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A BORN HITTER

Roy Hobbs stepped off the train in Chicago carry-
ing a homemade bat named Wonderboy in a
bassoon case. He was an innocent from the other
side of nowhere, but he was faultless in the field,
threw meteors from the mound, and hit faster
than the scoreboard could count. He was a natural
and became a legend.

This is the story of his record-shattering season
in the sun, when he set out to become the great-
est there ever was in the game—and won himself
‘a big, sorrowful wedge of the American dream

pie.

“THE BEST SINCE THE LATE GREAT RING
LARDNER. .. A PREPOSTEROUSLY READ-
ABLE STORY ABOUT LIFE.”
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Roy Hobbs pawed at the glass before thinking to prick a
match with his thumbnail and hold the spurting flame in .
his cupped palm close to the lower berth window, but by
then he had figured it was a tunnel they were passing
through and was no longer surprised at the bright sight of
himself holding a yellow light over his head, peering back
in. As the train yanked its long tail out of the thundering
tunnel, the kneeling reflection dissolved and he felt a
splurge of freedom at the view of the moon-hazed Western
hills bulked against night broken by sprays of summer
lightning, although the season was early spring. Lying
back, elbowed up on his long side, sleepless still despite
the lulling train, he watched the land flowing and waited
with suppressed expectancy for a sight of the Mississippi,
a thousand miles away.

Having no timepiece he appraised the night and decided
~ it was moving toward dawn. As he was looking, there
flowed along this bone-white farmhouse with sagging skel-
etal porch, alone in untold miles of moonlight, and before
it this white-faced, long-boned boy whipped with train-
whistle yowl a glowing ball to someone hidden under a
dark oak, who shot it back without thought, and the kid
once more wound and returned. Roy shut his eyes to the
sight because if it wasn’t real it was a way he sometimes
had of observing himself, just as in this dream he could
never shake off—that had hours ago waked him out of
sound sleep—of him standing at night in a strange field
with a golden baseball in his palm that all the time grew
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4 THE NATURAL

heavier as he sweated to settle whether to hold on or fling
it away. But when he had made his decision it was too
heavy to lift or let fall (who wanted a hole that deep?) so
he changed his mind to keep it and the thing grew fluffy
light, a white rose breaking out of its hide, and all but
soared off by itself, but he had already sworn to hang on
forever. |

As dawn tilted the night, a gust of windblown rain
blinded him—no, there was a window—but the sliding
drops made him thirsty and from thirst sprang hunger. He
reached into the hammock for his underwear to be first at
breakfast in the dining car and make his blunders of or-
dering and eating more or less in private, since it was
doubtful Sam would be up to tell him what to do. Roy
peeled his gray sweatshirt and bunched down the white
ducks he was wearing for pajamas in case there was a
wreck and be didn’t have time to dress. He acrobated
into a shirt, pulled up the pants of his good suit, arching to
draw them high, but he had crammed both feet into one
leg and was trapped so tight wriggling got him nowhere.
He worried because here he was straitjacketed in the berth
without much-room to twist around in and might bust his
pants or have to buzz the porter, which he dreaded.
Grunting, he contorted himself this way and that till he
was at last able to grab and pull down the cuff and with a
gasp loosened his feet and got the caught one where it be-
longed. Sitting up, he gartered his socks, tied laces, got on
a necktie and even squirmed into a suit coat so that when
he parted the curtains to step out he was fully dressed.

Dropping to all fours, he peered under the berth for his
bassoon case. Though it was there he thought he had bet-
ter open it and did but quickly snapped it shut as Eddie,
the porter, came walking by.

“Morning, maestro, what’s the tune today?”

“It ain’t a musical instrument.” Roy explained it was
something he had made himself,

“Animal, vegetable, or mineral?”

“Just a practical thing.”
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“A pogo stick?”

“No.”

“Foolproof lance?”

“No.”

“Lemme guess,” Eddie said, covering his eyes with his
long-fingered hand and pawing the air with the other. “I
have it—combination fishing rod, gun, and shovel.”

Roy laughed. “How far to Chicago, Eddie?”

“Chi? Oh, a long, long ways. I wouldn’t walk.”

“I don’t intend to.”

“Why Chi?” Eddie asked. “Why not New Orlcans?
That’s a lush and Frenchy city.”

“Never been there.”

“Or that hot and hilly town, San Francisco?

Roy shook his head.

“Why not New York, colossus of colossuses?”

“Some day I'll visit there.”

“Where have you visited?”

Roy was embarrassed. “Boise.”

“That dusty sandstone quarry.”

“Portland too when I was small.”

“In Maine?”

“No, Oregon—where they hold the Festival of Roses.”

“Oregon—where the refugees from Minnesota and the
Dakotas go?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Roy said. “I'm going to Chicago,
where the Cubs are.”

“Lions and tigers in the zoo?”

“No, the ballplayers.”

“Oh, the ball—” Eddie clapped a hand to his mouth.
“Are you one of them?”

“I hope to be.”

The porter bowed low. “My hero. Let me kiss your
han

Roy couldn’t help but smile yet the porter annoyed and
worried him a little. He had forgotten to ask Sam when to
tip him, morning or night, and how much? Roy had made
it a point, since their funds were so low, not to ask for
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anything at all but last night Eddie had insisted on fixing a
pillow behind his back, and once when he was trying to lo-
cate the men’s room Eddie practically took him by the
hand and led him to it. Did you hand him a dime after that
or grunt a foolish thanks as he had done? He'd personally
be glad when the trip was over, though he certainly hated
to be left alone in a place like Chicago. Without Sam he’d
feel shaky-kneed and unable to say or do simple things
like ask for directions or know where to go once you had
dropped a nickel into the subway.

After a troublesome shave in which he twice drew
blood he used one thin towel to dry his hands, face, and
neck, clean his razor and wipe up the wet of his tooth-
brush so as not to have to ask for another and this way
keep the bill down. From the flaring sky out the window it
looked around half-past five, but he couldn’t be sure be-
- cause somewhere near they left Mountain Time and lost—
no, picked up—yes, it was lost an hour, what Sam called
the twenty-three hour day. He packed his razor, tooth-
brush, and pocket comb into a chamois drawstring bag,
rolled it up small and kept it handy in his coat pocket.
Passing through the long sleeper, he entered the diner and
would gladly have sat down to breakfast, for his stomach
had contracted into a bean at the smell of food, but the
shirt-sleeved waiters in stocking caps were joshing around
as they gobbled fried kippers and potatoes. Roy hurried
through the large-windowed club car, empty for once,
through several sleepers, coaches, a lounge and another
long line of coaches, till he came to the last one, where
amid the gloom of drawn shades and sleeping people tossed
every which way, Sam Simpson also slept although Roy
had last night begged him to take the berth but the soft-
voiced Sam had insisted, “You take the bed, kiddo, you’re
the one that has to show what you have got on the ball
when we pull into the city. It don’t matter where I sleep.”

Sam lay very still on his back, looking as if the breath of
life had departed from him except that it was audible in
the ripe snore that could be chased without waking him,
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Roy had discovered, if you hissed scat. His lean head was
held up by a folded pillow and his scrawny legs, shoeless,
hung limp over the arm of the double seat he had man-
aged to acquire, for he had started out with a seat partner.
He was an expert conniver where his comfort was con-
~ cerned, and since that revolved mostly around the filled flat
bottle his ability to raise them up was this side of amazing,
He often said he would not die of thirst though he never
failed to add, in Roy’s presence, that he wished for nobody
the drunkard’s death. He seemed now to be dreaming, and
his sharp nose was pointed in the direction of a scent that
led perhaps to the perfumed presence of Dame Fortune,
long past due in his bed. With dry lips puckered, he smiled
in expectation of a spectacular kiss though he looked less
like a lover than an old scarecrow with his comical,
seamed face sprouting prickly stubble in the dark glow of
the expiring bulb overhead. A trainman passed who, see-
ing Sam sniff in his sleep, pretended it was at his own reek
and humorously held his nose. Roy frowned, but Sam,
who had a moment before been getting in good licks
against fate, saw in his sleep, and his expression changed.
A tear broke from his eye and slowly slid down his cheek.
Roy concluded not to wake Sam and left.

He returned to the vacant club car and sat there with a
magazine on his knee, worrying whether the trip wasn’t a
mistake, when a puzzled Eddie came into the car and
handed him a pair of red dice.

“Mate them,” he said. “I can’t believe my eyes.”

Roy paired the dice. “They mate.”

“Now roll them.”

He rolled past his shoe. “Snake eyes.”

“Try again,” said Eddie, interested.

Roy rattled the red cubes. “Snake eyes once more.”

“Amazing. Again, please.”

Again he rolled on the rug. Roy whistled. “Holy cow,
three in a row.”

“Fantastic.”

“Did they do the same for you?”
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“No, for me they did sevens.”

“Are they loaded?”

“Bewitched,” Eddie muttered. “I found them in the
washroom and I’'m gonna get rid of them pronto.”

“Why?—if you could win all the time?”

“I don’t crave any outside assistance in games of
chance.” .

The train had begun to slow down.

“Oh oh, duty.” Eddie hurried out.

Watching through the double-paned glass, Roy saw the
porter swing himself off the train and jog along with it a
few paces as it pulled to a stop. The morning was high and
bright but the desolate station—wherever they were—
gave up a single passenger, a girl in a dressy black dress,
who despite the morning chill waited with a coat over her
arm, and two suitcases and a zippered golf bag at her feet.
Hatless, too, her hair a froth of dark curls, she held by a
lIoose cord a shiny black hat box which she wouldn’t let
Eddie touch when he gathered up her things. Her face was
striking, a little drawn and pale, and when she stepped up
into the train her nyloned legs made Roy’s pulses dance.
When he could no longer see her, he watched Eddie set
down her bags, take the red dice out of his pocket, spit on
them and fling them over the depot roof. He hurriedly
grabbed the bags and hopped on the moving train.

The girl entered the club car and directed Eddie to
carry her suitcases to her compartment and she would stay
and have a cigarette. He mentioned the hat box again but
she giggled nervously and said no.

“Never lost a female hat yet,” Eddie muttered.

“Thank you but I'll carry it myself.”

He shrugged and left.

She had dropped a flower. Roy thought it was a garde-
nia but it turned out to be a white rose she had worn
pinned to her dress.

When he handed it to her, her eyes widened with fasci-
nation, as if she had recognized him from somewhere, but
when she found she hadn’t, to his horror her expression
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changed instantly to one of boredom. Sitting across the
aisle from him she fished out of her purse a pack of ciga-
rettes and a lighter. She lit up, and crossing her heart-
breaking legs, began to flip through a copy of Life.

He figured she was his own age, maybe a year or so
older. She looked to him like one of those high-class col-
lege girls, only with more zip than most of them, and
dressed for 6 A.M. as the girls back home never would.
He was marvelously interested in her, so much had her
first glance into his eyes meant to him, and already felt a
great longing in his life. Anxious to get acquainted, he was
flabbergasted how to begin. If she hadn’t yet eaten break-
fast and he could work up the nerve, he could talk to her
in the diner—only he didn’t dare.

People were sitting around now and the steward came
out and said first call for breakfast.

She snubbed out her cigarette with a wriggling motion of
- the wrist—her bracelets tinkled—picked up the hat box
and went into the diner. Her crumpled white rose lay in the
ashtray. He took it out and quickly stuck it in his pants
pocket. Though his hunger bit sharp he waited till every-
one was maybe served, and then he entered.

Although he had tried to avoid it, for fear she would see
how unsure he was of these things, he was put at the same
table with her and her black hat box, which now occupied
a seat of its own. She glanced up furtively when he sat
down but went wordlessly back to her coffec. When the
waiter handed Roy the pad, he absently printed his name
and date of birth but the waiter imperceptibly nudged him
(hey, hayseed) and indicated it was for ordering. He
pointed on the menu with his yellow pencil (this is the
buck breakfast) but the blushing ballplayer, squinting
through the blur, could only think he was sitting on the
lone four-bit piece he had in his back pocket. He tried to
squelch the impulse but something forced him to look up
at her as he attempted to pour water into his ice-filled
(this’ll kill the fever) glass, spilling some on the tablecloth
(whose diapers you wetting, boy?), then all thumbs and
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butter fingers, the pitcher thumped the pitcher down,
fished the fifty cents out of his pants, and after scratching
out the vital statistics on the pad, plunked the coin down
on the table.

“That’s for you,” he told the (what did I do to deserve
this?) waiter, and though the silver-eyed mermaid was
about to speak, he did not stay to listen but beat it fast out
of the accursed car.

Tramping highways and byways, wandering everywhere
bird dogging the sandlots for months without spotting so
much as a fifth-rater he could telegraph about to the head
scout of the Cubs, and maybe pick up a hundred bucks in
the mail as a token of their appreciation, with also a word
of thanks for his good bird dogging and maybe they would
sometime again employ him as a scout on the regular
payroll—well, after a disheartening long time in which he
was not able to roust up a single specimen worthy to be
called by the name of ballplayer, Sam had one day lost his
way along a dusty country road and when he finally found
out where he was, too weary to turn back, he crossed over
to an old, dry barn and sat against the haypile in front, to
drown his sorrows with a swig. On the verge of dozing he
heard these shouts and opened his eyes, shielding them
from the hot sun, and as he lived, a game of ball was being
played in a pasture by twelve blond-bearded players, six
on each side, and even from where Sam sat he could tell
they were terrific the way they smacked the pill—one blow
banging it so far out the fielder had to run a mile before he
could jump high and snag it smack in his bare hand. Sam’s
mouth popped open, he got up whoozy and watched, find-
ing it hard to believe his eyes, as the teams changed sides
and the first hitter that batted the ball did so for a far-
reaching distance before it was caught, and the same with
the second, a wicked clout, but then the third came up, the
one who had made the bare-handed catch, and he really
laid on and powdered the pellet a thundering crack so that
even the one who ran for it, his beard parted in the wind,
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before long looked like a pygmy chasing it and quit run-
ning, seeing the thing was a speck on the horizon.

Sweating and shivering by turns, Sam muttered if I
could ketch the whole twelve of them—and staggered out
on the field to cry out the good news but when they saw
him they gathered bats and balls and ran in a dozen direc-
tions, and though Sam was smart enough to hang on to the
fellow who had banged the sphere out to the horizon,
frantically shouting to him, “Whoa—whoa,” his lungs
bursting with the effort to call a giant—he wouldn’t stop
s0 Sam never caught him.

He woke with a sob in his throat but swallowed before
he could sound it, for by then Roy had come to mind and
he mumbled, “Got someone just as good,” so that for once
waking was better than dreaming.

He yawned. His mouth felt unholy dry and his under-
clothes were crawling. Reaching down his battered valise
from the rack, he pulled out a used bath towel and cake of
white soap, and to the surprise of those who saw him go
out that way, went through the baggage cars to the car be-
tween them and the tender. Once inside there, he peeled to
the skin and stepped into the shower stall, where he en-
joyed himself for ten minutes, soaping and resoaping his
bony body under warm water. But then a trainman hap-
pened to come through and after sniffing around Sam’s
clothes yelled in to him, “Hey, bud, come outa there.”

Sam stopped off the shower and poked out his head.

“What’s that?”

“I said come outa there, that’s only for the train crew.”

“Excuse me,” Sam said, and he began quickly to rub
himself dry.

“You don’t have to hurry. Just wanted you to know you
made a mistake.”

“Thought it went with the ticket.”

“Not in the coaches it don’t.”

Sam sat on a metal stool and laced up his high brown
shoes. Pointing to the cracked mirror on the wall, he said,
“Mind if I use your glass?”



