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AUTHOR’S NOTE

In an effort to replicate personalities and scenes from a most regrettable period in American history, and in order to tell a realistic story that avoids sanitizing the events herein to the point that they are perceived as both contrived and unrealistic, Sophomore Campaign employs certain language, themes, and events that may be offensive to some readers. The use of certain vernacular and epithets, while entirely unacceptable today, provide a gritty yet realistic glimpse into a period in time that we can happily say has passed.

Note to baseball historians: certain artistic liberties have been taken with regard to timelines and the chronology of other baseball occurrences in order to facilitate the telling of this story.




For Julia, Nick, and Anthony

And for my father, Francis Nappi, whose
undaunted spirit and love of the game
continue to inspire me


 

Baseball gives every American boy a chance to excel, not just to be as good as someone else but to be better than someone else. This is the nature of man and the name of the game.

—TED WILLIAMS



MILWAUKEE—1949

It was one of those classic autumn days, replete with crisp jets of air and a wide, bright sky. The trees were golden brown, glistening ever so softly with remnants of an early morning frost, and the crops were heavy, saddled with a restless weight that matched the heaviness under which Arthur “Murph” Murphy’s mind labored. It had only been a few of weeks since the loss—a bitter defeat at the hands of his nemesis, Chip McNally, and his Rangers. Murph was still reeling from the callous machinations that Fate had rendered his way. He had lost games before. He was used to that. It was all part of the toiling in the minor leagues. He had lost plenty. A promising career to a freak injury; a promotion to the big show as punishment for his managerial efforts with the hapless Brewers; and now quite possibly that job as well. But it was the way he had lost that last game that bothered him most—a loss that occurred without his young star pitcher Mickey, who had spent the afternoon of that championship game languishing in a damp prison cell for an insidious crime that had forced its way into his life. That was something that really stuck in his craw.

There were many things, however, for which he was thankful. Molly was certainly one. She had remained with him, and so had Mickey, for the duration of that summer. It certainly was not the plan. She had only intended to teach her insufferable husband Clarence a lesson. But she never felt more alive than the moments when she was with Arthur. She never expected, when she went there to live for a while last summer, that every thing that passed through her eyes and into her imagination would ignite in her brain this conflagration of possibility for a life—a real life, one filled with laughter, discovery and fulfillment. She was singing again, and playing the clarinet. She found herself to be lighter somehow, walking through each day unencumbered by the silent fear of vituperation and brutality that had always trailed her back on the farm. True, there were moments when she felt this morbid guilt rise up in her throat. It was so bad some days that she considered just abandoning this new vision of hers and returning home. But after the horrible incident between Mickey and Lefty Rogers, something inside her snapped, came undone, and she was sure that she would leave Clarence for good, a bold step for such a meek woman.

Murph recalled the great trepidation that Molly had when the time had finally come for her to go back to the farm, one last time, to collect her belongings and say goodbye to Clarence, once and for all.

“I don’t know if I can go back there, Arthur,” she said with roiling tremors of panic and indecision. “You don’t know how he gets when he’s angry.”

“I’ll be right there with you,” he assured her. “And if it makes you feel any better, we’ll bring some of the fellas along too.”

They both laughed now, weeks later, at the overwrought absurdity attenuating the scene on the farm that day.

It was late afternoon and the air was crisp, clear and blank. Clarence had been laying on a cot inside, with two or three empty beer bottles balanced precariously on his heaving chest. He got up and staggered to the window when he heard the car door slam outside. Through the square panels of dusty glass, the petulant farmer could see the orange sun sinking slowly behind the line of trees. His eyes also found Molly, who was with Murph, making her way slowly from the road up to the walk. He gazed at them for a while, his mouth half open, as though they were just part of another one of his fitful dreams. He froze, unable to conceptualize the one thing he had known, since the day she left, would eventually happen.

His head, a block of chiseled stone, remained still, pointed in the direction of the intruders. He stood still, soundless on his bare feet. Then, like a statue suddenly come to life, he rubbed his eyes, grabbed his shotgun off the floor, and blasted through the shroud of the foggy daydream full speed, whipping the front door open and emerging, wrathful and unsteady, on the front porch.

“That’s jest far enough, little Miss Molly,” he warned, cocking the rifle and taking aim. “Ya got some nerve, showing yer trampy face round here. You, and that no good washed up jockstrap boyfriend of yours there. Both of you. I’ll shoot both of ya, just as sure as I’m standing here. Now turn yer sorry selves round and shove off! Go! You got no business here no more.”

Molly shut her eyes and cowered next to Murph. He stroked her face and whispered something soft in her ear, all the while glaring at the unbalanced miscreant spewing his venom. Murph imagined his voice penetrating the viscous layers of the simpleton’s dark, inaccessible psyche, arresting his bilious advances, even though he knew, somewhere deep within his own mind, that it would never happen. A man like Clarence could never listen.

Murph tried anyway. He took one step forward, leaving Molly shaking in his shadow. His eyes did not shift and his muscles tensed in preparation for what was to be an ugly exchange. Then he fired his opening salvo.

“Step aside, Tussler,” Murph yelled back. “It doesn’t have to be like this. She just wants to get what’s hers. That’s all. Then we’ll be gone.”

Clarence’s face grew infinitely sad. His eye caught the whirl and dash of two ground hogs foraging in the lengthening afternoon shadows. He looked as though he would drop to his knees and surrender to the heartache ripping him apart, until he broke out in a violent sweat that revealed the true urgency of his present situation.

“I’ll blow yer damned head off, baseball boy,” he replied. “You just try me now. Come on. I’ll take both of ya out with one shot.”

Murph was unmoved by the perilous warning. He just stood there, feet set firmly between the divots in the gravel walkway, like an actor awaiting his cue.

“Well, come on ya lily-livered piece of crap,” Clarence said. “You want some of me?” Murph stepped back to Molly and steadied her with a firm hand to the small of her back. Then he looked directly at Clarence, who was squinting through one eye with the shotgun pressed firmly against his cheek, placed two fingers in his mouth, and let fly a whistle that pierced the cool air like an alarm. In a fury of abhorrence, two pickup trucks appeared from nowhere, their tires coming to a violent skid in front of the property. Out of each stepped three men, each one wearing a baseball cap and brandishing a wooden bat. Included in the group was Raymond Miller, the fiery catcher and Brewer captain—the heart and soul of the team, the man the other guys all called Boxcar because of his solid build. Last season had taken a lot out of him. They all noticed it. He looked smaller somehow, and not even the brightest of afternoons could light the darkness looming behind his eyes. Still, he remained their undisputed leader.

With Boxcar were Woody Danvers, the barrel-chested hard hitting third baseman, Clem Finster, keeper of the opposite infield corner, right fielder Buck Faber, second baseman Arky Fries and Jimmy Llamas, the eccentric centerfielder who was always up for a challenge. They walked steadily, purposefully, and joined Murph and Molly at their side. The scene turned perfectly motionless. Murph folded his arms and smiled at the fuming farmer. The confidence in Clarence’s visage was invisible now—only the bushy overhang of his tangled brow which seemed to slump downward toward his feet in silent submission was discernable.

“Mr. Tussler, I’d like you to meet some of my best hitters,” Murph announced ominously. He glanced proudly at the lineup he had assembled. “Yup, each one of them hit well over. 300 last season. They don’t miss very often.”

Clarence stood uneasily, trying to appear impenetrable. “A wood bat ain’t no match fer a bullet, city boy,” he shouted back. “You should know that.”

Murph’s brain split suddenly into two parts. The half nourished by the blood and adrenaline rushing through his body wanted to just overrun the smug bastard, take from him the remaining shreds of self respect he was struggling to preserve. The other half, however, had the effect of cold rain on a camp fire, dulling the raging flames with a more conservative, methodical approach. “True. Yes, that’s true. But unless that shotgun of yours can fire more than one shot at a time, Tussler, I reckon you got yourself a little problem.”

Murph and Molly were able to laugh now at the dissolution of Clarence’s tyranny, as he just stood there like a little boy, surrounded by Boxcar and the others, scarred, frustrated and helpless, while Molly proceeded to empty the house of her belongings, closing the chapter on the most regrettable period of her life. Both of them—Molly and Murph—had come a long way in a very short time. Their lives, separate from one another, were riddled with unspoken longings and frustration; together, they had assumed a far more definitive shape, one that appeared safe and promising. She was happier. And he was okay, for the first time, outside the white lines. There was even some premature talk of nuptials, somewhere down the road. Yes, life was good for both of them. All that remained now was the question of Murph’s job for next year—would Warren Dennison renew his contract as manager of the Boston Braves minor league affiliate Milwaukee Brewers, or was his tumultuous career to end so abruptly and unceremoniously? The meeting with Dennison was brief, and came sooner than he thought. Murph had agreed reluctantly, after the final loss to the Rangers on the last day of the previous season, to discuss his fate with the Brewer’s capricious owner sometime before Thanksgiving. But here it was, just two days before Halloween, and he was on his way to Dennison’s office for yet another one of these now infamous sit downs.

The sun was darting in and out of a line of white, downy clouds stretched across a wide canvas of deep blue, creating unannounced spikes in the temperature that afternoon. One minute Murph was chilled, the crisp autumn jolts of air nipping at his face, and the next he could feel the sweat rising to the surface of the skin on his neck and lower back. He could not decide if he was hot or cold. The vacillation was irritating. He was also having some trouble reconciling in his head the myriad rumors afloat regarding his future with the club. Some said he was finished, washed up for good. Others thought he was being reassigned, as a scout or head of player development. He couldn’t be sure. He even heard some conjecture that he would be replacing old man Thompson, the grounds crew icon who had been working the diamond at Borchert Field since its inception. He said he didn’t care—that what was to be was to be—but everyone knew he was lying. “Mr. Murphy,” Dennison said upon Murph’s arrival. Dennison sat recumbently in his chair, feet on his desk, a mere phantom shrouded in shadows, holding a freshly lit cigar in one hand and a sheet of white parchment paper in the other. “Come on in, sit down. I’ve been waiting for you.”

The unregenerate old man just sat there, smiling oddly. He did not speak, but merely placed the sheet of paper down on the desk and with his wrinkled hand motioned toward a stack of invoices and ledgers sitting innocuously on the middle shelf of a three-tier mahogany book case. Murph’s eyes narrowed. He could not make out what was going on inside the man’s head.

“It’s the paper on top,” Dennison said. “That’s your copy.”

Murph dragged his feet across the floor, and pulled the top sheet off the pile. “I don’t understand,” he said with a clear note of liberation in his voice. “Everyone said—”

“I know what everyone’s been saying, Murph,” Dennison remarked, placing his cigar in his mouth and his feet firmly on the floor. “And don’t think for a second that each and every scenario wasn’t, at some point, a distinct possibility.”

Murph’s eyes scanned the paper incredulously.

“Well, this is great then,” he said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Really. I don’t know what to say, Warren. Thank you. I’m stunned. Really. I certainly appreciate you giving me another shot.”

Dennison puffed vigorously on his cigar, then pulled the tiny brass chain dangling from his desk lamp. “Hold your horses there a minute, Murph,” he said soberly. “You might want to read the fine print there—the part about Mickey—before you start falling all over yourself.”

A blinding brightness fell on Murph’s face, gilding the premature tears still resting on his cheek. He read the paper again, this time with a far more meticulous eye. “You mean I will only be asked back if I can get Mickey to come back too?” he asked dejectedly. “Is that what this means?”

He sat down across from Dennison and slouched over in his chair, as if being suspended by an invisible chord stretched somehow from a point in the ceiling to the center of his back. Mickey? Playing baseball again? After all that transpired last year? Hell, that was never going to happen. Murph could still recall vividly the glare of the sheriff’s car lights and the exanimate body of Lefty, a crumpled heap of flesh laying quietly at the feet of Mickey, who was just rocking, his mouth opening and closing in catatonic recitation. It had all happened so fast. Murph’s fortuitous discovery of the boy on a scouting trip; Mickey’s precipitous rise to prominence on the baseball diamond; Lefty’s betrayal and ill-fated plan to stop Mickey from pitching that last game in order to ensure the Rangers’ victory.

Then there was Mickey’s violent outburst after Lefty assaulted the boy’s pig, followed by the arrival of Sheriff Rosco and the subsequent incarceration of Mickey for attempted murder. It was all just a kaleidoscope of misfortune, all of which the boy was ill-equipped to understand. Months later, even Murph had trouble sometimes accepting what had happened. If it had not been for the governor—who orchestrated a pardon for Mickey for all that he had done, not only for the town, but for his sickly grandson—the story would have ended right then and there.

“Are you kiddin’ me, Warren?” Murph asked desperately. “You can’t be serious. You remember what I told you. The kid is traumatized. Wrecked. He told me he was finished. All that stuff last year with Lefty and the sheriff? Even a kid in his right mind would be rattled. Besides, his mother would never go for it. There ain’t no way he’s coming back to play. No way. Hell, after what happened last year, I’m lucky they still want to live with me.”

Dennison scratched his chin and stood up, detaching himself from the transitory hold of Murph’s emotional plea, and with a scathing eloquence, proceeded to explain his position to Murph, who just looked at him with a sick stare.

“Listen, Murph. Let’s be real here. You, and the entire team for that matter, are nothing without this kid. Nothing. Now you get your chestnuts out of that little lady’s purse and be a man. I don’t care how dim-witted he is. He puts fannies in the seats. He’s the one all the papers write about. He’s the one who somehow, some-way, does something superhuman just about every damned time he takes that mound. He’s the ‘Baby Bazooka,’ the darling of this city.”

Dennison raised his eyebrows expressively and smiled at Murph, rendering him more and more diminutive in his chair. He slumped gravely, his chin disappearing partially behind his shirt collar, until he all but vanished completely beneath the suffocating wave of Dennison’s steely eyes and tobacco stained teeth.

“So you see, Mr. Murphy, the way I figure it, without him, the season’s a bust anyhow. So I have nothing to lose by changing managers here.”

Realizing the futility of his predicament, Murph just sat, almost completely crumpled now, floundering in a squall of visible relinquishment. What the hell was he going to do now? Dennison continued pontificating, something about giving the people what they want and opening new doors, but Murph said nothing, his mind drifting in and out of hearing. All these years, he thought. So many innings. So many games, each now seemingly dreamlike and purposeless. What had he become?

When Dennison paused his diatribe just long enough to relight his cigar, Murph got up, nodded in the old man’s direction, and swallowed hard. Then he turned his head and left the room, with self pity and loathing leaking from his eyes.

It rained heavily that evening, big violent drops that puddled Diamond Drive in a matter of minutes. It made Murph’s trip home all the more trying. His tires protested loudly against the wet surface, and at every bend in the road, the line of weeping willows that framed the picturesque landscape with restless hands seemed to lunge forward, driven by the intermittent gusts, closing in on him ominously through the gathering darkness.

The car came to rest quietly at the edge of the road. Out his window, clouded now by the remnants of his heavy breath, loomed his modest home. He sat for a while, listening to the rain beat against the rooftop. What on earth was he going to tell Molly?

His paralysis lasted only a short time. In the sheen of some passing headlights, he emerged from the vehicle, worn and defeated. His gait was unsteady though deliberate. As he drew closer to the door, he thought about all the times he had returned home, the house empty and dark as a grave—the only thing waiting for him an amber bottle of Irish whiskey and an empty chair. Now the tiny house was lit by the warmth of Molly. Her touch was everywhere, from the carefully sculpted flower beds in front to the white lace doilies and country curtains in every room. Even his baseball room fell victim to this most wonderful metamorphosis, with the collection of photographs, trophies and other game paraphernalia, once just a messy amalgam of keepsakes and mementos, now assembled in artful fashion. Through the damp autumn air he could see her through a window whose shade had not been lowered. God, she was beautiful. Standing there, with the rain now sideways at his face, the bitter irony gnawed at him, mocking the landscape of his past. He always had baseball, and all the energy and fulfillment that went along with playing the sport professionally. It was in his blood. But he never had a woman. There were plenty of dalliances with young girls who longed for the attention of a budding star. But there was never anything of substance—never anyone real to share it with. Now that Molly stepped into his world, and had shown him how glorious life outside the lines could be, baseball had betrayed him, playing the part of the fickle harlot, threatening to leave him for the next diamond idol waiting in the wings.

And, it was Mickey who was the reason.

The minute he hit the door, she called to him from the kitchen. There was a fire going in the den; the heat felt good against his damp skin. He could smell the chicken and dumplings, and the apple pies cooling on the window sill.

“How’d your meeting go, Arthur?” she asked. Mickey was in the kitchen as well, slicing carrots and placing them in neat rows on a porcelain serving plate.

“Okay, I guess,” he shouted back. “I really won’t know anything for a while.”

With the sound of Arthur’s voice, Mickey bounded out of the kitchen. He was young, and so uncertain and fearful. When Murph looked upon the boy’s simple face and saw again his unmanageable mood, and recalled the disappointment of last season, it seemed to him that he was looking not at the boy but rather a demanding, threatening creature of which he was now the victim. He fought hard against the insidious emotion.

“Hey, Murph,” the boy said, holding a plate of carrots sticks neatly aligned. “Mickey’s gonna go out back and feed Duncan and Daphney. Wanna come?” For a minute, Murph resembled a statue. Mickey appeared concerned. “It’s okay, Murph,” the boy continued. “There’s plenty for both of us.”

“No, no, Mick,” he said, ashamed suddenly of the embittered feelings festering deep within his gut. “Not right now, thanks.”

It was half-past seven, much later than he had thought. He muttered something about his aching back as he sat down across from Molly. He wanted to tell her how nice it was to see her, and to thank her for keeping his dinner warm, but under the weight of Dennison’s ultimatum, he felt fettered and tongue-tied.

“Getting those silly rabbits to replace Oscar was a great idea,” Molly said. “It’s all he talks about.”

“Yeah,” Murph replied. “He seems happy.”

“Well, they sure aren’t as colorful as that damn pig, but they’re a hell of a lot easier.” She paused long enough to take a sip of her tea. “What about you?” she asked, dabbing her lips with a napkin. “You look so down. Is everything okay?”

He sighed. His eyes remained fixed on a catcher’s glove resting on the table just below the window. “Yeah, I’m okay. Just tired, that’s all.” Molly fixed his plate and placed it before him.

“Well, you’ll feel better after you eat something,” she said. “Can’t understand why that man would keep you so long if he wasn’t going to tell you anything.”

Murph considered her comment attentively. “I’m sure everything will be fine,” he said. “A new season has a way of healing old wounds.” He paused reflectively and looked slightly the other way. Would it be totally shameless to dupe the kid into another season? To make a promise to Molly that the boy would be okay, even though he knew he could not guarantee such a thing? He hated to take the risk, and almost swallowed the impulse, but realized that he loathed the idea of hanging up his spikes forever even more. “I think that even Mickey would find that the same is true for him. You know, a little hair of the dog, so to speak.”

Molly’s eyes narrowed; it was evident that her guarded imagination had stumbled on this final aside. “Mickey’s not playing this year.”

“I know. But if he were to play, I just mean that—”

“Look, Arthur, we’ve been through this already,” she said. “He said he does not want to play again.”

He sighed. “I know, Molly, but there’s nothing to worry about anymore,” Murph explained. “All that crap is behind us. And Mickey has an entire town behind him. He really has a special gift. He hasn’t even scratched the surface yet. There’s so much more waiting for him out there. It would be the best medicine for him.”

Murph was on one knee now, his arms outstretched in convincing fashion. He wrinkled his nose playfully, and his eyes shone with the optimism of a crafty politician. He was charming as hell. How could she possibly say no?

“Stop that foolishness,” she said, tugging at his arm. “Stand up. This is not a joke.”

“I’m not joking, Molly,” he said, rising again to meet her gaze. “I’m serious. I really think that Mickey can—”

“Enough. You know how I feel about this, Arthur,” she said, her arms folded tightly against her chest. “I know you do. I was very clear about this last year. But if you need me to remind you, that’s fine. I will. For the last time—no baseball. None. Mickey has played his last game, do you hear, his last game—for you, or anyone else.”



HARVEST FAIR

The sky that morning was a bright pink, bathing the awakening earth with a peculiar light that seemed to intensify everything in its wake. Murph sat on the porch, coffee cup in hand, rocking ever so slightly to the rhythmic call of the osprey stirring in the distance, his mind filled with more thoughts than his consciousness could hold.

The crowding made him feel so lonely. Numb. He sat for a good while without moving, paralyzed by a heaviness he had never felt before. Then, without warning, the ferocity with which this loneliness arrived rose up and struck at him. It wasn’t the fact that his baseball career was over; he had expected, as all ballplayers do, that it would have to happen one day. It was the way it had all unfolded that galled him. How could Dennison give him such an ultimatum? Where was the justice in that? He was no more responsible for what Mickey did and didn’t do than Dennison himself. Sitting there uncomfortably, he considered telling Molly. Telling her everything. Explaining to her that Mickey could save his job. And that all of them would be fine. It was so clear to him. So simple. But Molly didn’t see it that way. He might be able to convince her, to alter her way of thinking so that she too might see the benefit in Mickey taking the field again. It seemed as though it was worth a try. The thought of upsetting her, however, and of possibly alienating her and losing her too was enough to suffocate the impulse.

“Hey, you’re up early today,” Molly said, peeking her head out the front door. “Wanna help me put the finishing touches on my pie? Only a few hours till show time.”

“I thought you finished that last night,” he said.

“Well, I did,” she said, swinging open the door and stepping outside. “But I think I’m going to touch up the crust with my famous brandy and vanilla glaze.” She raised her eyebrows playfully and smiled, but he looked right past her, still feeling this desolation which was clearly now his and his alone.

“Hey, is everything alright?” she asked. “You look upset, Arthur.”

She was staring at his eyes, glassy and vacant, and at the tiny shaving nick on his neck, and the way his Adam’s apple seemed to protest as he swallowed. He returned her stare, looking up at the intersecting planes of his life, now embodied painfully in her presence, with a vague sense of sadness and defeat.

“No, everything’s fine,” he answered, his heart beating in his throat. “I’m fine.”

The Bowersville Harvest Fair was the pride of the modest bucolic hamlet, drawing every last denizen within its tiny borders—and many from neighboring towns as well—to the autumnal celebration, like moths to an open flame. Some said it was the smell of the homemade pies and other delicacies that was the allure; others cited the firehouse band and the array of carnival games and rides. All agreed, however, that they arrived each year like pilgrims because it was tradition, a weekend of rapture and revelry that they shared not only with each other but with the ghosts of thousands of other “Bowersvillonians” who had come before them. Truth be told, it was all those things, but mostly it was the ineffable longing in every human heart that stirs this time each year—the desperate need to grasp one last dalliance with Mother Nature before winter dropped its icy veil.

This year, the fair was imbued with additional meaning. Times were bad, and the tiny town needed something to smile about. Everyone in Bowersville was still reeling over the shocking reports of alleged Ku Klux Klan activity in the sleepy hamlet, the most recent incident involving a heinous attack on a young black couple from Kentucky that occurred while they were traveling through town en route to a distant relation in Minnesota. The ghastly crime happened on a Saturday night, not long after most of the houses in the area had dimmed their lights for the evening. It was one of the local farmers, Hank Kaestner, who found the girl that Sunday morning. She was lying in a field, in the open air, only partially clothed. Her face, dirt stained and swollen, was pressed up against a damp clump of earth that appeared to be dislodged during some sort of scuffle. Kaestner looked at her and grimaced, the mournful silence and gloom eclipsing the morning light.

Not too far from there, another grisly discovery was being made. It was the young girl’s husband, mouth gagged, arms pinioned behind his back with chicken wire, his inert form dangling and twisting ever so slightly underneath a flaxen rope affixed to the lowest branch of the enormous Sycamore tree just outside the Protestant Church. The minister was the first to discover the evil design; he called Sheriff Rosco immediately. Rosco did his best to quell the hysteria attenuating the scene, assuring everyone that this event was in no way related to the other incidents that had occurred recently. They all wanted to believe his words, and some did, until news leaked out about the note Rosco found stuffed inside one of the man’s pockets:

GREETINGS FROM THE KNIGHTS OF THE KU KLUX KLAN OF WISCONSIN

Gossip held the next few days, creeping into every house and igniting a maelstrom of rueful speculation. Nobody had an answer. Many of the old timers in town spoke about Klan activity some twenty-five years earlier, and how it damn near destroyed all of them. It was a time, as Kaestner put it, “to be ashamed.” It took many years for the town to expunge the stain of racial unrest.

“It wasn’t easy,” the farmer recalled. “But we did it.”

Now, years later, for some inexplicable reason, it was back.

Murph, together with Molly and Mickey, was one of the first to arrive at the fair. He was holding the prize-winning pie for Molly, careful not to tip it to one side or the other, all the while trying in earnest to mask the continuous pounding in the back of his head, a ceaseless knocking that poked urgently at him like something had gotten trapped inside and was fighting to escape. It was a cool night, the darkening sky providing a velvet backdrop for the thousands of festival lights that glowed like a ceremonial gathering of fireflies. Mickey walked deliberately, his eyes darting wildly between three juggling clowns, a hand-painted carousel featuring a menagerie of mythological creatures and chariots, and the throng of children lined up for rides on a Shetland pony everyone called Jake.

“What do you think, Mickey?” Molly asked. “It’s really something, isn’t it?”

“There are twenty-one kids waiting for pony rides,” he answered. “Twelve girls, nine boys.” Then his eyes shifted once again, to the carousel, where he noticed that there were exactly sixteen hand-carved animations: eight horses, four unicorns, two dragons and two eagle chariots. He watched momentarily, as each whirled round and round to the inimitable sounds of a Wurlitzer band organ, delighted by the symmetry and repetition of the scene.

“Do you want to ride anything, Mickey?” Molly asked, “or play any games?”

Mickey smiled. He was about to answer, the words forming precipitously on his lips, when he caught sight of a decorated stand next to the cotton candy machine. A tall man with a painted face and a ten-gallon hat was standing behind a table adorned with a neat row of multicolored balloons, crepe paper streamers, and a series of plastic bags, each one containing a tiny goldfish. Mickey swallowed his thoughts and was off like a shot.

“Would you look at him, Arthur,” Molly said, shaking her head with wonder. “Amazing, isn’t it? You would think he was still a ten-year-old boy.”

Mickey walked deliberately to the table, as if negotiating the perimeter of some invisible island between he and his intended destination, and stopped before the painted man, who stood now like some cartoon figure beneath the ridiculous brim of his hat.

Nothing about the boy stirred except his eyes, which traced with great precision the outline of the festive table.

“Howdy there, partner,” the man called. His face exploded into a full blown smile. “Try yer luck?” he continued, flicking the feathered end of a wood dart while chomping on a wad of chewing gum. “Break a balloon, win a fish.”

Mickey said nothing. It was an odd, waiting silence. His mouth had formed a lopsided grin, yet there was a severity to his look, a limitless rumination in his eyes. “Well, what’s it gonna be, young fella?” the man prodded. “Try yer luck?”

“Your table is crooked,” Mickey said, pointing to one of the four table legs that was slightly shorter than the rest. “The fish on the left are lower than the fish on the right.”

“How’s that?” the man asked.

“The left side of your table is almost an inch lower than the right.”

The man, irritated by the observation, rolled his eyes. He was chewing his gum slowly now, as if he were keeping time with the music in the background. “Well, I tell you what, partner,” he said, scratching his head. “You’re making a bit of a scene here. Weirding people out. Know what I mean? But if you run along now, and keep this whole table thing our secret, you can pick out one of these spectacular gold fish.”

Murph and Molly had busied themselves as well, stopping to try their luck at the carnival wheel after submitting Molly’s pie to the judges. They stood next to each other, watching glumly as the magic wheel of fortune clicked and turned past their hopeful predictions, time and again.

“Must not be our night,” Molly laughed. She closed her eyes, delighting in the ambling breeze that swept across her face, and let her hand fall cheerily on Murph’s shoulder. “Let’s try again anyway,” she said. “Our luck’s bound to change.”

She kissed him gently on the cheek, her lips soft and warm against his skin, whispered loving thoughts in his ear and convinced him to play again. Murph sighed loudly, dropped another quarter on the table with reluctant fingers, and spun the wheel. It just wasn’t meant to be. After several more unsuccessful spins, followed by a series of Murph’s loud, emphatic swearing and histrionics that seemed to release itself from somewhere deep within his soul, they walked away, three dollars in the hole.

“Calm down, Arthur,” she said. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you getting so upset? It’s just a stupid game.”

In a moment, things righted themselves. Mickey, now finished with his business at the goldfish table, ran into Pee Wee, Woody, and Jimmy Llamas, and all of them joined Murph and Molly just as they were about to try their hand at Tic Tac Toe.

“Hey, Mickey,” Pee Wee said. “Watcha got there in the bag?”

“Fish,” he replied.

“Where’d you get him? You ain’t holding out on your best friend now, are you?”

“He was the fourth one. Fourth from the left end.”

“Nice job, Huckleberry,” Woody teased. “Did you win him or something?” Murph, aware of Molly’s watchful eye, shot Danvers a look.

“No, Mickey did not win him,” the boy answered. “I just got him. From the man over there.”

They each took a turn tossing the plastic balls onto the Tic Tac Toe grid, with only Llamas managing to get the required three in a row. After watching the mercurial character dance around with a rubber dog in hand and listening to him extol his prowess as “simply the best there ever was,” they moved on.

They walked slowly, eyes lit by flickering bulbs, feet moving collectively to the Polka tunes emanating from the Bowersville Fire Department band. Murph was enjoying himself as best he could. But his interest was waning. He moved listlessly, the frenetic surroundings connecting themselves somehow to his subconscious mind. He gasped, and lagged behind Molly’s gait, as if he were suddenly realizing the harvest of bitterness and regret he was sowing by not pursuing the issue with Dennison and Mickey.

“What are you chuckleheads doing here anyway?” Murph asked. “Someone lock the door at The Bucket?”

“No, we thought we’d come here first for a while, have some laughs,” Llamas replied.

“Where are the rest of the guys?” Murph continued. “I thought Boxcar was going to be here?”

“Yeah, he was supposed to be,” Woody explained. “He was all set, but then he said he wasn’t feeling too good. Don’t reckon I know about the others.”

Murph found himself growing more and more restless. He abandoned the jocular façade for good and by varying degrees peered warily into the eyes of his star third baseman. “Damn shame,” he said. “I really needed to talk to him.” He paused momentarily, placing his hand on Woody’s shoulder indulgently. He was running out of time and the path of his inner demon was easy to follow now. “Maybe you have a second, Woody. I sure could use it.”

The two men distanced themselves from the others and spoke in hushed tones beneath a sky that was now entirely black. Murph just wanted to be cleared of all the angst. From the way things looked now, he felt as though his life as a baseball man was over and he needed to begin the arduous process of moving forward, to clear his mind through some sort of formal acknowledgment or announcement. To say the unspeakable out loud just might clear his mind. And to have his mind cleared would be ecstasy—a definable, liberating purification. He longed for that now above all else, the way he had longed for Molly, with a simplicity of the heart that was deep and true. Just let my head be clear, he thought, and I can move on. Everyone else could either support the decision Dennison had made or scream foul and rally to his defense. He just wanted to be finished with it.

“Now listen to me,” he began, his face flushed and broken. “What I’m about to tell you, Woody, stays right here for now.”

His heart beat like a heavy church bell. A strange light thrown from the street lamps painted both their faces a peculiar green. Murph’s lips, chalked now with the residue of fear and finality, kept any other words from escaping his mouth. Maybe this was a mistake. Maybe Molly was the one he should be talking to. Was he really ready to just acquiesce—to wave the white flag? And what about Woody? Even if he managed to get the words out, would Woody even care? He sighed heavily, then plunged his hands in his pockets and tried to appear unaffected by the galling indecision.

“I’m—I’m awfully sorry,” he said, his eyes grey under the shadow of his furrowed brow. “But I’m afraid I will not be coming back next year, Woody.”

Woody’s jaw dropped. “Not coming back?” he repeated. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“Just what I said,” Murph explained. “Seems that Dennison only sees my value to this team in terms of what—uh, who—I can bring along with me.” He raised his eyebrows and looked past Woody’s twisted visage and over his shoulder in the direction of Mickey, who stood impatiently behind a line of others all waiting to try their luck at the Milk Bottle Toss.

“Are you kiddin’ me, Murph?” Woody complained. “Is that what he told you?”

Murph shrugged his shoulders and frowned.

“What a dirty son of a bitch. That stupid mother—”

“Hey, don’t go getting yourself all crazy now, Woody,” Murph warned. “That’s not why I told you. It is what it is. Mickey’s not playing. I tried. Nothing more I can do. I’m not happy about it, but that’s it. It was a good run, but that’s it.” He tilted his head to the side, his lips retracting just enough to reveal a row of teeth that formed a bitter parody of a smile. “It’s fine, Woody. Really. I just needed to tell someone, that’s all.”

Woody prattled on about a team meeting with Dennison and how all of them should force the cantankerous owner to do the right thing, but Murph only half listened. None of it mattered. From where he stood, it was simple. No Mickey, no Murph.

Under that same black sky, now big and bright with the sudden awakening of winking stars, Mickey stepped to the front of the blue and white canopied booth, picked up one of the hard rubber balls and rolled it in his hand. It felt good, like a jaunty drive through a familiar neighborhood. He smiled. His eyes darted wildly from side to side, his entire body tingling, jolted to life by currents of memory. He placed the hand with the ball firmly in the other, rolled his arms, wound and fired, scattering the display of bottles as if they had been struck by a missile. The tiny crowd of onlookers erupted in applause. Mickey smiled again, as if he knew how extraordinary the blow appeared to the crowd, then picked up another ball and proceeded to dismantle the next pyramid of bottles, sending the burgeoning throng that had formed around the boy into bristling vibrations of animation and awe.

“Do it again, son,” one of the men in the crowd pleaded. “Please.” The captivated stranger placed a quarter on the counter and rubbed his hands together furiously. Mickey looked at him with quizzical silence, then noticed the dirt under the man’s fingernails. He shot up both eye brows and wrinkled his nose.

“You a farmer?” Mickey asked.

“How’s that?” the man replied.

“Mickey grew up on a farm. Back in Indiana. Had me a big ole pig named Oscar. He were mine.”

Immediately, there came from the man a look of impatient bewilderment. “I ain’t no farmer son,” he said. “I build houses. You know, with wood, nails. All that stuff. But pay me no mind now. I just want to see you knock them bottles over again. What do ya say?”

Mickey’s eyes tightened and became fixed and intent in their gaze, a penetrating stare that narrowed in once again on the man’s fingernails.

“Mickey will do it,” he said smiling. “Then I will show you Oscar. I got a picture of him. In my pocket.”

Mickey’s elation rose precipitously as the sudden attention and adulation stirred in him feelings of joyful days now gone. He sighed nervously. He thought he heard the fain’t echo of stamping feet and his name being screamed by the masses in rhythmic time. Standing now behind a mask of momentary aplomb, the boy seemed to flourish beneath the starlight. He licked his lips and looked forward, like a hunter eyeing his prey. Then he rolled his arms and began firing the rubber balls, one after another. He was perfect every time. Each ball that whizzed through the air, obliterating another pyramid of bottles, was like the song of Hera’s sirens—made the passers-by not only stop talking but slow down, pause, and ultimately join in the spectacle unfolding before them. With a swarm of onlookers now fully mesmerized, Mickey continued to do the impossible. Each one of his tosses found its mark, punctuating the crisp night air with the inimitable sound of clinking bottles, followed by a chorus of raucous cheers and wild applause. Waves of excitement eddied through the crowd, bathing each spectator in the warm exhilaration of improbable vision. They “ooohed” and “aaahed” riotously as Mickey, in the light of his skillful display, slowly ascended the ladder of commentary to heights of folk hero status. “Unbelievable,” they just kept repeating. “Truly amazing. Who is this kid, anyway?” And then it happened. Out of the bristling throng of flickering eyes came a voice, small but certain. It came quickly, and with excitement and impatience, its owner’s eyes fixed upon the scene in front of him.

“Hey, I know him, Daddy,” the little boy declared. “I know him. I do. I do. That’s Mickey. Mickey. You know, the Baby Bazooka, from the Brew Crew!”
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