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Aurora, IL  — Alices

Burton City, IA — Hornettes

Cedar Rapids, IA — Starlets

Davenport, IA — Sofies

Mankato, MN — Maulers

Waterloo, IA — Flickas
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The Burton Hornettes


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Pos — Name — Bats/Throws — Yrs in League

1B — Dinah (M&M) Timberlake — L/L — 6

2B — Lorena (Lor) Willey — R/R — 6

SS — Lorena (Lor) Willey — R/R — 6

3B — Joanie Dober — R/R — 4

C — Edaline (Eddie) McLaine — R/R — 6

LF — Twyla Ziegler — L/L — 3

CF — Connie Schulz — L/R — 2

RF — Pepper McLaine — R/R — rookie

utility — Wendy (Winkie) Winkworth — R/R — rookie

utility/C — Helen Sanders — R/R — 3
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P — Roberta (Bobby) Bied — R/R — 5

P — Kay (The Kid) Brock — L/L — rookie

P — Millicent (Milly) Tubbs —?/L — 4

P — Loretta (Letta) Lorrimer — R/R — 4

P — Molly Powell — L/L — rookie

P — Betty Jane Wadlow — R/R — rookie

––––––––

[image: ]


manager — Clint Appling
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I'm Private Investigator Wendy Winkworth, the dickless dick. 

The evening of August 6, 1950, I was sitting in the Burton City, Iowa, ballpark, watching a game between teams of the Star-Spangled Girls Baseball League. I had gone there hoping the contest would raise my spirits. They were low, because, in the two months since I'd received my PI license, no jobs had come my way.

Betty Jane Wadlow, star pitcher for the Burton City Hornettes, was doing her best to elevate my mood. The first seven innings, she destroyed the Waterloo Flickas, uncorking wicked fastballs, mixing them with change ups and curves. After each of her fifteen strikeouts she posed on the mound, tossing her spun-gold hair, looking as confident as a model for Coca-Cola. How can you be that good-looking and that good too?

But in the eighth Betty Jane struggled with control. After walking the first two batters, she allowed a double and those first mistakes scored, spoiling the shutout. Eventually she got out of that inning, and, entering the ninth, the game still seemed well in hand, with the Hornettes ahead, 8-2. 

The lead-off hitter for the Flickas grounded out, but then Betty Jane threw three straight balls to the next batter. Catcher Edaline (Eddie) McLaine] trotted to the mound. Betty Jane turned away from her, seemingly disdainful of what Eddie had to say. Battery mates not communicating: very bad. A stoic Eddie strode back to the plate. She adjusted her mask while the batter took practice swings, and the umpire picked at his teeth. 

The infielders started into their chatter. 

Suddenly, before anyone was ready, Betty Jane uncorked a fastball that sailed over Eddie's head and crashed against the backstop, violently shaking the screen. The ump bellowed, "Wild pitch!" as Betty Jane wheeled and stared into centerfield. 

The infielders shut up. In the bleachers, gasps hushed to murmurs. Manager Clint Appling burst from the dugout and headed toward the mound. Running for the clubhouse, Betty Jane banged his hand away. After an instant of astonishment, he motioned for centerfielder Kay Brock, also a relief pitcher, to take over. The young southpaw raced in happily. The Kid, as she was known, was boundlessly eager to pitch. 

But ambition isn't everything (I'd found that out) and after Brock threw four straight fastballs nowhere near the strike zone, Appling signaled for the more experienced Letta Lorrimer to replace her. Drooping with failure, "The Kid" trotted to the dugout. Letta's speedy deliveries got the defense dancing on their toes, and she obtained the final two outs.

On my way out of the park, if I'd looked to my left, I might have seen Betty Jane emerge from the clubhouse. Maybe I could have said something comforting to her, something so significant as to be life saving, but I don't know what it would have been.

I was running my PI office out of my home, a trailer on the outskirts of Iowa City, about 80 miles northwest of Burton City. Owen Ray Mandel, my mentor in the law enforcement program, had expected there'd be some small-time crime in a university town, enough to ease a twenty-four year old into the business. So far he'd been wrong. 

At 7:00 the next morning, I dragged myself out of bed and opened the trailer door to sultriness. I grabbed the Iowa City Press Citizen off the stoop and scanned the front page for the latest about the Korean War: General MacArthur said to be kowtowing to President Truman. I shifted my gaze to the far right hand column. It blared: "Pitcher Betty Jane Wadlow murdered in Burton City." I recoiled. Betty Jane was dead? The article said the body had been found on a bank of the Mississippi. She had been shot, the killer at large. As I reeled in disbelief the thought snuck through: what an opportunity if only the case came my way. Well, fat chance. And shameful to think of my needs before I felt proper grief. 

I tossed the paper on the table and sank into my swiveler. Rotating the chair, I tried to put the tragedy on the backburner; there'd be time for mourning later. Right now, best get busy advertising my services by writing local businesses. While mailing those letters, I'd drop by the Iowa City police station to introduce myself. In fact, why not call the Burton City police right now and proclaim expertise in all things homicidal? No, too early for big lies. Better wait until 9:00, a decent hour for getting a story straight.

Outside, I heard two doors slam in rapid succession. Glancing out the window, I saw Hornettes Manager Clint Appling and another middle-aged man emerge from opposite sides of a dusty Burton City squad car. They moved over patchy grass to my door. 

Perhaps my conclusion had been too hasty. It looked like the principals were coming to me.
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Four raps sounded on my door, ever more insistent. After shedding pj's and slipping into jeans, T-shirt, and moccasins, I opened the door to a fist ready to pound again. It belonged to a slim man with a crew cut and sunken cheeks, a nick in one. He was clad in a cadet blue pinstripe suit, smartly tailored, and a light blue tie with a pattern of darker squares. He wore a Homburg that stayed on his head. 

"Wendy Winkworth. That you?" he asked brusquely. 

"Yes!" I gestured the men inside. 

"Police Chief Duane Shupe, Burton City," said the pinstriped fellow, pointing to a silver badge on his lapel. He removed his hat, too late for me to be impressed by his manners. 

The other guy whom I'd recognized as Clint Appling, the Hornettes' manager, grabbed my hand and shook it desperately.

"Please." I motioned them to sit. Appling took the kitchen chair. Shupe rested his lean butt on the stool. He placed the Homburg on the kitchen table. I seated myself in the swiveler beside the table, the dick at her desk. 

Appling was dressed in tan slacks and a blue T-shirt. He looked stuffed into that outer layer. The Hornettes uniform fit him the same way; the pants made him look bandy-legged. Nonetheless, of the two middle-aged men, the manager, even rumpled and unshaven, was the more appealing. With bronzed wrinkles and a dimple in his chin, he was kind of cute in a paunchy way. Once a noted major league catcher, now he managed the sixteen women who comprised the Burton City Hornettes, a member of the Star-Spangled Girls Baseball League (SSGBL), one of two women's associations established for morale purposes during World War II while many of the major league ballplayers were overseas doing their duty. 

Chief Shupe extracted a cigar from a jacket pocket and chomped through its tip. He placed the tip on the table. I swiveled toward the kitchen counter (not far), got an ashtray and scooted it toward him. He halted its path but left the cigar tip where it was. He lit up and blew smoke while taking in the scene. I saw what he did: sparse furnishings, old appliances, a dented saucepan tilted on the stove, dirty Melmac dishes from last night's snack left out on the counter.” You read about the murder in my town last night?" the chief asked. He thumped the newspaper with a stubby finger. 

I nodded. "Yeah, what a shame." Appling had blanched upon mention of the news.

Shupe continued in a raspy voice. "Happened down by the river, after a game. Miss Wadlow was shot twice, first from behind, in the shoulder, not fatal, then from the front, close-up, near-contact shooting, powder burns, through the heart. Instant death. A .32 did the job." He studied his wiry hands. He mumbled to them, "You like to work with the Burton City police on this?" 

"Of course," I said, "seeings I currently have time available." Noting the chief's unease, and mine, I added, "Like some coffee?" I indicated the Folger's Instant jar on the table. Create a homey atmosphere. It wasn't hard to sense the chief's reluctance at having to hire a woman. 

Appling nodded at my offer. Shupe's response was to puff on the cigar, the query not worth his attention. 

I rose, ran water in the saucepan, took three mugs from the cupboard and set them on the table. "How'd you hear about me?" I asked. 

Shupe cleared his throat. Looking for a place to spit, he decided against it. He swallowed and said, "It's Mr. Yegg Washington who wants to hire you. Know who he is?"

My insides smiled. "The team owner." And a powerful owner he was, also mixed up, big-time, in the rackets. What Mr. Washington said went for law in our part of the world. 

"Not only does Mr. Washington own the Hornettes, but the whole darn petticoat league." Shupe spread his arms expansively to indicate the entire pleats and puckers sporting world.

"He picked the right detective," I assured. "In my brief career, I've nabbed an armed shooter and a number of burglars." Grade school had supplied those miscreants, both of whom had burst into tears when identified to the second grade teacher by their fellow classmate, the future dick. The gun was a loaded water pistol, the stolen item a chocolate bar - my chocolate bar. 

"Wow," Shupe said without enthusiasm. 

I reached for my notepad and pen. "So what have you got so far?"

"Main suspect is Dinah Timberlake, the first baseman."

I was shocked. "What's the deal there?" Like any fan, I followed the team day by day. Professional baseball is different from other sports in that they play every day. You figure you know the players from watching them on the field, reading statistics and interviews in the papers. Okay, so Dinah was blustery and seemed to think she was the whole team. But a killer?

Appling raised his head to utter his first words. "It ain't Dinah."

"No, not definitely, not yet," Shupe responded. "The killer painted the word, ‘JUSt' on a boulder near the victim. Capital ‘J-U-S', small ‘t'. Keep that to yourself. It's a convicting detail in case some lunatic shows up to confess and can't supply the fact." 

I nodded. The water was boiling. I spooned coffee into each mug, poured the steaming liquid, stirred, slid the finished product toward the men. Appling blew on his and then sipped, bubbles remaining on his lips. 

Shupe shifted on the stool. "Leave the spoon, it's too damn hot. Killer used red paint to write the word, crimson paint to be exact. Rubbed it on with a stick. A small jar of crimson was found at the scene. No fingerprints on it or on the stick. You keeping up with this?"

I leaned back in the swiveler. "I'm way ahead of you, got a few ideas of my own." I didn't, but I'm skillful at coming up with responses that stall potential oppressors. 

"I bet you do," Shupe said dryly. He took a breath. "Early today, we found an oil paint box, artist's set no less, in Dinah's locker. All the paints were there except for the crimson. Dinah admits the paints are hers, got real offended when pressed. Damn strong gal." He smiled vaguely. "But the boys and I quieted her down." I guessed it had been a kick for the cop pack to subdue her. 

"Forgive the language," he added, "you don't mind a little four-lettering, do you?"

"Shit and piss, no. I grew up with it. The family's got career cops coming out of the woodwork." Now that was a blatant lie. Most of my employed relatives are crooks. 

The chief didn't bat an eye at my manly vocabulary, but Appling blinked. 

"We're searching Dinah's apartment now," Shupe resumed, "for the ball pendant necklace they say Betty Jane always wore. Not on the body. Description says pure gold, with a little gold baseball hanging on it." His wiry fingers manipulated the cigar. "Dinah's got a motive. Teammates say that two days before the murder, she put a gun to Betty Jane's head and threatened to pull the trigger. Betty Jane went bonkers with fear and passed out. Team says Dinah was jealous of the new girl on the block."

I nodded. At twenty-six, Betty Jane was older than most first year players, who tended to be in their late teens or early twenties. She had arrived in mid-season, unheralded, from a rural area in Montana. With her astonishing success, the Burton City Gazette had shifted its focus from Dinah, a bashing Man Mountain Dean type, to Betty Jane, equal star quality and much better looking. The huge Mountain Man had been a popular wrestler early in our century. "Please God, let it not be Dinah," Appling implored to the ceiling. 

"We don't have enough yet for an arrest," Shupe soothed. "That's what Wendy is good for, to prove it."

I drew myself up. "The Winkworth Agency will conduct an independent investigation and, in the end, might not agree with you." 

"Winkworth Agency?" Shupe snorted. "Who's that besides you and the broken down Nash outside?" He rolled his eyes. "Can't believe I'm sittin' here doing this." 

Appling grunted, "Miss Winkworth sounds fair." In his abject state, he didn't seem up to dispute.

"Did Mr. Washington specifically name me?" I asked. Might as well know the strength of my position.

"He did," Shupe said, "probably because you're the only female dick around."

I knew different. There was Olive Shimp in Chicago. In her mid-thirties, she was damn tough, with years in the business. And why did the dick have to be female? Best not ask about that and get them to considering. 

"Was Betty Jane seen after the game?"

"Not that we know of," Shupe said. "Body was discovered about 2:00 a.m. by a young couple looking for a make-out spot. Dead girl was still in uniform. Wore tennis shoes though. Baseball cleats make for hard walking." 

"Really. So she didn't take time to change. She have on fresh makeup?"

"Don't know. Got a reason for asking?" He tapped cigar ash into the mug filled with coffee. 

"I've been to some of the games she pitched," I said. "Noticed she always started out wearing heavy makeup - red lipstick, heavy rouge. It was smudged by the third inning or totally worn off from lip chewing. But next inning she'd come out with freshly painted lips. Last night, if she hadn't applied new makeup, that'd indicate she was in a hurry." 

"Clever intuiting," Shupe guessed.

"Betty Jane was upset over that wild pitch," Appling intervened. "Probably couldn't wait to get out of there."

"I was at the game last night," I said, hoping that would win me points.

With a so-what shrug, Shupe passed over that revelation. "Maybe she was afraid of someone at the ballpark or maybe she had a date down by the river. "

Tears welling, Appling said, "It seemed like that girl was sent to us from heaven. With her, we could have won the pennant. Whoever did this ..." His fists curled and he rubbed his eyes. 

"We'll get the sonofabitch," Shupe gruffed. "Coroner says death occurred between 10:30 last night and 2:00 this morning. Body's going to the big morgue in Des Moines. They got all kinds of advanced hocus-pocus that may narrow down the TOD."

"Good, good. TOD's important." What the heck was TOD? Oh, time of death. I kept nodding wisely while I processed. 

With an index finger, I drew a circle in the oilcloth around a tiny hill of powdered milk from last night's Wheaties snack. I wanted them to think I was deep in thought. In truth, the imagined taste of succulent steak had overwhelmed my tongue. I seemed very close to eating red meat again. 

"Please inform Mr. Washington that it's $35 a day plus expenses." Boy, that was a lot of money, but the guy was rich, and I'd see quickly just how much he needed me. 

Shupe didn't flinch. "You'll be joining the team as a utility player." 

"Oh, no, not possible," I protested. "The Hornettes are experts at their craft. They'd spot an amateur in a second. No, if I'm to infiltrate, it'll be as a ball-girl or locker room attendant."

"Nope. Mr. Washington's one stipulation is that you be a good enough ball player to join the team. His theory is, if you're on par with the girls, they'll share confidences with you. Otherwise he'll look elsewhere." 

I was of short stature for an athlete, even a female one. As a child I'd dreamed - at seven or eight years old you don't know how big you'll get. I had stopped at five-four. But I played softball throughout high school, and in college joined pickup teams that had more enthusiasm than skill. I cleared my throat. "No problem. Only last week, I played both ends of a doubleheader." Wishful thinking. 

"You know baseball rules?" Shupe asked with a smirk. "What's a suicide squeeze?"

I snapped out the situation. "Where the runner on third races for home with the pitch. Batter's supposed to bunt." 

Shupe barely nodded. "When you went to those games, did you tell people you were a PI?"

"No. I don't think I'll be recognized. I sat high up in the bleachers with a pack of fans around me." 

A pregnant pause, before Appling said, "Eddie McLaine's our chaperon and also our catcher. Her and I will cover for you." 

Shupe put up a stalling hand. "No, Clint, you can't tell Eddie about this. Wendy's got to fend for herself. No one on the team can know she's a plant and that includes your girlfriend."

"Eddie is not my girlfriend," Appling countered in a tone sharper than he'd used so far. "It's only in her mind she thinks so."

"Hah!" Shupe snorted. "That's how it starts." 

I interrupted what seemed a debatable point. "Did Betty Jane have any other enemies on the team?"

Appling shook his head. "Everybody loved her. And everybody including M&M, that's what we call Dinah, loved her pitching." Man Mountain for sure. I almost giggled as to how spot-on I was. 

Appling shot a baleful look at Shupe. "Eddie McLaine is our catcher and our chaperon, nothing more. She's the one for you to talk to. She knows everything about the girls."

"Where were you last night, Mr. Appling?" I asked conversationally. 

Shupe took that one. "He was with one of the ballplayers most of the night. A kid named Kay Brock. Kid was seriously upset by her bad performance in the game. Kay verifies it." 

Kay Brock: centerfielder and last night's first, failed, reliever.

My tone continued to be polite. "Mr. Appling, what time did you leave Kay Brock?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe she does. It was late. Didn't matter at the time." 

The Kid seemed a little young to hang around a guy old enough to be her father, but you never know where adulation of a wise mentor will lead. It had happened to me with Owen Ray Mandel. I decided against pressing the manager further because Shupe was answering for him anyhow. Instead I asked, "Mr. Appling, you ever see Betty Jane throw that bad a pitch?"

"No. Call me Clint." Appling gave me an appealing smile, the dimple contributing. Deadly weapons, dimples. "No, she never did. Unbelievable." He shook his head. "Control of that pea was her strongest asset. But it happens to the best of us. Sometimes even the best don't come on the field with their best stuff operating." 

"Granted. When can I meet the team?" 

"Game's cancelled today but we're holding practice tomorrow. A time for gathering is what Eddie calls it." 

"Biblical," I said reverently. 

Appling's nod outdid my piety. "Gotta keep going to get through this." 

As I stood, so did they. "Clint," I said, "the crimson paint came from the locker room. No matter how distasteful, it looks like the killer might be a team member. And remember to keep my role to yourself. I don't want to end up as victim number two." 

"Hah," Shupe said, "Mr. Washington wouldn't like that one bit." Moving pugnaciously toward the door, he swung around to say, "Miss Winkworth, don't screw up this assignment. What's important to Mr. Washington means an awful lot to Burton City, too."

And also to your career.
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To reduce chances of being identified as a local, I went to a beauty parlor and had my long curly brown hair cut short. 

Then I drove to Burton City in my brown and white '39 Nash. Truth to tell, the auto was a bit on the rusty side. When gazing to the left of the accelerator I could see pavement rolling by. 

I hoped that if Dinah Timberlake were guilty, she'd hold off confessing until I earned some dough collecting the proof.

Arriving 45 minutes early for the 9:00 a.m. appointment with the team, I parked by the entrance to Cranston Park, where the Hornettes played. I wanted to exercise off my jitters by walking the half-mile to the ballpark. 

Known mainly as an arboretum, Cranston Park held a variety of trees and shrubbery. The ball field was tucked in the far southwest corner of the park. Beyond its outfield lay a cow pasture. Mooing serenaded afternoon games. 

Singing "Take Me Out to the Ballgame" in time to my strides, I proceeded down a winding path, among shadows of great oaks, past sun-dappled ash trees and knobby junipers from Mexico. A plate on each tree identified its genus. The genus for Oak was "Quercus." I'd remember that in case a conversation with a naturalist ever lagged. At the base of each of the older trees a worn lollipop-shaped marker commemorated a dead soldier from World War I. 

I enjoyed the fresh, embracing smells of the outdoors. The day was muggy and by the time I reached the ballpark, my cotton shirt was sticking to my skin. I wished I knew more than one verse to get me to that old ball game. Like bubblegum, the same words over and over had to last far beyond their first invigorating taste. Come to think of it, was there more than one verse? 

I passed the large lot where a few cars were parked. One, a Buick, had a fierce black and yellow hornet painted on the driver's door. Somebody nearby just LOVES those Hornettes. Clint had told me to report directly onto the field, so, passing a boarded-up concession stand, I climbed steps to the first row of bleachers and went down other steps to a short wall, scaled that and jumped down onto the cinders bordering the field. 

On the diamond, in chest protector and leg guards, Eddie McLaine was warming up left-hander Kay Brock.

I had landed close to the home team dugout. While studying the two players, I took a deep breath of ballpark air. The newly mown grass held the moist, heady smell of baseball. I gazed about. The outfield stretched before me. From home plate, it was 320 feet down the left field line, 360 to center and 297 to the right field fence where Dinah Timberlake aimed. In May, one of her homers had landed over the fence among the cattle. Startled, the creatures crashed through the wooden fence that marked the parking lot causing fans to flee the game and protect their cars while helping with the roundup. Sid Dobrotka, the local sportswriter, had labeled the incident, "The Stampede of the Fans." 

At field level, Kay and Eddie appeared larger and more immediate than from the stands. At the sight of those athletic physiques slinging a baseball like it was a greased pebble, I felt a shiver of apprehension. First thing to do: hire someone to help me compete. 

Kay Brock, Manager Appling's alibi, was a rookie, at seventeen the youngest Hornette, a short, stocky, cherub-faced girl who wore leather shoes oversized for her height. An outfielder when not pitching, she had replaced Betty Jane on the mound with unpromising results two nights ago. 

Kay's rapid pitches and Eddie's leisurely return throws made for an irregular metronome of thumps. After an errant pitch rocketed off the edge of Eddie's outstretched glove and rebounded off the wall, it skittered my way. I fielded it handily and flipped it back to the catcher, dead on even if it did bounce twice before reaching her. Ball in hand, Eddie advanced toward me, saying, "No one allowed in here until the gates open." 

I began to introduce myself as the latest Hornette, but just then Clint bounded from the dugout and did the honors himself. "Eddie, say hi to Wendy Winkworth, our new utility infielder." 

"You kidding? With that throwing arm?" A heavy-boned woman in her early thirties, Eddie had faded freckles and dull red hair that spiked from underneath the backwards cap. 

I took umbrage at the criticism. "I‘m young, but I learn fast. A whole lot faster than older people. May I carry your mask for you, ma'am?" 

Eddie shook her head, possibly to reject my offer, more likely to express disbelief. She looped the ball to Kay. "Rosemarie Hapsburg's supposed to be next in line on the infielder list," she said to Clint. "I don't get it. Why is this gal jumped ahead? This is getting crazier and crazier." Clint shuffled his feet. 

"You bring your papers?" She addressed me. 

What papers? "They're in the mail," I said smoothly. 

"Clint, you get those papers in the files as quick as possible. I need to determine her experience so I can begin a training regimen." She turned back to me. "Winkie, let's get you outfitted for practice." 

Already a nickname and not a flattering one. Eddie veered toward the gate beyond third base. 

On the pitching rubber, Kay Brock smacked her glove and whined in an accent straight out of the Ozarks, "Where you goin'? I'm startin' tomorrow; I need lotsa practice." 

"Oh, take a break," came the reply, "I'll be right back."

"Shoot," the kid pled. She added, "I'm a starter now," impressing herself if no one else. She tossed the ball straight up about a mile and, when, seconds later, it hurtled down, she caught it without an upward glance. Boy, was I overmatched.

Beyond the third base exit, the circular clubhouse was a one-story building with a brick base and high windows about two-thirds around. A few windows were set lower, probably indicating offices. Inside, Clint and Eddie proceeded down the corridor while I trailed behind. Their clattering spikes covered the sound of my sport shoes slapping against the cement. 

We entered a large locker room replete with the odors of dampness and sweat that I recalled from high school and moved down an aisle that fronted a line of lockers to my right. Passing a swinging door labeled "RESTROOM," we arrived at the "MANAGERS OFFICE." Clint unlocked that door and we stepped inside. To our left, a long, clouded glass window faced the lockers, at its center a splintery crack. Several group pictures of a bygone Boston Red Sox team and a single enlarged photo of that era's catcher, Clint Appling, were on the wall the other side of the door. 

"Nice," I said, admiring. 

With a grunt, Appling dropped into a folding chair near three outside windows with drawn shades. From this position he had a good view of the photos. 

In the center of the room a blackboard with streaky chalk marks on its surface, sagged on one roller. A rack of folding chairs stood nearby. A wooden table, strewn with smudged typing paper and smeary liniment tubes, was pushed against the back wall. Next to a small refrigerator, a spittoon in the shape of a baseball mitt sat beyond the parameters of accurate aim, judging by the glutinous splatter around it. 

The room held an unpleasant, dank scent. 

Tossing her mitt toward the manager, Eddie clomped past two file cabinets to a huge cardboard box, its torn flaps flying out like broken wings. She rooted around in it and came up with a stained fielder's glove. Dangling it by fingertips, she presented it to me. 

I shrank away. "Has that creature been sterilized?" 

"Take it. Clint says the railroad lost your game stuff. You're in the bigs now, where being prepared is better than being clean." She shoved the glove into my hand. It had a slimy feel as though blood had recently been drained. "Funny thing about you," she said, "most of the gals bring along a favorite leather oil or a rosin bag or something to remind them of their main interest in life which is baseball. I don't see any of that with you. Guess you don't really care, do ya?"

Eddie stepped toward Appling and kicked him in the ankle. "Where'd you get this cutey? By her looks and lack of ability, I'd say bringing her here was your doing. Does Mr. Washington even know?"

Clint slid his feet under the chair. "He's the one who sent her. Says she's fast and can bunt." 

"You'll be impressed by my hustle," I reinforced. I dug into my handbag. "Of course I got something with me that I carry everywhere. It's my pet brand of emery boards that I use for digging the dirt out of my spikes on muddy days." I held out three fingernail files.

Eddie screwed up her mouth. 

Clint's voice rose in irritation. "If you don't believe me even after evidence that this girl lives and breathes baseball, you can just call up Mr. Washington." 

"Aw, you know he can't be reached."

He whistled a sigh. "Skip it. Later on today we're getting a replacement for Betty Jane."

"He's giving us two players? Golly, he's all heart. Except ten like this won't replace one Betty Jane." I could see my baseball card was doomed to every bicycle spoke in town. 

A clatter of cleats and Kay Brock burst into the office. "Hit me some bunts, Clint," she twanged, "I'm pitchin' tomorrow." Like he didn't know already. 

He leapt up, spilling Eddie's mitt, and rushed out the door. He and Kay created a diminishing racket. 

"Running out's your middle name," Eddie shouted after him.

"That kid's a bundle of nervous energy," I noted after the noise died.

"Agh, she's from the sticks, so what does she know? Got a pushy Dad. Man's a Simon Legree, all the time pushing her farther than she's ready for." She wheeled on me. "Where you from? You got that same ig-nerant accent that Kay does."

"It's not the twang, but the ideas behind it," I said with dignity. "And I got plenty of good ideas, ones that'll make the team better." Fortunately, like Chief Shupe, she didn't think enough of me to ask for details. 

A pensive silence ensued before I said, "Arkansas. One of Mr. W's scouts saw me play." Although I didn't yet have any ideas to share, I had prepared a fake background. "The fella approached me after the game and offered me a Hornettes contract and the moola to get here." 

Eddie poked my collarbone with an iron finger. "Okay, you're here and brought your sassiness with ya, but you watch yourself around the manager. Don't be attending any of his private meetings of which he has too many. Pretty girls, they'll be the death of this team." Realizing the implication, she colored.

I pounced. "You think that's what happened to Betty Jane? That she was involved with the manager? I can see he's very approachable. I liked him immediately." 

Another steely finger punch, same place. "Ow," I said.

"Don't be implying that Betty Jane was ... What's wrong with you, she's dead, for pity's sake. Have some respect." 

I placed the ratty glove in front of my chest. "Sorry. I guess she was on my mind. I mean her passing was all we could talk about on the train, and with me coming to the very location where ... I heard about her last pitch, that it was a doozy. A wild pitch, I mean."

Eddie's eyes widened and she stared past me as though again seeing that stray pitch sail over the hitter and smack into the backstop. Her muted reply was directed inward. "Her arm was hurting; Clint overusing her for the sake of the championship. I told him it was wrong, but he never listens. The others don't like her pitching so much because they can't get their regular turns in. ‘Course none of them is as good as Betty Jane, but still. Just before she uncorked that wild pitch I told her to take herself out; she looked all done in, all wound up inside, but no—" Her voice rose, and she directed her comments to me. "—Betty Jane always acted like a superior being and see where it got her. Oh my God, forgive me God. What am I saying?" Her voice hardened. "And why am I unburdening to some Johnny-come-lately?" 

There had been jealousy in her voice, not only directed at me, but also at the deceased pitcher. 

"Darn it," she exploded. "That girl could pitch. On the days she was to start, you couldn't hold a conversation with her; her mind was so completely focused on the game. And on the mound, so graceful, her arm rising and falling so quick, the ball spinning toward the plate. Could she hit the corners, the black, you bet she could. And the curve, nobody writes about the curve, not even the sportswriter thinks it's important. But hers was the best; it sank hard. And she could aim a duster right at an uppity hitter's chest that'd tumble ‘em to the turf." She lowered her head. "I'll never see it again." After waxing eloquent, she seemed to fall into despondency.

I didn't dare admit I'd seen Betty Jane pitch, when I was supposed to be laying down bunts and stealing bases in backwater country. For that moment, I regretted not being able to contribute a fan's two cents worth to Eddie's moving elegy. 

The catcher snatched up her fallen mitt. "Even on the nights when Betty Jane didn't have her best stuff, the girl battled like the devil himself was her opponent." She charged from the office, leaving me somewhat breathless.

Hooking a finger under a frayed stitch on the sickly glove, I followed her onto the field. At home plate Clint was tapping bunts to Kay, down the first, then the third base line. Repeatedly the rookie broke off the mound, fielded the ball, rolled it back to the manager and scampered back to her original position. 

Eddie approached Clint and swatted his rear with her thick hand. He paused, resting the end of the bat on the plate, leaning a hand on its knob. Gazing at her, his eyes cleared of baseball concentration, and he broke into a grin. It was like the sun peeked out. I was startled by the display of affection. Were the swat and the earlier kick mere love taps? He spit a stream of tobacco away from her. 

Eddie's voice became throaty. "Come on, Mr. Delicious. Let's get the ladies concentrating on the job at hand." 

Later I decided that the sobriquet meant Delicious Apple-ing and lent further credence to the possibility that theirs was a very close relationship. 

I trailed Clint and Eddie to the clubhouse door where they paused side by side, two squat forms of about the same height and build, reminding me of an old painting, an idealization of youth: a boy and girl in coveralls, with heart-shaped lips and cherry cheeks, sharing a bat, a ball, and a glove. Here they were, aged into a fortyish fellow with a paunchy middle, and a plain featured woman who was past her prime. I smiled, pretending that the two ached to hold hands but couldn't get game-battered fingers to entwine.

The smile faded when I recalled where I'd seen the picture. It had hung over the sink in the ramshackle farmhouse where I'd been raised. Still, at first the memory had been sweet. 
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Kay hustled to catch up, and Clint accompanied the three of us into the locker room where Lorinda and Dorinda (known as Lor and Dor) Willey, identical twins who played second base and shortstop, stood half-naked in front of metallic green lockers near the entrance of the oblong gray room. Neither showed discomfort at Clint strolling by, after all, he had averted his eyes. I'd heard athletes had amazing peripheral vision so probably they all kept track of each other just fine. The Willeys' eyes spent their time flicking onto the new girl as one buttoned her uniform shirt while the other, in panties and bra, drew stirrup knee socks over bony ankles. 

In their early thirties the twins were flat-chested and sinewy, with straight black hair. Their skin seemed filmed with infield dust even before they took the field. They had joined the team seven seasons ago, the inaugural year of the new league, at the same time as Eddie McLaine and Dinah Timberlake. I wondered if these old timers had special loyalty to each other from being on the roller coaster ride from the beginning. 

Extremely popular during the war, attendance at most of the women's games was dwindling now that the conflict was over and real major leaguers like Ted Williams and Bob Feller were back. On days when Betty Jane pitched, attendance was strong. Now that she was gone, I doubted that would continue. 

Eddie led me to a row of shelves stocked with supplies. "Winkie," she identified me, "we got to find a uniform that'll fit. I think a size 8 will do if we got one that runty." She delved into a pile of yellow and black, emerging with satin shorts, a wool shirt, a cap, all basically yellow, followed by an undershirt and stirrup socks, black, plus a pair of sanitary socks, white. Outstanding hornet attire. With separate snatches, I took the uniform parts she thrust at me.

"I'd rather you didn't call me ‘Winkie'," I said good-naturedly. "The nickname's always been ‘Spirit.'"

"High hopes there," she returned. "I'll call you what I want until you show me something. And wear your sport shoes today. Tomorrow we'll get you spikes if yours don't get here. Maybe a grade school team will have a pair they've grown out of."

It was no use challenging this woman. Carrying the attire, I left the office to seek a locker. Eddie stepped out after me and shouted, "Willeys, this is Winkie Wink. She's the new utility infielder."

"—worth," I supplemented. 

The twins shot up as if goosed and withdrew behind an end locker where their whispers crackled like static electricity. 

"I hope they don't consider me competition," I said. But I had felt the competitive fire and took a deep breath to restrain my ambition.

"They're worried," Eddie thundered, "that you'll send one of ‘em packing, because those ladies are losing their steam." 

Well, so much for any special loyalties. Must be sad for the Willeys, having had stature and feeling their skills diminish, to hear another old-timer crowing about the decline. 

Sensing Eddie at my heels, I followed the twins around the corner to another bank of lockers, clearly unused, each door uniformly opened a crack. The shower room loomed to the right of this darker area. 

"Don't take any of these lockers," Eddie commanded. "They haven't been used since the league was young and flush, and we had twenty players. We're down to fourteen and only need the one side." 

As I stuck out the hand of friendship to the Willeys, Eddie withdrew to the brightly lit side.

"Nice to meet ya," I said, smiling with good will. In sync, the pair gave me their backs. Before the rejection, I saw that one had a beauty mark under her left eye. That was number 29, Dor. Lor's skin, although equally gritty, was mole-free. Otherwise the two looked exactly alike. 

"Perhaps we can have a game of catch later on," I said. "When you're free." 

"Yah?" The rigid back of 29 doubted they'd ever be that emancipated. 

Giving up on chumminess, I parked the Hornettes' cap on my head and carried my uniform separates back to the busy side. Three more team members had entered. They were Joanie Dober, the third baseman, and Twyla Ziegler and Pepper McLaine, outfielders. Pepper was Eddie's sister, as pretty as Eddie was plain. All wore frilly sunback dresses and high heels. Twyla wore eyeglasses, horn-rimmed with amber frames.

From behind, Eddie was biffing my shoulder. "See those three? Didn't anybody tell you we don't wear trousers in the Star-Spangled League?"

Oh-oh. In the thrill of employment, I'd forgotten about the league's dress code. "My last sundress got caught up in my motorcycle spokes. I'll purchase a replacement immediately."

"Winkie," she said resignedly. "You'll need more than a fast tongue to stay on this team."

"Winkie," Pepper echoed with a sneer. The chance to ridicule couldn't be passed up, like sister, like sister. And, sure, why not, Pepper had a nice peppy nickname.

I had selected clam diggers, that is, trousers that came just over the knee, and a white T-shirt for my first encounter with this, so far, least congenial of teams. To complete the ensemble, I had on white anklets and the sport shoes. 

Joanie slapped at my hand and said, "Howdy. The fans think we're queer if we don't dress all femi-nine." She pulled Twyla toward her and slobbered a kiss on her forehead. In return, Twyla ruffled Joanie's pony-tailed hair. 

"Stop that," Eddie instructed and they did. 

I reflected on crime boss and league owner Yegg Washington's rules: heels, nylons, dresses, and Helena Rubenstein consulted on makeup tips. I could have used some of those. After the fashion expert guided the All-American Girls Baseball League, the other pro circuit that existed in larger cities, she had brought her charm school over to the Star-Spanglers. 

Hornette players were filing into the locker room and milling about in their skirted finery. Eddie, Kay, and the Willeys were the only players already in uniform. I noticed that most of the girls wore their hair combed back in a tight pony-tail. Pepper's fiery red hair was permed and fluffy. My short brown locks held a natural curl. 

Eddie hopped onto a long bench. "Get dressed quick," she instructed, "we're here to play baseball, not fool around."

At that, her sister, Pepper, tossed her tresses and her green eyes flashed. She went to her locker, her lips set in a pout. Didn't like big sister ordering people around when she was one of them. With minimal baseball skills, Pepper had probably joined the team through Eddie, and since she was a statuesque good-looker, maybe Clint hadn't objected too strongly. 

Muted conversations began and through the murmuring someone pronounced the name of the player who was not there today and never would be again. There followed a collective release of sound so mournful that I was shaken. 

"Can't believe it," someone followed up. Other comments included, "Who did it?" and "Who could do such a thing?" 

"What do you care?" a harsh voice responded. "You hardly talked to her when she was alive."

Crashes came from the hall and the door burst open. Dinah Timberlake filled the space, hips and torso meeting without a waistline, complexion of lava rock. But her voice was squeaky-high, like a little girl's. "I been all night in jail ‘cause one a you stole my crimson paint and killed Betty Jane with it." That wasn't exactly factual, but the accusatory tone was clear enough, especially when she took a bat from a carton and swung it against the wall. Everyone jumped as the weapon shattered, its head making a beeline for a corner. She hurled the jagged handle into the mesh that covered a window near the ceiling where it stuck and swayed high above us. 

Clint peeked from his office. "M&M, we have a new ballplayer who couldn't possibly have taken your paint because she wasn't here. Wendy Winkle, step up and greet our first baseman. Wendy's gonna help out in a utility role. Wendy," he urged, "go shake hands with our own M&M girl." M&M: could it possibly mean a hard shell with sweet chocolate inside? Apparently Dinah felt the nickname was flattering because she didn't react with an additional at-bat.

I stuck out a hand from where I was. 

Dinah focused on me and squeaked, "No way that shrimp makes up for Betty Jane." 

"No, no way," Clint assured. "Our new pitcher's coming in tomorrow." 

"Nice to meet you, too, M&M," I said. Queen Kong, like the king but not so furry. 

"I'm sicka all youse." Dinah gritted, laying her cheek against a locker. 

Eddie sidled toward her. "We're all sicka," she said while tentatively massaging the big monkey's smashing and hurling arm. Soon Dinah's shoulders began to heave, and she burst into great wailing sobs. 

Most of the other women returned to their business with neutral expressions. Kay Brock gripped my hand and shook it vigorously. "I'm Brock, you seen me in action. I'm a starter. Where ya from? I'm a Ozarks girl." 

In an inspired moment, I said, "From Arkansas originally but I lived for a while in Sperry, Montana, where Betty Jane's from." 

"Holy cats," Kay said, bug-eyed. "You know her?"

"Many's the time we took the field together. Terrible what happened to her."

"Gol!" She stared like I was a god. I had to keep in mind that this was a simple mountain lass and not get too thick into fabrication designed to impress. 

Pepper stepped up. "Come on, kid, Winkie's lying to get in good. That's how new gals always are." She made a goofy face. 

Dang. I had considered my fibbing skills second to none. 

From beside Dinah, Eddie chided, "Pepper, you're constantly disagreeable." That was from the pot to the kettle, but I was grateful anyhow. 

Pepper whispered into her sleeve, "Ugly old beetle."

On the field, Eddie did sort of look like a beetle, bug-eyed through the mask, and oval-bodied with the chest protector on. 

Kay reached into an unlabeled locker near me. She lifted a worn leather glove off a hook and stood pondering it as though in a trance. 

"Put that back," came a shout. Joanie swooped forward and banged the glove out of Kay's hand. "Bad luck to steal a dead person's stuff."

"Hey, I didn't mean ..." Kay stared at the fallen glove. 

Eddie sprang to us. "We can't let that locker sit empty. The police have searched and there's no more locker space, so we have to empty it out and move on." She looked around to see how such a drastic utterance had been received. Even with some negativity, she didn't retreat. "The new girl's gotta take this locker."

"Hey, no," I said, "not if it was Betty Jane's, I don't gotta." 

"There's lockers on the other side," Joanie offered.

"No! Not necessary," Eddie said, her voice breaking. She pulled a hanky from a shorts pocket and blew. "We're clearing Betty Jane's gear outta this locker right now. That player is lost to us. She no longer needs her earthly possessions. Get used to it." She grabbed some glove polisher off the high shelf and shoved it into Kay's pitching hand. "This is yours now." She turned away, fighting off tears. 

"We're cursed," Pepper lamented like a gypsy. 

Relief pitcher Letta edged her way forward. She spoke into her shirt in an embarrassed manner. "I'm all broke up about losing her. No way am I getting used to it, but gosh darn, she did have nice make-up, I always liked the color." She scooped several tubes of lipstick off the locker shelf. 

Reverting to her avaricious self, Kay grabbed Betty Jane's yellow ball cap, grimy finger marks on its bill, and jammed it over her cornstalk hair. She retrieved the glove from the floor. Pounding it, she said, "I'll wear her gear tomorrow, in honor of her and you'll see, it'll bring good luck to me." 

"Sacrilege," Twyla warned, but she was out-voted as, like coyotes on a dead moose, the girls moved forward, jostling each other in their eagerness to strip Betty Jane's shelf of brushes, shampoo, make-up, shoelaces, shoeshine kit, Band-Aids. Dinah got over her separate miff and shoved through the group to claim Betty Jane's cleats from the locker floor. "They're kinda small," she averred, "but I can cut the toes off and wear ‘em for detasselin'."

When the looting was over, only a wooden crucifix remained on the high shelf. It was old and beat up, as though supplicating hands had caressed it over many years. 

Suddenly Clint was among us, lofting high a Phillies Perfecto cigar box with one hand and tenderly patting Eddie's shoulder with the other. "Trouble is, Eddie, you're saying good-bye too quick," he said. "We got to spread out the adioses. I'm putting this leftover cross into this box where it'll serve as a memorial. I'll put it in a place of honor so that any and all can seek comfort from it." He took a shaky breath.

There was a lull before Eddie said, "You have a kind heart, Mr. Delicious, doesn't he, girls?" 

The question drew a listless response from the others, but I blurted, "He sure does, Eddie."

Eddie gave me a skeptical look. "Cross didn't do Betty Jane that much good." 

"Hey, look at the greenhorn's nose," Pepper yawped, pointing at me. "It's turning brown." 

The players carried the spoils to their lockers. I was left with empty storage space. Even though I wasn't a real ballplayer, and thus wasn't subject to a real ballplayer's superstitions, I couldn't help but feel that bad luck was dancing a jig on my shoulder.

"Who took Betty Jane's name off this locker?" I asked Kay.

"I guess somebody thought she didn't need it no more," she said defensively. 

And I guess that somebody was Kay. I moved on. "Didn't Betty Jane wear a pendant, a little baseball hanging from a necklace? Did you take that too?"

"I would never steal. Besides she wouldn't leave anything solid gold laying around here." She reached into her pocket to grab a pack of gum. "Dummy," she said under her breath, tearing into two pieces of Wrigley's Spearmint and stuffing them into her mouth. 

Now that I had cemented that relationship, and seeing Clint standing in the office doorway, the sacred box under one arm, I approached Eddie to inquire if the manager normally hung around while the team was dressing. 

She spun to face him. "The man's sense of propriety must have been wisk-broomed away by murder and grief." Had this most serious of chaperons just made a joke? But she wasn't smiling. I suspected that, preoccupied as she was with caretaking and designating, she hadn't noticed Clint's continued presence until I brought it to her attention. She stalked over, nudged him into the office. Her door slam after him sounded aggravated.

I changed into yellow shorts, banded with lustrous black, and a yellow blouse, black "Hornettes" scripted across the front, big black "82" on the back. A number that large didn't auger well for longevity unless I was a tight end in football. As I beheld my image in one of several full-length wall mirrors, I did look amazingly like a true Hornette, inseparable from the group. I gritted my teeth and gloried at looking as mean as a hornet. I stretched myself as high as I could. I fisted my very own broken-in glove. This battle-scarred feller has stopped many a grounder, I trusted. 

A Willey approached and said faint-voiced, "Time for a little game of catch?" 
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On the field, the ball came at me sneaky fast. A Willey had thrown at my head from a few yards away. I dove, skidded across dirt, then raced to where the missile had rolled to a stop. Returning, I tossed it to the other Willey. Reflexively, she hurled it at my head. Cringing, I stuck out the ratty glove but missed. Like any good sport, I gestured thumbs up, raced to the ball and tossed it to the first Willey. As a child on the farm, I had caught plenty of apples fired at me by my brothers and added to my skills by scooping up softball grounders in public school and college. 

When the next zinger came, I stuck the glove in front of my face. The ball popped in with such force that the catch numbed my hand. I couldn't close my fingers around it, so it dropped. The Willeys' grins spread over their dirty faces.

Running after and retrieving that ball in my own special good-natured, sporting and suicidal way, I returned at a dragging pace as Clint approached. "Wendy, you ain't played in a while," he yelled, "gotta get those chops back. Take some laps around the field, slow and steady."

"Gosh, do I have to?" I cried with false regret. I ran up close to him. "Get me outa here before I die. Hustle me up an injury or something."

His eyes were kind with concern. "How's hamstring or a bad back?" he said, low-voiced. "Knees going out are also popular." He shouted, "You getting treatment for those knees?"

"Starting tomorrow," I screeched. From his trouser pocket, he pulled out five sourball candies and handed them over. "Suck on these. You'll feel better." 

The rest of practice, I sucked in every way, on the candy and while running laps along the outfield fence, legs pumping to motivate those bad knees, arms windmilling while trying to avoid outfielders racing after fungoes, that is, a ball tossed in the air by a batter and struck with a long, thin, light-weight bat. 

Twice I received exasperated looks after nearly plowing into someone, even though I had forewarned with, "Heads up!" 

The real players took turns hitting the manager's pitches, as the real pitchers threw long distances and from bullpen mounds. Infielders gobbled up grounders, and, at one time or other, everybody practiced cut-offs and relays. 

In the locker room after the exhausting session, Eddie placed a spice bottle of bay leaves in my hand.

"We having soup?" I quipped.

"This week you're in charge of laundry," she said. She pointed to a bin by the entrance. "After tomorrow's game, that box is gonna be filled with dirty uniforms, yours among them, and as the newest rookie, you're gonna take ‘em down to the 24-Hour Whistle Clean Laundry on First Street. Give one bay leaf from that bottle to the laundry woman, she knows it goes in with the wash. It's good luck like a four-leaf clover, but we don't have time to hunt any of those up, so a bay leaf's just as good. Pick up the clean clothes at 8 o'clock tomorrow morning, bring ‘em to the clubhouse, set ‘em by the outside entrance on the north side of the building next to the concession stands. You do this for one week, just the home games of course. After your week is up, we go by the alphabet, I think Dober's next."

"After the game, yes boss." 

"Sew your name on your uniform if you want the same one when they come back clean. And wash out your undies yourself. The league doesn't pay for clean undies." 

Eddie wheeled away. Kay saw me standing next to the laundry bin and said, "Take the laundry box out the back door. It's shorter. Door's in the spare locker area." She pointed to where the Willeys had withdrawn to discuss my arrival. "That way's a lot shorter than lugging the whole load down the hall." 
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