
Swats	Flies	Out	
	
A	Short	Story	by	Michael	Anft		
	
For	Ron	Russell	on	the	occasion	of	the	70th	anniversary	of	his	birth	
	
						It	was	getting	late	and	Swats	Stenersen’s	head	pounded.	He	stepped	out	of	the	
box	and	let	out	a	small	sigh.	He	knew	what	he	had	to	do.	Everyone	did.	It’s	what	he	
did	every	goddamn	time	he	was	sent	up	there.	
						The	game	was	on	the	line,	but	Swats	was	bored.	Hell,	everyone	was.	The	
catcher—that	cheating	prick	Cad	Banister—let	his	shoulders	slouch	and	ham	of	a	
mitt	dangle	on	home	plate,	his	mean	little	eyes	squinting	up	through	his	mask	at	
Swats.	He’d	clock	him	right	now	if	he	could	get	away	with	it,	Swats	knew.	Jededio	
“Specs”	Muro,	the	myopic	ump,	bore	a	hole	into	the	back	of	Swats’	head	with	what	
was	left	of	his	vision,	compelling	him	to	step	back	in.		
						You	could	say	the	crowd	roared,	but	that	wouldn’t	quite	be	right.	Swats’	Missoula	
Potato	Mashers	were	visiting	the	Chattanooga	Choo-Choos—never	a	happy	trip.	
Ever	since	he	got	to	the	big	leagues,	Swats	hated	this	visit	the	most.	The	Choo-Choos’	
meth-	and	whiskeyed–up	fan	base	wouldn’t	be	satisfied	with	yelling	and	spitting	at	
him	during	his	lone	trip	to	and	from	the	dugout.	During	the	week,	they’d	save	up	
their	chaw	spittle,	sometimes	bottles	of	piss.	Swats	would	duck	and	make	sure	his	
wreck	of	a	helmet	took	most	of	it.	He’d	flinch,	anyway,	remembering	the	odd	times	
when	parts	of	benches	or	shrapnel	or	one-time	foul	ball	souvenirs	came	his	way.	
						No,	they	weren’t	roaring.	The	sound	came	from	that	tiny	space	in	the	audible	
universe	where	a	mass	murmur	of	discontent	has	just	decided	to	become	a	
collective	boo.	
					“Let’s	get	this	over	with.	OK,	Swats?,”	Muro	said,	ending	his	sad	little	reverie.	
					The	count	was	2	and	2,	not	that	it	mattered.	Balls,	strikes--who	gives	a	shit?	
Swats’	job	was	to	wear	out	the	Choo-Choos’	star	reliever,	Spiff	Pilkington.	In	the	
past,	he’d	take	on	the	task	with	something	resembling	passion,	or	at	least	some	
interest.	Pilkington	was	one	of	BLB’s	pretty	boys.	Always	a	willing	and	well-spoken	
interview,	a	hit	with	chicks,	a	magazine	cover	subject	who	flaunted	his	narcissism	
like	a	pennant.	Everyone	in	either	dugout	hated	him.	
						Swats	had	long	understood	that	relief	pitchers	had	a	good	20	pitches	in	them—
25,	max.	The	best	hitters,	realizing	they	were	dealing	with	a	supercharged	arm	that	
was	concentrating	all	its	effort	for	the	day	into	two-dozen	or	fewer	tosses,	would	
wait	for	a	mistake.	The	grooved	fastball	at	the	belt.	The	curve	that	hangs	at	eye	level.	
The	lazy	slider.	
					But	Swats	was	anything	but	the	game’s	best	hitter.	
					Pilkington	wound	up,	using	that	smooth	and	balletic	high	leg	kick	that	made	him	
the	pitcher’s	equivalent	of	a	peacock.	Fastball,	borderline	outside	corner.	Swats	
flailed	at	it,	caught	a	piece	and	sent	it	rolling	slowly	toward	the	Mashers’	dugout.	
					“Atta	boy,	Swats!,”	shouted	Mashers’	manager	Curly	Cowherd,	perhaps	the	only	
human	within	a	thousand	miles	with	any	enthusiasm	over	his	at	bat.	
						For	the	next	12	minutes,	Swats	weakly	swung.	He	served.	He	check-swinged.	
Tomahawked.	Upper	cut.	Half-bunted.	Each	time,	the	ball	was	“struck,”	meaning	that	



Swats	somehow	put	the	smallest	part	of	the	lumber	on	it,	sending	it	ineffectually	
doinking	into	the	front	rows	of	the	stands,	or	spinning	like	a	top	on	the	ground	
around	home	plate,	always	in	foul	territory.	Cad	Banister	wanted	him	dead.	The	
crowd	remained	caught	somewhere	between	a	yawn	and	a	Bronx	cheer.	
					After	23	pitches,	Milt	Madson,	the	Choo-Choos’	manager,	power	strided	from	the	
dugout,	pissed	as	hell	at	having	to	take	his	star	closer	from	the	game	without	him	
recording	an	out.	
					“You	gotta	do	something	about	this,	Specs!,”	he	yelled	at	the	umpire,	who	
squinted	back	at	him,	nodded	his	head,	then	shrugged.	“This	idiot’s	gonna	kill	this	
game,	I	tell	ya!”	
					Skippers	for	some	other	teams	had	decided	long	ago	that	Swats	wasn’t	worth	
their	best	pitchers’	arms.	Despite	batting	only	once	each	game,	either	as	a	DH	early	
on	or	as	a	pinch	hitter	later,	Swats	led	the	league	in	walks	and	being	hit	by	pitch.	His	
arms,	legs,	and	back	were	an	endless	intersection	of	Venn	diagrams	within	Venn	
diagrams,	an	interlocking	mosaic	of	bruises	and	scrapes.	In	fact,	no	patch	of	skin	
remained	white.	It’s	as	if	he	were	tattooed	by	an	insane	statistician.	Bones	remained	
unbroken,	as	Swats’	quick,	powerless	hands	and	elbows	escaped	damage.	His	back	
and	ribs	remained	bruised	but	unbroken.	An	utter	lack	of	muscle	tone	helped	him	
there,	he	thought.	
						Madson	gave	in,	bringing	in	a	no-name	lefty—that	was	actually	his	name,	No	
Name	Rayford—to	throw	a	couple	of	intentional	balls	more	than	a	few	feet	outside	
to	get	Swats	away	from	the	plate.	Swats	headed	to	first	base.	He’d	done	his	job,	yet	
again.	A	few	Mashers	on	the	bench	clapped	weakly,	aware	that	his	prolonged	trip	to	
the	plate	was	good	for	the	team.	But	their	heart	wasn’t	in	it.	Most	were	bored	into	
narcotization.	
						As	he	reached	the	bag,	the	Choo-Choos’	hulking	first	baseman,	Smash	Williams,	
moved	in	to	hold	the	runner,	jabbing	his	elbow	sharply	into	Swats’	chest.	
					“I	fucking	hate	you,	Swats,”	Williams	said.	“Is	that	really	all	you	can	do?	Bring	the	
fucking	game	to	a	screeching	halt?”	
					Swats	knew	it	wasn’t	his	place	to	answer.	But	as	he	took	his	two-step	lead	off	
first—he	knew	if	he	made	it	to	second,	they’d	pinch	run	for	him—he	thought	about	
Smash’s	question.	And	he	wanted	to	have	an	answer,	one	that	lifted	him,	if	only	for	a	
minute,	up	and	away	from	his	status	as	baseball’s	pariah,	its	black	sheep,	its	utter	
fulminating	asshole.	This	is	what	he	thought:	Wouldn’t	it	be	wonderful	just	to	be	
able,	to	be	allowed,	to	put	a	ball	in	play?	Not	just	that,	but	when	it	mattered,	when	
the	game	was	on	the	line?	Just	one	time,	he	thought.		
					Just	once.	
	
	
					It’d	be	nice	to	recall	a	time	when	young	Perry	Stenersen	was	the	toast	of	the	
minors,	or	even	his	high	school	team.	You	know,	the	hero	with	the	winner’s	quiet	
confidence	and	steady	on-field	demeanor,	or	the	power	of	Paul	Bunyan,	or	the	steel	
balls	of	the	clutch	hitter.	But	we	only	have	the	facts.		
				Stenersen	was	signed	to	a	Mashers	minor-league	contract	by	his	cousin,	Steve,	a	
sociopath	so	stealthy	he	was	never	tabbed	with	a	nickname.	Drafted	in	Round	39	out	
of	Kenosha	as	a	contact-hitting,	no-fielding	outfielder	with	no	speed,	power,	or	



instincts,	18-year-old	Perry	disappointed	the	Mashers	by	signing	a	contract	and	
cashing	his	$250	bonus	check.	(Steve	went	on	to	a	career	in	finance.)	
					The	team	begrudgingly	sent	him	to	its	Rookie	League	team	in	Hardscrabble,	
Delaware,	the	Baby	Mashers	(you	can’t	make	this	stuff	up),	whose	uniforms	were	so	
full	of	letters	the	players	didn’t	have	numbers.	
					The	Baby	Mashers’	drunken	manager,	Bubbles	O’Toole,	couldn’t	stand	even	to	
look	at	Perry.	
					“You	got	something	else	to	do,	kid?,”	he’d	ask	every	time	he	saw	him.	
					At	batting	practice,	O’Toole	would	watch	Perry	tip	and	squib	every	pitch	thrown	
at	him	and	shake	his	head.	“Have	you	ever	squared	one	up,	kid?”	
					Perry	would	hang	his	head	and	walk	back	to	the	dugout,	secure	in	his	knowledge	
that	he	wouldn’t	be	asked	to	embarrass	himself	during	a	game.	More	out	of	pity	than	
hope,	O’Toole	took	him	to	visit	an	eye	doctor	once.	Sure	enough,	Perry	needed	some	
glasses.	“Maybe	you	should	become	an	umpire,”	he	told	the	kid,	who	gave	back	a	
rare	smile.	
					Not	that	it	made	a	bit	of	difference.	No	matter	how	fast	or	slow	Beanie	
Schnotznozzel,	the	first	base	coach,	threw	him	BP,	Stenersen	nipped,	dinked,	
donked,	tweaked	and	pecked	his	way	through	the	requisite	25	pitches,	sometimes	
utilizing	the	smallest	number	of	wood	molecules	necessary	to	slightly	alter	the	path	
of	a	thrown	ball.	
					As	the	minor-league	short	season	wound	down	in	August,	Perry	had	just	about	
had	it.	O’Toole	had	put	him	in	there	as	a	defensive	replacement	in	right	for	the	last	
couple	innings	of	a	game	a	week	ago.	As	his	luck	would	have	it,	the	first	three	batters	
in	the	8th	inning	hit	screaming	liners	at	him.	On	the	first,	he	raced	forward,	only	to	
watch	the	ball	sail	over	his	head.	Hitter	number	two	nailed	a	high	fastball	his	way.	
Perry	raced	back,	only	to	watch	the	ball	land	just	to	the	right	of	where	he	had	been	
positioned.	The	third	batter	his	a	four-foot-high	missile.	Perry,	not	sure	where	to	go,	
just	stood	there.	He	was	so	shocked	to	see	the	ball	heading	right	at	him	that	he	
forgot	to	lift	his	glove	to	the	level	of	his	solar	plexus,	which	is	where	it	nailed	him.	
						Adding	insult	were	his	teammates	who	couldn’t	believe	how	stupid	Mashers	
management	was	to	not	just	draft	and	sign	a	raging	doofus,	but	one	with	the	yips	in	
the	field.	
						One	Sunday	afternoon,	O’Toole	was	in	his	cups	early,	even	for	him.	The	Baby	
Mashers	were	in	the	thin	of	a	pennant	race—thin,	because	every	team	in	their	
division	had	a	sub-.500	record.	The	Gilroy	Garlic	Packers	tabbed	their	southpaw	ace,	
Lank	Cranston,	to	slow	down	the	barely	moving	but	still	“dangerous”	Mashers	train.	
Cranston	threw	two	types	of	fastballs,	one	that	shot	straight	up	upon	reaching	home,	
and	the	other	that	apportioned	gravity	in	a	concentrated	way,	the	ball	dropping	as	if	
it	would	put	a	hole	in	home	plate.	Both	traveled	at	98	miles	per	hour.	He	alternated	
the	hard	cheese	with	a	perfectly	spinless	knuckleball,	which,	at	its	best,	wafted	in	at	
no	more	than	60.	
					Cranston	was	playing	the	Mashers	hitters	like	a	yoyo.	Get	‘em	geared	up	for	the	
hard	stuff,	then	pitch	some	fluff	up	there	for	them	to	flag	at.	Through	four	innings,	he	
had	11	Ks,	yet	had	only	tossed	the	ball	in	anger	40	times.	Only	Tiger	Leonard	had	
put	the	ball	in	play,	a	chopper	to	third.	



						O’Toole,	paced—lurched,	more	like	it—along	the	dugout,	wondering	how	to	
somehow	get	Cranston	out	of	there.	As	he	walked,	he	tripped	over	Stenersen’s	foot.	
“Damn	it,	kid.	You	still	here?”	
						Then,	it	hit	him	like	the	next-day’s	hangover:	“You	know	what,	you	useless	little	
sumbitch?	Grab	a	bat.	And	don’t	let	anything	get	past	you.”	
					You	would	think	that	Stenersen	would	see	this	as	his	big	chance.	That	he	would	
just	jump	off	the	bench,	picking	splinters	out	of	his	ass	all	the	way	to	the	bat	rack,	
and	come	back	with	something	like,	“You	betcha,	Skip!”	But	he	did	none	of	those	
things.	Her	muttered,	weakly	and	in	a	broken	voice:	“Um,	me?”	
						The	fact	is	he	was	scared	of	Cranston.	And	of	being	embarrassed.	His	chest	still	
hurt.	He	sat	there.	“Get	up,	you	malingering	turd!,”	was	how	the	manager	motivated	
him	to	participate	in	the	day’s	game.	“And	you	don’t	have	to	do	anything	but	foul	
pitches	off.	It’s	not	like	anybody’s	expecting	shit	from	you.”	
						So,	he	grabbed	his	bat,	his	BP	helmet,	and	marched	to	the	on-deck	circle,	as	Iggy	
Rodriguez,	the	team’s	best	hitter,	dejectedly	walked	back	to	the	dugout.	“You’re	
replacing	me	with	that	asshole?,”	he	said	while	gracefully	and	repeatedly	applying	
the	full	force	of	his	neutered	bat	against	the	dugout’s	frame.	
							As	soon	as	Perry	was	announced	into	the	game—the	PA	guy	called	him	
“Stenerman”—people	didn’t	cheer.	They	didn’t	boo.	They	laughed.	Raucously.	“I	
have	now	experienced	every	form	of	humiliation,”	he	thought	to	himself.	But	the	
laughing	did	something	to	him	that	nothing	else	in	his	life	to	that	point	had	done.	It	
made	him	mad.	It	lit	a	fire	under	his	flat,	toneless	ass	that	only	a	long	string	of	foul	
balls	could	put	out.	
						So,	that’s	what	happened.	Cranston	threw	fastballs	over	his	head,	others	that	
bounced	two	feet	in	front	of	the	plate,	and	a	knuckler	from	three	separate	arm	
angles.	He	threw	the	ball	27	times	during	Perry’s	at-bat	before	giving	in	and	
throwing	four	pitches	way,	way	outside	to	walk	him.	There	would	be	no	perfect	
game	that	day.	And	though	the	Baby	Mashers	hitters	soon	resumed	their	swinging	
assault	on	empty	space,	Lank	was	long	gone	by	the	next	stanza.	He’d	hit	his	pitch	
limit.	Against	two	relievers	in	the	6th	and	7th,	the	BMs	strung	together	enough	hits	to	
score	six	runs	and	assume	first	place	in	the	Rhubarb	League’s	Rust	Belt	Division,	a	
lead	they’d	never	give	up.	
				And	so	the	legend	of	“Swats”—and	the	nickname,	too—was	born.	Smart	fans	knew	
to	empty	their	bladders	or	get	some	beer	to	refill	them	during	his	lengthy,	tedious	
at-bats.	O’Toole,	meanwhile,	was	credited	for	finding	an	amazing	use	for	someone	
with	a	rare,	almost	savant-like	“talent.”	And	the	Mashers’	minor	league	teams	Swats	
played	for	as	he	shot	through	the	system	had	stumbled	on	something	no	one	else	
could	match:	They	had	a	“hitter”	who	couldn’t	put	the	ball	in	play,	but	who	could	
wear	out	the	opponent’s	best	pitchers,	exposing	weaknesses	that	most	teams	had	in	
their	rotations	and	bullpens.	
					Whether	it	was	confidence	or	something	else,	Swats,	once	he	got	some	regular	
playing	time,	actually	started	putting	some	balls	in	between	the	chalk	lines.	Oh,	it	
would	be	a	wonderful	tale	to	tell	if	he	had	gone	on	to	become	a	great	hitter	who	only	
learned	how	to	hit	after	mastering	the	art	of	the	foul	tip.	But	true	stories	can	only	be	
what	they	are.	



						He	did	manage	to	put	8	balls	in	play	the	next	year	at	AA,	including	one	squibber	
that	hugged	the	third	base	line	for	an	infield	single.	His	.125	average	impressed	no	
one,	of	course.	But	his	89	plate	appearances	resulted	in	82	trips	to	first	base—nearly	
half	by	walk	and	half	by	HBP—for	an	astonishing	on-base	rate	of	92	percent.	
						Batting	.000	as	a	member	of	the	AAA	Knoxville	Sang	Hunters	got	the	attention	of	
the	Mashers’	front	office,	which,	despite	all	its	dim	bulbs,	noticed	he	scored	a	lot	of	
runs	for	someone	who	can’t	hit.	Alas,	the	commissioner	of	Big	League	Baseball,	
Colonel	Kinlaw	Cornswallow,	had	been	tipped	off,	so	to	speak.	The	last	thing	the	
game	needed,	he	knew,	was	another	human	rain	delay.	“Goddamn	managers	change	
pitchers	as	often	as	their	grandmothers	fart,”	he	once	observed.	“Game	gets	any	
slower	and	it’ll	be	a	goddamn	still	photograph!”	
						He	advised	the	Mashers	against	calling	Swats	up.	Faced	with	the	league-leading	
Trenton	Trash	Haulers’	vaunted	Top	Three,	arguably	the	most	feared	pitching	trio	in	
the	BLB,	and	worried	they’d	be	eliminated	from	playoff	contention	in	July,	they	did	
it,	anyway.	
						The	Haulers	were	the	bad	boys	of	baseball.	Like	a	particularly	nasty	wrestler,	the	
Haulers	drew	fans	who	wanted	not	just	to	see	them	lose,	but	die.	Their	players	took	
haymakers	at	each	other	in	the	dugout	during	games,	sometimes	spilling	their	
animal	loathing	out	on	to	the	field.	It	wasn’t	a	question	of	whether	they’d	spike	an	
opposing	fielder,	but	whether	they’d	avoid	scarring	his	face.	Their	skipper,	Duke	
LaDuca,	would	fine	players	who	had	brains	enough	to	stay	out	of	trouble,	arguing,	
“They	just	don’t	give	enough	of	a	shit.”	
						Their	glossy,	bile-green	uniforms	resembled	Hefty	garbage	bags	caught	out	in	a	
gale.	The	Haulers,	to	their	legions	of	haters,	were	there	to	be	collected,	twist-tied	
and	tossed	out	the	door	like,	well,	yesterday’s	litter.	Problem	was,	they	were	really	
good	and	the	Mashers?	Not	so	much.	
						In	Game	One—Swats’	debut—things	were	tied	three-all	in	the	9th	when	Cowherd	
called	on	Swats	to	“distract”	Haulers’	closer	Jefferson	Okatsu.	After	seven	pitches,	
the	count	was	3-2	and	Okatsu	and	the	crowd	thought	the	game	would	proceed	
normally:	This	kid	would	strike	out	or	pop	up,	maybe	walk,	and	we’d	go	on	to	the	
next	guy.	Uh	uh.	The	home	crowd	got	more	excited	with	each	ball	Swats	deflected.	
After	20	more	pitches	and	Swats	still	standing	at	the	plate,	Okatsu,	dazed	and	
beaten,	got	the	hook.	
					The	same	thing	happened	early	during	Game	Two	with	Enochio	Encarnacion,	the	
Haulers’	starter.	(Swats	just	batted	once,	in	the	3rd.)	And	in	Game	Three,	when	after	
19	pitches,	set-up	man	Declan	Dembybemby	plunked	him	in	the	ribs.	(“You	deserve	
that,	you	little	bitch!,”	he	shouted	at	Swats	as	he	walked	to	first	gasping	for	air.)	
						Masher	fans	loved	Swats	that	week,	but	it	was	to	be	only	a	whirlwind	fascination.	
Even	though	he	had	done	more	than	anyone	else,	arguably,	to	keep	the	team	in	the	
pennant	chase,	the	crowd	slowly	went	south	on	him.	Here	are	some	reasons	why:	A	
typical	Swats	at-bat	would	go	on	for	45	minutes.	People	were	cranky	at	work	the	
next	day	because	they	were	at	the	ballpark	till	midnight	and	didn’t	get	to	sleep	till	
after	1.	No	one	brought	his	kids	with	him	anymore.	Not	only	because	the	tykes	had	
trouble	getting	up	for	school	the	next	day,	but	even	the	most	calloused	pair	of	ears	
had	a	hard	time	processing	and	enduring	the	swelling	amount	of	cussing	and	
invective	aimed	at	Swats.	



						And	then,	in	mid-September,	the	clincher:	Attendance	bottomed	out—in	the	
midst	of	a	pennant	race.	Swats	could	tell	that	Curly	Cowherd,	who	was	the	most	
upbeat	person	he	had	ever	met	in	the	game,	had	begun	to	eye	him	differently,	even	
avoiding	him.	He	was	being	used	less.	This	thing	he	was	doing—whatever	the	hell	it	
was—had	outlived	its	shelf	life.	Maybe	he	could	still	make	himself	into	a	normal	
player,	he	thought,	but	he	realized	that	the	phenomenon	he	had	hatched	in	the	
minor	leagues	wasn’t	going	to	last	up	here	under	the	bright	lights.	
	
						That’s	why,	just	a	week	after	Smash	Williams	set	him	to	thinking,	Swats	had	
finally	decided	to	do	something	else.	Cowherd	had	buried	him	on	the	bench	for	the	
last	two	weeks	of	the	year.	But	with	the	Mashers	just	one	game	out	and	facing	that	
batch	of	scum	from	Trenton	again,	the	skipper	swallowed	hard	and	turned	to	Swats	
in	the	9th	with	a	runner	on	third	and	one	out.	The	idea	was	that	Okatsu,	the	favorite	
for	that	year’s	Caw	Sawbird	Award	as	the	league’s	best	pitcher,	would	chew	up	the	
Mashers	without	some	kind	of	less-than-divine	intervention.	That’s	why	Swats	was	
in	there.	
					But	he	wasn’t	going	for	it.	Okatsu	was	throwing	pellets.	This	didn’t	stop	Swats	
from	trying	to	take	smooth,	level	swings	with	what	the	experts	call	“real	bat	speed.”	
Never	mind	that	he	could	never	do	this	before.	Here	he	had	a	chance	to	be	a	hero.	If	
he	struck	out	in	three	pitches,	so	be	it.	
						And	that’s	certainly	how	it	looked	like	things	would	be	going.	The	count	was	1-2.	
There	was	no	reason	for	Okatsu	to	waste	time	with	off-speed	junk	or	anything	else.	
“Here	it	comes—98	miles	an	hour.	Come	on,	get	ready!,”	Swats	told	himself.	Even	
before	Okatsu	had	reared	back,	Swats	started	a	swing.	Turns	out	he	did	Swats	a	
favor—he	threw	him	a	78	mile	and	hour	change-up.	That	early	launch,	plus	that	
missing	20	mph,	worked	for	Swats.	
						THUNK!	
						He	had	made	solid	contact!	The	crowd	gasped.	Cowherd	just	about	tumbled	out	
of	the	dugout,	and	Swats,	searching	through	bad	eyes	for	a	ball	way	up	in	the	night	
sky,	finally	noticed	it	was	heading	toward	left	center.	Jesus!	And	it	was	deep!	No	
home	run—that	would	be	too	crazy.	It	would	be	caught,	but	it	was	deep	enough	to	
score	our	man	from	third!	
					Swats	tossed	his	bat	about	a	half-mile	and	started	chugging	to	first,	waiting	to	
hear	the	first	real	cheers	of	his	pathetic,	so-called	career.	The	Hefty	bag	in	left	made	
a	looping	throw	toward	home,	increasing	the	chances	for	the	tying	run	to	score.	
When	he	made	the	turn	at	first	to	watch	the	play	at	the	plate,	he	had	a	hard	time	
picking	up	the	runner.	That’s	because	that	runner,	Cust	Cannizaro,	had	fallen	down	
at	the	exact	point	that	bisects	the	third	base	line	between	home	and	the	base.	
					A	dead	duck.	Cannizaro	tried	to	get	up	to	beat	the	half-assed	throw,	fell	down	
again,	then	got	up	just	in	time	to	run	into	the	tag.	The	crowd	booed.	Game	over.	The	
pennant	would	have	to	wait	for	another	year.	
					“Looks	like	it’s	all	over,	son,”	Curly	said	in	his	office	after	that	game,	genuinely	
troubled	more	by	having	to	break	the	news	than	by	losing	his	team’s	on-base	
specialist,	or	tonight’s	pivotal	game.	
						“You	sending	me	down,	Skip?,”	Swats	asked.	



						“Something	like	that.	Look,	Cornswallow	just	banned	long	at-bats.	As	of	
tomorrow,	the	new	rule	says	you	can	only	foul	the	ball	off	three	times	after	Strike	
Two.	Awful	hard	to	get	a	pitcher’s	goat	that	way,	right?”	
						“So,	back	to	Knoxville	next	spring?”	
					Cowherd	sighed,	then	leaned	back	in	his	battered	captain’s	chair.	He	knew	he’d	
have	to	do	better	than	just	help	the	kid	feel	OK.	Unlike	the	flamethrower	who	needs	
to	hone	his	command	somewhere	less	lethal	than	the	big	leagues,	or	the	slugger	who	
has	to	work	on	making	contact	with	a	breaking	pitch,	Swats	Stenersen’s	paper-thin	
skillset	had	been	scotched	well	out	of	reach	of	remediation.	He	was	cooked.	And	the	
skipper	knew	he’d	have	to	do	more	than	fall	back	on	old	baseball	bromides—“You’’ll	
get	‘em	next	time!”	or	“We’ll	see	you	on	next	year’s	April	roster!”—this	time	around.	
						“Sometimes,	you	just	have	to	look	at	something	bigger	than	a	ball	field,	son,”	is	
what	he	came	up	with.	Then,	inspiration	struck,	and	Curly’s	beanbag	face,	uh,	
softened	even	more:	
						“You’ve	already	achieved	something	none	of	these	other	fuckers	will	likely	see,”	
he	said.	
					“Oh	yeah?,”	Swats,	shot	back	with	some	sarcasm.	“And	what	would	that	be?”	
					“You’re	a	baseball	immortal!	And	in	fine	company	too.	You’re	like	Willie	Mays!”	
					“Sure.	People	boo	me	because	I’m	the	white-guy	version	of	Willie	Mays.”	
					“That’ll	all	change,	son.	You	rewrote	the	rulebook	just	like	Willie	did	when	he	
picked	up	that	grounder	and	threw	it	into	the	stands,	preventing	that	double	play.”	
					“Never	heard	that	one.”	
					“Well,	it’s	what	he	did.	Runners	first	and	second,	with	Willie	on	second,	Giants	
down	by	one,	with	one	out,	and	Thomson	hits	a	grounder	toward	short.	Willie	
snatches	the	ball	up,	meaning	he’s	out	for	touching	it.	But	then	he	throws	the	ball	
into	the	stands	so	the	Dodgers	can’t	record	the	second	out	of	the	double	play.	The	
umps	plowed	through	their	rulebooks	right	there	on	the	field	to	see	which	part	of	
the	book	to	throw	at	Willie.	But	then	the	crew	chief	looks	at	his	fellow	umps	and	
says:	‘We	got	nothin’.’	Next	day,	Commissioner	Landis	changed	the	rules	so	that	the	
runner	who	touches	the	ball	is	out,	but	so	are	any	other	runners	if	the	ball	is	
interfered	with	to	the	point	that	you	can’t	make	plays	on	them.	So	see,	they	rewrote	
the	rulebook	almost	overnight	because	of	you—just	like	they	did	Willie!”	
					“Uh	huh.”	
					“You’re	a	skeptic.	I	always	liked	that	about	you,	son.	But	believe	you	me	people	
will	be	talking	about	ol’	Swats	and	his	amazing	ability	not	to	hit	a	ball	hard,	but	not	
miss	either,	for	generations	to	come.	Grandfathers	to	grandsons.	Old	sandlot	
coaches	to	pee-wees.	Senile	pensioners	to	their	bedpans.	Mark	my	words.	You,	Mays,	
and	that	tiny	circus	freak	that	that	crazy	fuck	Bill	Veeck	rolled	up	there	to	take	a	
walk.	Three	peas	in	a	pod,	I’m	tellin’	ya!”	
					The	shortened	version	of	the	conversation	goes	like	this:	I	appreciate	your	efforts	
for	the	Missoula	Potato	Mashers,	but	your	days	on	the	field	are	over.	Got	anything	
else	you	can	do?		
					The	question	took	Swats	back	to	the	days	of	Bubbles	O’Toole,	where	his	fame,	or	
notoriety,	started	and	his	brief	walk	on	the	wild	side	of	the	chalk	lines	commenced.	
Never	one	to	analyze	things	or	turn	gushy,	he	instead	called	the	guy	who	got	him	his	



last	job,	his	cousin	Steve,	who	immediately	hired	him	to	sell	“mortgage	products”	to	
people	who	couldn’t	afford	them.	
					“Like	taking	candy	from	sick	babies”	was	how	Steve	described	it.	
					Eventually,	Swats	would	go	to	jail	for	that	(while	Steve	enjoyed	his	fortune	in	the	
Caymans),	but	not	before	the	Montana	Infernal	Order	of	the	Pronghorn,	Lodge	no.	
873,	commissioned	a	mural	to	be	painted	on	the	north	side	of	the	Tractor	Pull	
Palace,	Home	of	the	Missoula	Potato	Mashers.	In	it,	you	see	Swats	as	he	always	
dreamed	he’d	look	in	uniform:	Square	jaw,	looking	up	at	a	long	fly,	his	eyes	and	
forehead	in	shadow,	the	bat	already	done	its	violence	and	over	his	left	shoulder,	a	
beautiful	cloud-mottled	sky	in	the	background:	
						
	
	

	
	
	
	
	



				The	portrait	looked	nothing	like	him.		
				Underneath,	some	Pronghorn	or	other	composed	a	verse,	which	was	then	etched	
into	stone	by	Commandments	R	Us	over	in	Bozeman:	
	
						A runner on third, 
      The game on the line, 
      A long fly ball would make everything just fine. 
 
     He took up his bat 
     And did more than just tip 
     He sent the ball flying with a mighty rip. 
 
    But a stumbling runner 
    Blurred the scene, 
    Making disaster from a dream. 
      
    His pluck dashed by bad luck, 
    Just as Stenerson thought it might count 
    There is no joy in Montana: Ol’ Swats just flied out 
	
	
	
				
						
						
							


