                                      JOEY THROWS A CURVE

 I wasn't supposed to be in right field, I should be the one batting. But here I was. Cousin Louie, my 12 year-old sidekick, was playing left field. After all, where do the younger brothers play when the big brothers are the captains of a two man baseball team?
      "Come on , Joey, hit the ball", I shouted. Louie just smiled. He knew these greenies from Lansing were no match for the Kopesky brothers.  You see, with 6 boys in the family, survival was the watchword. Those Czajks just had each other. Louie thought, they only have four brothers and sisters in their family. We got over twice that many, and an extra runt, Jimmy , to boot.  Jimmy was an afterthought of Irma and John Kopesky.

   You see, all my cousins loved to come to the laissez-faire household known as the Kopesky's. In the early 60's ,Kenosha , Wisconsin was a destination point, and Uncle and Auntie's house was THE Place. Sure , John and Irma were loud one moment quiet and the next,  a roiling stew of pent up emotions. That was where the magic happened, and I couldn't wait to take our  bi-yearly trip from Illinois to Wisconsin. Irma and John, John and Irma, Irma and John, John and Irma, Uncle John and Auntie Irma. To my mind they were the “power couple” of my 1950’s world. But it was not in the way you would think of as a power couple. Do not get me wrong, I loved them both dearly, although Uncle John was much harder to get to know.  He worked for the City of Kenosha, often gone when we visited. But you could never miss John with his black fuller brush mustache and searing smile, piercing your eyes seemingly into your soul. He was a devoted son to his parents, his faith and stern in his demeanor, but you could sense his warmth, a trait shared by most men of his generation. Men did not feel, but you knew they cared deeply for their family, as John did. One factoid of Uncle John was that he was able to find the fountain of youth. As, my father’s hair turned gray, as Uncle Emil’s hairline receded. You could always count on Uncle John’s mane to always stay jet black. Wonderful genes? Healthy living?. No, probably a bottle of hair dye.  Everyone, I mean everyone in the Whiting O’Drob clan looked forward to their trips to Kenosha Wi to visit the Kopesky’s. 

    When you walked into the red house in Kenosha, it seemed you were walking into a whirlwind. Auntie Irma, or as you could call her Auntie Mame( a theatre reference) was larger than life. Not a small woman , she was the oldest of the female children of Karol and Ludmilla (my grandparents).  I loved the way her and Tess would talk together, telling jokes and sharing memories. When Irma would tell an off-colored one, she would say it in Slovak, except often times the punch line or money quote did not translate well in Slovak, so they would have to finish it in English, laughing lustily at their own wit. We got the gist anyway.

     "Kenny, throw the ball so I can hit it. You are just lobbing it in". You see Joey, my brother had to play both batter and catcher. This was our budget, a two-man baseball team." Come, on KENNY!!!". Joe was not too patient. It runs in my family on my Dad's side.  Czajk , my pop was a quiet, but stern father. You minded yourself around him.

  " What's a matter, Joey, big sissy, can't you hit?" Kenny, my 16 year old cousin, Louie's brother, could tease, torment and make you laugh at the same time. However, Kenny wasn't in a laughing mood on this day, just the first two, which Kenny honed his art to perfection. 
" Can't hit my pitchin', can ya you, Pollack?" (forget for the moment the Kopesky's were Slovak, which is practically the same, but in post-war America, it seemed like two different worlds).
Joey was turning red, the color of the Polish flag and a sign that he was none too happy with Kenny. I had a feeling how this movie was going to end.
   I failed to mention that we set a big flat wall behind the batter so that it would stop the ball. "THWACK...".  That last ball,brushed Joey back. Kenny knew how to get under Joe's skin.

     Kenny would go on to graduate high school, join the marines, seeing action in the Tet Offensive.  After the war, Ken would go on to serve his city of Kenosha , first as a beat cop and then a detective for the Kenosha police force. His brother cousin, Joe took a different path. Having found out in college , he had juvenile diabetes. It changed his life. He moved to Santa Barbara at the same time as Ken's deployment. The Age of Aquarius attracted his attention. He first was drawn to photography, going to Brooks Institiute for a year. He moved on and found a home in the aerospace industry. Married, divorced and eventually succumbed to his medical condition, suddenly and alone.






    But, boy, no one who knew Kenny at this time of the 2 boy ball squad, would ever have guessed. "THACK" . Another pitch, another brush back and another shade of purple on my big brother's face. All Louie and I wanted was to bat. Geez, here we are, two little brothers, in the middle of the street, waiting  to shag balls hit by these two titans; because, that's what little brothers do.

    Kenny, not to leave well enough alone, threw another fast ball. Too close for comfort, and letting out his half-crazed signature  gutteral sound " EYEHEYEHEYEHEYEHEYHEYEH...." 

   That was it.... No one expected what would come next. Joey, with bat in hand, stood there like a gladiator, bat raised , and  glowing beet red started charging Kenny full bore. Louie and I looked at each other. One one hand, Joey's loss of composure startled both of us. But what happended next would go down in the annals of family history.
" Uncle Czajk!!!! Uncle Czajk!! Joey is gonna kill me!!!". Kenny, the torturer in chief of the Kopesky clan was running for his life from the field to the back of the house. No one that morning had ever witnessed the maniacal outburst that was my brother, Tay , Tay. You see, that was the pet name Tessie, my mom , had given Joe. Tess was the ruler of the hearth. It was true my Dad was the final arbiter of family matters, but when it came to matters of the home, Tess was supreme, and she ran it like a well oiled machine. She would never cotton to outbursts such as Joey was  performing , live on stage in the side field of the Kopesky residence.  Kenny was running around, just ahead of the chopping block of Joe Jr. " Uncle Czak!!! Uncle Czajk!!!"

   Somewhere in the bowels of the Kopesky homestead, Czajk and Uncle John were doing what most men of that day did, found solace in a bottle of beer, a smoke and the manly arts, namely honey dos around the house. I am sure Czajk was startled when he heard Kenny's cries for help. Out shot Czajk , with Uncle John close behind. Dad took a second and observed the event taking place. Here is his son, Joe, chasing, tasmanian devil-like, Kenny who normally was the instigator in mischief.  There must have been somewhat of an ironic twist to Czajk's mental picture of Kenny, the bold, being chased by Joe, the meek. Snapping out of his momentary delight, Czajk stood between Kenny, cowering, and Joey, crying.  Joe, seeing his Dad, immediately put the bat down. "You get into the house". Uncle John had some pretty brutal words with Kenny, outside of earshot. Thank God for that. John Kopesky fathered nine children on a City worker's pay. He ruled the hearth with a strong will. Needles to say, the game was canceled on account of pain.
Louie and I were left with cleaning up the balls, mitts and putting the "catcher" to rest.             You see, I should have been the one to bat, not play right field.

