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​To the threshold.


​Chapter 1. Wet Footprints.
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Tingh-linh-bom... Tingh-linh-bom...

A cheerful, almost toy-like melody at six in the morning woke the violators’ room. It never allowed them to fully return from sleep, instantly reminding them: another day of hard labor lay ahead, extra prayers, and, most likely, physical punishments.

Samantha opened her eyes.

The dirty-yellow light above the door barely illuminated the cramped room with its tiny window, where the morning was slowly turning gray. Cracked plaster traced strange patterns across the walls. The stale, damp air felt so thick it seemed you could touch it.

Black patches of mold darkened the corners near the ceiling and along the floor.

The metal bed frame, covered only by a thin blanket, creaked as the girl sat up.

Mattresses were not provided in the violators’ room — another element of the orphanage’s “discipline.”

Silently, Samantha made her bed and headed to the washroom. Her steps echoed with the even, dry creak of wooden boards in the corridor. Violators were woken half an hour earlier than the others, so she could complete her morning routine without haste.

While the other children were still waking, Samantha had already returned to the room and begun her prayer.

— Our Father...

She pressed her palms together. The skin on her fingers tightened, her wrists quickly going numb. Her knees dug into the cold floor, and with every word the pain slowly grew, but she was not allowed to move.

Her voice faded into a whisper, blending with the others — identical, faceless.

Before breakfast, the children stood by the tables: hands pressed together, eyes lowered to the floor.

— Our Father...

The smell of oatmeal and boiled cabbage irritated the stomach, drawing saliva under the tongue, yet no one dared lift their gaze. Someone subtly rubbed their fingers together, someone shifted from foot to foot — and immediately froze.

Sister Vivian watched all of it.

Her gaze slid slowly and carefully across the children, lingering on folded hands, on lips moving in the proper rhythm. For her, the prayer was proof that her life had meaning.

When the morning prayer ended, the children did not rush to their plates. They sat down slowly — too slowly, but without hurry — because any sudden movement might displease the caretaker.

And that could already lead to punishment.

A gloomy autumn morning hung in the air — not yet cold, but the last warmth of the year lingered faintly.

Samantha carried a heavy bucket of slops toward the trash bin — one of the duties reserved for the punished. Discipline ruled the orphanage. Hard chores, Father Thomas and the sisters believed, were good for the children’s souls.

She was almost there when she noticed a familiar figure — Ted Elliott, the local fallen gentleman. He often begged near the church and rummaged through garbage for anything edible or “valuable.”

“Good morning, Mr. Elliott,” she said politely.

“Morning, Samantha.” He smiled and took the bucket from her. “What happened this time?”

“Didn’t pray hard enough for Sister Vivian.”

She glanced sideways at him.

“Figures...” Ted clicked his tongue. “I doubt Jesus would make you haul buckets like this.”

He emptied the slops into the bin.

“How are you, Mr. Elliott?”

She handed him a small paper bundle.

“Bless you, child...”

He bowed his head slightly and unwrapped it — a few cookies, pieces of bread, half a souring apple.

Ted sat on an old bench and began to eat. Samantha stood nearby, quietly watching.

“You don’t look well, Mr. Elliott.”

It wasn’t a question.

“Ah, nonsense.” He waved it off. “How many times have I told you — don’t call me mister. Just Ted. Mister was another life. Now I’m just a worthless drunk waiting for the end. I’d give anything to have Nancy and Wendy back...”

He rubbed his face tiredly.

“I’d give anything to bring my mom back too,” Samantha said softly.

They didn’t notice how the air around them thickened... even the trees seemed to stop casting shadows.

Well, well... two potential contracts — and neither allowed, a stranger thought.

He appeared as if from nowhere.

A tall man tipped his hat slightly.

“Mr...?”

“Balseron. My name is Balseron.”

I grant wishes. “My name is Samantha.”

I have a wish,” the girl said, little sparks of hope flickering in her eyes.

“I know what it is, Samantha. But contracts with children are forbidden by the rules,” Balseron replied, a faint shadow of irritation touching his smile.

“Figures...” she muttered, her head dropping as her shoulders sagged noticeably. He glanced at Ted, noting the man’s urgent need for cash to steady himself after a rough morning.

Ted grabbed the bills with shaking hands, nearly bowing in thanks. 

“Thank you, Samantha. I’ve got to run.”

He hurried off, muttering happily:

“Forgotten by the ages, and we don’t give a fuck.”

“So little makes him happy...” Samantha sighed.

“Yes,” Balseron said quietly. “And there’s no room in that happiness for Nancy and Wendy.”

– So he likes to drink?

– Likes to drink? Hardly — in this game, he’s no amateur, he’s a pro.

— So... how do you know Mr. Elliott’s family? — the girl asked, curiosity bright in her eyes.

Balseron held out his right hand. Samantha took it. The instant their palms met, a strange sensation ran through her — both warmth and chill at once, something she had never felt before.

Balseron recognized the feeling immediately, even though the last time such a moment had occurred was more than five hundred years ago.

...

“I should go. They’ll make me pray extra again.”

She reached for the bucket, but Balseron stopped her with the slightest motion of his hand.

“As long as I’m here, don’t worry. No one will punish you.”

Even the wind seemed to fall silent at his voice.

“Would you like a walk?”

She hesitated only a second.

“I’d love to... They won’t punish me, right?”

“The bus won’t arrive early,” he said with an easy smile.

Her fear melted.

“Then let’s go.”

She took his hand.

“— A wish-granter?” — the girl asked, feigning playfulness.

— A soul-devourer, — he replied in the same tone, and they shared a brief smile.

“Balseron, why have I never heard of you before?” Samanta asked.

— There are many reasons, — he said with a faint smile. — The first rule of the contract is silence. Break it, and the consequences follow swiftly. That alone is reason enough.

— You hunt our souls? — she pressed, trying to read his seriousness.

— You could put it that way, — Balseron raised an eyebrow, a hint of satisfaction in his expression, and shook his head slightly. — I always honor the contract. Though, I could just as easily... take a soul for nothing.

— he said calmly, as if stating the obvious, — I don’t need to be fed. I enjoy the hunt. Principles must remain principles; without them, nothing matters.

— And of course, I don’t hand out candy, — Balseron added slowly, each word deliberate, weighted. — Your suffering... it’s like a fine seasoning on the main course. Makes the whole experience far more... flavorful. Samantha didn’t think much of his words, taking them for nothing more than a game.

They had walked several streets when Samanta suddenly tugged his hand and started fussing:

— Wait, wait, Balseron! What’s happening?

He stopped and asked calmly:

— There’s a cursed truck coming, and there’s a puddle with a hole right here, — she pointed with her hand.

— I got splashed here just the other day, — he smiled, leaning slightly toward her.

— I already told you, don’t worry when I’m around. Besides, don’t blame the truck. Roads aren’t ruined by trucks—they’re ruined by yachts, — Balseron said thoughtfully, looking at her.

The girl laughed out loud:

— You’re so grown-up, and you don’t even know that yachts float in the sea!

— Exactly, Samanta, — he joined in her giggling.

But after a moment he added:

— When you grow up, you’ll understand, — he concluded, his expression turning serious.

They crossed the street and came to a small shop.

— Lady, would you like some chewing gum? — he asked playfully, raising an eyebrow.

— Yes, yes, the one with the baseball cards! — she nodded excitedly.

Balseron bought her a few pieces. She immediately opened one and practically jumped with joy:

— Look! A Charlie Bonema card! I’m so lucky! The boys at the orphanage will die of envy!

Samanta began to glow with happiness. Baseball cards were tiny treasures for the children—things you could trade for a treat, or maybe even more. She pressed the card to her chest:

— It’s like a little ticket to heaven, — she said, delighted.

— Really that valuable? — Balseron asked.

— More than you can imagine! — she lifted her chin. — Once I broke a mug, and my friend Cody took the blame just for a Chris Stones card. That’s how it goes... — she pursed her lips, as if she’d been handed not a card, but the key to a secret chest of wishes.

— Well, then it’s clear, — Balseron spread his hands. — Nothing more to add.

— Thank you, — Samanta shot him a sideways glance and immediately began to smile.

— You’re welcome, — he pressed a hand to his hat.

— Let’s keep going. Who knows what surprises await us next, — he winked meaningfully.

— Let’s go! — Pleased, Samanta pointed toward the park, and they set off at an unhurried pace.

After a while, she turned back, then again. Curiously, she looked at the man and asked:

— Why do these wet marks remain after you? — as if after a rain.

— Those are tears, — Balseron replied, smiling as if straight from a brochure, — the tears of those who failed to fulfill their contract, — he winked at Samanta.

The girl squinted, peering closely:

— Really that many?

— You can’t even imagine the size of this ocean, — he said, his tone heavy with meaning.

She glanced back once more, looked at him, but said nothing.

A thought flickered through her mind:

Mine won’t be among them. 

“— And what contracts and rules were you talking about?” Samantha suddenly asked.

Balseron’s interested gaze slid over the girl. He began to explain slowly, almost reluctantly.

“— If you were an adult, you could make a contract. Fulfill every condition, and you’d receive what you desire. But right now... it’s impossible. Do you understand?”

“— Then why didn’t you offer a contract”— when she said the word, she rolled her eyes upward, exaggerating the pompous weight of all those rules and conditions — “to Mr. Elliott?”

Balseron stopped and turned to her. He looked at her intently, then answered calmly:

“— Because Ted Elliott would have fulfilled it without hesitation... and I would’ve been left without my favorite dish.”

“— It can’t be that simple...” Samantha spread her hands in surprise.

They kept walking.

“— No. Not simple,” he said after a moment. “He has nothing to lose. Nothing at all. And guilt...”

He glanced ahead.

“Guilt is a powerful incentive to honor a bargain.”

– That’s strange... so the process matters more to you than the result? — Samantha concluded unexpectedly.

— But I still don’t quite understand... — she pressed her lips together.

— Alright, listen, — he began calmly, without any haste. — The same goes for people like Mr. Elliott — or those who are terminally ill. They have nothing to lose. They’ll grab at any straw.

He glanced ahead for a moment, as if weighing his words.

— It’s different when you’re healthy, wealthy... the master of your own life. Now do you get it?

The girl nodded.

— I guess... yeah. Is it easier to hate than to love?

— Of course it’s easier, — he confirmed flatly.

They walked slowly down the alley. A group of young people approached them — clearly on their lunch break.

Samantha glanced at Balseron and, with almost childish curiosity, asked:

— Why do you hate people?

— Me? Hate? — Balseron sounded genuinely surprised. — Samantha... people are monsters. Ready to strip you of everything the moment they smell even the slightest profit. Some of them do it simply for fun.

He nodded toward the group passing by.

"Look, this is a separate category," said Balseron.

"Why?" Samantha asked, puzzled.

"Shoe-slaves," he replied with a wry smile.

He turned back to her. "In their miserable little lives, the only thing that gives them a spark of freedom... is kicking off those cursed shoes."

Balseron smiled.

— Are they... all like that? — Samantha asked, almost hopelessly. — Where’s the line where a person turns into a monster?

Balseron looked at her briefly, but attentively. His voice grew even, almost cold.

— Nothing fuels hatred like someone else’s success... Remember that, Samantha.

She nodded slowly.

— So that means... you’re a monster that other monsters are afraid of? — she said quietly, watching his reaction with open curiosity.

His face didn’t twitch a single muscle, but there was an unmistakable glint of satisfaction in his eyes at the subtle compliment.

At last they reached the edge of the square and stepped out onto an open plaza.

Balseron leaned slightly toward Samantha and covered his mouth with his palm, the way people do when they’re about to whisper something confidential, almost secret.

“I have a suspicion this is your favorite place in the whole city,” he said, nodding toward the pastry shop with the sign Bonjour.

The place had opened back in the autumn of 1940 and for nearly thirty years had been soothing the sweet cravings of everyone who walked through its doors.

“I suppose Amelia used to bring you here often,” Balseron added politely, holding the door open and letting Samantha enter first.

He knows Mom’s name... Maybe he really is a wizard? the thought flickered through the girl’s mind.

“Yes... we loved this place,” she said softly. “It’s just... Mom isn’t here anymore... and their pastry chef got sick. They don’t make my favorite Naple now.”

“Don’t worry, Samantha. They’ll make an exception for us,” he smiled.

The scents of vanilla and chocolate wrapped around them instantly.

They sat at a small round table. Almost immediately a waitress approached, dressed in a blue uniform with white trim, a snow-white apron, and a neat little cap. The name on her badge read Marie.

“What would the gentleman and the young lady like?” she asked politely, with a light French accent and a warm smile.

“Samantha, may I order for us?”

“Yes, of course,” she nodded.

“Two double portions of Naple. Coffee for me, lemonade for the lady.”

“And... please make sure the nuts are evenly divided,” he added, raising a finger in a light, almost playful tone.

Samantha watched this little performance and, for a moment, felt a strange warmth — as if she were sitting in a café with a father she had never known.

“Certainly,” Marie replied, giving a short, elegant curtsy before leaving.

While they waited, Samantha’s attention was caught by a television set — brand new, color, freshly installed. On the screen, President Johnson was speaking.

Balseron noticed her curiosity.

“Samantha, never trust anything that comes out of that device.”

“Why?” she asked without looking away.

“Because chess pieces are mortal enemies. But the ones moving them are the best of friends.”

She frowned, trying to understand.

“But... Mr. President wouldn’t want to hurt us, would he?”

Suddenly the broadcast switched to footage from Vietnam.

Balseron smiled faintly.

“They always have billions for killing — and never a single cent for food.”

“How much is... a billion?” she asked sincerely.

He leaned back in his chair.

“That’s enough so that every child in the world could eat cake like this every day... until they grow up.”

“Until they grow up?” Samantha’s eyes widened.

“Exactly.”

“Then... that means Mr. President is a liar?”

“Oh, very much so,” Balseron laughed, almost like a child.

At that moment Marie returned with their order.

On elegant plates with the blue-and-gold Bonjour lettering rested enormous double portions of cake.

They began tasting the Naple — a true piece of confectionery art. Delicate layers of puff pastry, crushed walnuts, hazelnuts, and cashews between them, the softest buttercream melting on the tongue, finished with a dusting of chocolate crumbs.

They ate quietly for a while before Balseron broke the silence.

“So, what did Father Thomas tell you about today, Samantha?”

She had already stopped wondering how he knew the names of people he had never met.

“About mercy,” she said. “He talks about it every day.”

“And have you ever been merciful to someone?” she asked.

“What is mercy, Samantha?” Balseron replied softly, tilting his head with interest.

“Well... when you help someone. Save someone,” she shrugged.

He smiled faintly, almost indulgently.

“No one deserves saving if they aren’t capable of saving themselves.

Take that boy over there. See him? The redhead.”

“Yes,” she nodded.

“His path is nothing but darkness.

In twenty-two years they’ll fry him in the electric chair.

Tell me — would it be mercy if tomorrow a car hit him, and everyone he was meant to kill stayed alive?

What do you think, Samantha?”

She thought for a moment.

“Maybe... yes.”

“How do you know that?” she asked, surprised.

Balseron smiled again with that quiet, unreadable smile.

“I’ve lived a very long time. And I listen to you very carefully.

You’re far too predictable.”

“And what about fate?” Samantha asked, looking straight into his eyes with sincere childlike curiosity.

“Ask the ones who talk about fate why they still look both ways before crossing the street,” he replied calmly, wiping the corner of his mouth with a napkin.

– And what awaits me? Darkness or light? – the girl asked, in a tone far from childish.

Balseron squinted slightly.

– A year will pass, and you’ll find out, then another year, and after that, one more. Step by step, you’ll learn everything yourself.

Samantha frowned, clearly not the answer she had hoped for.

– Well, all right, – he smiled, pausing deliberately. – Nothing you won’t be able to overcome.

The girl shook her head.

– That’s already better than that redhead’s fate.

– Everything depends on you alone, – Balseron concluded.

They finished enjoying the cake and drinks.

– It’s time for you to go back, let’s get moving.

– I completely lost track of time, – the girl realized. A thought flashed through her mind: when he’s near, the world seems to disappear.

Balseron left ten dollars on the table, and they walked out.

Back to the orphanage, Balseron chose a different path, and Samantha didn’t mind.

They walked along the narrow cobblestone street leading to the massive cathedral. The stone walls rose high, as if trying to reach the sky, and the stained-glass windows caught the last rays of the autumn sun, spilling colorful patterns across the stones.

Samantha stared at the glass patterns, trying to imagine the stories of the people who had set those sculptures and carved the columns. She wondered what it felt like to be strong enough to shape stone, to leave a mark that lasts for hundreds of years. Could they have laughed? Could they have cried? Could they have been happy? It felt like the stone remembered everything: prayers, sadness, fear, joy... and secrets she would never know.

— What’s the first thing that pops into your head when you see a church like this? — Balseron asked softly, looking not at her eyes, but somewhere deeper, somewhere she didn’t know how to look yet.

— Big... and bright, — Samantha said, looking away from the stone columns to the sunlight pouring through the windows. She wished this moment could last longer than just a few steps. She felt a little silly for thinking such simple things, but she couldn’t help it.

Balseron gave a faint smile. A hint of irony flashed in his eyes, almost invisible, but anyone paying close attention could feel it.

— And I always ask myself: how many people starved or died to pay for all this? — he said slowly, almost like a whisper of an old clock. — Faith... it’s not really about belief. It’s about money.

Samantha frowned a little, trying to understand. She wanted to argue, to say it wasn’t fair, but something in his voice made her hesitate. A strange chill went through her, though the sun still warmed her cheeks. She wondered if this was what grown-ups felt when they understood things that children couldn’t.

She listened to their footsteps echo softly on the cobblestones and thought about her own life: all the things she was trying to understand, the little secrets Balseron shared in tiny drops, like raindrops sliding slowly down the stained-glass, following some invisible pull. Do I understand even a little? she asked herself. Maybe not... but I will someday. Maybe.

Balseron nodded, like he was confirming his thought without expecting her to answer. They kept walking along the facade, and time seemed to slow. Samantha felt that this walk wasn’t just a walk—it was a lesson: about the world, about people, and about what hides beneath the shine of greatness. She felt both small and strangely brave, as if just by noticing, by thinking, she was already beginning to grow.

At last, they reached the orphanage.

Balseron asked softly:

— Would you like to meet again tomorrow?

— Yes, absolutely! — the girl exclaimed, without a second thought. — Thank you, Mr. Balseron. I can’t even remember the last time I had such a wonderful day.

— Just Balseron, — he said gently, a subtle smile touching his lips.

— All right, — Samantha nodded, her eyes shining.

— It’s time for you to go now, — he said, holding the gate open for her.

Samantha noticed with quiet wonder that the gate was unlatched — she had never seen it like that before. She stepped across the threshold, which seemed ordinary at first, yet in reality marked the boundary between the vibrant, living world and the orphanage’s routine loneliness and harsh discipline. She felt a shiver of excitement, as if stepping into a secret she was only just beginning to understand.

She turned back once, her small hand resting briefly on the gate:

— I’ll be waiting.

— I will definitely come, — Balseron nodded, his eyes warm, before gently closing the gate behind her.

Samantha walked away slowly, feeling the echo of their footsteps linger, as if the orphanage itself had whispered, “Somewhere beyond, the world is waiting.”

Samantha quietly pushed open the door to the utility block, sneaking a glance at the clock. It hung to the left of the entrance. She hoped to note that only a few minutes had passed since she had carried out the slops that morning.

— Maybe it’s broken... — the thought flickered through her mind, and she shrugged, heading to the dining hall, where her worst awaited: entire mountains of unwashed dishes. Personal, full-of-hate “plate Everest.” For Samantha, this was the most dreadful chore the punished children were forced to do.

Her thoughts swirled like a flock of birds in her head: Balseron, his strange sayings, most of which she simply didn’t understand. The red-haired boy at the café, the cathedral. A true kaleidoscope, mixing chaotically.

When her thoughts landed on the Naple, she felt that strange, pleasant taste in her mouth again, and her mouth nearly watered.

— Yes, yes! I have the Charlie Bonema card, and they’ll all burst with envy! — she thought, a satisfied smile running across her face.

These thoughts helped her distract from the tedious work.

Samantha caught a shadow out of the corner of her eye as it flickered past the window. Then she heard the soft creak of the door. A moment later, she saw a figure — it was Cody, her friend, a wiry boy with blue eyes and a scar above his left eyebrow. He was eleven, a year older than Samantha. Without a word, he extended his hand and slipped something into her pocket. If anyone had caught them together, Samantha would have faced an extension of her punishment, and Cody would have been disciplined for talking to a punished child.

The girl whispered barely audibly; over the sound of running water, she wasn’t heard, but he read her lips clearly: “Thank you.”

The boy vanished as quickly as he had appeared. Samantha felt into her pocket and found something resembling a candy. A satisfied smile ran across her face. Over the clinking of dishes and the gurgle of water, she didn’t notice the shuffling footsteps of Sister Vivian, the senior caretaker.

“Faster,” the voice rang out sharply. Samantha flinched from the suddenness of it. “Stop dawdling, you should have finished all this long ago. Prayer time is coming.”

“Yes, Sister, I’ll be done soon,” the girl replied, feeling the familiar weight of authority pressing down on her. A thought ran through her mind: Only for people like you should hell exist.

At last, Samantha finished washing the dishes, stacked them neatly on the shelves, and headed toward the prayer hall. Each step echoed through the empty corridors, reminding her of the strict rules — and of the small pleasures that made the long, disciplined days just a little more bearable.

Samantha slowly pushed open the doors to the prayer hall.

The room was long and narrow, with old wooden pews arranged in strict rows, and narrow windows through which the autumn sunlight barely filtered. The air was heavy with the smell of wax, old wood, and dampness — it seemed to be everywhere.

The children were already standing in rows, shoulders straight, hands folded together in prayer. Every movement was careful, as if even breathing had to stay within invisible rules. Some shifted quietly from foot to foot, some swallowed hard, or tried to concentrate on the words, so as not to accidentally forget or mix up the sequence, repeating them silently to themselves.

At the front of the hall stood Father Thomas, a tall man with a stern face. His eyes repeatedly swept over the children, as if checking whether everyone was obedient and in their place. Next to him were the sisters-nannies, strict and emotionless, observing the movements and prayers of the children.

The girl stepped inside quietly, trying not to stand out. Her heart beat faster in the silence and severity of the room. The cold stone floor pressed under her feet, the scent of candles filled the air, and the echo of footsteps gave a sense of frozen time.

Sister Vivian stood by the door, occasionally glancing at Samantha, as if checking her and whether she was ready for prayer.

— Our Father... — the children began the prayer.

They spoke in unison, evenly and synchronously. Samantha’s voice was lost among the others, blending with dozens of similar voices. Each “Amen” or “Forgive us” sounded heavy and tense, like the toll of a bell.

Father Thomas walked slowly between the rows, his steps echoing off the walls. The sisters stood guard over order, like trained shepherd dogs watching their flock.

Samantha stole glances at the children’s faces — tense and weary, at the restrained, stern faces of the adults, at fingers quietly tapping on the benches.

The prayer dragged on. The words repeated slowly, like the rhythm of a heartbeat, and even the sound of the wind outside the windows seemed part of the process. Time in the hall stretched monotonously, as if clamped in invisible giant vices.

When the prayer ended, Father Thomas raised his hands toward the ceiling, as if asking the Lord for mercy. The children slowly lowered their hands to their sides. Someone sighed softly, someone bowed their head, and Samantha felt a slight relief — it was the end of another morning in the orphanage, another test of patience.

She paused for a moment, watching the shadows on the walls, the movements of the other children. And when she stepped out of the hall, she thought again of Balseron. A strange feeling came over her, as if he were somewhere nearby.
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​Chapter 2. The Rules of the Game.
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The sun shone low, casting warm yellowish light across the field and the stands. Fenway Park, nearly packed with spectators, creaked under the weight of the crowd on the wooden benches. A muted hum rose from the stands, mixed with the scent of popcorn, roasted peanuts, and hot dogs being sold right in the aisles.

The Red Sox players went through their pregame warm-ups, listening to the final instructions from the coach and his assistants. Everything was ready for the start of the game. Each player stood in his position; the umpire checked the balls and the bases. Spectators watched closely, occasionally erupting in loud cheers for their favorites.

The stands had their own idyllic atmosphere: laughter, shouted remarks, the rustle of wrappers and paper bags. A twentieth-century Colosseum. Some pounded the wooden benches, others shifted to get a better view, while many simply came to enjoy a pleasant and tasty afternoon.

A gentle autumn breeze blew through the open parts of the stadium, carrying the lingering aromas of roasted snacks, tobacco, and perfume.

A sharp whistle from the umpire announced the start of the game, and the entire field came alive: the players took their positions, the batters focused, and the crowd held their breath.

The game went on without extreme tension, but the ending would remain in the spectators’ memory for a long time.

Eleventh inning. Score tied.

The stadium buzzed with a constant, living hum — thousands of voices blending into a low, rolling sound, like a distant sea about to break into wild waves. The announcer made a brief announcement over the crackling loudspeakers.

The pitcher stepped onto the mound. He slowly rubbed the ball with his sleeve and looked at the catcher. A nod.

The catcher crouched, glove raised.

“Strike zone... here we go...”

The batter stepped up to the plate.

Charlie Bonema.

The stands erupted immediately — whistles, shouts, someone yelling his name. He tapped the bat lightly on the ground a few times, adjusted his gloves, and assumed his stance.

Silence thickened; the stadium seemed to hold its breath.

The pitcher wound up.

A throw.

A sharp whistle as the ball cut through the air.

“First strike!”

The catcher snapped it into his mitt like a gunshot.

The crowd exhaled collectively.

Second throw.

Bonema did not swing.

“Ball!”

Someone in the stands cursed:

“You couldn’t hit an elephant from three yards away, you bum!”

The pitcher tensed, holding the ball longer.

Third throw.

Bonema swung sharply —

Crack!

A short, dry snap of wood.

Foul ball. The ball flew to the side and disappeared behind the net.

“Second strike!”

Now the stadium was on its feet. Everyone waited to see if Charlie would live up to his superstar status and the title of the league’s best batter.

The pitcher prepared again.

Complete silence.

Throw.

Bonema stepped forward —

BAM!

A deep, solid sound of pure contact. Not a crack. A gunshot.

The ball soared high. Very high.

The outfielders only tilted their heads back. They didn’t even run.

The crowd rose in a wave.

The ball flew over the fence.

Directly into the stands.

People stretched their hands. Someone caught the ball.

The stadium exploded.

“Home run!”

The crowd roared like a bull wounded by a torero. If that energy could be materialized, they would have already reached the Moon.

The crowd at Fenway had barely settled when the clubhouse beneath the stands erupted into true postgame chaos. Locker doors clanged, showers ran, and the air was alive with laughter and the shouts of players dissecting the day’s game. Naturally, all eyes were on Charlie Bonema, shirtless on the bench, soaking in the congratulations from his teammates.

Harry Waters, the burly pitcher, ambled over.

“You were brilliant today, kid.”

He raised his hand, and Charlie returned a high-five, the smack echoing briefly, swallowing every other sound in the room.

The warm lamp light bounced off the lockers, some with peeling paint, and equipment lay scattered—bats, gloves, helmets strewn across the floor. Voices and laughter ricocheted off the tiled walls. The room carried the pungent mix of sweat, liniment, and chewing tobacco.

Someone tapped the edge of a soda bottle on the bench, sending the fizz spilling over. Charlie loved these small moments. He basked in the glow of fame and attention, reveling in the mix of vanity and playfulness that defined him.

Teammates joked, teasing over missed plays, fouls, and near catches. One pitcher, still riding adrenaline, tossed a towel at another player, shouting in celebration of the win.

“Did you see that home run?” someone yelled, and the clubhouse erupted in laughter and applause.

Charlie smiled, twirling his bat lightly before resting it on his shoulder. Younger players edged closer, laughing, careful not to show how impressed they were by the league’s top batter.

A crate of peanuts and small sandwiches was brought in; players grabbed handfuls, tossing shells to the floor, shoveling peanuts into their mouths while catching some with the other hand. Someone turned on the radio, and a hoarse announcer recapped the final plays of the last inning. Another round of cheers followed.

Leaning against the lockers, Charlie felt his need for attention fully satisfied—for at least a week. He listened to shouts, pats on shoulders, the room buzzing with life and noise. Amidst this chaos of joy and exhaustion, the pressure of the game dissolved into something simple: a victory shared loudly, collectively.

No one was quiet. No one stood still. The clubhouse hummed with voices, laughter, clanging metal, and boots tapping tiles. Outside, the autumn light was fading, but inside, the players clung to the warmth of triumph—a small world of their own, where the day’s tension transformed into a shared rhythm of joy.

As the clubhouse emptied, coach Barry Lexington approached Charlie playfully.

“Charlie, when they negotiate your contract, remind them of today. They should be crawling to you like girls asking for autographs.”

He shaped his hand into a mock gun, pretending to fire.

Charlie smiled and said unexpectedly:

“Forget all that, Barry. I’d give it all just to make sure Laura doesn’t get on that damn plane. Then we could share this success together.”

Barry patted him on the shoulder like a father.

Charlie walked toward the deserted stadium parking lot. Waiting for him was his new favorite—a brand-new Chevrolet Impala. Its rich azure paint caught the last rays of the autumn sun, shimmering with a soft blue sheen. Chrome details flashed in the light, as if congratulating him.

“My baby,” he muttered.

As he reached for the door, he noticed a man approaching.

“Hey, Charlie. Congrats on the win.”

“Thanks. You don’t look like someone hunting for autographs.”

“You’re right. That doesn’t interest me. I’m here on a different matter—a delicate one. Give me a few minutes.”

“What matter? I’m tired. I don’t have time for nonsense.”

The stranger grunted.

“I won’t keep you long. I need everything you have—and Laura will be right there beside you, as if she never boarded that cursed plane.”

“Who are you, and how do you know about Laura? Some kind of journalist?” Charlie’s irritation spiked.

“No. I’m not a journalist. I’m Balseron—a wish-maker.”

He raised his left hand, thumb extended.

“Touch your thumb to mine, and the contract is sealed. Everything in exchange for Laura.”

“Are you sick? What the hell are you talking about?”

“You just need to touch me—and you’ll get what you wished for in the locker room.”

“What is this, some kind of game?”

Charlie didn’t believe a word. He pressed his thumb forward as the stranger asked, hoping he’d leave. But the moment their fingers touched, Charlie jerked back, startled. A small burn appeared on his thumb pad.

More from surprise than pain, he shouted:

“What the hell is going on?! Get lost, idiot, before I smash your head in!”

A faint smile crossed Balseron’s face.

“The contract is sealed.”

He snapped his right fingers.

“Charlie, be ready tomorrow at this time to fulfill it. And remember—I need everything. Don’t even try to cheat me.”

Charlie yanked the door open, slid into the car.

“Go to hell, creep.”

He slammed the door, started the engine. It purred with a low, pleasant bass. Tires screeched as he pulled away.

Balseron watched calmly. Not a single muscle moved.

“Looks like the bird is in the cage,” he whispered.

Evening settled over Boston. The city slowly slipped into its calm nightly rhythm. Streets, still damp from a light drizzle, shimmered with yellow streetlamp reflections. Cars filled narrow streets with a low rumble. The faint chime of a distant streetcar hinted the city would soon sleep.

Charlie reached his apartment, unlocked the door with practiced motions, tossed his coat on a chair, and collapsed onto the couch. Hands behind his head, eyes on the ceiling—his ritual: replaying the game. A satisfied smile lingered. The apartment was modest, neat, without excess.

After a while, he switched on the radio. A sports bulletin ran. The announcer recapped the key moments: clean hits, opponent mistakes, scattered cheers from the stands. Charlie stretched out, listening carefully, savoring triumph. When the eleventh inning was mentioned, his happiness knew no bounds.

The next morning, sunlight filtered through thin curtains. The apartment felt slightly cool; the aroma of freshly brewed coffee spread through the kitchen. An open newspaper lay on the table—slow sips of coffee, the soft rustle of pages. The fresh Boston Globe still smelled of ink. A full page celebrated yesterday’s victory, Charlie pictured with his bat on his shoulder.

From the street came the waking city: cars humming, streetcar wheels clattering, distant shouts. Everything merged with his thoughts, forming a sense of an ordinary world after the game. In that quiet, with coffee and cool autumn air, Charlie prepared for a new day—for decisions and opportunities beyond the door.

Later, practice ended. Charlie headed home, got into his Impala, drove the usual route. After parking, lost in routine thoughts, he barely noticed a figure by the chestnut tree.

“Hi, Charlie,” a voice called.

He turned. It was the man from yesterday, the one with the contract in the parking lot.

“You again? What do you want?” Fists clenched automatically.

“The contract, Charlie. The one we made yesterday.”

“I’ll call the police.”

“They won’t help you. We made a deal, and I’ve come to collect. Your life today in exchange for Laura.”

“You want money? I’ve got a new contract with the Sox this winter.”

“You still don’t understand,” Balseron snorted. “No more baseball. No more fairy-tale contracts. It will vanish as if it never existed. No best young hitter in the league. No autographs. No newspaper headlines. You’ll live where there’s more nature than people—quietly tar the bottom of your boat and go out to sea to fish, just to feed yourself and Laura. And every day she lives... is one of your days gone, Charlie.”

He spoke calmly, like reciting a simple recipe. Leaves rustled in the light autumn wind; distant gull cries and steady traffic underscored his words.

“To hell with this. That’s not what we agreed to,” Charlie snapped.

“Oh, but it is.”

Balseron raised his thumb. A small burn marked the pad.

“You were so dazzled by your moment of glory you never even asked the terms.”

Charlie looked at his thumb and smirked.

“Screw you, creep.”

He walked away. Leaves whispered underfoot; streetlight reflections shimmered across the rain-damp asphalt, deepening the evening mood.

“Well then...”

Balseron’s face didn’t move. Calm. Controlled. He had seen this resistance before—it sharpened the hunter’s thrill.

“No one stops you from living as badly as you choose.”

Corners of his mouth lifted slightly—a smile more frightening than a snarl.

“I’ll savor you last. You’ll be my dessert...”

Charlie jolted upright in bed, breathing hard. Cold sweat dotted his forehead. Everything looked familiar—yet warped.

“Damn... what a dream...”

He reached for his gold Xelora watch on the nightstand. Suddenly, his chest crushed him. He couldn’t breathe. When he finally coughed, small red spots stained the pillow and sheets.

“What the hell...?” Fear flared. Shaking, he grabbed the phone and dialed the local hospital. The ringing roared in his ears, heart pounding, autumn morning sounds blurring like metal striking metal.

“Saint Mary’s Hospital. How can we help you?”

“Please... an ambulance...”

Weeks passed.

“What the hell is this? I just mopped the floor!” orderly Goldie Simmons shouted, staring at wet footprints leading straight to Charlie Bonham’s room...

Wesley... Wesley... You just need to solve the riddle... Blind, deaf, mute, yet always leading out of darkness...

Wesley opened his eyes. Head throbbed, body like it had been run over by a train. Midday sun filtered through velvet curtains, highlighting dust motes in the air. He swung his leg to the floor and immediately heard glass clink. Grimacing, recoiling, he ran a hand over a cheek untouched by a razor for ages. His foot brushed an unfinished bottle from yesterday, ringing on the marble. He bent to pick it up, nausea hitting instantly, so he sank to the floor, elbows on knees.

For a few minutes he sat, head down, clenching his jaw, fiddling with fists. Finally, he lifted his gaze; for a moment, geometric patterns on the textured wallpaper seemed to shift. He shook his head, rubbed his face, exhaled deeply, and, taking unsteady steps, headed to the bathroom.

He stepped into the shower without removing his shirt or underwear, turning on the water. Droplets ran down his face, mingling with remnants of sleep. He tried to pull himself together. Tonight, an interview with his friend Larry Winsberg was scheduled. In his mind, the last fragment of sleep echoed: his late mother whispering the riddle, “Blind, deaf, mute, yet always leading out of darkness...”

“Something like that?” he muttered, touching his face as if checking he was alive.

After the shower, he dressed, glanced at the table with the mirror where another unfinished bottle sat. He bent over and took a sip. Wiping his mouth, he studied his reflection: heavy, swollen, nothing like the smiling macho in the nearby portrait. He leaned to the bottle again, took another sip, clarity slowly stirring.

He picked up a small portrait of his mother, tracing the frame edges as if capturing her warmth, then gently set it back. Lighting a cigarette, he sank into the armchair, seeing the room as if for the first time. The ashtray overflowed with butts, a few spilled onto the table with ashes. By the bed lay several empty bottles. A half-folded Persian rug sprawled across the floor like a wounded animal, marked with a large wine stain.
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