, “—you.” Justice gestured at Maddux as if to say, “Um, are you talking to me?” Maddux mimicked the gesture back at Justice.

Justice, who did not know Maddux personally and had never had any previous interactions with him, was genuinely surprised by this. Justice was a hot-shot rookie, and while Maddux had pitched in one All-Star Game and finished third in the previous year’s National League Cy Young Award voting, this was Greg Maddux, a man who looked better suited to advise high school students on the college application process than to stand on a mound mouthing profane taunts at the sleek power hitter who a few months later would be named Rookie of the Year and who two years later would marry actress Halle Berry.

After perplexing and infuriating Justice, Maddux got him out. The following day, Justice arrived at the stadium early, rounded up a posse of Braves players, and went looking for Maddux to exact some sort of revenge. To his credit, Maddux displayed the same ability to outthink hitters that he would utilize throughout his twenty-three-year career: he was nowhere to be found.

Two years later, the Braves signed Maddux as a free agent. Justice had been so angry since the 1990 incident that he’d steered clear of Maddux since, and his plan was to continue to do so once Maddux arrived at Atlanta’s spring training camp in West Palm Beach. Instead Maddux showed up, walked directly to Justice, and introduced himself by saying, “Hey, Dave, how bad did you want to kick my ass?”

“And all the frustration and anger seemed to disappear,” Justice told SI. “We laughed, and now I’d walk through a wall for Greg Maddux. I like the way he plays the game.”

Pretty much everyone did. John Smoltz once said that Maddux made his opponents look like they were swinging foam bats, while former Cy Young Award winner Dwight Gooden said of him, “You wish there was another league he could get called up to.” With 355 wins, a .610 winning percentage, and four consecutive NL Cy Young Awards, Greg Maddux was quite possibly the greatest pitcher of all time. And for the majority of that time, Maddux was an Atlanta Brave under Bobby Cox.

In that way, simply because of his longevity and not because of any philosophical managerial ethos, Bobby is the connective tissue for the Braves’ players. So many of them have rotated through Atlanta, some for a few months, some for a few years. They all wore the hat with the stylized A, and they all played for Bobby Cox. Bobby’s overarching presence is like the rug in The Big Lebowski: he really ties the room together.

The Braves signed Greg Maddux as a free agent after the 1992 season, in which they had gone 98–64 and lost the World Series to the Toronto Blue Jays, for their second consecutive World Series loss. Atlanta’s pitching rotation had two budding stars in John Smoltz, who was twenty-five at the time, and twenty-game winner Tom Glavine, who was twenty-six. Steve Avery, only twenty-two years old, also looked promising, having gone 11–11 and logged a substantial 233 innings. The right-handed Maddux, twenty-six, had won his first Cy Young Award, but the Braves outbid the Cubs and everyone else and signed him to a contract that was then considered outrageously lavish: five years, $28 million. The Yankees, who’d endured four consecutive losing seasons and were trying to rebuild, actually offered him more money; Maddux turned it down to join Atlanta’s budding dynasty.

Maddux combined with Smoltz and Glavine to form the core of the Braves’ pitching staff for the next decade. As Steve Avery’s career acceded to injury, others were sprinkled in as fourth and fifth starters: Kent Mercker, Jason Schmidt, Kevin Millwood, Dennis Martinez, Bruce Chen, John Burkett, Damian Moss, Jason Marquis, and Denny Neagle.

In conversation, it was usually Maddux, Glavine, and Smoltz. The positioning of the names Smoltz and Glavine was almost interchangeable in that phrase, but Maddux always came first. This is because he was the best pitcher the Braves have ever had. As Bobby Cox said when Maddux retired in 2009: “I get asked by managers and press people all the time, how good was he? Was he the best pitcher I ever saw? Was he the smartest pitcher I ever saw? Was he the best competitor I ever saw? Was he the best teammate I ever saw? The answer is yes to all the above.”

During his first three seasons in Atlanta, Maddux won the Cy Young Award each season. In his transcendent 1997 campaign, Maddux pitched 232 innings and faced 893 batters, and he unintentionally walked just 14 of them. He did not throw a wild pitch the entire season, and he finished the year with 19 wins and 4 losses. In one complete game win at Wrigley Field that season, Maddux needed to throw only 76 pitches over 9 innings, and 63 of those pitches were strikes. Between 1997 and 2000, perhaps his best run despite not winning any Cy Young Awards, Maddux totaled 75 wins against 31 losses, with a 2.73 ERA and 24 complete games. Maddux won more games during the 1990s than any other pitcher in baseball. He won at least 15 games for 17 consecutive seasons. He won the Gold Glove Award 18 times.

We got to watch this man pitch every fifth day, and watching Maddux informed me as a fan. It was through studying him that I grasped pitching as art form, the importance of matching craft and guile with equal parts determination and intensity. These qualities were so important to Maddux, it was almost as though he subsisted on them entirely. His pitch speeds were average at best, and he wasn’t able to supplement his speed with an arsenal of trick pitches or wacky deliveries. What Maddux did have, though, was precise control of and tremendous movement on pretty much every pitch he threw. He couldn’t whip the ball past you, but he could budge it by you by placing it exactly where you were least expecting it. And sometimes even where you were expecting it.

As soon as a left-handed hitter had two strikes on him, Maddux would zing a two-seam fastball across the inside corner of the plate. He did this with 1,000 percent regularity. If Maddux got to a two-strike count on twenty-five left-handed batters during a game, his next pitch to all twenty-five guys would be a two-seam fastball on the inside corner.

The two-seam fastball is different from the pitch commonly known as the fastball. The fastball is technically a four-seam fastball, so named because of the way the pitcher, when releasing the pitch, aligns his index and middle fingers so that they are perpendicular across all four of the baseball’s seams. Upon release of the ball, this produces a spin that gives the baseball a nearly straight path to the plate. In contrast, the two-seam fastball is thrown with the pitcher’s middle and index fingers running parallel to two of the seams, which, for reasons known only to physicists and pitching coaches, makes the ball jump abruptly in the final five to ten feet before it reaches the plate.

Maddux perfected a two-seam fastball that he threw somewhere between eighty-six and eighty-eight miles per hour. The ball looked, at least as it was being released from Maddux’s hand, as though it were coming straight in on the hands of left-handed batters. The hitters would reflexively raise their arms, jolting the bat high over their head and removing their arms and hands from the path of the ball. The ball was definitely going to hit them; if they moved, they not only wouldn’t get hit but there was also no way it could possibly be a strike. Then, just as the batters were committed to not being able to swing at the pitch, Maddux’s two-seamer would zip three to four inches back to his right, away from the batter, just catching the corner of the plate for a called strike three.

Maddux pitching + left-handed hitter + two strikes + two-seam fastball = called third strike on the inside corner of the plate. I can’t tell you how many times I saw the various integers in that equation add up to the same result. Five hundred times? One thousand times? And unless the entire group of Major League Baseball players and coaches are by some miracle dumber than I am, surely they all knew this pitch was coming.

So why did it work so effectively and so consistently? Obviously, it was partially effective because Maddux was taking advantage of the hitter’s instincts and training. Hitters have worked their entire lives to condition their bodies to read and react. They see a pitch coming down the middle, they swing. They see a pitch coming at their hands, they get their hands out of the way. Maddux slung the ball, they recognized a ball coming in on their hands, they moved their hands out of the way. And then the pitch did what it wasn’t supposed to be able to do: it made a 90-degree turn away from them and over the back corner of the plate.

Watching Maddux pitch, you’d see hitter after hitter leave the field shaking his head, consumed with disgust and incredulity. On the mound with a baseball in his hand, Greg Maddux was a genius, or as close to genius as I believe I’ll ever see. Stories abound of Maddux thinking not one pitch ahead but sometimes two or three pitches ahead. According to a 1995 Sports Illustrated cover story, on one of his off days, he was sitting next to Smoltz in the Braves dugout and studying the game in progress. Four different times, Maddux predicted the batter was imminently going to foul off a pitch that would come streaking into the dugout. Three of the four times, Maddux was correct.

Maddux’s beautiful mind was cloaked in a completely pedestrian build. While much of baseball in the nineties was discovering performance-enhancing drugs and inflating themselves into unrecognizable he-men, Maddux looked as though he was a cubicle worker who’d won a contest and was being allowed to start a Major League Baseball game thanks to promotional support from Dr Pepper.

My favorite Maddux story occurred during the 1999 season. Throughout his time with the Braves, Maddux continuously wore glasses whenever he wasn’t pitching. He went through several models, evolving a few years behind whatever the current fashion was, and some might have concluded that the glasses made him look like a dork. Maddux had trouble with contacts—it was often reported that he was allergic to contacts, though Maddux once said he merely had “bumpy eyes”—but he didn’t feel comfortable pitching while wearing glasses. So he’d wear the lenses for the hour or two he was pitching, once every five days, and then he wore glasses the rest of the time.

Maddux started the ’99 season slowly, compiling a tolerable 6–5 record over his first 15 starts, and for the first time in five years he wasn’t invited to pitch in the midseason All-Star Game. Maddux took advantage of the free weekend to get LASIK surgery on his eyes, and then—less than forty-eight hours after allowing lasers to slice tiny cuts on his eyeballs, potentially ruining not only his vision but the Braves’ season with a completely elective and, at that time, still new surgical procedure—Maddux started an interleague game against the Boston Red Sox and allowed one run over eight innings. He finished the year 19–9.

When the Associated Press asked him why he had the surgery, Maddux explained, “I was tired of being a dork.”

I wasn’t exactly a dork growing up, but I wasn’t cool, either. My life was about as normal as could be; completely unremarkable by most standards. By contrast, Carl Alfred Edfeldt was born to Swedish immigrants above a general store in tiny Roberts-dale, Alabama, in 1915. After marrying Carolyn Baker in 1939, Edfeldt put himself through business college and then served six years in the navy during World War II, moving to Chicago and San Francisco to work out of bases in each city. When the war ended, he moved back to Alabama, bought some farmland in the country south of Birmingham, and settled there with his burgeoning family, which by then included three daughters, one of whom would eventually become my mother. Carl—or as I called him, Paw Paw—worked almost forty years for the United States Postal Service until he retired in 1976. Nothing in his life was given to him; he created it all from scratch. I’ve always thought that was about as admirable as it gets.

My cousin Jill and I are the oldest grandkids in our family, and when we reached an age my grandparents deemed appropriate, Paw Paw and my grandmother, Nana Carolyn, decided they would show us the United States. Every summer, they promised that the four of us—Nana, Paw Paw, Jill, and I—would embark on a fantastical road trip.

In 1982 my grandparents decided to begin our travels by taking me and Jill to visit the World’s Fair. I later learned that the first World’s Fair was proposed by Prince Albert, husband of Queen Victoria, as an exhibition of products manufactured around the world. In 1982, pre-internet, World’s Fairs still served an important purpose, showing ordinary citizens technological advances happening around the globe that might otherwise go unchecked. At the ’82 World’s Fair, for instance, I tasted milk that could be stored in a box, unrefrigerated. As soon as it hit my lips, I knew it would never work—it tasted like metal, not milk. They could’ve saved a lot of money just by checking with me on my way out.

There must be a reason that Knoxville, Tennessee, was awarded the 1982 World’s Fair, but I can’t figure out what it was. The previous World’s Fairs had taken place in grand cities like Paris and New York and Brussels. To its credit, Knoxville accepted the challenge, attempting to present itself to a worldwide audience as something more than a college town. As if to prove its worth, the city of Knoxville constructed a 266-foot tower with a dimpled golden globe at the top and named it the Sunsphere. A few weeks after the World’s Fair opened, early one morning before everything opened for the day, someone fired a single gunshot into the Sunsphere. That person was never caught.

Whoever did it probably could have pled temporary insanity due to the World’s Fair theme song. Down in Atlanta, we’d been subject for months to a steady stream of 1982 World’s Fair commercials. These ads, now gloriously memorialized on YouTube, were like early works by director Michael Bay, with gratuitous smiling shots of international faces and ridiculous special effects. The ad ended with the Space Shuttle Columbia being cleared to land not at an air force base but in Knoxville—I guess when the Space Shuttle descends from the lower thermosphere at eighteen thousand miles per hour, landing on a commuter airport runway is a totally viable option—and the astronauts telling mission control, “We’ve got to be there!” A chorus of studio singers then practically shouted, “You’ve got to beeeeeeeeeeeeeee … there!” Jill says she remembers me singing this in the car the entire way to Knoxville. I can’t deny that I might have done this.

The next summer, we drove to St. Louis, and the next year to Washington, DC. The year after that, we took a train to New York City; dealing with a station wagon in Manhattan didn’t seem to be a prudent idea, even to my station wagon–obsessed grandfather. (Years later, he would grudgingly convert to the minivan.) On the train to New York, we had side-by-side roomettes. Each had two seats facing each other. At night these folded together to simulate a single bed—well, a single bed with a gap in the middle of it—and there was also a pull-down bunk bed above the seats. There wasn’t space for a shower, but there was a small steel sink in the corner and a toilet that folded out from the wall and into the room, as though we were in a mobile prison cell.

On our ride up to New York, Jill and I opted to share a roomette. We played cards, read, whatever, then eventually bunked down for the night. I was sleeping well, lulled into a peaceful slumber by the gentle locomotion of the train, when Jill woke me up to inform me she needed to pee and that I should not open my eyes. Obviously, I wouldn’t have opened my eyes while I was sleeping, but now that I was awake, I agreed not to look, and I rolled over to gaze out the window at the Eastern Seaboard whizzing past in the moonlight.

I listened as the toilet was folded down, and then flushed soon after. I heard the sink turn on and then off, then felt Jill scrambling back into her upper bunk bed. A few minutes later, just as I was drifting back to sleep, I reached down to pull up my blanket and found it was splattered with a warm liquid. I recoiled my hand with alacrity, as if I were reaching for my pistol in a duel. The folding toilet obviously wasn’t a very stable contraption; it was easy to imagine Jill struggling with it, her accuracy compromised. I relegated myself to spending the night shivering, the blanket bunched around my ankles, untouched. The next morning, after thawing out, without explaining why I was curious, I asked Jill if using the toilet the previous evening had been tough. Not particularly, she reported. Although, she mentioned, the water from the sink had given her some difficulty, splattering all over the place.
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