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  MURDERED TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, THE MANAGER'S DAUGHTER, IS STILL ALIVE — OUTRAGEOUS! BUT THEN PEOPLE START DYING.


   


   


  With an unsavory reputation and sex appeal in spades, underage Fran Mullen, the daughter of the tyrannical manager of a minor league baseball team, is found brutally raped and murdered in the dugout before a game. A local suspect who is employed by the team is tried and released, much to the consternation of the local community who are convinced of his guilt.


   


  Twenty-five years later an idealistic young reporter with career ambitions and a passing resemblance to Fran makes an outrageous claim: Fran Mullen is still alive! The reporter plans to do a major story on this wild revelation revealing new evidence. As the allegation ripples through a small minor league baseball town, ex-players, front office personnel and even Fran’s own father have reasons to fear her improbable return. Everyone dismisses the claim that Fran is alive, but when people start dying there is no denying that something is horribly wrong.


  “...a frenetic tale of murder … set in and around the world of minor league baseball ... Kastel’s story is minor league in setting only. It’s a major league yarn … more twists and turns than a Ruben Rivera run around the bases."—David B. Stinson, Author of Deadball, A Metaphysical Baseball Novel.
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  This eBook is also available in print (ISBN: 978-1-937327-59-0) at most book stores and online retailers.


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. It may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share it with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it and purchase your own copy.
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  CHAPTER ONE


   


  When Martin started, it was an unwritten job responsibility to crack open a beer or two, maybe even have a shot of Jack with the players after a game. And if the guys weren’t playing or partying, they were out getting laid, and except for the born-again crowd, they used language that would make a longshoreman blush. But today everything was bullshit.


  Thanks to our instant society of cable news, twitter, and internet, even in the minor leagues, Martin observed, the players were a bland shade of vanilla. With all the millions floating around baseball, the young men didn’t want to risk having a potentially lucrative career blow up in their faces by an embarrassing photo taken from a cell phone, then broadcast for the world to see. It had gotten so bad the players even addressed him as ‘sir.’ It was enough to make him nauseous.


  His office window gave a clear view of the parking lot. He noted the black Mercedes pulling in. Stepping out of the car was a shapely blonde. Martin was all for shapely blondes, but he knew he wouldn’t like this one. She wore a white V-neck, buttoned one button below what was prudent, and even though she didn’t need anything to draw attention to her bosom she wore a gold chain around her neck that rested in her cleavage. The woman wore black jeans so tight he doubted she could exhale.


  It was quiet in the office. When she had called for the appointment, he had specifically asked her to come early before the staff arrived, no use getting everyone riled unnecessarily. He wouldn’t have talked to her if ownership had not insisted. When he objected, he was reminded that any publicity was good publicity, and it happened so long ago, what harm could one interview do? Martin could see nothing good coming from this interview, but try telling that to the current owner, the fourth and dumbest ownership group yet over his long tenure with the team.


  He heard the creak of a door and a cavernous, “Hello?” as the blonde called out in the empty reception area.


  Martin, playing reluctant host, went to the threshold of his office and called, “Over here.”


  The woman bounded over in a few quick strides. Martin felt like he was prey about to be devoured on the Serengeti. “Anastasia Baker,” she said, firmly gripping his hand.


  Anastasia? It sounded like the type of name rich white people gave their kids, as Mary or Sally just wouldn’t do for a baby of theirs. She was young, too young to be driving a Mercedes, and he guessed the dough came from wealthy parents or from whatever Joe she was screwing.


  “Martin Trowbridge,” he replied.  After a beat, he added, “Before you ask for my autograph, I have to warn you that I'm not one of the players.” 


  Anastasia giggled, “I’m glad you cleared that up. I was just about to reach for my pen.”


   Martin, who these days looked more middle aged than a player, thought the joke would break the ice and help settle him down.  Instead he felt nervous as hell.  


  They had taken their respective seats, Martin behind his desk, Anastasia on the other side. Martin realized he had left the team’s financials on his desk and deftly turned the papers over. He certainly didn’t want to read that in his morning paper.


  “Thank you for taking the time to see me, Mr. Trowbridge. Do you know what I wanted to discuss?” Martin hesitated. She had told him over the phone what the interview was about, so he knew why she was here, but he couldn’t muster the courage to acknowledge. “I wanted to talk to you about the murder 25 years ago, the manager’s daughter.”


  “You mean, Fran.” He had known her. Martin took it as demeaning that Anastasia didn’t refer to her by name.


  “Yes, Fran.” The woman had a nice smile full of bright white teeth. Martin knew not to be fooled. The rattler of the diamondback was also pretty in its own way before it struck. “Back then you were just an intern, but now you’re the General Manager. You’re the guy who runs the Poughkeepsie Pioneers. You’ve come a long way.” Although the words were flattering, he doubted the sincerity. Martin believed she was condescending and might just as well have said, “After 25 years you’re still working for the same small time minor league baseball team. Not a hell of a lot to show for a person’s life.”


  Anastasia followed up by asking, “And you’re the only employee who was working back then still left with the team?”


  “Last of the Mohicans.”


  “Tell me what you remember about the day she died.”


  Martin froze with her bluntness. Had they done enough small talk yet for such a direct question? He was expected to just chit-chat about his darkest moment? The reporter smiled encouragingly. This rattled him further. His mouth was dry, and he was sure his voice sounded odd. “It was a Sunday,” Martin cleared his voice hoping to come up with enough spit to go on. “We were all tired, we were all so tired. You have to understand it was the last day of a homestand, and we had put in 15 hours a day for ten straight days. On Saturday night, the day before, we had a night game that went into extra innings and we worked late, and we had to be in bright and early for the Sunday day game.”


  Martin stopped. All these years later it was still hard to talk about. He started again quietly, so low, Anastasia had to lean in to hear him. “The summer had been a scorcher, but the heat and humidity broke that morning. The air was fresh and clear, and I thought it was going to be a beautiful day. Then Joe Conner came in and said Fran was dead, and I knew it wasn’t going to be a beautiful day.”


  “Isn’t it correct that you later testified on behalf of Joe Conner at his trial?”


  “I was a character witness for Joe, but I never gave testimony on whether he did or didn’t do it. I was subpoenaed by the defense and told the truth, that in all my dealings with Joe he was always a gentleman.” Whenever asked about the trial and his testimony, Martin was quick to tell people he was subpoenaed and didn’t testify that he thought Joe was not guilty. Even after all these years, his involvement in the trial was still a sore spot to many.


  “Can you show me the dugout where it happened?”


  “Sorry, it no longer exists,” Martin said quickly, too quickly and he regretted this. Now he needed further explanation. “We renovated the entire stadium ten years ago from soup to nuts. We practically razed the place and rebuilt a new stadium.” Anastasia looked doubtful, but Martin didn’t give a hoot if she thought he was being uncooperative.


  The reporter milled around for a few more minutes asking innocuous questions. Eventually Anastasia packed up her notepad and stood to leave. With curiosity getting the better of him, “Is your story on the 25th anniversary of Fran’s death?”


  Anastasia paused and said, “Let’s just say some new information about her death has come to light.”


  Martin involuntarily guffawed and then felt awkward for belittling her. Trying to make amends he asked sincerely, “No, really? After all this time something has come up?”


  “You might say that. What would you say if I told you that Fran Mullen is alive?” Martin was dumbfounded, and the reporter smiled, showing the same pearly whites as when she had arrived, saying, “Do me a favor and keep that between us for now?” She winked at Martin, “Thank you for the time, Mr. Trowbridge. No need to show me out, I know the way.”


  Martin watched from his office as the blonde retraced her steps out, and then back into the Mercedes. He felt small and insignificant, and couldn’t shake the feeling he was a mere pawn being manipulated for kicks. He absently gazed at the spot where the Mercedes had been, before his introspection was interrupted by the first arrival of his employees.


  After a few minutes of chatter with the staff, he made his way out of the office, down the umpire’s tunnel which led onto the field. The April morning was cold and blustery. Although they already had a homestand under their belt, it felt more like football weather.


  Even being a minor league team in a mid-sized city, Martin could smell, just as tangibly as the freshly cut grass, the baseball history on this field. Pete Rose, Nolan Ryan, Ken Griffey, Jr., Roger Clemens, Derek Jeter had all played on this diamond when they were nobodies. For 72 straight years, the Pioneers had played baseball in War Memorial. They had started during the depression, played uninterrupted during wars and baseball strikes, had outlasted the greasers, the hippies and the punks. They were now rolling past generation X. At the team’s 70th anniversary Martin had put together a directory of former Pioneers who had played in the big leagues, and the list contained close to 500 names.


  Technically he had told the reporter the truth. War Memorial Stadium had gotten old and tired. The third ownership group he had worked for threatened to move the team to New Jersey unless they got a new stadium. The blackmail worked, and the City Fathers coughed up $20 million to refurbish the place. Over a painful two years they squeezed in home games around major construction. The dugouts, however, sans a new concrete roof and some minor cosmetics, were spared during the rebuild.


  Martin stood on the top step of the dugout looking down the length of the padded bench. Of all the crazy things about Fran’s murder, he was always bothered by how she was found in the third base dugout–the visitor’s side. Why not the first base dugout–the home side?


  As he stepped in, he noticed the lack of odor. When he began in the business, the dugouts had the sweet scent of wintergreen chewing tobacco. It was a comforting smell, an everything-is-okay-in-the-world smell. Now the PC police had caught up to baseball, and chewing tobacco had been banned. The bureaucrats were firmly in control now, and the world was duller for it.


  His initial supposition was correct. He didn’t like the blonde, and her angle was crazy…Fran alive?


  It was an absurd statement, like saying the earth is flat. She lay here, right here, dead–brutally murdered with blood everywhere. Long after the police and forensic folks had come and gone, blood splatter had stained the concrete floor and walls of the dugout. Being the low man on the totem pole, a mere intern, he was given the task of taking a pressure washer and doing the final clean up. It was an assignment given to him, and he did it like a man, no blood borne pathogen kits, no gloves, just him, and 30 gallons of water per square inch. Today, if he asked one of his workers to tackle such an assignment, they would balk and be both insulted and stunned that he had asked. The world was lacking men these days, the kind of rough hewn men who used to work in baseball and got things done.


  Fran alive? What a load of crap. He had cleaned up her blood himself, no matter how much it hurt, with no complaints. He had watched as the last physical part of her swirled around the drain in the far corner of the dugout and then disappeared forever.


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER TWO


   


  An exasperated Tom Sullivan ran his hand over his bald pate and scrunched up an already wrinkled face. Being a small man and lacking in physical presence, he had spent a lifetime sharpening his facial expression to convey meaning. Yet today two of his reporters weren’t picking up that he’d had enough.


  “Will you tell her to stop it?” The complaining reporter was closing in on forty, but sounded like a child, “I can’t take it anymore.”


  “Me?” replied the heavyset woman in an unflattering pantsuit. “What about you? You should be on Hoarders.”


  The pair had been going on now for over half an hour. The grievances were like the employees, petty and annoying. One reporter thought the other’s perfume stank, and in retaliation the woman with the scent complained about the cleanliness of the other’s cubicle. Sullivan’s first job out of college as a reporter was in Viet Nam covering the War. He didn’t have a cubicle then, just a note pad in his back pocket, and Lord if you want to talk about smells, he could top any story someone might have.


  Eventually he had shooed them out of his office with the old Rodney King line, “Can’t we all get along?” He had a headache and couldn’t help wonder, where did all the adults go?


  Tom Sullivan thought of himself as a natural pessimist. A few years short of retirement, he guessed he was a curmudgeon as well. How could the pair be oblivious? They called themselves reporters? People so mired in their little world, they missed the elephant in the room. Every day as Editor of the Poughkeepsie Examiner he worked with people who seemed blithely unaware that the paper, as well as the entire industry, was terminal. The only thing left was take the medication to manage the pain.


  He had started with the Examiner a few years out of school, fresh from Viet Nam, covering prep school sports, the furthest thing possible from war correspondent. The circulation hovered in the low 80,000 then. Now it was mid 40s and sinking. The Saturday edition had been chopped, and don’t get him started on ad revenues. This morning they had gotten a memo from the Managing Editor, optimistic that they could save themselves by charging for content on the web. He had heard that tune for a decade now and stopped whistling it long ago.


  There was a metallic rap on his door frame, “Do you mind if I come in?”


  Anastasia was in before he could respond. “So I hear you’re asking for a leave of absence,” said Sullivan. His voice was raspy. An avid smoker, he took a devil may care pride in his weathered voice.


  “You heard already?” she pouted like a lover trying to be cute. Sullivan nodded. She had only been on the staff for a year and she had already gone over his head more times than he could count. Normally he wouldn’t tolerate that from a junior reporter, but she had clout. Her old man, a banking magnet in Manhattan, was a minority owner of the paper. So when she marched in with her degree from Bennington, they hired her, even though they had just laid off several seasoned reports in the past year.


  “It will only be 90 days, tops,” she promised. Sullivan shrugged, what did he care? 90 days, six months, a year, they’d get by without her.


  “Did I hear correctly? You’re chasing down some new lead on the old ballpark murder?”


  “I’m on to something. If my source is correct, this story will put the Examiner in the national headlines.” As well as yourself, thought Sullivan. Anastasia wasn’t a bad reporter, just young, so new to the business she didn’t realize what she didn’t know yet.


  “So what is this source of yours telling you, that Joe Connor, the groundskeeper, didn’t do it?”


  “What do you think? Do you believe he did it?”


  He noted her technique of answering a question with a question. He didn’t like that but would circle back to this later. Sullivan had been the Examiner’s lead reporter for the trial a quarter century ago. In a slow summer for news, the trial was the top story in the paper for days. It was the Mid Hudson Valley’s very own trial of the decade. “I was in the courtroom when the jury announced its verdict.


  “The sense of shock was palpable. The judge had a hard time gaveling down the shouts and the cries after the verdict was read. Poughkeepsie doesn’t do riots, but for a few days after the verdict, the city was on tenterhooks, one spark, and all hell would have broken out. The police did a nice job keeping things calm. When things quieted down, I asked the police and the DA, now that Connor was found not guilty, if they were considering reopening the case. They scoffed at me, saying they had already caught their man.”


  If Anastasia noticed he didn’t give a direct answer, she didn’t let on. “In preparation for my leave of absence I have reread everything the Examiner ever printed on the manager’s daughter, including the rape, murder investigation, trial, and the aftermath, when Connor was released from prison. What I’m hoping to get from you is the innuendo that didn’t make the newspaper. All the bits that weren’t fit to print because they couldn’t be verified but could have been true.”


  It was a fair question. Sullivan mulled it over momentarily and said, “I don’t think print journalism can ever convey how gruesome it was. She was raped repeatedly, including with the handle of a baseball bat, and then clubbed to a pulp with the same bat, which police could never find, nor tie to Joe Connor. You should check out the crime scene photos with the police.”


  “How about the girl, Fran Mullen? What was the scuttlebutt about her?”


  “It never came out because the judge wouldn’t allow the victim to be put on trial by the defense, but the girl was 17 going on 30.” Anastasia’s eyebrow arched, indicating she was unsure of his inference. “Rumor was she was a bit of a slut,” he said, so there was no misunderstanding.


  “By the looks of her photos she was a pretty girl.”


  “So I’m told,” replied Sullivan. He thought about it for a moment and had an eerie revelation. Anastasia and Fran Mullen had a passing resemblance. They both had that Paris Hilton blonde party girl vibe. It went further than hair color. They had cobalt eyes, pink lips, nice figures. Fran’s smile in all the photographs as well as Anastasia’s in person seemed more like smirks, telling the world, ‘I’m better than you.’


  “At the time, were you under the impression that Martin Trowbridge’s testimony helped get Joe Connor acquitted?”


  Sullivan had to reflect. It had been so long ago, he had almost forgotten that Trowbridge was even with the Pioneers then. “To be honest, if you hadn’t brought it up, I wouldn’t have remembered that Trowbridge took the stand. If my memory is correct, it was mostly mild stuff, that Joe was a decent guy, blah, blah, blah. It was such an intense trial that I can’t imagine that would sway a jury, but you know what they say, you never know what a jury will do or think is important when they deliberate.”


  “Why do you think the jury found Connor not guilty?”


  “Most people who watched the trial believed he was guilty. He had motive, opportunity, and he was the only one in the ballpark around the time of the murder. The trump card was that Connor’s DNA was all over the girl. The problem was this was in the early days of DNA being used in a court of law. The trial was presided over by an old school judge.


  “The defense filed a motion to exclude the DNA on the grounds that the prosecution had mishandled the DNA, corrupting its integrity in the process. The judge agreed, and the DNA evidence was tossed. Even with that, the conventional wisdom, and maybe a little wishful thinking on the public’s part was that there was still more than enough evidence to convict. Obviously, the jury felt otherwise. Without the DNA it was all circumstantial evidence. Strong evidence but circumstantial just the same.”


  “Did you recall hearing of anything called the unholy trinity?”


  Sullivan sat up straighter in his chair, startled by the question. “The unholy trinity? Is your source telling you that this was the work of some sort of religious cult?”


  Anastasia laughed at his suggestion and without bothering to hide her amusement, replied, “So I take that as a no?”


  Chafed at both her insolence and the feeling he was being mocked, he raised his raspy voice asking, “Who the hell is your source? I think they’re taking you for a ride.”


  She flashed him a smile and gave him a wink, “You know a good reporter never reveals a source.”


  Sullivan was mad as hell. Mad at her arrogance. Mad that she was too inexperienced to realize she was about to be led on a wild goose chase. He had a lot more questions to ask, like ‘what is your source telling you?’ ‘What is the angle on the story you want to write?’ Instead of getting that information and then giving her some fatherly advice from an old newspaper rat like himself, he curtly dismissed her, “See you in three months.”


  He watched her exit his office and disappear into a sea of cubicles. When she was out of sight he instinctively knew he’d made a mistake, and almost went after her. As editor, the reporters are his charge, and he just let a rookie step into the lion’s den with no idea of the dangers that lurked. He hated to think it, but he hoped she failed. That was the safest thing for the both of them.


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER THREE


   


  Martin Trowbridge finished his last lap and then put his hands behind his head as he did a slow cool down on the warning track. The warning track was made out of small granules of red rocks, so he was covered in a fine layer of rusted soot, kicked up from the run. He guesstimated that one time around the warning track which ran the entire perimeter of the playing field was a quarter mile, and he was up to eight laps or about two miles a day.


  Trowbridge was a naturally big guy, around 6’2” with a bouncer’s build. His eyes were dark brown, with a noticeable scar under his left one from a childhood bike accident. Martin could appear quite menacing to those who didn’t know him. His ex-wife, Tammy, used to call him her teddy bear, having the build of a Grizzly, but warm and cuddly underneath. Trowbridge, quite aware of his physique, had used it to his advantage more than once, but understood it could also be a curse. If he didn’t watch his diet or exercise regularly, he could pack on the pounds. During the course of a baseball season, with the long hours and free ballpark dogs and popcorn at his disposal, he made it a habit to get out for a jog during his lunch hour to keep his weight in check.


  “Roomie, don’t tell me I’m going to have to eat lunch with a guy sweating like a pig.”


  Turning around, he saw his old college roommate and best friend, Parker O’Brien. Parker had snuck in and was sitting in the front row by the home team dugout. Martin had scheduled enough time to do a cool down and take a quick shower in the locker room before Parker was due to arrive. While vaulting over the grandstand and sitting in the seat next to him, he grunted, “You’re early.”


  Holding up a bag of takeout, Parker replied, “Smitty’s,” as a way of apologizing. Smitty’s, a bar and grill across from Marist College, was the unofficial hangout for the student body. The pair had logged many a good memory from the place. Trowbridge always felt comforted that even all these years later, not everything good from the past had disappeared. He wasn’t sure if it was the food he liked or the nostalgia it offered.


  Parker pulled out a sandwich in white wrapping paper from the bag and said, “One roast beef with Swiss, pickles, hold the mayo and add an extra squirt of yellow mustard,” before passing it on to Trowbridge. Martin grabbed it and acknowledged that Parker knew him better than anyone, including his ex or his mother.


  “Okay, Mr. G.M., what seems to be the problem? You sounded a little frantic when you called me. What’s the matter? Is attendance down? A big sponsor threatening to drop the Pioneers?”


  “Nothing like that,” said Trowbridge as he wiped a drip of mustard off the side of his face. “This problem is bigger than attendance.”


  “Nothing with Gina I hope,” Parker asked concerned.


  Gina was his 12-year-old daughter who lived in Texas with his ex-wife. She was a constant source of tumult in Martin’s life as he had anxiety that he wasn’t in her daily existence. “No, she’s fine, and before you ask, as far as I know my health is good. I guess I should have been more specific. It’s not my problem. It’s our problem.”


  Parker looked confused, a look Martin rarely noticed in his self-assured friend. “Why don’t you fill me in then.” Trowbridge had known Parker since freshman year when Marist had randomly paired them as roommates. It may have been close to 30 years ago, but it was friendship and alliance that had aged well.


  “A reporter stopped by last week from the Examiner. She’s doing a story on the death of Fran Mullen.”


  Parker paused and pondered. “Okay. I get it. Obviously it’s a bad memory and having to dredge it up again was painful, but why the panic?”


  “It’s more than bad memories, roomie,” said Trow-bridge. “The reporter said she had new information.”


  “What new information?”


  “She was a little sketchy, but for one thing she said that Fran was still alive.”


  “What?”


  “I know. That’s crazy, right? We both know she’s dead. When Joe Connor came rushing into the office that morning, we all ran to the dugout and saw her with our own eyes.” Parker had been a fellow intern with the Pioneers back then. It was Parker who, after getting the internship, talked the team into creating another slot for his friend and roommate.


  Parker was silent. Trowbridge didn’t like it when Parker was silent. Parker was Mr. Cool, a born extrovert who, like a cat, always landed on his feet. If he was introspective something was wrong. Not being able to take it any longer, Trowbridge asked, “Parker, what is it?”


  Parker looked around to make sure they were still alone in the stands. “What did we really see that morning?”


  Trowbridge confused said, “We saw Fran Mullen, dead, and lying on the bench in the dugout, right over there.” Trowbridge was pointing to the 3rd base dugout directly across from where they sat.


  “Roomie, think back to that morning. Did we see Fran or did we think we saw Fran?” Martin was about to protest, but Parker interrupted him. “What I saw was a bloody mess. A blonde girl, naked, so badly beaten, I could barely look, and even if I did take a hard look, with the beating she got from the bat, could I swear on a Bible that it was absolutely, positively her? Did we see Fran, or did we think we saw Fran, because that is what Joe told us, and like a hypnotic suggestion we didn’t bother to question it?”


  “Come on. That’s crazy. It wasn’t just us that saw her. The entire front office staff ran out when Joe reported the news. Besides, the police don’t make mistakes like that. I’m sure they fingerprinted her, checked dental records, and had the skipper ID the body. How could it not be her?”


  Parker was silent again and took a bite of his sandwich. Martin asked, “Do you think we should be worried? Suppose this reporter noses into Fran’s death and figures out we were there when it happened.”


  “We were not responsible. It was not our fault.”


  “I’m not saying it was, but it could look that way…”


  Martin jumped at the sound of the female voice that came from behind them. “So there you are. I’ve been looking for you everywhere. Your homestand meeting is going to begin in about 15 minutes, and I wanted to make sure you’re ready.”


  Martin shouted to the woman, who was only a few rows away, “Okay, I’ll be right there.” The woman nodded and did an about face, and as Martin watched her trail away he wondered how much, if any, of the conversation she had heard.


  “Who’s that?” asked Parker.


  “Haley Anderson, the Assistant G.M. We hired her about a year ago. Maybe I’m paranoid, but my gut tells me ownership is grooming her to take over. She has half the experience I do, so they can probably get away with paying her half as much.” Wistfully he let out a sigh, “The Pioneers have got by fine for 72 years without a female GM, and I’m sure the affirmative action police would also love to see her take over. Can you imagine a female running a baseball team? What the hell is the world coming to?”


  “Easy, roomie. You’ve got to move along with the times. Besides, right now you have bigger fish to fry.”


  Brought back to reality, Martin asked, concerned, “Should we be worried?”


  “I’m not sure,” replied Parker. “Let me think about how we should handle this.”


  Martin had showered in the home clubhouse, and felt odd being the only person to be showering in a stall meant for eight people. The team would be back tomorrow and the clubhouse would be a beehive of activity, but now with the team still on the road the locker room had an abandoned feel about it, and the air smelled stale. Martin took his time getting dressed and drying his hair. The meeting was supposed to have started five minutes ago, but he wasn’t too worried about being late. It was his meeting, and they couldn’t start without him.


  When he came back to the office, Haley spotted him and announced, “Okay, the homestand meeting is about to start, everyone in the conference room.” The other employees slowly got up and started to reassemble in the conference room.


  Haley strategically stepped in front of Martin, so it was just the two of them outside the conference room, and asked playfully, “So tell me, who were you having lunch with, and is he married? You can answer the second question first.”


  Haley had short brunette hair, a cute smile, and what Martin would consider a boyish figure, thin and without curves. Since she had turned 35 last month, she had to the point of annoyance, made a lot of self deprecating jokes about becoming an old maid. Now it dawned on Trowbridge that maybe it all wasn’t shtick. Maybe she really was worried about growing old alone.


  “Yes, he’s happily married with three girls, and he is my old college roommate, Parker O’Brien.”


  “College roommate? No disrespect intended, but he’s aged well. I would have pegged him for my age. If I’d known he was your age, I wouldn’t have bothered.”


  Martin wasn’t offended. He was used to failing the side-by-side comparison with Parker. Parker had dirty blonde hair, blue eyes, was a great conversationalist and was one of those rare guys who knew how to wear clothes. When Martin wore a tux at a formal occasion, he looked like the wait staff. Parker could throw on jeans and a T-shirt and still look GQ.


  Haley took in the information and then her face changed as she made the connection. “Parker O’Brien? He used to be the General Manager here, didn’t he? He was a bit of a local legend.”


  “That’s right. We started out as interns together, and he rose up in the racks till he became GM. Parker was a great GM. Attendance went up every year he ran the Pioneers. He quit about ten years ago, and that’s when I took over.” Trowbridge didn’t mention that he got the GM’s job only after Parker’s strong recommendation to ownership. Ten years later and people still gushed about Parker. Trowbridge loved Parker as a friend, but he would admit to himself from time to time he was a bit jealous. Looking to change the subject, he said, “We’re running late. Let’s get this meeting going.”


  The conference room was small and cramped with boxes of leftover promotional items stacked in the corners of the room. Martin took the power seat at the head of the table with his employees ringed around the sides. This was his homestand meeting, which he held the day before the team came home. The Pioneers would be playing eight games in eight days. Martin would distribute on paper then orally go over all the aspects of the upcoming homestand including: anticipated attendance, expected weather, promotions, first pitches, national anthem singers, staffing levels, times the gates opened, when batting practice began, and so on and so forth. Martin was proud of his homestand notes and imagined they were the most comprehensive and well thought out, not just in the minors but in all of baseball, including the big leagues.


  Trowbridge liked being the boss and being in control, but as he spoke his eyes became unfocused and for a moment it felt like no air was getting in the small conference room. Fran Mullen was back. Martin wasn’t sure if she was back physically or spiritually, but he could sense her presence. He was no longer in charge and no longer in control of his destiny.


  He felt scared, just like 25 years ago.


   


   


   


   


  CHAPTER FOUR


   


  Dexter Robinson sat alone in the bar of the Midtown Manhattan hotel his team was staying in. On a rare off day on the road, he planned to use it getting stewed. As hitting coach it had been a rough go. The team was off to a lousy start, and the new free agent that they were paying $20 million a year to was in a 0-21 slump. Fans were getting restless, and the rumor mill was that he was about to become the scapegoat.


  Dexter “Dex” Robinson had hit close to 400 home runs, won 3 Gold Gloves, and had made nearly $35 million playing ball. With his two ex-wives, fancy lawyers, and child support to a third woman, he was only one step ahead of the creditors. Dexter did not want to become one of those athletes who had blown millions. The media took perverse pleasure in former star athletes who had to declare bankruptcy. As a black man, he was especially thin-skinned about this, always sensing a special glee in white America when a prominent black man fell back to earth. He was determined not to give them the satisfaction. He needed this job.


  But for today, an off day, he decided the best course of action was to catch a buzz, grab something to eat, and turn in early and come out fighting tomorrow. He ordered a Jack and Coke from the bartender and looked at his reflection in the mirror from behind the bar. His trademark pencil thin mustache had a little gray, and he debated shaving it off. He had grown the mustache his rookie year, and he didn’t know if he kept the mustache because he liked it or because the fans expected to see him with it.


  The bar keep delivered the Jack and Coke, and Dexter took another glance at the mirror and noticed a pretty blonde sitting to his left. It was like magic. He hadn’t seen or sensed her coming in and sitting next to him. One second she wasn’t there, then she was. Abracadabra.


  He took a sip and let the warmth flush through his chest. A voice interrupted the solitude, “You’re Dexter Robinson, aren’t you?” It was the blonde.


  “Please call me Dex,” he extended his hand to shake and did a quick visual inspection. She was young, and she was fine. Although they were less numerous as he aged, groupies were part of the business, and he was okay with rearranging his plans for the evening to take a tumble with her.


  “My name is Anastasia. I’m a big admirer.”


  Dexter, happy with how the conversation was going, said, “Thank you very much,” as he leaned in closer.


  “I took the train in from Poughkeepsie for the day to enjoy the big city night life for a change.”


  “Well, I’m an old pro at night life. I’d be happy to show you the sights,” replied Dexter.


  The blonde smiled but didn’t give an answer, instead asking, “You used to play ball in Poughkeepsie didn’t you?”


  Dexter was used to people asking him about the past, but usually it was about winning the Gold Gloves or the time he stole home in the playoffs. Nobody ever wanted to talk about his days in the minors, but if this is what turned her on, who was he to disappoint? “Yeah, I spent a whole year in Poughkeepsie, my last full year in the minors. Honestly, I don’t think I’ve been back since.”


  He paused a moment and then had a revelation. “I hate to date myself, but you can’t possibly be old enough to remember me playing ball in Poughkeepsie.”


  Anastasia flashed a sheepish smile. “To be honest, I’ve done my homework on you. I’m a reporter for the Poughkeepsie Examiner.”


  Dexter’s smile drained from his face, and he now realized how bad the rumors were about him getting fired. Even small, suburban newspapers were going out of their way to get a quote from him. “I’m sorry, I just remembered an appointment,” he said before she could continue.


  He tried to make eye contact with the bartender and fished around his wallet looking to pay the tab. Anastasia put her hand tenderly on his shoulder and said softly, “Don’t go. It’s not what you think.”


  “What is it then?”


  “I’m doing a story on the murder of Fran Mullen.” Dexter sat stoned faced. “You know…the manager’s daughter.”


  “I know who she was. But why ask me about her? I barely knew her, and it was so long ago.”


  “We both know that isn’t true.” Dexter, not waiting for his tab, threw a $20 on the bar and turned to leave–the hell with the change.


  She stood up and placed herself between Dexter and the exit. He noted, for such a pretty young thing, she was as relentless as a pit bull. “I don’t think you should go. If you do, you could find your name in print in not such a complimentary way.” Dexter hesitated at this, and Anastasia was quick to follow with. “Why don’t we talk? Maybe we can do this in a way where I can keep your name out of the paper.”


  “You mean like off the record,” he said.


  “Well, not quite off the record. Think of it like being one of my sources. I promise not to use your name unless it is absolutely needed in the story.”


  Dexter thought it over. He didn’t like the deal, but if he blew this two bit reporter off, his name was sure to pop up in a way he wouldn’t like. That was the last thing his career needed. Dexter tentatively sat back down, and Anastasia smiled.


  The reporter took out a small pad and a pen she was carrying in her purse and fired away, “So you were sleeping with Fran, correct?”


  “No, definitely no.”


  Anastasia smiled and said in a motherly voice, “Dex, this is only going to work if you’re honest. If you’re going to lie to me we can end this now, and you can take your chances with how the story turns out.”


  Dexter held up his hands as if to surrender, “Okay, you got me. We had a relationship, but that ain’t against the law is it?”


  “Well, she was under 18.”


  “Hey, I was only 20.”


  “I’m not passing judgment. Let’s back up and start with something you’re perhaps more comfortable talking about. I’m trying to get a feel for who Fran was and what she was like. What type of person was she?”


  Dexter thought about it and was embarrassed. He didn’t know how to answer. When you’re young, relationships could spontaneously happen without much thought about what the other person was really like. He replied simply, “She was nice.”
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