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			To S.

			Despite all.

		

	
		
			Brennur i sál mér, brennur

			Í skugganum dvel ég, dvel ég nu.

			[…]

			Í dögun birtist þú, Í dögun birtist þú

			Ég slekk á deginum

			[…]

			Og hjartað slær svo ört, og hjartað slær svo ört

			Að mig verkjar

			Sólstafir, Köld, 2009

		

	
		
			1

			He was finding it less tiresome and tedious than expected.

			It was not fun, but seeing the work progressing gave at least a sort of joy.

			“Matt, pass me that box... No, the one with the wooden things in it”.

			His cousin grabbed the large carton and, seemingly without effort, climbed the stairs to the upper floor. It was still quite dark, all around: the blinds were not yet ready to be rolled up, as a fixer for each of them was still lacking.

			The smell of dye was intense, almost suffocating, in some spots; the dust indiscriminately and shamelessly covered floors, things and people; boxes around the apartment constituted, approximately, the only furnishings. There were several types of them, each easily sortable by its own weight and size.

			The fact that the apartment was still half–empty gave the voices a typical reverb effect with which the children had fun to the verge of obsession; in the room that would become Matt’s, there still was a pile of dust and rubble; as for the rest, the house was almost ready. They only had to wait, in the following days, the removals company men to bring them some of the furniture that had been temporarily left in the old house.

			Stan came back down the stairs, and rubbed his hands together, satisfied with his work. As for that afternoon, they were done. They had established a roadmap for those refurbishment works, and they were largely in advance. Stan and his brothers, his father Owen and some Matt’s good pace had helped giving all a shape and an appearance now pretty close to what it should have once completed the works.

			It had been only two days – thirty–five hours, to be precise – since Matt, his sister and his mother had arrived at JFK airport in New York with the night flight, and a few more hours travelling in the old Owen Ferrell’s jalopy, overloaded with luggage and memories that slowly opened within the mind of Matt and Mae O’Weary like drawers, at the sight of that airport and of those roads.

			And now the new home where they would be placed was almost fit to receive them.

			Matt walked over the entrance, dark more or less as the rest of the rooms and corridors, and bent over a box, without even checking its content. He knew well what it was. He cared a lot about what was inside it, and he didn’t think he could be mistaken about its identification at first sight.

			He opened it. In fact, he was not mistaken: the box was full of cool CD’s, original or burned ones.

			With his hands still whitened with dust, Matt picked some discs: Metallica, Iron Maiden, Neil Young, and something else his father had passed him along with the genes.

			With particular regard to the disks in the hard case, Matt dug up to get to the bottom of the container, looking for an album he cared particularly for, and about which he was suddenly afraid of having left at home. He would have to call his father to make him pick it up before the man moved to the new place.

			He passed over The Doors, The Commodores and Weather Report, identified the Hindu Love Gods project, numerous Elvis collections and finally, there it was, Farewell Andromeda, by John Denver, 1973.

			He smiled. He had not forgotten it. It deserved a listen.

			He wiped his hand on the side of his old jeans, picked up the disc from the drive pin inside the case and brought it to the stereo, which prepared for listening, moving it to the center of the room, closer to the bathroom door.

			He came out a moment in the garden, to check whether someone needed him. No one in sight.

			He looked around for a moment, making his eyes wander all over the yard with the short grass, the small fence that watched over the family garage, under a porch, on the left, and his uncles’ house, sixty yards on the right, on the same lawn. In the middle of it, there was a barbecue: Uncle Owen didn’t want to miss one of those nights, excellent opportunity for outdoor cooking, eating half–burned steaks and drinking a fair amount of beer in order to cure insomnia.

			That was America. Somewhere, perhaps near there, there was the famous American dream. Now, finally, he was part of it, too.

			Maybe it was not exactly that, the dream thousands of people had dreamed of over the previous decades, but it was good as well. Compared to them, certainly, he was starting from an advantaged position.

			A town with a few thousand inhabitants, a school, a couple of high schools, three churches and a baseball court, was certainly enough for a sixteen years old who had spent there only a few weeks of his life. A few thousand people who seemed to have an average age higher than Peacock Side’s actual one – it was a typical small town in the South where it seemed as no one attended university; indeed, it was like the boys lacked altogether. And that anyone was happy to do what he did, be it workman, antenna repairman, cop or teacher. In fact, part of the mystery was explained by the fact that a fair portion of the youth was away most of the day or the week, invariably settled in the college in Athens, about sixty miles to the south.

			Matt had been in Peacock Side twice, the first when he was seven, the second at twelve, and both times he had stayed for some twenty days. The rest of his life he had been living in Dún Laoghaire, east coast of Ireland, County Dublin first, then County Rathdown.

			His mother, Rita Shannon Gould, was born in Peacock Side forty–five years before, and seventeen years after birth, more or less, she had met a young Irishman, a little older than her, travelling the States in the company of a couple crazy red–haired on a postwar period jalopy, with no other intention than celebrating their high school graduation with a shabby tour from Miami to New York and back, between a pint and another.

			The Irishman, named Anthony Patrick O’Weary, had dropped the fellowship out, and fallen in love with Shannon, returning to Ireland a week later than he was supposed to.

			It was not ending there, due to the determination of the Irishman.

			A few months later, Anthony Patrick sent a long letter, full of shyness and longing.

			Shannon was probably waiting for nothing else. She immediately answered. After the letters, by time she ended up confessing she loved him back. It was something that made her feel good, and there was, in it, a taste of adventure that made her feel alive and excited even in the most boring moments.

			The two had been going back and forth between Europe and America, until three and a half years later, when she had won a place for teachers without a license, getting duty, at the moment, of a couple of classes at a high school in a Dún Laoghaire village, while waiting for the chance to remain stably; Tony found instead a stable accommodation somewhere in the huge harbor.

			They eventually established in Dalkey, on the outskirts, in 1977, and in 1978 Matthew was born, followed – five years later – by his sister Mae.

			Things were going pretty well, and the family was healthy and incredibly compact.

			Shannon was now teaching regularly since 1981, in Dublin, and Anthony was getting no bad to the point that, a few years after Mae’s birth, he signed a contract that, after a six–month training course, led him up to a management role, and to several hundreds of pounds more each month.

			In 1990, for the first time, the four traveled together to Georgia – before then, they there had been there a number of times, as a couple, and once – in 1987 – Shannon had gone with little Matthew; the woman had also been there in 1982, for her father’s burial.

			It was always nice to come home for a few weeks, Shannon thought; and she realized that Matthew, in some way, felt the same.

			Not that he was not okay there, but he had repeatedly expressed the desire to return again to Peacock Side, and maybe take the opportunity to take a trip to Boston, Atlanta or New York.

			And also Shannon herself realized, one day, quite suddenly, that she never stopped imagining a time, in a more or less indefinite future, when she would return to live in her village; not that she did’t like the place where she was, but she happened to think, more and more often, that it was going to be tough, when Matthew – a few years from then – would put into practice his intention to attend the college in America. His will looked inflexible, and gradually what was initially only a few fleeting thought in the mind of Shannon, had now become a more serious one. She spoke to Anthony, but he generally hinted that he wanted to think about it, but only later, probably when Matthew had already moved.

			Objectively, with Shannon’s – and especially O’Weary’s – education, it would probably be pretty hard to get a better job, at first. But the desire was still strong. They had found a partial agreement, especially in the Mae–centered perspective, who would in all probability want to attend, in due time, an overseas college.

			The implementation timing remained unknown, when suddenly, two years earlier, Tony happened to have a sort of philosopher’s stone in his hands. Within a month, he had won nearly ten thousand pounds betting on hurling – it did not matter that he had betrayed his province for the Munster teams; and, collecting that money and that from Shannon, who had obtained a proposal from an American publisher, regarding a novel that had started to sell well overseas, the two had done some calculations and decided to seize the moment. Any doubts had vanished from the mind of O’Weary, who apparently became, all of a sudden, even more enthusiastic than his wife and son.

			Of course, to be more enthusiastic than Mae, was no difficult.

			It had been since time that both Shannon and Matthew experienced a certain intolerance for Dún Laoghaire. They knew it was not so much the city itself, with its gray appearance and its port without a beginning nor an end: but the fact that both had been to Peacock Side, and knew very well how much they both liked it.

			Tony had made an effort to find a substitute for the work forklift pilot for unloading the profitable goods from ships arriving from Scotland and England.

			Due to a small misunderstanding he had to stay there for another month, and with the severance pay he bought the flight to the rest of his family, who would be waiting for him across the ocean.

			“Matthew, Mae: I have news for you.”

			“What is it, Mom?” The excitement of the two boys was tangible.

			They had been waiting for weeks.

			“Dad and I were able to close the deal. It was better than we hoped. “

			“How well?”, asked Matthew.

			“Enough. Actually, we are rich, or nearly so.”

			“This means that...”

			Shannon Gould noticed that there was a certain similarity in the enthusiasm reaction timing, on the part of the boys. She wondered whether, at that time, their feelings had become similar as well, or if there was anything disturbing the serenity of one of the two. She knew whose.

			“Yes! It means that we can soon move. Very soon.”

			She scanned them with the eyes.

			“Of course, we will have to finalize some details, in the meantime.”

			“Where will we stay, at the moment? Until the house is ready, I mean.” It had been Mae to ask, worried, days earlier too. Matt had an idea, no doubt, without the need of having to ask his mother or his father. And he didn’t care to know an answer so far in advance.

			He cared only about knowing to go.

			“We will go stay at Aunt Grace’s, for a couple weeks. It won’t take much to fix up the house. Aunt Grace lives in the same garden where we’ll live, and you can go see the house whenever you want”, repeated Shannon, addressing Mae in particular.

			“Yes, I know it’s near there, you’ve already said.”

			Mae turned around and walked towards the balcony. Although she was happy with the news of their transfer, she was also visibly saddened, for some reason. Evidently, it was the idea of leaving the city and the friends, thought Shannon. Maybe someone in particular. She tried to settle with the half of her daughter’s face which had shown a little happiness. It was tough, though, to see that not everything was going according to plans.

			Matt stood looking at her for a few moments. Sad as well. But with a little cynicism, he forced himself to think, “How blessed are you, still only eleven years old. Still not knowing what leaving a city and the people who live there means.”

			He knew it. And he was happy to leave. Probably because that argument, for him, worked reversely, at that particular time.

			From one point of view, Matthew felt more like his mother than his father. He felt he was better able to be part of that branch of his family, although he had been born and raised far from it. Not that he felt either contempt or love for one side or the other: he simply cared very little.

			He was becoming too cynical, he told himself; he felt that a move, a kind of emigration, had already been done, many years earlier. He felt he wanted to go home. Something akin to a duty.

			Was he, perhaps, an Irishman? An American? Maybe both, like millions of other people. Or perhaps, more likely, neither. Who could tell? Certainly not he, if not at the cost of sullying the decision with evident arbitrariness.

			Maybe he could decide over time, and certainly not in that place.

			He liked Ireland, for what it was, what it represented. There were its landscapes, its music, its traditions, its history. There was the ocean in almost every direction, and that was great. It never was either too hot or too cold – even though it was way quite rainy.

			And there, at the end of the day, he had his friends and his life.

			But he felt uncomfortable, there, at times. As if wearing a nice sweater, but that was too wide, or too heavy. Yes, there was that city which he didn’t like that much, but it couldn’t be just that.

			He felt that something was missing, beyond the ocean, beyond the continent.

			He stood for a few minutes, to internalize the news.

			Then, finally, he smiled.
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			After taking a shower and listening to half of John Denver’s album, Matt wore jeans and a clean white shirt, and walked out into the meadow that separated his two new homes.

			It was nice out there: it was almost seven, now, and the light would approximately last for another hour or less. He wanted to take a trip to the town. He had already done so, as soon as arrived, but he was still afraid of not remembering some roads too well, and had not yet finished opening all the drawers that snapped with a twinge of nostalgia whenever a sound, a smell or a detail plucked his imagination and brought him a few years back.

			He left the fence and headed toward his uncles’ garage, thinking that maybe he was going to end up in the next town, but that it didn’t matter.

			He remembered – he had walked there two days earlier, after his arrival – that continuing westward along the road which led up to the Ferrells’ house, he could come to a crossroads from which you could go, with a five–minute walk, to Peacock Side’s center.

			He got there rather quickly, but suddenly decided to take the little pleasure of a solitary exploration in the part of the town he hadn’t yet been able to see – or, if he had been, he could not remember.

			He chose one of the small side streets away from the intersection, and headed towards the hill, which was visible towards the northern suburbs.

			A few steps and he heard it.

			“September 12, 1994: a day I will need to remember.”

			Matt turned his head. Another drawer had opened, letting in a little light for memory. Matt feverishly searched for a familiar face, then a name, then the words. Two or three tenths of a second, overall.

			“Bree.”

			“Hi.” She approached him. “You’ve come, at last.”

			“Yeah. You knew it?”

			“Of course I did. Your uncles have done nothing but talk about this. You’ve come to stay, this time, haven’t you?”

			“I think so.”

			“How are you?”

			Four years had passed, without speaking to or seeing each other – and their friendship had lasted only twenty days, given Matthew’s logistical conditions – but it seemed no more than a month.

			“Fine, Bree. I’m fine. Just give me a few days to acclimate, but, damn. My ears are still buzzing from the plane.”

			“I’m glad you’re here.”

			“I’m glad to see you, too.”

			“Listen, do you want... you want to come for a walk?”

			“I was already doing.”

			She shrugged her shoulders. “Do you want company, then?”

			“Yes, yes, I’m sorry...” A bit of emotion had made him stumble in words. He bit his tongue. He tried to dissolve it with a laugh. “It would be very nice.”

			Matthew had felt uncomfortable, for a moment: during those years, he had been recalling Bree as one of the few people who managed to seem sincere and intelligent at first sight, unlike the infinity of other people who tried and did not succeed. He began to wonder, within himself, if perhaps he had met with such pleasure the proposal to return to America just to see Bree Shavres again.

			“You’re sixteen years old now, right?”

			“Quite right, took three days ago.”

			“Late congratulations, then. If you’d forgotten my birthday, I’m almost seventeen.”

			“So I’m still in time to get the card, when it will be. Score one for me.”

			“No way.”

			Matt felt a close–to–a–smile thing come to his lips. He had not expected, so soon, the rediscovery of the good things he had forgotten in his mother’s hometown. His new home.

			“They should put you in Peacock Side welcoming committee.”

			“No, I don’t think so. I am surly and mean.”

			“I wonder how kind people are, then.”

			“Maybe I am like this with you, because I know you better than it seems.”

			“Maybe.”

			“So, tell me about Ireland.”

			“Ireland? You know, I’ve not traveled all over Ireland. But I can tell you all about that kind of harbor–city which is Dún Laoghaire.”

			It was a common joke, even if Matt was not sure Bree knew that story.

			“I’ve seen the postcards you sent me when you’ve got back there. I don’t think I want to go to that place one day. But it’s not even so bad.”

			“No, it’s not.”

			“But I prefer it here.”

			“No offense.”

			Leaving Dún Laoghaire and his medieval harbor appearance would have been, alone, a more than valid reason to catch a flight and settle down in Australia, England or Siberia, thought Matt. His father and, to a lesser extent, his mother, would never understand, as they were immersed in the syndrome of accepting anything and any good gift of God. “You know, the truth is that it was years I have been living in the awareness that one day I would come back here. That’s why over there, you know, I mean... It’s like I had started to feel like a fish out of water since quite some time.”

			Somehow he expected, however, that the city would make the list of his heaviest nostalgia. Sixteen years cannot be cleared within a week.

			As they talked, they had kept on walking, and had come to the end of that street, crossed by a wider thoroughfare, which was divided into two ways, each going to the opposite outskirts of the town. They stopped for a moment.

			“Nothing to say, then, about the Old Continent that everyone admires?”

			“Nothing to say. Or rather, much to say, but it’s difficult to summarize right away. You know, it’s just a continent, for better or for worse. As a continent, I prefer Antarctica, honestly.”

			Bree smiled.

			“What about you?”

			“The same.”

			“Do you smoke?”

			“It’s not the most important thing...” he snickered. “But, I don’t. And you?”

			“Every now and then. I think I have to buy it, then.” She pointed to a tobacconist across the street.

			“All right, I’ll wait here.”

			A couple of minutes later Bree was back.

			“I have a car, a little further on. Do you want to test my driving skills?”

			“Sure.”

			They reached Bree’s Ford, at least ten years old, talking about what the weather was like in Ireland, in that time of the year.

			“It’s much better, here” concluded Matt.

			“Summer is longer, here. If they told you, you would never believe it. Then you can see it yourself, now.” Bree turned the car on. “You got a driver’s license?”

			“No, no license in Ireland at sixteen. And then, even if I did, here I should get used to driving in reverse.”

			“Look at you, you drive in reverse.”

			“No, Bree, there is no us.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I meant, I just have to get accustomed to drive the opposite way I’m used to see. You can safely stop considering me Irish, English, Greek or whatever. Now I’m here, and I hope that nobody thinks of making a fuss. If you want, think I’m American. My mother is American. Is it enough?”

			“No one will do it, Matt: you won’t be considered in any way. Don’t worry.”

			Matt bit his tongue. He realized that it was the second time in a few minutes, and he wondered why. He strived to keep calm.

			He had met Bree a few minutes earlier, and he was not sure whether to define their relationship – as friendship or some steps less. And he had labeled her, albeit unintentionally, as a person potentially accustomed to biases. Along with the rest of the town.

			He was extremely tense. The problem was just that. He had desired that town, and at the same time he knew he wasn’t ready to be rejected, not even partially. How would he take it, in case?

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t want to.”

			“No, everything is fine. It will be all in order for you too. No one will think of having a stranger in the house, I assure you.”

			“Yes, I know. It’s just that...” Matt sketched a justification, which he hoped plausible in the eyes of Bree. “This is a small town. And I speak as what some would call a ‘Mic’ or a ‘Paddy’, sometimes, you know. As soon as they hear me they will start laughing.”

			“I understand what you mean. But you must not think about it. Half of the residents of Peacock Side are or have been ‘Mics’. Okay? Today there are not many anymore, but we’ll pretend that you were born here.” She ruffled his hair with an affectionate gesture, as she started the car.

			“All right. I’ll try.”

			The Ford pulled away from the curb and climbed the uphill road on what appeared to be one of the two or three relatively important town streets.

			“Thank you, Bree.”

			“You’re welcome. What are we going to see?”

			“I don’t know. You’re the guide. I’ve not been here for about fifty months, and if you don’t tell me what to do, I don’t know what to say.”

			“Okay, I’ll drive.”

			Bree turned to the right, through a sort of park crossed by two very close streets, to be driven in opposite directions. A little further on the two strips of asphalt, separated by a few tens centimeters of grass, drew a sort of “zee”, then proceeded still paired to the exit of the tiny pine forest. Matt noticed the regular and smooth buildings along both sides, and read their names on the signs and on the doors. Then he remembered that that was the place of the town where fifty percent of the schools were placed, in the order – from the direction they were coming – a junior high school on the right, a science high school later on the same side, and a vocational–technical school on the left.

			“I hadn’t yet come here, this time. Now I remember when, every afternoon, we used to meet and come here to eat the sandwiches we bought at that shop over there.” Matt pointed to a downhill behind him they’d just passed by.

			He didn’t miss Bree’s smile, who had turned to him for a moment.

			They were certainly fond memories to her, too.

			Matt still was not sure of the reason, for the no apparent transition phase, as it would be to be expected in all cases, his friend and he were approached again so quickly.

			On the other hand, he said, their approach had been pretty fast four years earlier as well, during his second visit – the first official – to Peacock Side.

			Maybe that town was a sort of catalyst, a mechanism where the components were of the right shape to fit perfectly, and reacted with much more energy and speed than in normal conditions.

			Bree still drove in silence for a minute, then turned left, downshifted once and started to go downhill. Matt looked up and saw what he had unconsciously hoped to find since the beginning of his solitary walk. He couldn’t remember that it was right there, but now that he had seen it, the last pieces of the puzzle came into place and his idea of the town took a final shape.

			“That’s the geodesic structure?” he said, pointing to the huge sports field, covered with a white sheet of roundish shape.

			“Yes, the Ball.”

			“You name it, huh?”

			“Yes.”

			“Can I have a look? My mother told me there is a baseball team which trains there. I would like to check when I can talk to the coach.”

			“Are you going to try to play with them?”

			“Yes. I will enroll in high school, so I’ll do it. They are the official team, I think.”

			“Yes. You’re right. It wouldn’t be a bad idea, trying to play for them. I remember that you were already playing baseball, last time you came.”

			Bree stopped the car near the geodesic ball, which contained a small indoor court, and stood in front of a medium–sized baseball diamond, surrounded by an iron fence.

			Matt thanked her and got out of the car, along with Bree.

			He intended to check whether or not there was a panel indicating schedules, but found out that the day workout was still in progress.

			He walked over to the fence, on the side of the entrance, and remained a few seconds to look at.

			Most of the guys stood in front of the “cannon”, a machine that threw balls at them in a random sequence, swinging the bat, trying to perfect it; the other guys were taking physical exercises.

			The coach, a tall guy with a blue cap which covered only part of the whitish gray hair, gave him away, just a few meters from the wire mesh.

			“Excuse me,” called Matt. The other turned and bridged the distance between them.

			“Can I help you?”

			“I think so. My name is Matt. Matthew O’Weary. I am in town since a few days, but soon I will start to attend high school.”

			“Let me guess: you’re going to ask me if you can do a tryout with the team.”

			“You’re right.”

			The coach looked fifty, or a few less.

			“How old are you, boy?”

			“Sixteen.”

			“I guess you already have some experience with baseball.”

			“Yes, several years in the championship game.”

			“Here in Georgia?”

			“No. Leinster, actually.”

			“Where, I’m sorry?” The man seemed not to understand.

			“Ireland. The Dublin region.”

			The skeptical coach’s smile widened.

			“Are you Irish?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You really know how to play baseball, right?”

			Two older boys who had come nearby, obviously the coach’s loyalists, also let him hear their laughter, no less biting than the man’s sardonic smile.

			“I told you, I’ve been playing in more than one league. I played my last game forty days ago.”

			The man was still skeptical.

			“I don’t know, boy. You know, the season is about to end...”

			“If so, I understand. But I don’t know, maybe for the next season. You start your preparation after New Year’s, right? If you let me try, we would understand if it is the case or not. I know you are at a semi–professional level, I would not cause problems. I would, if I can, just help. I don’t particularly want to change sport, you know. I cannot skate, cannot play football, and soccer is not my forte. Let me know. Maybe by the beginning of the school year, okay?”

			The coach and his two bodyguards watched him for a couple of seconds, exchanged a few glances, then showed him the entrance.

			“An unexceptionable reasoning. Given that we have an injured first baseman, we can try right now, boy.”

			“Right now? I told you: I’ve been forty days without playing, now. Maybe in ten days it would be more appropriate...”

			“Yeah, right now. Take it or leave it, unfortunately. We have little time to communicate the players we’re going to take to Savannah playing the semifinals.”

			Matt looked down at his clothes, not exactly professional sportswear, then looked at Bree. She pointed back at the entrance.

			“Alright, let’s try it now,” he thought. “Go as go.”

			He was confident of doing some good shots, anyway.

			“All right. Let’s try. Thank you so much.”

			“In which position do you play games, my friend?”, said one of the two teens, or what they were.

			“Second base.”

			A skeptical smile spread endemic to all those who had stopped by and were observing the funny scene. They needed a first baseman, not a second.

			“I could try as an outside, or as shortstop, though.”

			“Yes? And how are you as a batter?”

			The usual provocative.

			Matt looked up at him a few seconds before answering.

			“Pretty good. They eliminate me few times. Somewhat more often at the base. But I often steal.”

			“Sure, right...”

			“Let’s see. Go and place yourself at home base,” said the coach, breaking the sterile skirmish.

			Matt performed what was probably – or at least he hoped – the first job in that team.

			He felt a quick rush of adrenaline. He was ready, inasmuch the available time and materials allowed him to be.

			He glanced at Bree, who had been watching from outside the grating, slipping her fingers into the metal rings.

			“Monty,” the man called again. “Give me your bat. And go call those idiots. Tell them to place themselves around the field. We are auditioning someone for the American dream, here.”

			Some of the boys had the expression of someone who clearly doesn’t want to waste time. They weren’t, evidently, convinced that the new boy was a potential aid.

			Matt tried to isolate and focus on the bat, and with a certain disappointment, he didn’t feel able to.

			Less than a minute later the team was ready, the pitcher on the mound, basemen placed to guard the bags, short–stop to check the area between the second and the third bases, outfielders at the sides of the diamond ready to intercept loose balls, and all with their hats, gloves and striped shorts held up by a belt. Matt gave a furtive glance behind him, where even the receiver had positioned, anxious to get the pitches from the mound, and quickly eliminate the enemy, who at the time was called Matt Beary or something.

			The bat of the boy whose name was Montgomery was metal, weighing slightly less than average. A good bat, solid, manly, even if Matt preferred wood. He would have been good to get one quickly.

			“So, O’Weary, if you avoid three successive eliminations, you’re in the team.”

			Matt took a half sigh of relief as the margin was wide, and he was pretty sure to make it within two attempts.

			He stood in the left half of the base, as usual, and visualized the space between his shoulders and his knees, the area suitable for a strike.

			He was right, although his batting wasn’t phenomenal and he was not extremely fast, he had a dreadful batting average: he used to swing only in case of a safe strike, so inducing many pitchers to four faults in a row without trying to hit the ball a single time.

			He decided to put into practice his tactics now too. He felt a bit rusty, but it was more or less like riding a bicycle: the eye and coordination don’t get lost. He shook the bat a couple of times, warming the muscles up, then performed some hops and placed his feet in the dust, assessing the grip.

			“I’m ready.”

			Montgomery picked it up and threw it. Strong, very strong. A great fast ball.

			But the power he had put in it surpassed precision: the ball flew a few inches above Matt’s shoulder, who stood waiting for the signal to “1–0” in his favor.

			“Strike one!” cried the boy, who was acting referee.

			“What?” said Matt, surprised. He was sure that the shot was a ball par excellence. “That was no strike. It was at least eight inches off measure.”

			“Strike number one,” repeated the unnamed coach, and Matt knew that it wasn’t going to be easy. Every shot he wasn’t hitting would be a damn strike. No clever techniques to use, then.

			“It is,” he thought. “I’ll swing however: the best bats are on high balls.”

			He repositioned. Montgomery threw a curve ball, very good, except that it touched down half a meter before Matt, bounced and ended up in the catcher’s glove.

			“Strike two!”

			“Damn. If they put it this way there’s no hope.”

			He would not have had them, in fact. What nonsense... He might as well leave at that moment. There was no reason to stay, to show something completely useless.

			But he stayed. He too position anew, and touched a shoe with the metal, then brandished his bat behind his head.

			The coming ball looked easy... and ended up straight in his stomach. It contained a certain amount of rotation, totally miscalculated, which had made it divert, suddenly accelerating inward. Had it been on purpose?

			The blow was violent. Matt felt a dull pain, together with the muffled sound of the ball hitting his stomach first and then the dusty ground a few feet away, and doubled over, out of breath. He dropped the bat and slumped to his knees.

			“You win a base. Montgomery, you did give him it as a big gift! You are replaced.” It was the amused voice of the coach.

			“But, Coach Martin, he did it on purpose!”

			“You’re a fool, Monty. You could kill him. Hayden, it’s up to you.”

			The pitcher reserve caught a fly ball, gave a dribble and stood on the mound, marking his territory with the shoes. From the look he had, he seemed less secure than his predecessor.

			O’Weary looked up at Montgomery, and Montgomery smiled at him.

			“Can you, boy?”, asked Martin.

			“Yeah, okay.”

			“Well. Next, Hayden is not a great pitcher. If you cannot make it with him, I can’t help you. Alright?”

			Matt nodded, took a deep breath, felt his stomach in order and repositioned.

			From the way Martin had spoken to him, he sensed what was going on. The man was going to help him, but not just with baseball. There, it worked like this: you had to earn the respect of some idiots in the midst of so many. And you had to do it by humiliating them. Now he had his chance. He would have thought about Montgomery another time.

			Hayden looked at the catcher’s signal, who was pointing to the space and the best direction to hinder Matt. Then he lifted his leg, moved the step forward and threw a fast ball.

			The power was certainly not lacking in Hayden, but it was evident that, unlike Montgomery, the boy was not holding a big bag of tricks. Maybe that shot was already his best. And, perhaps, he had not warmed up enough. The arm completed only nine–tenths of the movement, and the ball came out was fast, heavy, but far from unattainable, for the eye and the arms of Matthew.

			Matt shifted his weight on his bent legs and swung. He felt the stroke, too much towards the end of the bat, reflecting on his wrists and preventing him from directing the ball away with the right amount of power. He still managed to complete the movement, and to direct the round half–pound item to his left. As he dropped the bat and sprinted, feeling the legs cold and slightly stiff, he saw that the ball was bouncing towards the second base. He had the time to reach the first base, and stop there, avoiding the elimination.

			The second baseman dived, attempted a grip with his right hand – the one without the glove –, and failed. The ball slipped beyond the apex of the clay diamond. The shortstop lunged after it, and Matt, conscious of the risk he ran, came around the first bag and headed towards the second base.

			The defender was out of the game, and from that position he could not get a pass to anticipate Matt. It was up to the short–stop himself, the one with the ball in hand, to run to second base to place himself on the bag before Matt or seek confrontation with him and touch him before he reached the goal.

			Matt was actually farther away from the base, and felt he could not rely on his legs to accelerate to his full potential, due to the lack of warming up.

			The shortstop, however, was still picking up, so the disadvantage could be closed.

			He knew that there was only one way to go: he pushed four or five steps more, then, while the other was now less than two meters from the corner of the reddish path on the grass, he closed his eyes and threw his legs forward, in the classic slide. His feet touched the white bag and the short–stop, diving, missed the shot, hitting the ball–holding hand on the ground, aside of his foot.

			“Safe!”, the base referee had to call out.

			Dusty and covered with red earth and green patches of grass, Matt stood up, while two–thirds of the others looked at him puzzled. He wondered who was going to take the blame for a new man in the team.

			“I think we have a new one on the bench,” muttered Hayden, perhaps to himself, perhaps to Montgomery. At that time Matt tried to analyze whether the two made up a team, or if it was just Montgomery to play the part. Perhaps the latter, he said.

			“Okay, you won,” said Martin, approaching slowly. “So, boy – your name is Matthew, right? Again, we have a first baseman injured. If you are able to adapt yourself, you play with Montgomery, who of course has precedence. Okay?”

			“Absolutely.” Then, “If we play at balls in the stomach, I will gladly leave,” concluded O’Weary, holding Montgomery’s defiance gaze. He had to be at least a couple of years older than him.

			“So, workout tomorrow afternoon at four–thirty. See you there.”

			He nodded.

			“My name is Rowan Skerritt, and I’m this team captain. Welcome among us.”

			The other had come from behind him. Until that moment he had remained completely apart, not even down on the field during his tryout.

			Matt shook his hand, happy to find a face to add to the ranks of the reasonable ones. He hoped that no more faces were going to make the other line–up.

			Then he turned and looked to Bree, beyond the fence. He saw her lifting a thumb toward him, smiling cheerfully.

			He returned the gesture.

			All in all, it was not a day to drop in the waste.
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			Owen Ferrell was able to give free rein to his cooking ambitions on the evening of September 15th: Shannon and her two sons had communicated their availability, attaching a “with much pleasure”–only half true –, for one of the barbecues prepared by the brother.

			Owen and his wife – on the help of the sons there was much to doubt – had been frying and cutting throughout the late afternoon, until it had become dark. At that point had arrived, in this order, Shannon, Mae, then Matt, and, one by one, the three young Ferrells, each from his own nap without time and without reason.

			Around nine o’clock they had settled around a pair of coupled tables, away from the burner in the garden which the weather forecasts had finally – during the last hours – assured to be not under the risk of a shower which officially opening the autumnal season.

			A lot of sausages and burgers, whole wheat bread toasted and softened with oil and cheese, a salad–for the sake of the truth rather frugal–and a couple of beers each, for rigorously breaking the law.

			“Matt, I heard that you made it, you joined the baseball team. My congratulations” began Owen, addressing the boy: that evening, during the dinner, they had exchanged little more than a few monosyllables.

			“Yeah, my mother congratulated too, when she had to clean my jeans and T- shirt.”

			Owen chuckled. Matt’s smile died away rather quickly, however.

			Dismissed the enthusiasm of the early hours, he had begun to think about his small success.

			And he had realized, soon enough, that he hadn’t really done anything special to deserve the actual recruitment by the team: a bat that had allowed him to avoid three strikes and a second base run, with all the luck involved, wasn’t really that much. It could have been anyone, to succeed at it, even at a lower level than his, or against better players than those.

			He happened to think that, once he had communicated the coach his decision to enroll in Peacock Side’s high school, and that he was a baseball player with a decent experience, his place in the team was actually already secured, despite the poor reception he had received in this regard; the batting tryout against opponents was a mere formality, a standardized formula to test him, more mentally than otherwise. And maybe even all that coldness and that pretended arrogance of some of those guys.

			It was left to be explained why those high balls, deliberately counted as strikes, or that pitch voluntarily directed at him, with the specific purpose of putting him out of the game. The expression of the coach was not the most inviting, and the attitude of the others gave rise to more than a doubt about their actual impression of him. Was it all true or all fake? Had it been a mistake to go there? And what about Bree?

			Sure was that he had showed up there abruptly, and that the others, perhaps rightly, had immediately perceived him as a threat, and the opinion they had been forced to have about him was coming out from a process too fast for them to be able to call the rational part of their mind into question; Matt could also not stop thinking about the words Bree had told him the same afternoon.

			No one will think of having a stranger in the house.

			And its natural consequence: it will all be in order for you too.

			He could not clear his mind from the fear he had been right when, over a small paranoia fit, he had ordered his friend to forget the idea of considering him an Irish farmer or an emigrant usually to be named Mic.

			Perhaps, there, people really used to think that way, unwilling to concede you moral citizenship even though it was written on official papers. Or maybe not.

			He concluded, however, that he could hope for the best, and that if he earnestly worked for a place in the team, what was left to complete his accommodation would not be so much harder than adjusting his new home.

			“Did you hear me, Matthew?” Uncle Owen had apparently asked a question. He was too distracted to understand it. In any case, from what he had been able to understand from the few days they exchanged small talks, and from what he remembered of his previous stay in Peacock Side, Owen’s question was not to be particularly interesting.

			“Huh?” he said, turning his eyes toward his uncle. “No, I’m sorry.”

			“I asked you where you got the color of your hair from, in your opinion. Your mother’s is blond, your father’s red: why is yours brown?”

			It wouldn’t have been necessary to read a genetics treaty to explain the color of his hair. But evidently Owen Ferrell was far from being able to understand even such a simple thing.

			“Who told you my father has red hair? The real one, I mean.” A small, shabby joke, but it had the effect that he had expected: Owen laughed, Grace accompanied him reluctantly, and the three boys nudged; Mae and Shannon also found themselves forced to smile.

			The conversation continued along the same lines: Shannon recalled when, twenty years before, Owen and Grace had decided to call their second son Roger, after baptizing the first as Rodney. She repeated the joke which had then had some success in the Ferrell family: “Why don’t you call your three sons Roger, Roger and Roger?”

			Matt looked at his watch for the tenth time since the beginning of the dinner.

			It was nice to stay there, after all, but after half an hour the situation had become stagnant, and the feeble and hackneyed jokes were threatening to turn everything into a half fiasco. He had no desire to stay there.

			Moreover, there were just over ten minutes left to his appointment with Bree.

			The girl had the car available for that evening, and had decided to take advantage of it for a ride in and out Peacock Side.

			Matt stood up.

			“If you excuse me, I have a small commitment now.”

			“Girls?”, was Owen’s prompt lodgment. Matt winked. Girls, yes, although it was too early to tell which way the story might take.

			“No, don’t worry. It’s a bit early for that. I was very pleased, Uncle Owen. Thank you too, Aunt Grace. I hope we can give back soon. I’d better be going now.”

			Freed of the vise of his uncles and cousins, Matt went to the toilet in Owen’s house, brushed his teeth, got into what was momentarily his room – a small niche upstairs – chose a blue light sweater, and new shorts.

			He came out, took the long way around to avoid more greetings from the others, and went wait for Bree not far away from the intersection to downtown.

			“Have you left someone in Ireland?”

			Matt and Bree were sitting on a low stone wall, along a narrow road that ran along the south side of the hill. From there you could see, leaning slightly over the parapet, much of the small town of Peacock Side and a few fragments of the countryside and of the village beyond the ridge, not much bigger, which seemed to Matt to be named Morton Garden.

			He and Bree were there since almost half an hour. They had stopped on their walk when they noticed a man with a sandwiches and drinks cart. Bree knew him by sight, even though she didn’t know his name. She told him he had been passing by for years, and used to make great sandwiches with meat and spicy sauce. He didn’t use to be in Peacock Side anymore, though, and that was a little mystery. He was there to pick up some passersby, and more and more often, probably, those sandwiches were served as lunch and dinner to himself alone, or nearly so.

			They had both chosen a Coke, and were now admiring the surprisingly clear sky, caressed on the neck by the air, now warmer than in the afternoon.

			“No, I think not. Even if you’re never sure of that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“That there is the risk of realizing too late that you’ve left a few pieces behind. I hope that this is not the case with me.”

			“It happened to me, too: I was on vacation with my grandparents, in Canada. Manitoba. I think I fell in love with a boy, and realized how much I missed him only a few days after I came back here. Even today, I’m afraid that it has not completely gone.”

			“How long has it been?”

			“A couple of years, more or less.”

			Matt put a hand on her shoulder, as if to comfort her. He knew that gesture was useless, and that most likely the extent of the darkness Bree brought inside because of that incident was minimal, but he could not suppress the instinctive desire to make her feel the closeness of a friend. Bree smiled back.

			“When will your new home be ready, Matt?”

			“Soon. Why?”

			“So I can come and see you.”

			“Then I’d better slow down the work.”

			They playfully exchanged some slaps, and Matt even nodded to escape from Bree’s pursuit. Then he felt the need to say something. When they stopped, pausing their game, he found himself to utter the words.

			“Bree, I have to confess that in the last days, before coming here, I thought more and more often to... to what I thought as soon as I returned to Dún Laoghaire, four years ago.” As soon as he had started talking, he almost regretted having done it. There was a risk of misunderstanding.

			He thought back to the words of his uncle Owen, when he had told of having to leave.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Here I had left you, to put it as if we were continuing that discourse. And I could not wait to go back here because... Because I knew we’d be well together, again, after a few hours. Don’t ask me why I knew it, but I did. And I was right. And in the meantime, well, I’ve been missing you so much, even if I didn’t know it.”

			He had said it, playing his card. Now it was up to her.

			He turned on his heel and walked away. Bree decided not to follow him.
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The following Monday school started. Matthew was
ready for his third high school year.

The Oppenheimer High School was a brick building,
which color was somewhere between dark yellow and ocher yellow,
with reddish reflections during the sunset. Matt found the beauty
of that indefinable color, in the last light of September, simply
mindblowing. He had felt excited even when he had seen it for the
first time, a few days before.

It was a four–floors building, basement included.
The entrance slipped into the second one, through a white
staircase, which was coupled with the central polished marble
signboard, dividing the windows of classrooms and laboratories into
two sets.

Matt was feeling pretty tired, especially for the
“novelty” of the alarm clock, two hours earlier than he was used
to, and because of the new schooling model: one or two hours in a
classroom or laboratory, off to pick up stuff in a cabinet with
custom name and key, and again in a class with a different group of
people, to take another course, until three–thirty in the
afternoon. He would have to get accustomed to this new model as
well.

In the end it was fun and quite “American” to have
a building with a basketball court – to which he knew he would
devote himself only occasionally – and remain in the building until
then – at least with the September sun – to take more restful
classes, such as computer science or theater drama. Who knows,
anyway, he thought, how would it be in November.

He decided to get tired a little bit more. He
chose a white T–shirt and a pair of shorts, put on his sneakers and
walked into the garden.

Not even twelve steps, and he crossed Roger.

“Hello, Roger II,” he addressed him.

“Greetings to you, Irishman. You go for a
jog?”

“No, I was rather thinking of doing something
else. Do you want to practice passes with me?”

“Yeah.”

Roger went into his home kitchen and picked a pair
of gloves and a ball. He threw a brown glove to Matt, who put it on
his left hand – much more quickly than his cousin. He noted that
Roger was left–handed.

“So, Matthew”, Roger threw a rather feeble ball,
and O’Weary leaned slightly to one side, twisting his hand to
perform an easy catch. “How are you doing with that girl, the one I
often see you with?”

He prepared himself to receive the ball from his
cousin.

“Bree?” He threw. Roger seemed a bit in trouble,
almost as if he “faltered” in grasping the ball, but Matt’s pass
was central and accurate. “Very well.” He received in turn a pass.
“But there’s nothing special between us, if that’s what you want to
know. Not yet. Be patient.”

“No, I didn’t mean that. I’m glad you’re settling
in well here.”

“I couldn’t do differently. It’s very nice
here.”

“How do we look like? My brothers, me, and your
uncles, Matthew?”

It seemed almost strange to be called “Matthew”,
and not by the abbreviated form, as if he were at school. He
thought that it should be the sign of a change, and that he had to
get used to it.

He mulled the question over a couple of
passes.

“If you’re afraid of the answer, don’t ask,
cousin.”

“I don’t understand what you mean.”

“It’s clear that you asked me this question as if
you needed to know that I don’t consider you to be idiots, which of
course I don’t. But someone might not like being asked the same
kind of questions. I’m just asking you not to use me, Roger.”

The young Ferrell frowned. He was not sure of
understanding what Matthew wanted to tell him. In fact, yes, he
knew that his had been a rather strange question.

“Anyway, I’m sure that we will soon understand
each other better.”

Still a bit dazed, Roger nodded.

“Please,” continued Matt, “distance a little bit
more.”

Each took a few steps back. Then Matt addressed
half a cannon shot to the other, who replied, a moment later, with
a pitch and a question:

“Tell me, you ain’t going to use me as your coach,
are you?”

“Why not?”, O’Weary said with a sly smile.

A bit embarrassed, they continued working out.

“When does the season start?”

“Well, you’re a bit in a daze, beanpole. The
league started in April.”

“You’re right. You know, I do follow lacrosse, not
baseball.”

“I will be in time only for the play–offs, if I
work out well. Turn around me and keep throwing.”

Roger began to hop around his cousin, but this
didn’t seem to particularly increase the difficulty of the
exercise. Soon Roger completely missed a couple of throws, feeling
his arm tired, and Matt either had to jump or dive on the ground to
catch the heavy ball on its going. Eventually, he stopped, almost
panting, rubbing his left shoulder. It hadn’t been a bad workout,
despite all.

“Enough, Matt! I’m done!”

Matt smiled, getting up. “Okay, thank you very
much. We’ll continue tomorrow. If you want, I will help to improve
a little.” He tossed his glove. “And maybe, during winter break,
you can teach me lacrosse, okay?”

“All right.”

He had expected better from Owen Ferrell’s son,
but he had to settle for some warm–up passes, apart from those
final dives which had been hard enough.

He headed to a garden corner, and took some
pushups. It was a month, more or less, he had quit the workouts, in
Dún Laoghaire, and had not carried out the preparation with his old
team. In Georgia, however, the league was scheduled according to
the same rhythms of the Major League of Baseball, so there was
short left before the Final Series, and it was up to him, if he
wanted to return to the team that year and the next with a batter
place – and probably be the reserve of the second baseman – he knew
he wasn’t tall enough to be an outfielder, now – training with
dedication even during the days when the Siders were resting or
playing a game.

He forced himself not to overdo, however, in order
to avoid injuries: a moderate daily workout was the only viable
solution. At sixteen, past training returned immediately to fill
the muscles and improve the technique again, just taken the working
out, but not fast enough. He knew that, by time, by growth and
addition of an infinite amount of muscle workouts load, that
problem would gradually disappear, to the point that, if he became
a professional, he would be able to recover from a six mont
[...]




OEBPS/image/cop_MOONSONG.jpg
ROBERTO BERENZIN






OEBPS/image/Logo_Bibliotheka.jpg
Bibliothesla

\\\\\\\\





OEBPS/image/408.png
o

RITRATTI
Horror





