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CHAPTER I

IN DEADLY PERIL



“Great Scott! Look at this!”

Joe Matson, or “Baseball Joe,” as he was better known throughout the country, sprang to his feet and held out a New York paper with headlines which took up a third of the page.

There were three other occupants of the room in the cozy home at Riverside, where Joe had come to rest up after his glorious victory in the last game of the World’s Series, and they looked up in surprise and some alarm.

“Land’s sakes!” exclaimed his mother, pausing just as she was about to bite off a thread. “You gave me such a start, Joe! What on earth has happened?”

“What’s got my little brother so excited?” mocked his pretty sister, Clara.

“Has an earthquake destroyed the Polo  Grounds?” drawled Jim Barclay, Joe’s special chum and fellow pitcher on the Giant team.

“Not so bad as that,” replied Joe, cooling down a bit; “but it’s something that will make McRae and the whole Polo Grounds outfit throw a fit if it’s true.”

Jim snatched the paper from Joe’s hands, with the familiarity born of long acquaintance, and as his eyes fell on the headlines he gave a whistle of surprise.

“‘Third Major League a Certainty,’” he read. “Gee whiz, Joe! I don’t wonder it upset you. That’s news for fair.”

“Is that all?” pouted Clara, who had been having a very interesting conversation with handsome Jim Barclay, and did not relish being interrupted.

Mrs. Matson also looked relieved and resumed her sewing.

“Is that all?” cried Joe, as he began to pace the floor excitedly. “I tell you, Sis, it’s plenty. If it’s true, it means the old Brotherhood days all over again. It means a fight to disrupt the National and the American Leagues. It means all sorts of trickery and breaking of contracts. It means distrust and suspicion between the members of the different teams. It means—oh, well, what doesn’t it mean? I’d rather lose a thousand dollars than know that the news is true.”

“But perhaps it isn’t true,” suggested Clara,  sobered a little by her brother’s earnestness. “You can’t believe half the things you see in the papers.”

“Will it hurt your position with the Giants, Joe?” asked Mrs. Matson, her motherly instincts taking alarm at anything that threatened her idolized son.

Joe stopped beside his mother’s chair and patted her head affectionately.

“Not for a long time if at all, Momsey,” he replied reassuringly. “My contract with the Giants has two years to run, and it’s as good as gold, even if I didn’t throw a ball in all that time. It wasn’t the money I was thinking about. As a matter of fact, I could squeeze double the money out of McRae, if I were mean enough to take advantage of him. It’s the damage that will be done to the game that’s bothering me.”

“Perhaps it won’t be as bad as you think,” ventured his mother. “You know the old saying that ‘the worst things that befall us are the things that never happen.’”

“That’s the way to look at it,” broke in Jim heartily. “Let’s take a squint at the whole article and see how much fire there is in all this smoke.”

“And read it out loud,” said Clara. “I’m just as much of a baseball fan as either of you two. And Momsey is, too, after all the World’s Series games she’s seen played.” 

It is to be feared that Mrs. Matson’s eyes had been so riveted on Joe alone, in that memorable Series when he had pitched his team to victory, that she had not picked up many points about the game in general. But anything that concerned her darling boy concerned her as well, and she let her sewing lie unheeded in her lap as Joe read the story from beginning to end.

“Seems to be straight goods,” remarked Jim, as Joe threw the paper aside.

“They’ve got the money all right,” rejoined Joe. “They’ve got two or three millionaires who are willing to take a chance and put up the coin.”

“One of the names seems to be rather familiar,” remarked Jim, with a sidewise look at Joe. “Do you remember him?”

“I remember him,” replied Joe grimly, “but I’d bet a dollar against a plugged nickel that he remembers me better yet.”

“Who is it?” asked Clara with quickened interest.

“Beckworth Fleming,” replied Joe.

“Rather a pretty name,” remarked Mrs. Matson absently.

“Prettier than he was when Joe got through with him,” interposed Jim with a grin.

Mrs. Matson looked up, shocked.

“Oh, I hope Joe didn’t hurt him!” she exclaimed. 

“Whatever Joe did was for the good of his soul,” laughed Jim. “I can’t say as much for his body.”

“It’s all right, Momsey,” smiled Joe. “He was insolent to Mabel, and I had to give him a thrashing. But that’s neither here nor there. He’s the spoiled son of a very rich man, and he’s one of the men behind this new league. ‘A fool and his money are soon parted,’ and he’ll probably be wiser when he gets through with this than he is now.”

“But why shouldn’t they start a new league if they want to?” asked Mrs. Matson. “I should think they had a right to, if they wanted to do it.”

“Of course they have a right to,” agreed Joe. “This is a free country, and any man has a right to go into any legitimate business if he thinks there’s money in it. Neither the National League nor the American League have a mortgage on the game. But the trouble is that there aren’t enough good players to go round. All the really good ones have been already gobbled up by the present leagues. If the new league started in with unknown players, it wouldn’t take in enough money to pay the batboys. The consequence is that it tries to get the players who are already under contract by making them big offers, and that leads to all sorts of dishonesty. You take a man who is making three thousand a year and offer him six  if he’ll break his contract, and it’s a big temptation.”

“They’ll be after you, Joe, sure as shooting,” remarked Jim. “It would be a big feather in their cap to start off with copping the greatest pitcher in the game. They’d be willing to offer you a fortune to get you. They figure that after that start the other fellows they want will be tumbling over themselves to get aboard.”

“Let them come,” declared Joe. “I’ll send them off with a flea in their ear. They’ll find that I’m no contract jumper.”

“I’m sure that you’d never do anything mean,” said his mother, looking at him fondly.

“There isn’t a crooked bone in his head,” laughed Clara, making a face at him as he threatened her with his fist.

“The contract is enough,” said Joe; “but even if I were a free agent, I wouldn’t go with the new league and leave McRae in the hole. I feel that I owe him a lot for the way he has treated me. He took me from a second-string team and gave me a chance to make good on the Giants. He took a chance in offering me a three-year contract in place of one. I’m getting four thousand, five hundred a year, which is a good big sum whatever way you look at it. And you remember how promptly he came across with that thousand dollars for winning twenty games last season.” 

“We remember that, don’t we, Momsey?” said Clara, patting her mother’s hand.

“I should say we did,” replied Mrs. Matson, while a suspicious moisture came into her eyes. “Will we ever forget the day when we opened that letter from the dear boy, and the thousand-dollar bill fell out on the table? It gave us all the happiest time we have had in all our lives.”

Jim, too, mentally blessed that big bill which had brought the Matson family to witness the World’s Series games and so had enabled him to meet Joe’s charming sister. Perhaps that vivacious young lady read what was passing in his mind, for her eyes suddenly dropped as they met Jim’s eloquent ones.

Joe flushed at this reference to his generosity, and Clara was quick to cover her own slight confusion by rallying her brother.

“He’s blushing!” she declared.

“I’m not,” denied Joe stoutly, getting still redder.

“You are so,” averred his sister in mock alarm. “Stop it, Joe, before it gets to your hair. I don’t want a red-headed brother.”

Joe made a dash at his tormentor, but she eluded him and got into another room.

“Come along, Jim,” said Joe, picking up his cap. “Let’s warm up a little. We want to keep our salary wings in good condition, and maybe the  open air will help to get the bad taste of the new league out of our mouths.”

They went into an open lot near by and had a half-hour’s practice, pitching to each other at a moderate pace, only now and then unlimbering some of the fast balls that had been wont to stand opposing batters “on their heads” in the exciting games of the season just ended.

“How does the old soup bone feel?” inquired Jim.

“Fine as silk,” replied Joe; “I was afraid I might have strained it in that last game. But it feels as strong now as it did at the beginning of the season.”

They had supper a little earlier than usual that night, for with the exception of Joe’s father, who was busy on a new invention, they were all going to a show that evening at the Riverside Opera House. It promised to be an interesting entertainment, for the names of several popular actors appeared on the program. But what made it especially attractive to Joe and his party was the fact that Nick Altman, the famous pitcher of the “White Sox” of Chicago, was on the bill for a monologue. Although, being in the American League, Joe and Jim had never played against him, they knew him well by reputation and respected him for his ability in their chosen profession. 

“As a pitcher he sure is classy,” remarked Joe. “They say that fast inshoot of his is a lulu. But that doesn’t say that he’s any good on the stage.”

“He’s pulling in the coin all right,” replied Jim. “They say that his contract calls for two hundred dollars a week. He won’t have to eat snowballs this winter.”

“Jim tells me that a vaudeville manager offered you five hundred dollars a week the day after you won the championship for the Giants,” said Clara.

“So he did,” replied Joe, “but it would have been a shame to take the money.”

“Such a shrinking violet,” teased his sister.

“I’m sure he would make a very good actor,” said his mother, who would have been equally sure that he would make a good president of the United States.

The night was fine, and the town Opera House was crowded to its capacity. There was a buzz and whispering as Joe and his party entered and made their way to their reserved seats near the center of the house, for Riverside regarded the famous pitcher as one of its greatest assets. He had given the quiet little village a fame that it would never have had otherwise. In the words of Sol Cramer, the hotel keeper and village oracle, Joe had “put Riverside on the map.”

There were three or four sketches and vaudeville  turns before Altman, who, of course, was the chief attraction as far as Joe and his folks were concerned, came on the stage. He had a clever skit in which baseball “gags” and “patter” were the chief ingredients, and as he was a natural humorist his act went “big” in the phrase of the profession. Knowing that Joe lived in Riverside and would probably be in the audience, Altman adroitly introduced his name in one of his anecdotes, and was rewarded by a storm of applause which clearly showed how Joe stood in his home town.

“You own this town, Joe,” laughed Jim, who was seated between him and Clara—Jim could be depended on these days never to be farther away from Clara than he could help.

“Yes,” mocked Clara. “Any time he runs for poundkeeper he’s sure to be elected.”

Joe was about to make some laughing retort, when his quick eye caught sight of something that made the flush fade from his face and his heart lose a beat.

From the wing at the left of the stage a tiny wisp of smoke was stealing.

Like lightning, his quick brain sensed the situation. The house was old and would burn like tinder. There were only the two exits—one on each side of the hall. And the place was crowded—and his mother was there—and Clara! 

His plan was formed in an instant. He must reach a narrow corridor, by which, out of sight of the audience, he could gain the back of the stage and stamp out whatever it was that was making that smoke.

He rose to slip out, but at that moment a big bulk of a man sitting two seats ahead of him jumped to his feet with a yell.

“Fire! Fire!” he shouted wildly. “The house is on fire!”




 
CHAPTER II

QUICK AS LIGHTNING



For one awful instant the crowd sat as though paralyzed.

But in that instant Joe acted.

With one powerful leap he reached the frenzied shouter, his fist shot out, and the man went down as though hit with an axe.

Up the aisle Joe went like a flash, cleared the orchestra rail at a bound, and with one more jump was on the stage.

The audience had risen now and was crowding toward the aisles. Women screamed, some fainted, and all the conditions were ripe for a panic.

Above the hubbub, Joe’s voice rang out like a trumpet.

“Keep your seats!” he shouted. “There’s no danger. I tell you to keep your seats.”

The crowd halted uncertainly, fearfully, and Joe took instant advantage of the hesitation. 

“You know me,” he cried. “I tell you there’s no danger. Haven’t you ever smelled cigar smoke before?”

The suggestion was a happy one, and the crowd began to quiet down, regaining their courage at the sight of that indomitable figure on the stage.

Jim had been only two jumps behind Joe in his rush to the front, and while Joe was calming the crowd Jim had rushed into the wing and dragged down some draperies that had caught fire from a gas jet. In a moment he had trampled them underfoot and the danger was over.

The orchestra had seemed to keep its wits better than the rest of the throng, and Joe signaled to the leader to strike up a tune. The next instant the musicians swung into a popular air, and completely reassured, the people settled down into their seats.

And while Joe stands there, exulting in his triumph over the panic, it may be well for the sake of those who have not read the preceding books of this series to sketch something of his life and adventures up to this time.

Joe’s first experience in the great game in which he was to become so famous was gained on the diamond of his own home town. He did so well there that he soon became known in the towns around as one of the best players in the county.  He had many mishaps and difficulties, and how he overcame them is told in the first volume of the series, entitled, “Baseball Joe of the Silver Stars; Or The Rivals of Riverside.”

A little later on, when playing on his school nine, he had obstacles of a different character to surmount. The bully of the school sought to down him, but found that he had made a mistake in picking out his victim. Joe’s natural skill and constant practice enabled him to win laurels for himself and his school on the diamond, and prepared him for the larger field that awaited him when later on he went to Yale.

As may be easily understood, with all the competition he had to meet at the great University his chance was long in coming to prove his class in the pitching box. But the homely old saying that “it is hard to keep a squirrel on the ground” was never better exemplified than in his case. There came a time when the Yale “Bulldog” was hard beset by the Princeton “Tiger,” and Joe was called on to twist the Tiger’s tail. How well he did it and what glory he won for his Alma Mater can be read in the third volume of the series, entitled: “Baseball Joe at Yale; Or, Pitching for the College Championship.”

But even at the top notch of his popularity, Joe was restless at college. He was bright and keen in his studies and had no difficulty in standing up  well in his classes. But all his instincts told him that he was made for the out-of-door life.

His mother had hoped that Joe would enter the ministry, but Joe, although he had the greatest respect for that profession, did not feel that his life work lay in that direction. He had been so successful in athletic sports and took such pleasure in them that he yielded to his natural bent and decided to adopt professional baseball as his vocation.

His mother was sorely grieved at first, and the more so as she felt that Joe was “stepping down” in entering the professional ranks. But Joe was able to show her that scores of college men were doing the same thing that he planned to do, and she had too good sense to press her opposition too far.

The opening that Joe was looking for came when he was offered a chance to play in the Pittston team of the Central League. It was only a minor league, but all the great players have been developed in that way, and Joe determined to make it a stepping stone to something higher. How he speedily rose to leadership among the twirlers of his league is told in the fourth volume of the series, entitled: “Baseball Joe in the Central League; Or, Making Good as a Professional Pitcher.”

While Joe had been winning his spurs, the keen-eyed  scouts of the big leagues had not been idle. The St. Louis team of the National League drafted him into their ranks and took him away from the “bushes.” Now he felt that he was really on the highway to success. Almost from the start he created a sensation, and it was his pitching that brought his team into the first division.

A still wider field opened up before him when after one year with St. Louis he was bought by the New York Giants. This had been his ambition from the start, but he had scarcely dared to hope that his dream would come true. He promised himself that he would “pitch his head off” to justify the confidence that McRae, the Giants’ manager, had put in him. How he came through an exciting season and in the final game won the championship for his team can be seen in the sixth volume of the series, entitled: “Baseball Joe on the Giants; Or, Making Good as a Ball Twirler in the Metropolis.”

Of course this brought him into the World’s Series, in which that year the Boston Red Sox were the Giants’ opponents. It proved to be a whirlwind series, whose result remained in doubt until the last inning of the last game. Joe had fearful odds to contend against since an accident to Hughson, the Giants’ standby, put the bulk of the pitching burden on our hero’s shoulders.  Unscrupulous enemies also sought by foul means to keep him out of the Series, but Joe’s indomitable will and magnificent pitching won out against all odds, as told in the volume preceding this, entitled: “Baseball Joe in the World Series; Or, Pitching for the Championship.”

If ever a man had earned a rest it was Joe, and, as we have seen, he was taking it now in his home town. Jim Barclay, a fine young Princeton man and second-string pitcher on the Giants, had come with him, not so much, it is to be suspected, because of his fondness for Joe, though that was great, as to be near Clara, Joe’s charming sister, who had been working all sorts of havoc with poor Jim’s heart.

By the time the orchestra had finished the tune, the panic had about subsided. But Joe was taking no chances and he motioned for a repetition. The leader obeyed, and at the end of this second playing the danger was entirely over. The audience was seated, with the exception of the man whom Joe had knocked down, who slunk shame-facedly out of the hall holding his hand on the place where the blow had landed.

And now that the peril had passed, it was Joe who was panic-stricken. Though brave as a lion and quick as a panther in an emergency, he was the most modest of men and hated to pose as a hero. He was wondering what he should say or  do, when Altman solved the problem by coming up to him with both hands extended. That gave the audience its cue, and in a moment a tempest of cheers swept the hall.

“What’s the matter with Matson?” someone shouted in a stentorian voice.

“He’s all right!” came back in a roar.

“Who’s all right?”

“Matson! Joe Matson! Baseball Joe!”

Men crowded forward, and in a moment Joe was surrounded by his friends and fellow townsmen, most of whom had known him when he was in knickerbockers and now were more proud of him than they had ever been, even when he returned to Riverside crowned with the laurels of his last great season. Joe was mauled and pounded until he was almost out of breath, and it was a relief when at last he had made his way back to his mother and sister.

They were both crying openly with joy and pride, and the looks they turned on Joe were a greater reward than all the plaudits of his friends.

There was no going on with the performance after that. The nerves of the audience were too highly keyed by the great peril that had been escaped. And they had a more dramatic scene to remember and talk about than anything that could be given them from the stage. 

In the excitement, a great many of those present had lost track of the friends or relatives that had been with them, and from all sides came various calls.

“Where is Frank?”

“Did you see what became of my sister Bessie?”

“Oh, Bill! I say, Bill! Where are you?”

Many of the scenes were most affecting. Women would rush into each other’s arms, crying with joy to find that the lost ones were safe.

“I can tell you it’s a grand good thing that panic was stopped so quickly,” remarked one man to another, as he gazed admiringly at the hero of the occasion.

As Joe and his folks were leaving, a tall, well-dressed man stepped up to Joe and extended his hand.

“Let me congratulate you, Mr. Matson,” he said effusively. “That was a splendid thing you did to-night. I never saw anything finer.”

“I’m afraid you exaggerate it,” deprecated Joe.

“Not at all,” said the stranger. “By the way, Mr. Matson, it’s a coincidence that I came to town with the express purpose of seeing you on a business matter. But I didn’t expect that my first meeting with you would be under such exciting circumstances.” 

He took a card from his pocket and handed it to Joe.

“My name, as you see, is Westland,” he continued. “I’m stopping at the hotel, and I would be glad to see you there or at any place that may be convenient to you some time to-morrow.”

“Suppose you call at my home to-morrow morning,” said Joe. “It’s only about five minutes’ walk from the hotel.”

“You needn’t bother about giving me the directions,” said Westland, with an ingratiating smile. “Everybody in Riverside knows where Baseball Joe lives. I’ll be around at eleven o’clock.”

He lifted his hat and departed, while Joe and the others walked toward home.

“What do you suppose he wants of you, Joe?” asked Clara, with lively curiosity.

“Oh, I don’t know,” answered her brother carelessly. “Some reporter probably who wants to get the sad story of my life.”

“If it is, he’ll have something to write about after to-night,” put in Jim. “Great Scott! Joe, if that had happened in New York it would be spread all over the front page of to-morrow’s papers.”

“Oh, Joe, I’m so proud of you,” sighed his mother happily.

“You’re a brother worth having!” exclaimed Clara warmly. 

Jim was on the point of saying that Joe was a brother-in-law worth having, but checked himself in time.

They had almost reached the house when Clara began to laugh.

“What’s the joke?” inquired Jim.

But Clara only laughed the harder until they became a little alarmed.

“No, I’m not hysterical,” she said, when she could speak. “I only happened to remember what tune it was the orchestra played. I suppose it was the first thing the leader thought of, and he didn’t have time to pick out another. Do you remember what it was?”

They cudgeled their brains, but could not recall it.

“What was it?” asked Jim.

“‘There’ll Be a Hot Time in the Old Town To-night!’”




 
CHAPTER III

THE STRANGER’S VISIT



Promptly the next morning at eleven, Westland put in an appearance at the Matson home. He was carefully groomed and everything about him indicated money. He fairly exuded prosperity.

He greeted Joe with a cordiality that seemed a trifle overdone, considering their brief acquaintance.

“By George, Mr. Matson,” he said, “this town has fallen for you all right. The whole place is buzzing with that affair of last night, and I don’t wonder. If it hadn’t been for you, the coroner and undertaker would be busy this morning.”

“Oh, I don’t know,” responded Joe. “If I hadn’t got to it someone else would. It wasn’t much of a blaze anyway, and ten to one it would have gone out of itself.”

“Modest I see,” laughed Westland. “They say that all great men are. But you can’t get anyone  in this town to take such a slighting view of it as you do yourself.”

“You said last night that you had a business matter you wanted to see me about,” suggested Joe, in order to change the subject.

“So I have,” replied Westland, “and I’ve traveled over a thousand miles to talk to you personally about it.”

He lighted a fresh cigar while Joe waited indifferently. He had been interviewed so much in the last year or two on all conceivable subjects that his curiosity was scarcely awakened.

“Of course, Mr. Matson,” began Westland, “you’ve heard of the new major league that has just been organized and——”

Joe’s bored feeling vanished and he was wide-awake in an instant. So this was what the visit meant! Jim’s prediction was coming true sooner than he had expected.

“Pardon me, Mr. Westland,” he interrupted, “but if this is about baseball, I have a friend visiting me who is as much interested in the game as I am. In fact, he’s a player himself. It’s Jim Barclay of the Giants. You’ve heard of him, of course. Hello there, Jim!” he called, as he threw open the door into the adjoining room, where Jim was watching a distracting dimple come and go in Clara’s cheek as they chatted together.
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