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1. Baltimore, 1933
Sarge Safran sat in the corner of the diner and sipped black coffee. He sat alone. His trademark bow tie was crisply centered around his bullish neck and his pork pie hat was within arms length, hanging on the back wall. The waitress shuffled around his brown wingtips, their size fourteen simply too big to remain under his table. They spilled out into her path.
Sarge mumbled an apology her way. He always felt out of place, as if the world and everything in it was shrunken down and he was left the hulking behemoth that lived with the aftermath. The waitress smiled and told him it was not a problem. The southern twang in her voice put him at ease. It made Sarge feel less like a fish out of water and he briefly thought of home. He thought of his father.
Sarge stared through the window as the people of Baltimore passed by, crossing the street, fast-walking to the trolley stop. A small boy with a cap cocked down so low you couldn’t see his eyes hawked the morning paper to anyone within shouting distance. Sarge watched his mouth work.
“Bombers beat the Whispers in extra innings! Read all about it!”
Like most things in life, Sarge found pros and cons to his days spent living out of a suitcase. On the plus side, he did not have to take out the garbage or cut grass like a regular Joe. When on the road, he ate out all the time and dined mostly on steak dinners. Of course, the minuses were things like being away from Delilah for long stints or suddenly waking up in the middle of the night and not remembering the name of the town where he had laid his head.
A loud bang at the window startled him. Coffee slipped out of his cup and spilled into the saucer. Sarge looked up to see a street urchin’s nose pressed against the glass, the kid’s face nothing but dirt smudges and freckles. A cowlick was firmly planted on his greasy head.
“Hey, Sarge! Sarge Safran! Go suck an egg! The Whispers ain’t fit to shovel shit, much less play baseball!”
Sarge leaned back in his chair, crossed his legs, and chuckled. God bless Baltimore. It was the city that would always be the exception to the rule. Home town fans of the Baltimore Bombers would never let him forget the name of their beloved town, no matter how hard he tried.
Unsatisfied by the cool reaction he received from the Wilmington Whispers head coach, the juvenile went into a tirade of ugly faces. The boy threw cross-eyes and cackled like a chicken as he stuck a finger up his nose. His performance steamed up the glass. Sarge got a good laugh at the personal show and tapped his hands together in a silent clap, an action he remembered from the time he was dragged against his will to the Grand Theater.
An open palm came in view from behind the kid and soundly whacked him upside the head. The blow threw him forward and his forehead clunked loudly against the window pane. The ragamuffin turned into a snapshot of closed eyes, a scrunched nose, and hunched shoulders. With a hard shove-off, the boy’s face quickly disappeared from Sarge’s view and was replaced with the side profile of Mink wearing a pair of shades.
“Damn, kids! That’s the the problem with this godforsaken town. No parenting! Baltimore ain’t nothin’ but a bunch of winos and derelicts, so what else are they gonna spawn but more of the same.”
Seeing and hearing Mink riled up was just as funny as the kid to Sarge, but he crossed his arms and shook his head in mock disgust. Mink was too busy to notice. He watched Sarge’s harasser run down the street all the while yelling at his back and chewing gum at a hundred miles an hour. Mink’s hair fell over his eyes. In one fluid motion, he flipped it back with his right hand and smoothed it over his scalp. He planted a straw derby firmly on his head and ran his thumb and pointer finger over his pencil mustache.
Sarge yelled to be heard through the diner’s window.
“What gives, Mink?”
He saw an opportunity to start ribbing his closest friend and he could not resist.
“Poor kid ain’t got nothin’ and you thump him for a little name-calling. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”
Hearing that, Mink slowly swiveled his face towards the window. He dropped his head so his gray eyes were visible behind the darkened spectacles he wore. He chewed on his gum and smiled. Mink paused a few seconds and allowed Sarge to relish the moment. He could tell the big guy was enjoying the show, so he hammed it up on his behalf. He then theatrically tightened the tie knot around his thin neck, let out a cartoonish sigh, and ambled over to the front door of the diner to join his friend inside.
 

After hanging his derby next to Sarge’s pork pie on the wall, Mink plopped himself in a chair on the opposite side of the table. He removed his small, round sunglasses and stuck them in his blazer pocket. He snapped open a newspaper that had been tucked under his arm and Sarge watched his head go left to right, glancing over the headlines. Mink’s jaw worked his gum furiously and from time to time it would crack so loudly the sound would resonate throughout the room.
“How’d you know to find me here?”
Mink never looked up. He continued to scan the pages of the Baltimore Examiner.
“Well, let’s see. You and I served in the Great War together and have now been coaching and playing baseball since what, 1921? This season makes it over eleven years. Every Sunday morning, no matter what town we are in, you find the closest grease trap to rest your brogues, watch traffic, and drink coffee. I know you better than you know yourself, Tristan.”
Mink looked up at him and smirked when he said his friend’s true, given first name. He was the only member of the Wilmington Whispers that knew Sarge’s secret and Sarge wanted to keep it that way. The now empty coffee cup burst into several shards of ceramic in Sarge’s hand. He kiddingly stared Mink down.
Mink smoothed the paper out and tucked it under his seat.
“OK, OK. Forgive me, brother. I was just joshing you. No need for the rough stuff.”
Mink’s head was on a swivel as he craned his neck in search of their server. He found her seated by the register filing her nails.
“Hey, Sugar. How’s about some more coffee over this way? The big guy needs another cup, too.”
 

After a few minutes, Sarge was working on a new mug of black and Mink was starting in on a piece of key lime pie.
“Sweet Georgia Brown, that is a mighty fine piece of pie.” Mink said it out loud while he glanced at the waitress so she wouldn’t miss the double meaning.
Sarge was losing patience.
“Mind your manners, you cad, and lets get to it. What’s the status of the team?”
Mink laid his fork down and dabbed at his mustache with a napkin.
“The Doc seems to think that Savoy Special will be ready to play tonight but Wonder Boy is out of the picture. Doc says that he can fix the dents no problem, but he talked about how the bucket of bolt’s reticular something-or-other is out of whack. It amounts to this: the damn thing can’t see.”
Sarge let out a grunt and ran his hand over his stubbly crew cut.
“That ain’t good, Mink. Without that robot playing right field this afternoon, lefties like Hooligan Pete and the rookie McBride are gonna run roughshod on us. They’ ll hit the ball out in the right field corner and run around the bases all day long.”
“I know, Sarge. I asked Doc if he could gear Savoy Special and switch him over from left field to right, but he said no can do. He said it would take him two days, and by that time he said Wonder Boy would be back up and running.”
Mink could see the disappointment on Sarge’s face. He always thought that the head coach took everything way too seriously. He worried too much. Mink tried to lighten the moment.
“Hey, don’t sweat. We’ll stick Biscuit in right and besides, we got Rube Robinson on the mound today. Guys like Hooligan Pete and McBride will be sitting on their asses in the Baltimore dugout after he strikes them out. No sense of them even bringing bats today.”
Sarge held his coffee cup in both hands and stared out the window. Mink knew better to say anything at times like this, so he went back to his pie and watched women pass the window as he chewed. His gum was stuck to the side of his plate for safe keeping.
Sarge shook his head and cursed two words underneath his breath. They were the two words that changed everything for him those long years ago.
Carnival Ball.
 


 
	A Brief History of the Game


Little is known about the beginnings of Carnival Baseball. If you listen to most Southern Baptist preachers, they will try to sell you on the idea that it was brought forth from the fires of hell and brimstone by satan himself. That would be only partially true.
The most credible story is that it formed on the backs of traveling circuses, tent shows, and gypsies that floated from town to town, trying to eke out a living on the extra change in folks’ pockets. They were men and women who lived outside of the regular nine-to-five, the people on the fringe of normalcy - fire eaters, snake-oil salesmen, tattoo artists, cult-followers, the Irish, etc. Supposedly, a lot of those circus-type freaks brought with them a passion for America’s pastime and during precious spare moments between performances and work duties, they could be found in empty lots or train yards playing pick up baseball. There were no uniforms or organized teams and they considered themselves lucky if they could scrape together a complete side or had enough gloves to go around. It would be one troupe of oddballs against another who both happened to be working the same areas, blowing off steam.
The way the story goes, the amateur games soon drew more crowds than the carnivals that brought the players there in the first place. A lot of the small farm towns where the acts performed had never experienced honest-to-goodness baseball and they fell for the alternate version lock, stock, and barrel. They loved it.
Capitalists of the time took notice of all the attention the games received and it did not take long before the smell of money caused them to sign players and form teams. Carnival Baseball clubs popped up like ragweed across the south. Places like Walhalla, Vicksburg, Jackson, and Baton Rouge were some of the first to usher in the trend. The “Carnival Fever” (a term coined by Winston Barlow of the Wheeling Wheel Newspaper in 1917) soon spread to the north, taken there by carpet-baggers and exhibitions. Towns like Baltimore, Wilmington, and Albany soon sponsored teams and the game flourished.
Of course, the creation of Carnival Baseball was not all peaches and cream. There were many societal bigotries to overcome. Most fans of the game took no issue with a second baseman shooting lightning bolts out of his eyes, as long as he was a
white
second baseman shooting lightning bolts out of his eyes. The color line of Carnival Ball was finally crossed by the now-famous pitcher Tyrone “The Man Who Can’t Die” Johnson in a game between the Savannah Plague and the Lancaster Shoo-flies.
During the league’s first official season, the townsfolk of Savannah took issue with their home team being soundly defeated by the visiting Lancaster club courtesy of a black pitcher’s nasty sliders and change-ups. Only hours after the last out, under the cover of darkness, they kidnapped Tyrone Johnson from his hotel room. (It did not help matters that he was found in bed next to the hotel owner’s wife). They then lynched Johnson from the highest oak in town. The good people of Savannah admired their handiwork dangling on the end of a hemp rope for a few moments and all went home thinking that they had ended the debate over allowing blacks to play.
History records indicate that Savannah fans were quite surprised when they sat in the bleachers the next day waiting for the game to begin. They became a little suspicious when they saw Lancaster’s team laughing and grinning from ear to ear during batting practice. It was certainly not the type of behavior they imagined to be gloating over after they had murdered the northern team’s star pitcher.
When the home plate umpire yelled “Play Ball” to start the game, their jaws dropped as they watched the man they hanged, Tyrone Johnson, nonchalantly jog out of the dugout and take the mound. The crowd was eerily silent as Johnson, with fresh rope burns visible around his neck, threw a no-hitter. The Lancaster Shoo-flies won the day, ten to nothing. From that moment on, indians, blacks, catholics, jews, and even irishmen were all welcome to play.
Carnival Baseball soon became as popular as the “other league”, which was the term rabid Carny Ball fans used when referring to the Major Leagues. It was usually said with disdain and accompanied by spitting on the ground. The small ballparks built around the new teams soon boasted appearances from the rich and famous. Coco Chanel was spotted munching a hotdog on the third baseline in Albany. F. Scott Fitzgerald was seen sharing a flask with Hubert “Ghost Man” Fuski in Providence. Rin-Tin-Tin was present in Pittsfield when Duckie Jones crushed “The Grand Slam Heard Round the World” to clinch the first ever Carnival Series title for the Hellions.
With its burgeoning popularity, a scouting system the likes of which had never been seen was created. Men and women were put on team’s payrolls to find the best and the brightest from every corner of the globe. The invention of the airplane was taken to its limits as the quest for players went to remote locations in South America, Africa, and Asia. No one was off limits, as the ever-expanding rules of Carnival Ball allowed players with all sorts of talents, supernatural or otherwise. Although never confirmed, some say that a scout for the Baltimore Bombers was secretly working with Lord Carnavon in 1923 when he located King Tut’s Tomb. Since all attempts to resurrect Tutankhamun in hopes he could play shortstop failed, the scouting records were destroyed. It was one such expedition for talent that brought “Sarge” Safran and Anthony “Mink” Cosgrove into the Carnival League’s fold.
 

3. Mink, Sarge, and the War
Clyde Decker scouted for the Wilmington Whispers (the Wilmington, Delaware Whispers - not to be confused with the Wilmington Wombats of North Carolina) when he was called to the front office. Decker pulled in talent for the Whispers and at least six of his recruits started for Wilmington over a three year period. He was schooled as an expert in art history, but a special talent of his made him the perfect Carny Ball scout.
Clyde Decker saw people’s auras. Ever since he could remember, he observed colors surround people like mystic fuzz. It was so matter-of-fact to him that as a teenager growing up in Kent County, Delaware, he was somewhat shocked to learn that not everyone possessed the ability. Clyde could just glance at others and determine whether they were sad or happy or worried. He could tell by the shape and size of the color rings if people were compassionate or mean or what type of work ethic they held. He could determine all sorts of things with his power, but more importantly, he learned how to benefit from it.
By the time he was seventeen, Clyde was sweeping up on the east coast underground poker circuit. He made big money betting on boxing matches based on auras and invested it wisely with bankers that had the right colors floating around them. Using his winnings to travel through Europe, Clyde attended the finest art schools in Paris where he learned fluent French. A lady’s man who swore off marriage and the trappings of the normal lifestyle, Clyde kept an apartment in Wilmington and utilized the small city as a jumping point for his travels. Besides, it was only a ninety minute train ride from his mother in Dover.
Clyde Decker quickly became “the man to know” in the circles of Wilmington’s upper echelon. He was handsome, dressed smartly, and was well-versed in art and literature. He was invited to all of the A-list dinners and cocktail parties. It was at one such soiree when he was introduced to Mark DuCane, sole owner of the Whispers Baseball Club and the man whose family owned half of Wilmington.
Not knowing why, Clyde was quickly convinced by DuCane to enter his employ as a scout for the Whispers. It could have been DuCane’s charm but Clyde was not a man easily swayed. Mark offered the bachelor a decent, stable salary, but Clyde was doing quite well financially. There was always the adventure of travel, but again, Clyde already lived the life of a well-traveled man. More than likely, Clyde’s handshake deal with DuCane for the scouting position had more to do with the fact that Mark DuCane possessed his own “special talent” that entailed entering people’s minds and swaying them to his point of view. Regardless, Clyde enjoyed the job and the adventures it brought his way.
The scout was given orders from the Whispers front office to check out the potential of three United States soldiers who were currently stationed in France. They were part of a special task force formed after the World War. Clyde was told that his assignment was a personal request by Mark DuCane. He was more than happy to return to France, the only country he loved as much as his own. What Clyde found there when he finally arrived one month later, however, was not what he had been expecting at all.
After a litany of questions from all types of government bureaucrats and an oath of secrecy to anything he observed, Clyde was transported to a town called Cordes-sur-Ciel, a sleepy place near Albi. He would have loved to roam its streets and bask in its beauty, but he was kept under guard his entire stay by American military personnel who refused to speak with him. Clyde was whisked away to a small, hill-top cottage which had been converted into the office of one Captain Robert Astor.
Upon meeting the Captain, Clyde was somewhat relieved. Astor was the first polite U.S. officer he had met and his aura resonated purple, blue, and gold - a good sign. Astor explained to Clyde that he was an old college chum to Mark DuCane and DuCane had promised that he would send his best Carny Ball scout to take a look at Astor’s soldiers. From what Decker surmised, his employer owed Astor a favor thanks to a huge government contract the Captain secured for DuCane’s ammunitions company during the war years.
Clyde settled into a comfortable office chair when the Captain threw some manila folders in front of him.
“These are the three men you are here to take a look at. Charles Tanner, Anthony Cosgrove, and Sarge Safran.”
The scout pretended to peruse through the files, but he did not really read them. He merely felt the indentations that the typewriter keys left on the papers and he glanced at the photos of the men clipped to the inside. He acted interested as the Captain spoke about the secret missions that were being accomplished by these fine Americans, but Clyde was thinking more about how to get the guards off his back later so he could thoroughly enjoy the people (more specifically, the young women) of this particular French locale.
Suddenly, the baseball scout caught a word amongst the Captain’s pleasantries that struck his ears funny.
Vampires.
“Forgive me, sir, but could you repeat that last part?”
“You heard me right, son. These three are the best damned vampire killers I ever had the pleasure of commanding.”
Clyde studied the Captain’s aura and saw no indication that he was lying. The officer actually believed his own words. Oh, well, the scout thought. It was not the first crack pot he had met, and it certainly would not be the last. He was disappointed, though. Astor was a very likable guy.
“These men have been like sons to me and I want to make certain that they are provided for when they leave their current duty. That is why I contacted Mr. DuCane to inquire about careers for them when they transitioned back into the private world. I certainly hope this works out. God willing, if they can get through the next three months, they will be back home with good jobs, this madness behind them.”
Decker assured the Captain that he would give them a fair shake and he was eager to meet the soldiers whom he spoke so highly. More to the point, Clyde wanted to get as far away as possible from Astor after his introduction dipped into the realm of crazy.
Clyde first met Tanner, Cosgrove, and Safran the next morning amidst all sorts of training equipment in an exercise yard. The soldiers were seated in chairs propped up against their barrack’s wall. The little guy, Cosgrove, wore dark shades and chewed gum as if it was a race. Tanner seemed pretty amicable, a regular hayseed from Nebraska.
Safran was something entirely different. He was massive. His chest looked like a beer keg in the white tank top he wore and his forearms would have made Popeye jealous. His right one bore a skull tattoo in black ink. It showed two huge fangs protruding from its mouth and underneath the design was a series of tic marks grouped into fives. They covered his arm down to his wrist. The sergeant casually puffed on the remains of a cigar and displayed the brightest red aura that Clyde had ever seen. It pulsated when he exhaled. Clyde immediately knew that the “Sarge” was worth watching.
With the help of a couple of French soldiers, Decker constructed a pitching mound and then paced off 60 feet and change. He dug his heel into the soft ground to mark where home plate would rest. The scout then brought Tanner and Cosgrove over to the hill of dirt.
“OK, fellas. My understanding is that you guys are pitchers, so let’s see your stuff.”
Clyde caught pitches from the two men. He was impressed. Both were deadly accurate. Wherever Clyde put his mitt, both Tanner and Cosgrove found their mark. The two soldiers put good zip on the ball, too, although Tanner interested Clyde more because he was a lefty. The pitchers would certainly have little difficulty working into the Whispers lineup as long as their heads were not too warped under the command of Captain Astor .
Clyde was excited to see Sarge’s performance and he was not left disappointed. He watched Tanner and Cosgrove (who preferred to be called “Mink”) throw a barrage of pitches to the big man. Sarge sent them sailing over a barbed wire fence at least 400 feet away. Sergeant Safran wielded a bat like a weapon and he could hit a ton from both sides of the plate. Players with his ability were a rarity and Clyde could not wait to report back to Wilmington and let the front office know about his findings.
Before he was scheduled to leave, Clyde met with the three prospects in their barracks. He thought it odd to see garlic cloves hanging from the doors and windows, but being a scout for a Carny Ball club had its moments.
“Gentlemen, I certainly appreciate meeting you all and I look forward to seeing the three of you when you return home. The moment you touch down on American soil, you contact me and I will get you to Wilmington to sign contracts A-S-A-P! I haven’t seen talent like yours in a good while.”
Tanner and Mink’s auras told Clyde that they were excited and that they intended to follow through in contacting him when they left France. Sarge, however, showed signs of indifference. His surrounding red glow remained constant. He sat with his arms crossed on the edge of a cot. He only stared at Decker. It unnerved the scout how cool this giant man was being.
“Sarge, I hope I didn’t offend you. I think you have a lot to offer our ball team and once you men fulfill your somewhat unusual duties to the eccentric Captain Astor....”
A sudden squint in Sarge’s eyes told Decker he should probably stop talking.
“Mr. Decker, would you like to come see our obligation?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m asking. You think Captain Astor is loony and that the three of us should be in a funny farm for following him. So I’m askin’. Do you want to come see our obligation?”
Clyde stammered. It was not like him. He was usually very calm under pressure, but the sergeant was so damned unsettling. Sarge stood up and told the scout to follow him. Clyde was uncertain what to do, so he looked for guidance from Tanner and Mink seated on their bunks. They only stared back at him, so he hurried across the concrete floor to catch up with the walking giant.
Clyde followed Sarge to a small building next to the barracks and found that it was some sort of darkroom. Sarge pulled a string that hung from a single light bulb inside. Without the light, they would have been standing in complete darkness. There were no windows and the walls were painted black.
“Listen, Sarge. Again, I am not trying to offend you or anything. I was merely saying...”
Clyde saw that the sergeant was busy dragging a box over to the center of the room and was ignoring his words. The wooden crate stood about four feet tall. A heavy drape was on top of it. Sarge grabbed the fabric and yanked it off of the top like a matador with a cape.
When Clyde Decker bent down and finally got a glimpse of the thing inside the box, he immediately planted himself firmly against the room’s back wall and attempted to crawl up it. Clyde, being fluent in French, was all the more terrified when the little creature inside spoke to him through the box’s chicken-wire window. She screamed. She cursed him. She yelled that she would drink his blood and bite his kidney. Her skin was so pale that it literally glowed and with sickness in his stomach, he realized the girl resonated a black aura. She was walking death - a bona fide, genuine vampire.
“All right, Marielle. That’s enough.”
Sarge kicked the side of the little prison with his hulking boot. The vampire girl cowered into a corner of the container at the sound of his voice. Sarge threw the cover back on top, grabbed the terrified baseball scout by the arm, and pulled him out of the room.
Needless to say, Decker left France on the first boat back home. He conferred with DuCane about the powerful prospects he found there, but wavered when asked how confident he was that they would sign with the Whispers. After Sarge’s presentation to him in Cordes-sur-Ciel, Decker did not know how to answer the question.
 

The following October, Clyde enjoyed an outside lunch at Brown’s Cafe, a quaint Wilmington restaurant with a view of the Brandywine River. He was going over his picks for the afternoon horse races when he was interrupted by an unexpected visitor.
“Those oysters sure look tasty, Mr. Decker.”
Clyde glanced up to see Mink Cosgrove in front of him. Mink wore sunglasses and a wide smile that moved with every chew he gave his gum. Clyde laughed loudly and offered him a seat. The scout immediately called over his waiter and told him to bring another order of oysters on the half-shell.
“Mink Cosgrove! I must admit that I did not think I would ever lay eyes on you again. You look great! How are Sarge and Tanner?”
Mink’s smile faded.
“Sir, Charles Tanner did not make it. He was killed in action over in France.”
Decker’s chest felt deflated. He could say nothing. Even though he had only met Tanner briefly, he was truly saddened by the news of his death. The world could be such a wicked place, a cruel joke.
After a long silence, Clyde extended his condolences to Mink. He was afraid to ask, but he finally coaxed the words out into the open.
“And the sergeant? What about Sarge?”
Mink’s ear-to-ear grin returned along with the furious gum-chewing.
“Well, you can ask him yourself.”
At that moment, Decker felt a shadow cast across him and he half-turned in his chair to find Sarge Safran looming over him. The man stared out across the river, his short-cropped hair covered by a flannel driver’s cap. He wore a dark cable-knit sweater and a question suddenly popped in Clyde’s mind: Where does a man as huge as the Sarge find clothes that fit him?
Sarge held his massive right hand out to Decker and the scout caught a glimpse of the tattoos surrounding his wrist. Clyde stood and shook hands with the toughest guy he would ever have the pleasure to call a friend. Although he hid it from Safran and Mink well, Clyde’s throat went dry when he saw a small grin appear on Sarge’s solemn face.
“Say, Hey, Mr. Decker. What’s the rumpus?”
Clyde failed to make an appearance at the horse track that night. He was too busy introducing two American soldiers to every speak-easy known in the port city of Wilmington. It was a night of no limits, a night not to be forgotten, and a night that began a great friendship between an athletic scout and a couple of soon-to-be players for the Wilmington Whispers Carnival Baseball Team.
 

4. Whispers vs. Bombers
When the waitress in the Baltimore diner brought Sarge the check, he left the money on the table along with a hefty tip. He checked his wrist watch, retrieved his pork pie hat and threw Mink’s hat to him. Mink covered his cloudy eyes with his sunglasses and the pair strolled out of the diner into the bustling city morning. They made quite a spectacle together, the thin, small Mink and the herculean Sarge. Occasionally a passerby would glance at them and realize who Sarge was. People were awestruck at the sight of him. Sarge was a celebrity and Mink always felt his best when he was spotted with him. He knew he amounted to what could be defined as sidekick status, but Mink could care less. He basked in Sarge’s glory. From time to time, he caught bits of the hushed talk when people passed.
“That’s Sarge Safran, the Babe Ruth of Carnival Ball! There he goes!”
Once in a blue moon, Mink heard someone mention his name, too. After all, for an older pitching coach, he was not too shabby himself. With a lifetime ERA of 2.2, he could still put the fires out when the Whispers needed him.
His arm always felt great. It was his damn eyes that were failing him. The chemicals the army used on them during his missions in Belgium and France were finally catching up with him. They allowed him to see in pitch black as if it were high noon and that was certainly the kind of ability to have when your job was spotting vampires on nightly prowls, but now it seemed his vision was fading and he suffered from booming headaches unless he wore his shades. For the first time in his life, Mink Cosgrove felt his age - and it scared him.
Five blocks later, the two were allowed into the visiting locker room at Edgar Allen Poe Park, the Bomber’s stadium near Inner Harbor. They found a few of their teammates there as well, even though they still had a full hour until they were required to suit up. Sarge scanned the crew that was already present: Catcher Jimmy “No Legs” Ruben stood (or what counted as standing for a man with no legs) next to the Whispers bat boy, Mickey the Midget; Pitchers Lil Boner, Haney Mane, Marty Wood, and Rube Robinson crowded around a folding card table involved in a game of spades; Third baseman Erv Bream chatted with the janitor next to the towel rack, and center fielder Kid “Crazy Legs” McCoy was sprawled out on a wooden bench reading Life magazine. The place reeked of medicinal balms and feet.
Sarge grabbed a piece of loose paper and pencil from the counter and wrote down his starting lineup and batting order:
1 Kid McCoy - centerfield
2 Erv Bream - third base
3 Dane Dugas - shortstop
4 Sarge Safran - first base
5 Savoy Special - left field
6 Biscuit Wagner - right field
7 Ralph Sankey - second base
8 James Ruben - catcher
9 Rube Robinson - pitcher
The head coach looked the list over and sighed. It was only July and already the Whispers were having a tough year keeping players. Carnival League rules allowed twenty to a team, but the Whispers were down to sixteen heads. They were a tough bunch and would never complain, but even hard eggs like them would eventually break going through a grinder of a season like the current one. They lost Jesuit Sawyer to a shark attack in early May (don’t ask) and the left-handed knuckle baller Rex Wildblood left them for a woman on the first day of June.
A telegram from owner Mark DuCane had met Sarge at his hotel when he arrived in Baltimore on Friday. It read that two pitchers were on their way, but that was forty-eight hours ago. There was no follow-up message on the matter and the promised pitchers had yet to appear. The team was breaking down. Even the trusty Wonderboy was out of commission.
Sarge thanked his lucky stars that it was Sunday, which was fortunate for two reasons. First, it was the last of the three-game series with Baltimore. Second, Carnival Ball rules strictly forbade any use of the supernatural on Sunday. If a team was caught using a hex, summoning demons, or possessing other players, they forfeited the game. A day of baseball without a bunch of hocus pocus was a good day in Sarge’s book.
The one problem that Sarge faced as head coach during Sunday games was keeping an eye on Simon Says. The only Wilmington player who possessed prohibited Sunday powers, Simon Says was the Whispers witch doctor. (Clyde Decker was the one who had created the name for him since no one on the team could pronounce his native one).
Sarge delegated the job of keeping Simon out of trouble to Mink. It was not that Simon would intentionally cheat. He simply could not help himself. He used his powers whenever possible. It was his nature. Sarge was also fairly certain that the Tanzanian understood almost nothing that went on around him. He was, however, the best spirit man in the league who could also lay down one mean drag bunt.
Sarge chuckled to himself as he wrote down the reserve player’s names. His pencil suddenly froze in place and the tip snapped when a thought of panic raced through his head:
Where
was
Simon Says?
He swiveled around the room. All the other players were ambling in and were starting to dress in their away uniforms (light gray wool with with “Wilmington” in navy blue stitched across the chest), but there was no smell of burning incense, no shrunken head on a stick, and no witch doctor with the given name “Simon Says” to be found.
Mink’s shoelace broke off in his hand when Sarge yelled his name across the locker room. His foot slipped off of the long, wooden bench and he bit his tongue when his chin connected with his knee. He looked up to see Sarge at the back of the dressing area, his massive chest rising and falling with each breath. With a wild look on his face, Sarge held a crumpled piece of paper and a broken pencil. Mink’s shaded eyes connected with Sarge’s and they both said the name at the same time.
“Simon.”
Mink kicked his baseball cleats off and stripped away his uniform. He hopped around the room on one foot as he pulled on his street pants and grabbed a plain buttoned-down shirt hanging from his locker. He slid his feet into a pair of Oxfords sans socks before he spoke. Words shot out of his mouth as he hustled towards the exit.
“I’ll check the police blotters and the soda jerks and the trollies. Dammit, Sarge! I’ll find him!”
Only his shadow was visible through the light of the swinging back door when Sarge yelled after him.
“And check the zoo, too! That’s where I found him that time in Atlanta!”
The back entrance swung closed and every member of the Whispers team stayed as still as possible. They exchanged glances and raised their eyebrows or sucked air through gritted teeth to try and communicate. They dared not talk. Even wise-cracking Mickey the Midget kept his trap shut. He had learned his lesson the hard last season when Sarge stuffed him in a trash can and sent him rolling down a West Virginia hill.
The head coach stood there, looking at the back door for what felt like an eternity. He suddenly snapped out of his trance and twenty-four spiked feet (and two stubs, courtesy of “No Legs” Ruben) slipped and slid across the concrete floor towards the field entrance when he bellowed, “What the hell are you clowns waiting for? An invitation? Get your asses out there for some batting practice!”
Sarge was left alone with the custodian who was doing everything he possibly could to look busy at arranging towels. The coach picked up a still-burning cigar butt that fell out of Ralph Sankey’s mouth when he fled for the field. He looked the stogie over for a moment and then took a long pull from its tattered end. He blew smoke over his head and then pitched it to the corner of the room. Sarge walked towards the unmistakable sounds of wooden bats and the slap of glove leather. He mumbled the words that gave him the greatest meaning in life. They were also the words that gave him the most sleepless nights and heartache, too.
“Carnival Ball.”
 

Sarge jogged up the the three steps of the visitor’s dugout into a clear July day in the city of Baltimore. He pulled his wool ball cap down almost to his eyebrows and popped his uniform’s collar so it stood straight up. He felt the fresh cut grass under his spikes and as hard as he tried, he could not help but smile. All of the headaches and the worries and the babysitting were worth it to feel what was inside him at that moment.
He took it all in. Thanks to the hot streak that the Bomber’s were currently riding and the fact that their three-game series was split one and one, Poe Park was already packed. He heard that it sat fifteen thousand fans and it was shaping up to be a sell-out crowd.
The Bomber’s black and orange banners hung from all three tiers of the horseshoe shaped seating. Men stripped off their jackets and were rolling up their cuffs thanks to the early day heat. Straw boaters were in abundance and Sarge could see women making little fans out of their programs. The entire crowd seemed to sway with their movement. Vendors ran through the aisles selling sausages wrapped in rolls and bottles of Coca-Cola.
In that moment Sarge forgot about Simon Says. He left behind his father’s death, the falling out with his brother Mycroft, the death of Tanner, the War. They meant nothing to him when he hit the field. Some people thanked God for their blessings, but Sarge thanked Captain Robert Astor for making all of it possible and allowing him to be a part of something that made him human again.
Sarge heard the familiar sound of Savoy Special’s pistons fire off. He looked over towards third base and saw Doctor Bismark tinkering with the robot. The doctor was a short guy, a little over five feet tall, so he had to use a step ladder to reach Savoy’s chest. Its iron body plate hung wide open and the exposed whirling gears and springs shot little sparks onto the grass. A mad rush of kids surged forward to get a better look. They all wore smiles and looks of wonder. They pointed at the mechanical left fielder as he hummed to life. A black cloud of smoke shot out of the vent at the top of its head and as soon as Bismark closed up Savoy’s chest, the mechanical man took off and jogged around the bases.
A few hisses rose from the crowd, but they were drowned out by a wave of laughs and applause. No matter where the Whispers played, everyone seemed to love and marvel over Savoy Special and Wonderboy, the only robots currently in the Carnival Ball League. Sarge watched Bismark, who stood with the step ladder folded under his arm, beam at his creation. The little German scientist was another of Clyde’s recruits, lured to Carny Ball with the promise of citizenship in America and a laboratory of his own thanks to Mark DuCane. Sarge liked Dr. Bismark and got a kick out of his wild white hair and walrus mustache. He would never forget the time he saw the doctor late one night in their hometown club room.
Sarge had forgotten his wallet after a game and went back to retrieve it from his locker. He heard Bismark talking and when he peeped around the corner, he saw the Doc standing in front of his two robots. Wonderboy and Savoy Special were seated on the bench and were turned off. Their arms dangled next to them and they were hunched over. The Doctor was telling them how proud he was of them and how much he loved his two boys. The scene made Sarge’s heart hurt and he quietly slipped away without his bill fold. He never told anyone about it, not even Delilah.
The coach walked over to Bismark and he put his giant hand on the scientist’s shoulder.
“Savoy sure looks good, Doc. How is Wonderboy?”
Bismark waved his hand in the air and in a thick German accent said, ”Bah. He’ll be fine. After today’s baseball contest I will have more time to get him back up. I expect no more than two days, three days at the most.”
Sarge patted him on the back and thanked him for all of his hard work. Sarge knew full well that without Bismark and his fancy iron baseball players, the Whispers would not be holding the second place spot of the North Division.
Sarge spied Russ McNatt, Baltimore’s head skipper ambling over to the scorekeeper area with his lineup. Sarge trotted over to meet him.
“Hey, Russ. How’s Tricks?”
The short and pudgy coach pulled out a tobacco plug, bit off a piece and offered it to Sarge, who declined. He decided it was going to get too hot for chew.
“Say hey, Sarge. I don’t know about you and your crew, but my boys are plum tired. This series took it out of ‘em.”
Sarge always got along with Russ. The Baltimore coach was a straight shooter and, with the exception of Hooligan Pete, Coach McNatt would not tolerate any shenanigans from his players.
“Yeah. I know what you mean, Russ. Mink’s out running around town looking for our witch doctor. He took a powder and that can mean trouble.”
McNatt spat a big line of tobacco juice out of one side of his mouth and let a howl out of the other. Sarge noticed a permanent brown stain next to the “s” in “Bombers” on his uniform.
“How did two eggs like us end up in this line of work, Sarge?”
Sarge chuckled and squinted at the sun.
“I guess it was luck, Russ.”
McNatt smiled.
“Yeah. I reckon’ you’re right.”
Both coaches were waved over to home plate by the head umpire, Gus Sawchenko. He stood there with the other three men that made up the field officials. Carnival Baseball umpires wore black blazers, gray slacks, a black ascot and large stovepipe hats. Players and fans assigned them the nickname “pallers” because they looked so much like pallbearers from a lost era.
Sawchenko was tall and lanky. He shaved away what little hair he still kept and underneath the Lincoln-like top, he was completely bald. He was very pale, so much so that when he was out of ear shot, he was called “Professor Powder.” If a coach or player were in the mood to get tossed from a game by Sawchenko, calling him Prof Powder would have gotten the job done. Once Sarge and McNatt joined the pallers, Sawchenko emphasized the golden seventh day rule.
“Gentlemen. As you know, this is Sunday, and as such, there will be no spiritual powers utilized on the field. Is that understood?”
Coach McNatt turned his head and spat.
“Yes, Sir. Only player on our lineup with that kind of juice is Mo Chin.”
Russ threw a thumb behind his back and Sarge’s eyes followed it towards the stone statue of an ancient Chinese soldier standing at attention next to the Bomber’s dugout. Sarge was glad that Chin would not be playing. He had knocked a couple of No Legs’s teeth loose during a close play at the plate the day before. A couple of kids were climbing all over the now lifeless sculpture. They were goofing off.
Sarge chimed in.
“Sir, our only spirit guy, Simon Says, isn’t even here today. You won’t have any problems from us.”
Sawchenko smiled.
“At any rate, Umpire Finberg is in the centerfield tower, making certain. Gentlemen, let’s play some Carnival Ball.”
Sarge and Russ shook hands and they both walked to their dugouts. The stadium began a round of applause as the Bombers’ starting players took to the field, and they went positively wild when Hooligan Pete strutted up to the mound and began to throw warmup pitches. Wilmington’s two rookie pitchers seated in the bullpen felt a pang of trepidation when the dreaded Hooligan chant from the Baltimore crowd reached their ears. They had heard nothing like it.
“Hoooooooolllllllllllllllliiiiiiiiiiggggggaaaaaaaaannnnnnnnnnn!”

Every club in the league had their special ways and traditions. When the Hooligan hit the field, Bombers fans loved to express theirs.
Hooran “Hooligan” Pete was one of Carnival Ball’s true greats and was a huge draw for the sport. He was one of the only players in the history of the game that crossed over from the “true” professional major leagues into Carnival League, although it was not by his choosing. As an outfielder for the Pittsburgh Pirates, he had a respectable career and played alongside Honus Wagner when that baseball club won the nation’s title in 1909.
Pete’s career difficulties in the major leagues arose when people took notice that he never seemed to age. Five, ten, then fifteen years went by and Pete could still be found playing and looking like a young rookie. Suspicions led to inquiries into his past as reporters of the steel town dug around for any information on Hooligan’s life before professional baseball. What they unearthed made no sense whatsoever.
Although none was ever able to discover a birth certificate or archival records of Hooligan’s childhood, they did find papers, letters, and even photographs of Hooligan fighting for the 20th Maine under Joshua Chamberlain during the Civil War. This struck everyone odd since that would mean that Hooligan was at least eighty years old, yet he did not look a day over twenty-nine. The reporters found unmistakable proof though, that it was the same man. A photograph taken at Gettysburg on the third day of that tragic battle clearly showed Hooligan standing with a group of Union soldiers, his trademark mustache freshly waxed, his hair parted down the middle, and the scar across his left cheek shining brightly in the sun. One old and yellowed photo also showed him standing in the background of a Union encampment as Abraham Lincoln shook hands with a now forgotten United States Senator. It was definitely Hooligan, his feet crossed, leaning on a baseball bat and smirking at the camera.
As soon as he was confronted with the evidence, Hooligan disappeared from Pittsburgh like jobs after Black Friday. No one saw hide nor hair of him until twenty years later. The Baltimore Bombers of the North Division announced to the Carny Ball world that Hooligan Pete was returning to the game. By that time, Hooligan was a mythical lore. He was a supernatural tale told to children before bed.
The city of Baltimore closed all government offices the day Hooligan reappeared to sign with the Bombers. Thousands crowded the street in front of Poe Park. A hush fell across them as Pete addressed the masses. He had not aged a day since he left the Pittsburgh locker room back in 1910. His words were brief and to the point.
“Ladies and gentlemen of Baltimore, The Hooligan is back in baseball!”
With that statement, Pete pulled out of his back pocket his old Pirates cap and showed it to the crowd. The letter “P” for Pittsburgh displayed on its front had been transformed into a “B” for Baltimore thanks to a curve of orange stitching. The Gazette printed a giant photo of the baseball cap on the front page of its afternoon paper. Copies of it can still be found hanging in certain Baltimore pubs and restaurants.
Hooligan was not a bad man, but he could be a downright dirty ball player. Famous for ending the careers of at least four catchers, he refused to slide into bases. When it was going to be a close play at a bag or home plate, Hooligan would bear his huge shoulders down and run clean through members of the opposing team.
When a Baltimorean theorized that the immortal Hooligan Pete was one of the thieves crucified with Jesus, another quipped a reply.
“Nah. It couldn’t have been Hooligan. He would have knocked Christ off his cross to get the better position.”
He could hit. He could run. And the worst thing was, he could pitch. Hooligan did not have much junk, but he could rear back and throw heat all day long. Sarge watched him from the visitor’s dugout and knew that pulling off a Wilmington win in Baltimore with the Hooligan on the mound was not going to be an easy feat at all.
The lead-off hitter for Wilmington, Kid McCoy, stepped up to the plate to begin the game. Hooligan made quick work of him. McCoy fouled off two bunt attempts and then fanned at a scorching fastball. “Crazy Legs” McCoy was so fast that he could steal a base before a pitch hit the catcher’s glove. To accomplish that task, however, he had to reach first base. Instead, he was the first out. Erv Bream, the bruiser from Boston popped up to the Bomber’s first baseman and Dane Dugas struck out. When the sides changed and Whispers pitcher Rube Robinson began to throw his stuff, it became quite clear to everyone in attendance that the game was going to be a pitching duel.
Rube was young. He was only nineteen years old and was all height and no weight. Rube’s uniform hung on him like a burlap sack and his long blonde hair stuck out from under his cap. It seemed to cover his eyes like a sheep dog. Rube was a lefty with decent heat, but he possessed a skill set that made him almost untouchable. When young Rube concentrated, he could make things disappear. The effect would not last long, only a fraction of a second, but it was an invaluable trait.
It was a tough accomplishment to hit a baseball hurled at eighty-five miles an hour, but it was nearly impossible to hit one when it suddenly vanished as it made its way to the plate. Hitters found themselves watching his windup only to hear the smack of the catcher’s mitt behind them as the ball found its target. They wouldn’t even catch a glimpse of the thing.
Robinson could not make the ball vanish every pitch and if he did it too much, he would get nosebleeds. Sarge always kept an eye on his young ace to make certain the kid didn’t push himself too hard. The coach promised that much to the boy’s mother. If there was ever any sign of strain, Sarge pulled Rube off the mound with no excuses, but so far, the rookie was having an outstanding first season with six straight wins.
Rube mowed down Baltimore’s Ghost Wheeler and Rand Jeter. As he worked on big left-handed rookie, Pie McBride, Pete Hooligan called out from the Bomber’s dugout to Sarge. Sarge was, as always, playing first base.
“Hey, Safran!”
Sarge glanced over to see Hooligan sipping water from a metal ladle at the edge of Baltimore’s bench. He found Hooligan’s waxed mustache and parted hair strange. It was out of place, like Hooligan just stepped through time. Of course, the man technically had.
“Say Hey, Pete.”
“Looks like it’s going to be one those days, old timer.”
Sarge thought that line was rich coming from a guy who was probably a hundred years old.
“Yeah. It looks it.”
“I heard your jungle doctor man went splits-ville on you. Coach said Mink was out looking for him.”
Sarge was getting tired of the back and forth and was pretty certain Hooligan knew something he didn’t. The Whispers coach felt a punchline was coming.
Pete took a long pull from the water ladle. His mustache came up wet.
“Hey, Sarge. You don’t think it would have anything to do with Ty Cobb being in town would you?”
The little hairs on the back of Sarge’s neck stood at attention. His face went flush with heat.
“Well, I sure hope everything works out for you, Sarge. Good luck today.”
Sarge worked to keep his cool and his anger in check. Pete was trying to get a rise out of him and he knew it. He also knew, as well as Pete did, that if Ty Cobb was in Baltimore, there was no doubt Simon Says was out in the streets stalking him like an unstoppable lion.
Simon’s bizarre obsession with Cobb was due solely to the witch doctor’s most precious possession and the Whispers secret weapon: Chew-on Man.
Sarge’s mind raced over the possibilities and he almost missed the dribbler that that came off of the end of McBride’s bat. He tagged first for the third out of the inning and raced to the dugout. Sarge had to figure out a way to send word to Mink about how big of a pickle they were actually in.
When Sarge was safely out of the public eye, he yelled for Lil Boner, one of the the Whispers relief pitcher. Boner’s real name was Lilden Bonaparte, but it was quickly shortened after word from the Wilmington East Side brothels got back to his teammates about a certain physical endowment Lilden possessed. Boner was famous for his sidearm knuckleball that was so slow unsuspecting batters actually dislocated shoulders swinging at it.
“Boner! Get off your ass and go find Mink. Tell him that Ty Cobb is in town and find out where that son of a bitch is staying. Hopefully, Simon ain’t got to him yet.”
Lil gave Sarge a salute and trotted down the hallway through the locker room and out the back door, uniform, spikes, and all. Lil had no idea how to find Mink and he could make no sense out of anything his coach had just told him, but he knew that when Sarge ordered you to perform a task, you simply did it. The waif-like pitcher received all kinds of stares from the fans and vendors that lingered outside of the stadium as he jogged past them yelling at the top of his lung for Mink.
Sarge snatched a bat from the extended hands of Mickey the Midget and angrily stomped to the plate. He was the clean-up hitter for Wilmington. As mad as he was, all he wanted to do was hit something and hit it hard. The boos and hisses from Baltimore rang out when he passed the dugout’s shadow onto the field. He paid them no mind. Sarge was now focused on Hooligan, who stood on the mound with his glove on his hip. Hooligan smiled, and Sarge was determined to wipe it clean off his face.
Hooligan Pete came at Sarge from a full windup and his hand almost scraped the ground as he delivered his pitch. Sarge knew Hooligan would try to jam him to the inside, so he shuffled away from the plate. Sarge slammed the incoming fastball with a vicious, tight-fisted swing. The baseball cleared right field in a hurry and sailed high over Rand Jeter’s head. It bounced off of an orange and black banner and dropped into the second tier of outfield bleachers. The second base paller raised his hand and twirled his finger. Poe Park went quiet as Sarge’s huge frame ran around the bases. No one had ever hit a home run like that in Baltimore, especially against the Hooligan. Sarge was not called the Babe Ruth of Carny Ball for nothing.
The coach touched home plate and immediately went over to Dr. Bismark who stood next to his robot, Savoy Special. Savoy was up to bat next.
“Hey, Doc. Be ready. Pete is going to throw at your man’s head.”
“I expected as much, Mr. Safran. Not to fear. Savoy can take it.”
The old scientist lovingly patted the mechanical player on the back as it whirred and clicked its way to the plate.
Savoy did take it - Right in its metal head. Hooligan was so angry about Sarge’s solo homer that his pitch struck the iron man’s noggin and actually knocked it back on its heels a little. The robot staggered slightly as it trotted towards first. A stream of black smoke followed him to the bag where it would stay the rest of the inning as Biscuit Wagner, Ralph Sankey, and No Legs watched Hooligan’s wrath blow by them. He struck them all out one, two, and three.
The rest of the afternoon was more of the same. Hooligan slammed a pair of doubles into the right field corner, but no other members of the Bombers Club were able to bring him around. Rube was able to shut them out through eight innings. The young, lanky pitcher found his groove and settled into it, using the disappearing ball act just enough to keep them on their toes and guessing. He was tiring by the end of the seventh, but Sarge watched him carefully and checked on him between innings. Wilmington’s coach was impressed with someone so young who was able to hold up under this type of crowd and pressure.
Of course, Sarge had his own kind of pressure to deal with in the humid, Baltimore summer. By the end of the eighth inning, there was still no word from Mink or Lil Boner. To make matters worse, Pete Hooligan had been hell-bent to bean him with fastballs at his next two at-bats. Sarge took one in the shoulder and it knotted up on him, keeping his glove arm tight and numb. He was able to dodge a few his next at-bat and then surprised Hooligan again when he jumped back from an inside pitch and somehow pulled it down the third baseline for a two-bagger. It infuriated the Bomber’s star pitcher to no end and he mowed down the Whispers next three again. Hooligan stared at Sarge hard between each pitch. Safran spat and stared back. The anger between the two was palpable to the fans. They stomped their feet and proudly chanted for their star player.
“Hooooooooooooooooolllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllllliiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiggggggggggggaaaaaaaaannn!”
It remained a Wilmington one-nothing game going into the end of the ninth. The home team Bombers only had one more chance. All fifteen thousand fans were glued to their seats. Shirt collars were unbuttoned and people wetted down handkerchiefs with cool water. They slung them across their necks. It was a rare occasion when stars of the Carnival League like Hooligan Pete and Sarge Safran battled it out, and everyone was excited to see the conclusion.
Rube stepped on the mound and hunched his shoulders. Sweat dripped off of the brim of his cap. The crowd moaned when Rand Jeter popped up to Wilmington’s short stop, Dane Dugas.
One out.
Sarge pounded his fist into his mitt and readied himself for the mountain of the man that stepped up to the plate, Pie McBride.
A left-handed rookie with Baltimore, Pie reminded Sarge of a younger version of himself. They both were giants who lived in a world that was too small for them. They both were southpaws and played first base, and although Sarge never talked to the man, he overheard Pie’s heavy drawl enough to know that he hailed from Louisiana, just like Sarge.
Pie’s mouth was filled with a giant wad of chewing tobacco. His jaw looked swollen. He eyeballed Rube and spat through his teeth. Sarge knew the young Bomber was due for a hit, and sure enough, with a two and one count, Pie McBride caught all of Rube’s fourth offering. Pie pulled a screaming line drive towards right field. The way the ball was traveling there was little doubt it would have bounced off of the plywood fence in right. McBride would have then stood on second base, a duck on the pond for the mighty Hooligan.
The only thing that stopped it from occurring, however, was Sarge’s glove. With a grace people sometimes forgot that the big coach possessed, Sarge dove to his right and stabbed the ball out of the air. He fell prone between first and second base, covered in red Baltimore clay from his chin to the tips of his spikes. Inside his cow-hide mitt rested the baseball and the death of an extra base hit.
The second base paller threw a thumb high into the air.
Two outs.
One more, and Wilmington could head north with another win.
Sarge picked himself off of the ground as Ralph Sankey smacked him on the back with a glove.
“Hell of a grab, old man.”
“I ain’t as old as I let on, Sank.”
Sarge walked over to the mound and placed the ball in Rube’s mitt. He readied himself for what came next. “Hooooooooooooolllllllllllllllllllliiiiiiiiiiiiggggggggaaaaaaannnn!”
The fans called out with one voice as the man of the hour strode to the plate armed with a baseball bat. He grinned wide. Sarge moved in close to Robinson’s ear so the kid could could hear him over the wall of noise.
“Listen, Rube. You pitched one hell of a game. I can send in Haney to finish it up. Your call.”
Rube squinted sweat out of his eyes and took a long, deep breath.
“All the same to you, Sarge, I sure would like to strike this clown out and take the next week off back home.”
The rookie’s reply made his coach smile. Carnival ballplayers never ceased to amaze Sarge. They spent lifetimes being ridiculed back in their hometowns as freaks of nature, teased incessantly by classmates and fellow workers. Somehow, instead of caving in to it, instead of letting it make them weak, it made them tougher than crocodiles. These men were the strongest Sarge Safran ever crossed paths with. He was proud to be a part of their fraternity.
“All right, kid. Show him your stuff.”
When Rube wound up, he threw Hooligan the best slider he had ever thrown in his life. He even made the ball disappear as soon as it left his long, narrow fingers. Rube gave it everything, and a trickle of blood spewed out of his nose and down past his lips to his chin.
Hooligan Pete was two hundred and forty pounds of pure tenacity. The man would not relent. He would not lay down. Hooligan’s bat whipped around and stung the invisible ball perfectly. It reappeared on its way to the right field corner where Biscuit Wagner chased it down.
The crowd roared. Straw hats filled the air and all eyes stayed on the massive Hooligan as he sped around first on his way to second. The baseball game instantly transformed into a foot race. Hooligan never looked back. Like a man possessed, Baltimore’s best barreled through the turn and steamed towards third.
Out in right field, Biscuit heard Sarge yelling at him to throw it to third. He blindly complied. The ball left his hand like a rocket, and scorched the air as it shot towards the infield. Wagner’s given name was David, but his teammates called him Biscuit because a ball thrown by him went so fast and hard that it would be steaming when it found its mark.
Fortunately for Wilmington’s third baseman Erv Bream, Biscuit’s hurl was off mark. Old Erv had to move away from the bag to catch the ball, and that cleared the the pathway for Hooligan. If the throw was a little better, Hooligan would have knocked Bream’s head off. The big Bomber safely reached third and Poe Park erupted with joy.
Sarge called time and trotted over to the mound. Wilmington’s catcher, No Legs, joined him. The double amputee was soaked in sweat and pulled a handkerchief out of his back pocket to mop his face. Both Sarge and Robinson squatted down to meet him at his level.
Rube bowed his head and apologized to Sarge. The coach cut him short.
“Shut your pie hole, kid. This thing ain’t over. I got a plan to fix our friend Hooligan. Fellas, I got a plan to fix him but good.”
Sarge looked Robinson in the eyes and asked the young man if he still had one more pitch left in him.
“Yes, Sir.”
“All right then. No Legs, a lot of this is going to depend on you and your acting ability. Rube, wipe your damn nose clean of blood and don’t die on me. Your Mama would kill me.”
The rookie barked out a quick laugh and grabbed the handkerchief offered to him by his catcher. No Legs grabbed him by the front of his shirt, pulled the boy down lower, and rubbed the top of his head.
When Sarge and No Legs left the mound and their talk with Robinson, they both jogged back to their positions. No Legs threw his catcher’s mask over his face and stood behind the plate. Sarge went back to first and pounded his mitt. Robinson stepped on the mound and faced Baltimore’s left fielder, Smoke Peterson.
All three conspirators knew there would be only one chance to perform Sarge’s plan. They had to make it count. The home plate paller pointed towards Rube to begin play.
Not a single person in the crowd sat. Programs were tightly clenched in fists and people fidgeted with suspense. With only one pitch left to throw, Rube tried to make it perfect. He started from the stretch, went into his windup, and let the ball fly.
The ball sailed low and it hit the dirt in front of home plate. Smoke Peterson jumped out of the batter’s box and No Legs dove to his left to block the ball. Immediately, the catcher rolled himself back up, threw off his mask and took off running towards the backstop.
From Hooligan’s vantage point down the third baseline, he witnessed a wild pitch that got past. He smelled blood in the water and instinctively reacted. Hooligan took off for home plate. The crowd cheered.
Hooligan Pete was 165 years old. He was the only person alive who knew his actual age. During that time, Hooligan learned many things about life, and as he reached half way to home plate, Hooligan learned that he had been duped like an A-1 sucker. There had been no wild pitch. Rube Robinson had thrown the ball low and No Legs had caught it in his mitt. Rube then used his special power and made it invisible. No Legs simply acted as if the now invisible ball got by him, but it was safely tucked in his glove. As soon as the catcher saw Hooligan had fallen for the ruse, he planted and threw towards home plate where Sarge Safran now stood. Sarge caught the ball, turned, and readied himself for certain impact.
Henry Analore, a local baker, sat behind the Bomber’s dugout with his son. In 1929, he had been strolling through Baltimore’s financial district on Black Friday, the day the stock market crashed. He watched a businessman leap to his death from an office building on Charles Street. The sound the man made hitting the pavement was the same sound he heard when Hooligan Pete collided with Sarge Safran.
Both ballplayers hit the baseline in a heap. The home plate paller looked inside Sarge’s hand and saw the now visible baseball tightly wrapped in his grasp.
Programs, hats, and peanut shells rained onto the field as fifteen thousand Baltimore fans felt compelled to show their displeasure. They felt cheated. They felt robbed.
Hooligan Pete was called out.
Both he and Sarge were out cold.
 

5. Enter Scratch
Sarge awoke from the final play of the game to a basset hound licking the left side of his face. The right side was squashed against the cool of a marble floor. Although it was sideways from his point of view, Sarge saw a large expanse of stairs spiraling up to a second floor landing. A statue stood on his right and a giant chandelier hung over him. Paintings framed in golden leaf decorated the wall. They were country scenes, picturesque views that looked as if he could walk into them. The big man had no idea where he was, but it certainly was not Poe Park anymore. Everything around him, except for the overly-friendly hound, smelled of money.
Sarge gently pushed the dog away from his face and readied himself for the pain that would hit when he tried to stand. He estimated a concussion at the least and a couple of cracked ribs at most. However, when Sarge finally pushed his huge frame from the floor, he was amazed to find that there was no pain at all. He flexed his hands. They opened and closed. Sarge felt refreshed. He felt invigorated. The exhaustion that nine innings of ball can extoll on a man was gone.
Upon further inspection of his condition, the coach was shocked. He no longer wore his uniform. Instead, he sported freshly pressed shirt and slacks. He glanced down at his feet. His old pair of baseball spikes were replaced by the comfortable leather of highly polished brown capped-toes. He looked around for a moment, paused, and then took it all in. Sarge then said his next thought out loud. He chuckled to himself and shook his head slightly.
“Sarge, you finally did it. You checked out and died.”
His voice echoed against the marble and into what he surmised to be the grandiose foyer of a mansion. A man’s voice replied to his words. Sarge could not say that he was surprised to hear it. He knew it was coming for the last eleven years.

“Died? Gosh no, Sarge. You’re fine.”
He glanced up and saw a familiar face. It was Aldous Scratch, and he stood where a moment ago no one had. Scratch casually leaned over the wooden railing at the top of the stairs. He smiled down at the Whispers head coach.
Scratch was tan and extremely handsome. His hair was a perfect sand color and it looked freshly cut. Mr. Scratch was slightly taller than most and had the physique of an athlete, but not the type that played Carnival Baseball. The man was tennis. He was golf. Scratch was the breast stroke and polo and all sports that gentlemen of wealth could afford. He was the manifestation of the ads found in Vanity Fair and the New Yorker. He was charm personified. Scratch looked like the man that every man wanted to be.
Except Mr. Scratch was no man at all.
Aldous Scratch nonchalantly knocked on the stair bannister with a knuckle and skipped down the stairs towards Sarge. He wore a pair of linen slacks with loafers and no socks. The collar of his shirt was upturned and the sleeves were rolled to his elbows. Scratch met Sarge at the base of the stairs and smiled with perfect white teeth. He extended his young and strong hand.
“Hello, Sarge. It has been quite a long time.”
“Say hey, Scratch.”
Mr. Scratch put his hands in his pockets and looked into Sarge’s face for a few moments.
“Come on. Let’s go sit down outside. It’s a beautiful day.”
Sarge followed the man through room after room of understated splendor. The house made even Mark DuCane’s place look plain. They walked through an entire wall of glass that led outside. It overlooked a vast, manicured garden, complete with a maze made of shrubbery. It was exquisite. Sarge looked across the fields and saw a group of smartly dressed women playing croquet. Their giggles were carried to him by the wind and their scarves and hat brims blew in the breeze.
“Please, sit down, Sarge. Have something to drink. You must be thirsty.”
Sarge and Scratch took seats at a small wrought iron table positioned on a square courtyard of cobble stone. Pillars surrounded the area and large pieces of sheer fabric canopied the top. It flowed in the wind and diffused the bright sun. The air was cool and pleasant.
A man in a tuxedo appeared and set a glass in front of Safran. He placed ice chips into it from a bucket and then poured London Dry grape soda on top. The butler bowed slightly and walked back inside. Scratch watched the coach’s reaction.
“I believe that is your favorite, is it not?”
Sarge took a long pull from the glass, glanced past Scratch at the croquet players for a moment, and swished the drink around in the glass. He looked Scratch in the eyes.
“Yeah. It’s my favorite. London Dry Grape Soda. Made right in downtown WIlmington, Delaware. Of course, you know that. As a matter of fact, Scratch, I imagine you know everything about me. So how about we cut to the chase. The way I got it figured I am either dead or dreaming and you got something to either say to me or do to me. So, let’s have it.”
Scratch crossed his legs and smiled.
“Well, Sarge, as I told you earlier you are not dead.”
Mr. Scratch then cocked his head and leaned an ear out as if he was trying to hear something from very far away.
“Right now, your team has carted you back into the visitor’s locker room and Dr. Bismark is trying to revive you. A lot of unhappy Baltimore fans are congregating at the back door. They plan to string you and your team up as soon as you try to leave. Mink is there, too, along with Lil Boner. They have found Simon Says and your path is about to cross with the infamous Ty Cobb. Mickey the midget is using the distraction to his advantage and is stealing the fourteen dollars out your wallet from the pants hanging in your locker. I do not have a lot of time before you will be on your way, so I will be brief.”
Scratch uncrossed his legs and leaned over the table closer to Sarge Safran. He folded his hands together.
“Sarge, it’s the the wager that you and I made over ten years ago. I am offering to forget about it. You no longer have an obligation to me. Consider it done. This is my gift to you.”
He tried to look into Sarge’s eyes to emphasize his point, but the larger man was staring at his glass of grape soda. His huge hand squeezed its side. Sarge felt the coolness on his fingers. He finally looked up and spoke.
“What about the boy? What about Charles Tanner’s son?”
Scratch now took his turn to look away. He sighed.
“He’s mine, Sarge. That was the deal with Tanner. Tanner sold his soul to me along with the soul of his first born. I am obligated to uphold the contract.”
A shiver went through Sarge. It did not originate with fear, but with pure anger. It took everything he had to keep it from boiling over. He took another drink from the glass.
“I guess we have a situation then, Mr. Scratch. Back home in Ascension Parish, we called it a pickle. You and I wagered a bet. I win, you lose the boy’s soul.”
“Dammit, Sarge. Don’t you see? It is all coming to a head. Your time is almost up and this is going to end badly. I like you, Sarge. I truly do.”
Scratch leaned back in his chair and folded his arms upon his chest. He tilted his seat back on its hind legs.
“Sarge, you are a good man. You have sacrificed so much in life. You know nothing but pain. Our bet is not a contract. A gentlemen’s bet, nothing more. I can release you from it.”
Sarge sat mute. He gave no hint of reaction to the words. Scratch seemed exasperated.
“Do you think I enjoy what I do? Do you think I like dealing in the souls of the damned? I am Satan’s plaything. I do his bidding. The years slip by and I toil on.”
He leaned forward again and the chair legs clicked against the stone.
“Sarge, I can make things happen for you, if you forget about this, if you walk away. I can reunite you with your brother. I can give you untold wealth. Good God, man, I can hand over a Wilmington Whispers pennant. Forget about Charles Tanner’s son and our bet.”
Sarge pulled his eyes from his drink and locked them into Scratch’s gaze. He could hear the knock of croquet mallets against wooden balls in the distance. He could smell the cologne on the man who was not a man across from him. Sarge raised his glass to his lips and drained the remainder of the grape soda. He put the glass down and chewed on ice chips.
“Sorry, Scratch. No can do. Now if you’ll excuse me, I got a baseball club to run.”
Scratch looked down and shook his head. He then quietly laughed.
“All right, Sarge. Fine. It will be soon, and I will win. I have Tanner’s soul. I will take his boy’s soul, too.”
Scratch’s eyes clouded over and Sarge caught a glimpse of a deep and black evil. Pure evil.
“And, rest assured, Tristan Safran, I will have your soul as well.”
 

Dr. Otto Bismark fell squarely on his ass when Sarge suddenly rose up from under him in the locker room and fiercely yelled.
“No one calls me by that name!”
Mink and Lil Boner quickly scooped the German scientist off of the floor and sat him down on a stool. Mink then grabbed Sarge by the arm.
“Hey, boss! Take it easy. Poor Doc’s ticker can’t take that kind of nonsense. Get a hold of yourself!”
Sarge found that he was no longer in Scratch’s mansion, but was again with his team in the visitor’s locker room of Poe Park in downtown Baltimore. The Whispers had gathered around him in a semi-circle. They were all still in uniform, a motley crew in dire need of hot showers and cold beer. Sarge looked at the lot of them, his group of misfits he commanded. Mickey the Midget chewed on a lit cigar. He grabbed Sarge’s hand and bent his crooked mouth into a grin.
“Thank, God, Sarge! We all thought you were a goner. I sure am glad you’re OK.”
Sarge picked up his ball cap and pulled it firmly on his head. He swung his legs over the bench to face the bat boy.
“Shut your damn trap, Mickey, and hand over my fourteen bucks you filched out of my pants.”
The surprised Mickey hurriedly retrieved a wad of bills from his back pocket and placed them in Sarge’s extended hand.
“Sure, thing, coach. I was doing some safe-keeping for you, in case we had to get you to the infirmary. Scout’s honor.”
“Don’t sweat it, Mickey.”
The coach shoved him in the chest with an open hand and the midget went sliding across the concrete floor. He struck the lockers on the opposite side of the room. A stack of dirty towels fell on top of him and a mop slowly teetered over. The handle struck him in the head. Everyone stared.
Sarge stood up, straightened his back and fought against a throbbing headache left by Hooligan Pete’s final inning antics.
Without giving him a moment to reflect on his meeting with Scratch and what laid ahead between him and the broker of souls, his best friend Mink and Lil Boner pressed through the crowd of spent men to get Sarge’s attention.
Mink’s hair fell out of place and hung in front of his sunglasses. He was out of breath. A toothpick darted back and forth in his mouth. He chewed on it incessantly and it flitted between his word’s like a mouse’s tail.
“All right, Sarge. Here it is. I got good news, and I got really bad news.”
Sarge placed his hands on his hips and looked towards the ceiling. His uniform was caked in a combination of sweat, blood, and dirt. The room was quiet, but the muffled sound of yelling and hollering could be heard from outside the back steel door.
Mink threw the toothpick from his mouth and popped in a stick of gum to replace it. He threw the wrapper over his shoulder. It hit Lil Boner in the face.
“The good news is me and Lil found Simon Says.”
Sarge was not in the mood to wait for the other shoe to drop.
“Go on.”
“Now I got two pieces of bad news. The first bit is that me and Lil found out that a cock fight in Baltimore don’t mean the same thing it does back home in Wilmington.
The second piece of bad news is that Simon Says got pinched by the Baltimore Police Department. Turns out the mighty Ty Cobb is in town.”
Upon hearing the name of one of the most famous professional baseball players of all time, half of the team’s faces turned sour. The other half spat on the floor. Mink continued.
“From what I can gather, Cobb was all nestled up for an afternoon nap. He woke up to find crazy-ass Simon hovering over top of him with a pair of barber scissors, so Cobb clobbered Simon with a vase. Fortunately for Simon, the police were in the lobby on another matter and the ruckus caused them to investigate. If they hadn’t been there, Sarge, there’s no doubt in my mind that bastard Cobb would have killed him. The coppers snatched Simon Says and got him at the precinct downtown. Cobb is screaming for his head on a platter.”
Sarge tried not to move. He took deep breaths and restrained himself from ripping lockers out of the floor.
“I ain’t no Dick Tracy, Sarge, but this has Chew-on Man written all over it.”
A thought raced through Sarge’s mind and he could have kicked himself for even letting the wild Tanzanian witch doctor bring Chew-on Man with him to away games. From that moment on, the thing would have to stay in Wilmington under lock and key. The little freak creation was more trouble than it was worth.
“Sarge, I took the liberty of wiring the news back home to Wilmington. Front office wired back. They sent word to some hotshot lawyer who’s one of Mr. DuCane’s boys. The guy is supposed to live and breathe Baltimore law. His name is Haverslack, and he’s on his way to the jail to see what he can do.”
Sarge placed a hand on his face and almost rubbed it clean off of his head. He finally spoke.
“Haney Mane. You get the boys loaded up and grab the first train back to Wilmington.”
Haney Mane, “The Duke of Duluth”, was a veteran reserve pitcher for the Whispers. Haney acted as an instructor for the rest of the pitching staff and he took over as coach of the team when pallers tossed Mink and Sarge out of games, which happened quite frequently. He was the only person out of the bunch that could be trusted to take care of such matters.
Haney nodded to Sarge and that was all the coach needed to know that it would get done. Just then, Duke Dugas piped up.
“Hey, coach. I ain’t trying to be a killjoy, but what about this crowd out here waiting for us? “
As if timed for effect, a bottle smashed against the back door. Duke flinched at the noise.
“I don’t think they are none too happy that you sent Hooligan to the hospital and beat their team to boot.”
Sarge mulled it over. He then addressed his team.
“Don’t worry, fellas. I’ll take care of the crowd. Everybody get showered and dressed. Mink, you get us a taxi. Me and you are going downtown to spring Simon out of the slam. The rest of you are to be in Wilmington by day’s end, tucked in with your jammies on. Got it?”
A few nervous laughs could be heard. A lot of the players had been in worse situations and the Sarge always seemed to take care of them. He always saw things through.
The Baltimore rowdies that had congregated outside of the Whispers locker room swelled to a number around two hundred. A flatfoot called it into his station and two mounted policemen now mustered at the end of the block in response. The clack of horse hooves could be heard in the brick paved alley. They hoped the crowd would tire and peter out, but at that present moment it seemed the opposite had occurred. Men who had not attended the game heard the commotion or caught wind of the excitement from afar and strutted over to join in the fun. Several members of the mob stood with two-by-fours and a few were armed with tire irons.
Although Hooligan Pete’s pride was wounded more than his body, the leaders of the informal gang spoke of Baltimore’s star Carnival Baseball player as if he had one foot in the grave. Thanks to their hyperbole, lies, and some cheap gin distilled in a bathtub from Wagner Park passed around in mason jars, the crowd expected to show the Carny Club from Wilmington a lesson in brutality.
What they were not expecting under any circumstance was the back door that they had been eyeing for almost two hours to suddenly fly open and slam against the side of the building. They also were at a loss as to how they should react when Sarge Safran stepped through the threshold holding a baseball bat in front of him. He wore a bow tie, a pork pie hat, and clenched a fat stogie between his teeth. A cloud of smoke shot from his mouth when he spoke.
“I got plans for this evening, gentlemen. So be men about this and get in line for a coming-to-Jesus meeting you won’t soon forget.”
Approximately fifty percent of the crowd just remembered a grocery list of tasks that they were supposed to finish. Whether it was painting a fence, walking their dogs, or stopping by the butcher, they thought of any excuse that would carry them far way from the alley behind Poe Park. Bottles and pieces of iron clanked on the brick street as men shuffled away.
The other fifty percent got a good look at Sarge’s sheer mass, his tattooed forearms that were thicker than their legs, and the crazy look in his eyes shaded by his upturned hat. Those men suddenly found the ground a very interesting place and they turned their gazes downward and kicked at pebbles. A few began to whistle and secretly prayed that they would not be noticed. The mounted police at the end of the alley laughed out loud at the turnaround in the mob’s attitude.
“What, no takers?”
Sarge scanned the crowd, but no one would meet his gaze.
“Well, then, if you will excuse us, my teams got a train to catch.”
A Model A Ford bus swung around the corner and the two policemen led it down the narrow street. The Whispers shuffled onto it one by one as they lugged their gear on board. Sarge looked to the other end of the street and watched Mink, Lil, and Sankey help Doctor Bismark load up Savoy Special and Wonderboy into a work truck. Sankey and Lil then trotted over to the bus and climbed aboard. Mink ran across the street and flagged down a taxi on the main thoroughfare. Sarge could hear his whistle and the honk of horns from the road.
Haney Mane hung from the front door of the bus to receive any last instructions from the head coach. Sarge shot a stream of smoke out his mouth away from Mane and held the cigar down to his side. He handed the baseball bat over to to the pitching coach.
“Haney, get these boys out of this town as soon as possible. Any more problems like this, have Doc fire up Savoy Special. We got a good four days of rest before we head to Lynchburg, so make them count.”
The quiet man from Duluth replied.
“Sure thing, boss. Consider it done.”
Haney gave a casual salute to Sarge and headed into the bus.
Sarge saw Rube Robinson seated next to the front window. He slapped the vehicle’s side to get the young pitcher’s attention. When Rube turned to face him, Sarge saw the exhaustion in his face. Robinson threw a smile his way. A piece of cotton was shoved up his left nostril to stave off a nosebleed.
“Hell of a game, kid. I don’t know how you did it, but that was one of the finest pieces of pitching I ever saw.”
Rube’s smile widened and the boy’s cheeks went flush.
“Thanks, Sarge.”
Sarge smiled back, threw the cigar back in his mouth and watched the bus drive off past a waving Mink, who waited for him at the corner. Mink opened the back door of a taxi wide with a foot planted on the running board. Sarge shot a stink eye toward the rest of the crowd as they pretended to inspect the power line poles. He walked towards Mink and their ride, took one long pull from the cigar, and flicked the butt down the alley. He slid into the backseat of the automobile.
“All right, Mink. Let’s go save our damned witch doctor and his precious Chew-on Man.”
 

6. Simon Says and Chew-on Man
The race for spirit forces and magic in Carnival Baseball began during the 1925 season when the Scranton Lanterns proudly displayed a Tibetan monk on their bench during their home opener. He sat indian style in orange and red robes with closed eyes. The monk was a little guy with a shaved head. Most fans initially thought his presence was a gimmick, but around the third inning, he levitated off of the bench and the Lanterns hitters hammered every pitch thrown their way. They won the game with twenty-one hits and then went on to make Carny Ball history by winning their next fifty games straight.
It did not matter what opposing teams threw their way. Scranton was unstoppable with the content monk by their side. Georgie Breemer, the Lanterns’ head coach, began to tie the monk’s ankle to the bench in fear that the guy would float away. It looked as if the Lanterns would easily win the Carny Ball title until the start of the seventh inning of their fifty-first contest.
There were no outs and Scranton base runners stood on second and third. They were up by four runs when suddenly, out of the blue, the monk opened his eyes, walked over to Lantern’s head coach Breemer, and lightly tapped him on the shoulder. When he had Breemer’s full attention, the robed priest thanked the coach for the wonderful experience, but informed him he had to leave. When Breemer inquired as to what the hell the bald guy was talking about, the monk explained to the skipper that he had finally obtained nirvana. He then bowed to the irate Georgie and with what sounded like the pop of a balloon, he vanished into thin air, never to return. Scranton lost the game five runs to four, and then soundly lost their next thirty-nine appearances.
Although he failed to produce a title for the Lanterns, the Tibetan monk showed club owners that mystical powers could do wonders when combined with the sport. Every Carny Ball club harangued their scouts to find the best and the brightest spirit men available. Native American medicine men, shamans, African high priests, Egyptian mummies, you name it. The flood gates were opened. By the time spring training began in 1926, each of the ten teams in the officially sponsored Carnival League Baseball Federation had at least one player with some type of other-worldly power. It got a lot of attention from local newspapers who loved to print little biographical pieces on their home town spirit men.
Not all fans, however, were enthusiastic about the magical direction the game was moving. The League received threats of Carny Ball bans from large baptist and catholic churches up and down the east. Fortunately, a compromise was reached and the Spirit Rule was created. Magical powers were forbidden during Sunday games. The Spirit Rule appeased the holy rollers, but it did nothing to halt the influx of abnormal forces into the game. They quickly became an integral part of the Carnival League.
Sarge had just earned the head coaching spot of the Whispers when the witch doctor, Simon Says, was sent his way. Wilmington’s best and brightest scout, Clyde Decker, was the man fortunate enough to introduce Simon to his new coach.
Simon Says hailed from Tanzania. He was rail thin, had the darkest skin Sarge ever laid eyes upon, and wore deep scars on his face in sets of three on each cheek. Simon’s eyes were bigger than golf balls, his hair went every which way, and a bone ran through his nostrils like a cheap cliche.
When Sarge met Simon, he quickly learned that his new baseball player could not catch, hit or throw. For obvious reasons, this revelation somewhat vexed him. Sarge commenced to yell at Clyde until his face was blood red. Tobacco spittle stained Clyde’s starched collar and silk tie, but nonetheless, the scout patiently waited for Sarge’s rant to end. Once the storm was over, he wiped his face clear of all offending debris and surprised Sarge by agreeing with him. Clyde conceded that Simon Says would never be able to play the game of Carny Ball. The witch doctor was worthless in the field. His batting skills were abysmal. It was all true and then some. Clyde then asked Sarge to give him five minutes of his time so he could demonstrate Simon’s true talents.
Clyde strode over to Simon and quietly spoke with the jungle man. Simon nodded and pulled something out from a piece of fabric tied around his waist. He then stepped in front of Sarge and held out his thin hand with the palm facing up. His other hand remained at his side. Sarge felt it would be pointless to speak directly to the Tanzanian, so he looked past him to Clyde.
“Decker, what the hell does this guy want?”
“Sarge, give Simon your plug.”
The coach stared over the wild man’s tangled hair at the baseball scout.
“Clyde, have you lost your damned mind?”
Clyde nodded.
“ As a matter of fact, Sarge, I have. I lost it back in France when you did your show-and-tell trick with the little vampire girl in the box. Now, please, hand over the tobacco in your mouth to Simon.”
Sarge sighed and pulled the brown wad of tobacco out of his mouth. He slapped it down into Simon’s extended hand. The black man winked at Sarge and showed the coach the strange object he held in his other hand. Sarge thought it looked a lot like a little doll made of cat turds.
Before the coach had the chance to start hollering again and before he was able to throw Decker and Simon off of the baseball field, Simon pressed Sarge’s wet tobacco plug onto the little figure. He then placed his face close to the thing and said a few soothing words in whatever language Tanzanian witch doctor’s spoke. He gingerly placed the doll down on the grass.
Sarge stood dumbfounded as the doll lifted its head up, looked around, and bolted across the field in a sprint. The creature was as fast as any man Sarge ever played against.
Clyde doubled over in laughter. When he finally got a hold of himself, he told Sarge to throw a ball at the thing.
“Go on, coach, throw one out to him.”
Sarge obediently grabbed a loose ball lying near him and chucked it as hard as he could. The little tobacco doll honed in on it like a bat to a bug, jumped about four feet high, and snatched it clean from the air.
It landed onto its feet and immediately launched the ball back to Sarge like a missile. Sarge dove down on the ground to keep from getting hit. It took a few minutes before Clyde had regained his composure.
“It still needs to have some kinks worked out of it, but Simon Says here can control that little guy and bring him out whenever he’s needed. Just be careful, Sarge. There can be some drawbacks.”
About that time the doll came running through the infield and it jumped up to the witch doctor. Simon clamped a fist around its waist. As soon as it hit the man’s hand, it froze and reverted back to a lump of nastiness.
The witch doctor smiled at Sarge and in his native tongue said something that sounded like “Cha-chooman.”
Chew-on Man had been born.
At first, the Chew-on Man and Simon were blessings for the Wilmington Club. 1927 became the Whispers first season to win over half of their ninety scheduled games. Everyone loved it when the little tobacco creature was unleashed on the field and the team reaped major monetary benefits when Mark DuCane brokered a deal with Big Injun Chewing Tobacco out of South Carolina. The company’s new ad proudly displayed the weird Chew-on wearing an indian headdress and holding a tomahawk. That deal alone bought new uniforms, equipment, a team bus, and their very own train car complete with bunks. Thanks to the baseball playing hunk of shredded leaves, things finally came together for the Whispers.
There were, however, drawbacks. The longest Chew-on would last in a game was about two innings. Any longer than that and the thing would suddenly drop on the field in a dried up mess. Its magic would only go for so long. Simon Says would have to run out onto the field, his hair flopping everywhere, and scoop Chew-on Man up like a kid would grab his puppy that was run over by an automobile. Then, like a fog that rolls into town at night, Sarge noticed some very strange things that involved their smallest player and its creator.
It started with Satchel Paige. The ace pitcher of the Negro League happened to be in Alabama the same time the Whispers were, so an exhibition game was set up. People came from far and wide to see the famous Paige pitch. Other than a Sarge homer at the top of eighth inning, no player could touch his stuff. At the end of the game, a photographer for the Birmingham Bugle asked for Satchel and Sarge to pose for a picture together (Sarge procured a copy and hung it in his house by the fireplace). While he stood with his arm around Paige and a crowd formed behind them, Sarge noticed Simon Says sneak through the wave of people and duck close behind the legendary pitcher. He secretly watched the witch doctor as he snatched a loose button that hung from the back pocket of Paige’s uniform. It was a small occurrence, and at first, Sarge wrote it off as Simon just grabbing a memento to commemorate the day. After all, it was Satchel Paige, probably the best anyone ever witnessed step on the mound. Sarge never let on that he had observed the theft, but for some reason, it bugged him. A little light went off in the back of his mind that something was askew.
Sure enough, five days later in Georgia, just before a game with the Savannah Plague, Simon Says ran up to him. The witch doctor was excited and kept motioning for Sarge to follow him. He pointed to the corner of the park towards left field where the Whispers pitchers warmed up. Sarge looked over to see that his pitching staff was all standing around the practice mound, watching someone throw to Biscuit Wagner. The small group prevented him from seeing who was on the mound, but he could tell by the pop of the catcher’s mitt that whoever it was could throw hard and fast.
Sarge followed Simon over to the corner of the field. He pushed his way to the front and, much to his surprise, found Chew-on Man. The tobacco figure was on the mound and held everyone’s full attention. It threw wicked curves and fastballs like there was no tomorrow. Haney Mane shouldered in next to Sarge.
“Damn, Sarge. I had no idea the little tobacco turd could pitch. Look at his little windup! Its a spittin’ image of Satchell Paige’s slow delivery.”
When the Duke compared Chew-on Man to Paige, something clicked in Sarge’s head. He closely inspected the living wad of snuff as it fired perfect strikes down to Biscuit. Sarge found what he was looking for. Tucked into the doll’s leg, just below where it raised it during its delivery, was a barely-visible button. He was certain it was the same one that Simon Says had stolen from Satchel Paige.
Once he knew what was happening, Sarge detected Simon’s larcenies in every town and city the team visited. He watched the witch doctor steal a bloody rag from Honus Wagner in Pittsburgh. He caught a glimpse of him steal a comb from a sleeping Hank Greenberg in Connecticut. It was Fingernail clippings from Lou Gehrig in Manhattan. There was an old toothbrush lifted from Walters Johnson in Washington and the dandruff of Rogers Hornsby was rubbed away from a wash cloth in Greensboro. Simon Says was creating his own Frankenstein out of parts heisted from the nation’s greatest baseball players and each addition made the Chew-on Man stronger. Soon, it was a tiny titan - but one that came with a major ego.
As Chew-on Man gained athletic prowess from its unsuspecting donors, it picked up their dirty habits as well. It drank booze. It brawled. It even touched women inappropriately. Simon Says would scold the thing, but they would quickly become comic relief as the witch doctor chased Chew-on around the field in vain attempts to catch it and put it away. Simon carried Chew-on with him in a leather suitcase and the tobacco doll would inevitably escape its confines and trash hotel rooms. One of its favorite hobbies was to beat up hoboes.
Then there was the difficulties that came with Simon Says himself. Simon became obsessed with stealing more and more items for his creation. He desired Chew-on to have a piece of every great baseball player. There were only two among the living that had successfully eluded him. The first was Babe Ruth, who was such a celebrity at that time that he was almost untouchable to the likes of Simon. The second was the one that the Tanzanian craved the most - the Georgia Peach, Tyrus Cobb.
Ty Cobb retired from the game in 1926, so Simon Says could not rely on the baseball circuits to cross his path. The witch doctor would spend hour upon hour in a trance-like state searching for the legend spiritually, seeking any avenue to get close to him. Sarge caught Simon on at least a half-dozen occasions burning photos of Cobb while chanting his name over and over. Green smoke would pour out of Simon’s nostrils and his eyes would roll into the back of his head. Generally speaking, it was not a good scene.
In an attempt to keep his mind off of Cobb, Sarge had Mink show Simon the drag bunt, and to their amazement, he became the best bunter they ever saw. Sarge would put him in to pinch hit every once and a while and the witch doctor would get to first base nine times out of ten. Simon refused to wear pants, though, so he would play in a uniform shirt, cap, bare feet, and a grass skirt. Sarge saw a new enthusiasm in Simon’s eyes when the Tanzanian became an integral part of the team without his little tobacco man. The coach thought he had cured him of his addiction to Chew-on and all things Cobb.
He was wrong.
 

7. Springing Simon
“Dammit, Mink. I thought we broke him of this stuff.”
Mink watched the streets of Baltimore pass them by from the taxi’s window.
“Sarge, you can take the man out the jungle, but you can not take the jungle out of the man. If we knew Cobb was in town, maybe we could have done something. I imagine, though, Simon’s hocus-pocus bells and whistles were going off something fierce. He can’t help himself. It’s who he is.”
Sarge went silent and thought over his best friend’s words. They rang true to him. Once a man found his niche and found what he was, it was nonsense to try and mold him into something he was not.
The two were let out on Ashland Avenue in front of an ominous, squat brick building. An iron sign outside of the doors displayed “Northeastern Station House.” The pair entered to find a Baltimore police sergeant seated at an enormous wooden desk. His uniform was impeccably clean and sharp. The policeman laughed loudly at something whispered to him by a gentleman that leaned against his perch.
The joke teller smiled at the cop’s reaction and caught sight of Mink and Sarge as they walked into the building. He immediately pushed himself away from the mahogany desk and closed the gap between him and the Wilmington ball players.
“Gentlemen. I’m Aaron. Aaron Haverslack.”
The lawyer firmly shook hands with them both.
“I would say congratulations on the win today, but I had a sawbuck on the Bombers. Nonetheless, I heard it was quite a finish.”
Haverslack was heavier, but he carried it well. Sarge pegged the attorney somewhere in his late thirties, about the same age as him. He was that rare individual who did not seem fazed by Sarge’s size. He gave off confidence and both men were relieved to be met by a friend of Mark DuCane in the station’s lobby. Without hesitation, Haverslack took charge.
“Let’s go in the back. They have a room for attorneys where we can talk. I’ll get you gentlemen caught up.”
With those words, He turned and walked past the sergeant’s desk. He opened a door to the back of the station and motioned for Mink and Sarge to follow. He then stretched over to shake hands with the three-striper.
“Good to see you, O’Malley. Say hello to Karen for me.”
Haverslack guided them through a maze of offices and a booking area until he sat them in a small room towards the back. The attorney threw his straw boater onto the table, fussed with his hair a bit, loosened the knot of his tie, and leaned in toward Sarge and Mink.
“This complaint against Simon Says would not normally be a problem. He has been booked for trespassing, which personally, I think was kind of Baltimore’s finest considering he was found in another man’s room with a pair of scissors in his hand.”
Sarge and Mink exchanged glances.
“Anyone else I would have already had out of here with a five dollar fine and a promise not to do it again. This, however, became a sticky wicket due to two factors. First, your man Simon is black. Second, the person whose room he snuck into was Ty Cobb, one of the greatest baseball ever to live and, as I have personally learned, a royal pain in the ass. Gentlemen, I’ll consider us lucky if we can keep your witch doctor out of the electric chair.”
Mink interrupted.
“Mr. Haverslack, this is all nothing but a simple misunderstanding. All Simon was trying to do was cut off a little of Cobb’s hair so he could put it in his tobacco doll and make it play better baseball when it comes to life.”
The lawyer stared at Mink for an uncomfortably long time before he spoke.
“Sir, when we are before the judge, please do me a huge favor and keep that to yourself. In no way, shape, or form, will it benefit our cause.”
Haverslack explained to Sarge and Mink that he had already spoken with the assistant district attorney assigned to the Northeastern Station House. Normally, minor misdemeanor cases like Simon’s went before a magistrate in-house at the station and were taken care of on sight without any problems. However, Ty Cobb arrived and threw a wrench in everyone’s plans as he tried to brow beat the prosecutor into requesting jail time.
Haverslack shook his head.
“I always heard Cobb was a good-for-nothing, but I figured it was sour grapes coming from envious players. Turns out I gave him too much credit. That guy is downright mean.”
A uniformed officer walked into the room and advised Haverslack that the magistrate was ready for him. The lawyer slapped his hands on the table’s surface and stood. He held the door for Sarge and Mink.
“Well, boys, its showtime. I took the liberty of trying to clean up Simon for his appearance before the judge.”
As he said the words, he slapped something into Mink’s hand. The Whispers pitcher glanced down and was appalled to find that it was Simon’s nose bone.
Mink and Sarge sat in the back of the small court room while Haverslack took at spot at the defense table. Another table opposite him was occupied by the assistant district attorney. Right behind the prosecutor was the legendary Ty Cobb. Cobb hung over the rail that divided the front tables from the gallery and hissed at the D.A. until the man finally relented and turned in his chair. Cobb demanded that Simon be shot at dawn. He tried to keep his voice down, but his anger would not allow it.
“This goddamn jungle man better hang from the highest tree, you understand me? I buy and sell men like you every day and I will have satisfaction. I am Ty Cobb. You listening to me, Mr. D.A.?”
The acting district attorney had migraine written all over his face. Sarge crossed his arms and chuckled. He could see that retirement had not changed Cobb one bit.
At about that time, a Baltimore police officer brought Simon through the back door. Upon entering the room, Simon honed in on Cobb and beamed a smile from ear to ear. His huge eyes looked as if they would pop out of his skull. Mink laughed when he saw that the witch doctor’s hair was slicked back under a thick coat of pomade.
“Jimminy Christmas, Sarge! I hardly recognized him.”
Cobb flew into another fit at the sight of Simon. He twisted around to rant some more, but his motions slowed as he finally noticed the presence of Mink and Sarge.
“Well, well, well. If it ain’t Sarge Safran and his sidekick, Mink Cosgrove. You two ain’t satisfied with just making a travesty out of baseball. Now you’re gonna make a travesty of this here courtroom. You wanna know something? You guys sicken me. I am Ty Cobb. It’s men like me who are baseball. That freak show you put on ain’t nothing but blasphemy.”
Cobb went three shades of red and tore into Sarge and Mink for a good ten minutes. Spittle flew from his mouth as he pointed and gesticulated every which way. He was so busy yelling and screaming at Sarge and Mink that he failed to notice the magistrate enter the room. He then failed to notice when the judge eyed his outlandish behavior and dismissed the charge against Simon Says. Cobb failed to notice Haverslack and the D.A. shake hands; he failed to notice the magistrate leave; he even failed to notice when the officer returned Simon Says’s property to him, including a leather suitcase that contained Chew-on Man.
The finest moment for Sarge and Mink to watch, however, was when the Georgia Peach, Tyrus Cobb, was so busy berating the two of them that he also failed to notice SImon sneak up behind him, reach around to the front of his coat, and quietly pluck a pocket square away from him.
Mink nearly lost control of his bladder he laughed so hard. Sarge simply sat with his arms crossed. His face wore a grin. When Cobb finally tired himself out and wound down, Sarge addressed him.
“Mr. Cobb, you have brought up some interesting points today that Mink and I just can’t top. We appreciate you sharing it all with us. It was certainly good seeing you again.”
With that, Mink and Sarge walked out of the court room and left Ty Cobb standing there alone. It took him a full two minutes to understand that he had just been suckered by a slick Baltimore attorney and a couple of Carny Ballplayers.
Mink and Sarge grabbed Simon Says, thanked Haverslack for his work, and jumped on the night train towards WIlmington, Delaware.
 

On the ride home, Mink and Simon fell asleep and left Sarge alone with his thoughts. He stared at the two men’s faces and watched them change from dark to light as a full moon ducked in and out of passing clouds. A shrunken head dangled from the witch doctor’s neck. Sarge’s body ached and sleep would not come. The movement of the train on the tracks had a trance-like effect on him and he did not seem at all surprised when Simon’s shrunken head trinket opened its eyes and spoke to him.
“The son arrives soon. The Devil’s Right Hand draws near. All has been foretold.”
Sarge watched as the head’s black eyes slowly closed again and left him with the drone of the tracks. The coach put his forehead against the cool window glass. He laughed at his own thoughts.
“Crazy shrunken head, if you’re gonna pipe up, the least you could have done was given me a good race tip on the ponies.”
When the shriveled head spoke again, Sarge did not turn his attention to it. He just stared at the moon and the shadows of trees that flew by.
“Dixie Showgirl to place in the fifth tomorrow.”
 

8. Wilmington and Delilah
Monday morning was beautiful. Sarge woke up in his small cottage to the sounds of horses playing in his backyard. He left his bed, opened the back door, and let the sun shine in as he watched the animals play in the pasture.
Ever since Sarge arrived in Wilmington, he rented the small craftsman home that sat squarely on one of Mark DuCane’s many farms. During the first few years, when the Carny season was over, Sarge could be found on the back porch, tilted on a rocking chair, drinking black coffee, smoking cigars, and watching DuCane’s young daughters take the horses through their workouts.
As time moved on, though, the DuCane girls became women and their visits to the horse farm grew fewer and less frequent as their interests turned to more womanly matters. Sarge still loved to watch the horses in the mornings, though, and the animals knew when he returned there would be cut apples and carrots to be eaten from his hands. He would laugh at them as they congregated at the edge of the split rail fence near his home and shove each other with their heads to jockey for position.
He loved the life that he had carved away from Carnival Baseball, even if it was only for a few days at a time during the spring and summer months. Fall always came soon, sometimes too soon, and he would have the pleasure to play house every day until the baseball season beckoned him again, and by that time, he grew tired of books and farm work. The itch would return and the year’s process would begin anew.
Sarge grabbed a handful of carrots from the ice box and fed the stable of horses until he heard the familiar rumble of a V8 engine. He smiled wide and threw the remaining vegetables over the fence.
“Sorry, everyone, but it sounds as if the guest of honor is arriving.”
He patted a dark red quarter horse named Poco between the eyes and walked to the front of the country house. There in the distance he could see a Ford convertible kick up dust along the dirt drive that led to his place. It was a beautiful tan roadster with white walls. It was a city car.
Sarge sat himself on the front porch and pulled his driving cap down low to shade his eyes. He was barefoot and wore a pair of trousers and a sleeveless T-shirt. Suspenders hung down from his waist to his sides. He swung his feet above the ground and the action made him suddenly think of home and his childhood, working with his father, noodling catfish with his brother. Louisiana. The Parish.
The car slowly rolled to a stop and Delilah Vann stepped out. She wore a stunning white summer dress and a wide brimmed cloche. A tight curl poked out from the side of her hat. Sarge looked at the beauty in front of him and thought that the average woman dabbled in fashion. Delilah, however, took it hostage and killed it. She was stunning.
She set a smirk on her face and walked over him. She held a bottle to her side. When she stood in front of him they were eye to eye. Sarge yearned to touch her smooth, dark skin.
“Good morning, Sarge.”
“Say, hey, Delilah.”
The woman raised the bottle of London Dry grape soda to show him what it was.
“I brought you your favorite.”
He never took his eyes away from hers as he gently took the bottle and placed it down onto the porch.
“Yes, ma’am. You most certainly did.”
She slowly moved into his chest and rested her head between his neck and shoulder. Sarge wrapped his arms around her waist and embraced her warmth, her love. He never backed down from any man his entire life, but six years ago the Babe Ruth of the Carnival League had fallen hard for Delilah Vann.
And he never stopped falling.
 

Six years ago, Dane Dugas, the Whispers shortstop, hit a major slump. With only two singles to show for forty visits to the plate, “Defense” Dugas dipped close to losing his spot on the team. When Sarge watched Dane sit on the bench or out in the field between pitches, he could tell that the infielder was fretting about something. Dane was scared.
After Mink and Sarge cornered the man in the locker room one night, Dane spilled that he was in deep with a Wilmington loan shark. He had lost big at cards and now owed three hundred dollars. The interest grew each day. Dane said the man he owed was fierce and threatened to break his legs - to start with.
That very night Mink and Sarge stepped into an East Side speakeasy named Henry’s to meet the creditor and see if they could come to some type of agreement. Henry’s was packed and it was jumping. A band blared jazz from a stage constructed of wooden pallets while black men and women dressed to the nines danced without inhibition. Heat came off of the crowd and Mink’s shades steamed up.
Sarge shouldered his way through the knot of bodies to the bar and asked the barkeep where he could find the man Dane owed, Mr.Godfrey. Sarge was pointed to a small corner table where an older gentleman sat against the wall. He sat alone. Sarge pushed his way across the dance floor and placed himself opposite him.
Godfrey had a bead on Sarge the moment he and Mink walked through the front door. When the ballplayers made it to his table, the sharp-dressed creditor tapped a walking stick he held on the floor. This got the attention of the bugler with the band and the musician curtly announced a ten minute break.
The place grew quiet, maybe too quiet, as Godfrey smiled to Sarge and waved a hand for him to join him at the table. Sarge could sense that the eyes of the crowd finally noticed him and Mink, the only two white men in the joint. He heard whispers make their rounds:
“That’s Sarge Safran.”
Godfrey wore specs like Mink’s. Small, little round lenses with wire frames that bent around his ears The only difference was that the glass covering his eyes was like green smoke. Godfrey’s head was clean-shaven and was no bigger than a large grapefruit. The man was lean, just bone and sinew. Sarge could watch the slow beat of his heart in the veins that ran across his temple. The loan shark wore an ascot and a fine silk suit. Sarge estimated the man to be around sixty years old, but now that he was closer, he was not so sure. Godfrey had that look of immortality that Sarge saw during his years fighting in Europe. Godfrey could be anywhere from forty to eighty, you just could not be certain.
“Sarge Safran. Carnival League’s premier slugger. Hailed far and wide. I would ask to what I owe this pleasure, but I think I already know. I think you are here to speak of a debt owed by one Dane Dugas.”
Sarge eyed the man over. Mink stood to Sarge’s right and chewed gum. His head was on a swivel. Sarge pulled a money clip out of his pocket and peeled off four one hundred dollar bills. The coach placed them on the green felt of the table. Godfrey never looked down at the offering.
“Mr. Safran. You, sir, are an audacious man.”
Sarge would ask Mink later what the hell audacious meant, but for the moment, he held his tongue and went with the flow.
“You think you can waltz into my establishment, throw your white man money around and all will be forgiven?”
Sarge sighed. Ever since the end of his soldiering days he tried hard to walk the line and not get tangled into the rough stuff, but violence followed him like a stray dog. It became a weekly chore for him, like taking out the trash or putting the milk bottles out by the front door.
“Mr. Godfrey, please. Take the money and forget about Dugas. The man is worried sick and his mind ain’t straight. We clean the slate here and it is over. I simply ain’t in the mood to knock heads around this joint. That never really leads anywhere good.”
Godfrey lifted his jaw and laughed. He pulled his sunglasses off and rubbed his eyes.
“Mr. Safran, I have a certain talent. Now, my talent is not throwing a baseball or hitting home runs. My skill is the ability to see the chances.”
Sarge apologized.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Godfrey, but that is about as clear as mud. I’m from the sticks of Louisiana. You’ll have to spell it out for me.”
Godfrey sat back in his chair.
“I have already run the numbers through my head, Sarge. I can see probability in my mind. I know, for example that if I motioned to Ronnie standing over there, who just so happens to be holding an empty gin bottle and is itching to hit you with it, you would have ended up throwing him through the wall. I also know that If Daniel waltzed over behind you and struck you with that tire iron he is hiding under his jacket, his uncle would never forgive me for the damage you would do to the young man. You see, The possibilities of what will occur play out behind my eyes. I know the outcomes before they happen. That is my gift. My talent.”
Sarge thought for a moment about what Godfrey had said. The coach then figured since the man threw it out there to him, he would bite on it.
“So what do the possibilities tell you about taking this money and forgiving Dane’s debt?”
Godfrey rubbed at his chin in silence and then promptly scooped up the bills and tucked them away inside his jacket.
“They say that is the safe bet.”
Sarge held out his hand. Godfrey reached over and shook on it. Mink let out a tense breath.
The band returned to the stage and a round of applause rang through the watering hole. The lights dimmed low and the saxophonist assisted a woman onto the stage while the bugler made an announcement that changed Sarge’s life forever.
“Ladies and Gentlemen, please give another Henry Swing Club welcome to the one and only, Ms. Delilah Vann.”
Sarge turned in his chair to face her. His eyes took her in and he felt like he was struck in the chest by an anchor. Delilah was a larger woman and stood well over six feet in her heels. Her green eyes pierced through the low lights and her glossed lips threw a mischievous grin to the entire room.
The band’s drummer counted to four and the pianist eased his way into a slow and soft tune. Delilah began to sing and her voice was silk with a touch of rasp. It was pleasure with a hint of pain. Sarge went flush and his collar was suddenly too tight. It was the first time he heard the song, but he would later track it down in a downtown record store and memorize it line for line.
Whispering while you cuddle near me.
Whispering, so no one can hear me.
Mink tapped Sarge on the shoulder to see if his friend wanted a grape soda, but Sarge shooed him away like a fly. Mink rolled his eyes behind the sunglasses and excused himself to the bar.
Each little whisper seems to cheer me.
I know it’s true. There’s no one, Dear, but you.
A sweet sadness swept across Sarge. It did not seem fair that he had feelings like this and looked the way he did. He knew that a woman like Delilah Vann would never have anything to do with a roughneck carnival ballplayer like him. He probably had ten years on her to boot.
You’re whispering why you’ll never leave me
Whispering why you’ll never grieve me
Whisper and say that you’ll believe me
Whispering, “I love you.”1
The sheer beauty of the last line snapped Sarge out of it. What the hell was he thinking? He told himself to be a man, not a sap. A guy like him never ended up with the girl. It was not in the cards. He shook the emotions away and returned his attention back to Godfrey.
“Mr. Godfrey, thanks for working with us on this. If you ever get the itch to come out to the park and see a game, tell them that you are a friend of Sarge Safran. I’ll take care of the rest.”
Godfrey was caught off guard by the invitation. He nodded his thanks.
After Sarge snatched Mink by the elbow and led him to the door, he chanced one last glance at the night club singer. A painful mix of longing and melancholy pulled at him. Sarge turned his back and walked away.
 

However, no matter how hard he tried, Sarge could not stay away. Although Dane’s batting average shot up forty points, Sarge’s dropped fifteen as he found himself thinking about Ms. Vann when he should have been thinking about sinkers and sliders. He began hanging around Wilmington’s East Side, trying to find out where Delilah would sing next. He caught her twice more at Henry’s and once at Fido’s hole-in-the-wall on French Street. He stuck out like a sore thumb in the crowds, but it got to the point that he did not care. He wanted to see her. He had to hear her.
It was a Sunday afternoon game a few weeks later when Sarge found the tables turned. The Whispers were home against the Zanesville Zeroes when a shallow foul ball was popped up near first base. Sarge got under it, but the spin on the ball and the wind made it drift towards the stands. He got over to the rail where the bleachers began and he leaned over the first two rows to snatch the ball for the third out. He looked at it in his mitt and turned towards the dugout when he heard a loud and familiar voice call his name.
“Sarge Safran, why are you following me all the time?”
Sarge turned around to find Delilah Vann standing in the third row with her hands on her hips. She looked stunning as usual and wore a well-cut khaki jacket over top of a summer dress with a wide brimmed hat.
All of the Whisper fans around her froze and went wide-eyed. A portly guy had a hot dog crammed in his mouth as if he was posing for a picture.
Sarge stood there and went five shades of red. To make matters worse, the rest of his team now stepped out of the dugout to see what was going on down the first base side.
“I know you hear me talking to you, Mr. Safran. I want to know why you are showing up everywhere I sing.”
Sarge looked desperately around for help. He fought a giant lump that formed in his throat. He swallowed hard.
“I think you have a beautiful voice.”
He winced right after he said it. He felt like the biggest ass. It was bad enough that he struck out twice earlier in the game. Now this.
“Well, Mr. Sarge Safran, I will have you know that there is much more to me than a beautiful singing voice. If you are interested in me, I suggest you invite me to dinner and get to know me because I can not have my audiences stealing glances at the famous slugging Sarge when they should be giving me their full attention.”
He stood there like a mope.
Finally, a young guy seated up front could not take his favorite player looking so foolish any longer.
“Psssssst. Hey, Sarge. Ask her if she likes Italian.”
Most of the section behind first base began to giggle uncontrollably.
Sarge’s eye darted to the man and then back to Delilah.
“Uh, Ms. Vann? Do you like Italian?”
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
Sarge looked back at the young man for more help.
The guy whispered loudly.
“Ask her if she wants to go to dinner after the game.”
Sarge repeated.
“Ms. Vann, would you like to meet me for dinner after the game?”
“That sounds nice, Mr. Safran.”
The coach suggested they eat at Luigi’s in Little Italy via the quick-thinking match maker and when Delilah told Sarge that would be fine, the fans laughed and applauded. A few ladies present even shed a tear or two.
Sarge floated back into the dugout where he was teased mercilessly by his teammates for the final four innings of the game. He crushed a solo homer in the sixth and the shot he blasted in the bottom of the eighth was the one that struck the highest bleacher seats in right field. The spot where it landed was later marked with three green stripes - sergeants’ stripes - to signify the hardest hit ball ever recorded at Whispers Park and the man responsible for it, Sarge Safran.
 

Sarge and Delilah were soon an item, but no one from either of their worlds spoke of the relationship. Teammates of Sarge and fellow musicians and entertainers of Delilah all feared reciprocity from the two. They were the most strong-willed and defiant people known to the city of Wilmington. Delilah and Sarge were tough enough on their own, but people close to them shivered at the thought of them together. Between Sarge’s brawn and Delilah’s stinging tongue, all involved thought it best to leave the matter alone. Only on the rarest occasion would the two be seen together.
There was, however, a noticeable difference in Sarge’s walk. His shoes were shined a little more often and every once in a while ballplayers swore they heard the whistle of a love tune blow from his lips.
Delilah was still intimidating and could make an oafish man feel as if he was two inches tall, but when the night club crowd listened closely enough, she now made the sad blues sound slightly hopeful and sometimes even downright cheery. Those who had experienced it themselves knew the telltale signs. She was in love.
9. New Pitchers
Sarge and Delilah spent the rest of the day together alternating between the back porch swing and Sarge’s bedroom. They would watch the horses and Delilah would softly sing as they glided back and forth. The man loved his time with the night club singer and even though he never said it, he loved her more than she would ever know.
The next morning, Sarge was putting on his wool practice uniform in the Whispers clubhouse as other teammates filed in. Sarge told Haney Mane to get the pitchers together and have them go through their stretches and exercises. He wanted everyone good and loose before the team left for Lynchburg in two days.
Unexpectedly, two men in coveralls wheeled a large wooden crate into the center of the room on a dolly. Clyde Decker walked in behind them.
“Set it down right there, gentlemen. That will be fine.”
Decker patted the workers on their backs and handed them both a tip for their troubles. The scout was dressed as dapper as ever and even sported a freshly cut rosebud in his jacket’s lapel.
“Sarge! How is the Babe Ruth of Carnival Ball doing on this fine morn’? I heard you got to spend time with the famous Ty Cobb in Baltimore. I do hope the meeting went well.”
Sarge gave a half-smile and spat on the concrete floor.
“Can it, Decker. What have you got in the box?”
Clyde walked over to the large shipping crate and rapped a knuckle against its side.
“Its not what I have in the box. It’s more what
you
have in the box.”
With that statement, he whipped a pocket knife out and began to cut the front lid loose from a series of tough rope lines that fastened the crate shut. As he severed the last one, the lid fell with a slap to the floor and a film of dust blew up in the men’s faces.
Once Sarge could clear his eyes, he peered inside the container and saw a six foot tall wooden cigar store indian.
“That’s pretty nice, Kev. It’ll look swell sitting in the corner. The guys will get a kick out of it. Thanks.”
Decker shook his head.
“Sarge, you don’t get it. This is your new pitcher.”
The coach was incredulous.
“Aw, geez, Decker! Not another gimmick! I got two mechanical men playing outfield, I got a glob of living tobacco, and now you’re telling me my newest pitcher is a wooden Comanche? Besides, you promised me two new pitchers, Decker, not one.”
Clyde raised a finger into the air to interject.
“Actually, the carving is mohican, and you haven’t even let me tell you about your other pitcher. He’s on his way and he’ll be here tomorrow on the 11:30 train.”
Sarge grunted.
“Is he coming in a box, too?”
Decker smiled, but then his demeanor changed. He looked around and found that he and Sarge were alone. His voice rang a serious tone.
“Sarge, the other pitcher....”
Clyde paused. A look of concern washed over his face.
“Its a young lefty from Nebraska. He’s one of the best I have ever seen. Sarge, it’s the kid you told me to keep an eye out for. It’s Charles Tanner’s son.”
Sarge sat down. He rubbed his uniform shirt between his fingers as he stared at the floor. He thought of his visit with Mr. Scratch and the words of Simon Says’s little shrunken head two nights ago on the train.
The son arrives soon. The Devil’s Right Hand draws near. All has been foretold.
The events that were about to unfold had weighed heavily on the him for the past eleven years. They were like a gnat in his brain that no matter how many times he tried to swat it, it lived on, an incessant buzz in the back of his head. Somehow, knowing that it would all be over soon, gave him something he had never truly felt. A sense of relief.
 

10. The Wager
Sergeant Tristan Safran of the United States Calvary met Corporals Charles Tanner and Anthony Cosgrove in Belgium soon after the end of the World War. All three volunteered for special assignment and endured a barrage of intense military training with soldiers from Britain and France to continue the good fight in a new battle against an unnamed enemy. It was all hush-hush and highly classified.
Nine men in all, they were commanded by Captain Robert Astor of the United States Army to take on a new foe discovered by chance during the war with old Kaiser Willy. Once sworn to secrecy, the hand-picked soldiers were informed that the trench lines dug all over Europe during the deadly fighting uncovered a group long thought extinct.
Vampires.
Although extremely skeptical at first - Sarge walked out during the first briefing and advised all present that he would not put up with a bunch of fairy tale horse shit - the soldiers soon received clear evidence that not only did vampires exist, but they were a force of evil that had to be stopped at all costs. Townspeople all over Europe were falling prey to the extremely vicious and way over-dressed monsters of the night. The Task Force was specifically created to rid the land of the undead bloodsuckers once and for all.
Soon to be named non-commissioned officer in charge of the SVK (Secret Vampire Killers), Sarge found he enjoyed the work. He liked the fact that he belonged to a higher mission, a greater purpose. Armistice Day brought an end to the war for him, but he still needed more. The death of his father and the riff with his brother had driven him to fight “Over There” in the first place. Once it was finished, he was lost. War had become his new family, and Sarge was one of its favorite children. When he was tapped to continue with the SVK, he jumped at the chance.
Sarge, Mink Cosgrove, and Chuck Tanner became inseparable. They got along with the Brits and Frenchman just fine, but the three Americans found common bonds that went beyond the working relationship they maintained with their foreign counterparts.
When they were given time away from their “death-to-vampire” duties, the trio honed their baseball skills near their barracks by playing games of catch, hot box, and pepper. The locals, especially those of Cordes-sur-Ciel, loved to watch the American soldiers practice the strange sport. People stood in awe when Sarge would grab a bat crafted especially for him by a village carpenter and slam baseballs past the onion fields at the edge of town.
Captain Astor watched from his office window in awe as well. The commanding officer sent word to Mark DuCane about his three ball players over in France. DuCane owed the Captain a favor and Astor decided to cash it in to help them. He owed at least that much for what they had accomplished during their days under his leadership.
Astor’s numerous telegrams and letters paid off and had brought the Wilmington Whispers scout, Clyde Decker, to France. The Captain was elated when Sarge, Mink, and Chuck were offered Carny Ball contracts. After all, there could be no other career in the private sector more American.
The three were excited of the prospect of playing professional baseball. They would sometimes stay up late into the night, staring at the darkened ceilings in their barracks, or gaze upon the stars awaiting for dawn and their battles to begin. They talked about what it would be like, traveling from town to town, eating out, sleeping in hotels, riding on trains. They counted the days down until their assignments with the Task Force and Captain Astor were complete. Even Sarge welcomed a new life away from the combat, the fighting, and more importantly, the vampires. He enjoyed killing them just as much as the next guy, but the detail had gone stale. The idea of life in the Carnival Baseball League gave Sarge a new purpose to focus on. He wanted it, as did Mink and Charles.
Tragically, Charles Tanner never got the chance. With two weeks left before they were to begin their journey back to the States, the three were sent on what was to be their final mission. They were briefed about a small nest of bloodsuckers in the nearby craggy hills. Intelligence Officers huddled them together and pointed on maps where suspected vampire activities originated. The Brits and Frogs were to supply support operations while the Americans performed entry into the nest. It was to be a simple “Churn and Burn” job straight from their extermination play books.
Everything went as planned. Mink crawled into a vent tunnel and deep within the ground, he located five undead kids. They were asleep and hung upside down in a small cavern opening. Mink’s night vision allowed him to evaluate their condition in the pitch-black space, and he noted that they were nothing more than malnourished urchins. Tanner and Sarge would be able to dispose of them without problem. The creatures never even stirred as Mink slipped out to report his findings.
Tanner and Sarge suited. Like most of their missions, the two soldiers would stake the little draculas through their hearts and then plant dynamite charges. That was the “Churn.” “Burn” came when the explosions would allow direct sunlight to rain down into the nest and eliminate any chance of hidden vampires surviving or coming back.
Charles and Sarge belly-crawled into the cave. They were quick and efficient. All five vamps were sent to their makers courtesy of Army issued wooden stakes that even displayed “Made in the USA” on their sides. Tanner placed his explosives around the nest and gave Sarge the thumbs up. He then turned to exit back through the vent hole to watch the fireworks from a safe distance.
That was when all hell broke loose.
The cavern floor gave way beneath Tanner and the two soldiers tumbled into nothingness. Their free-fall was finally broken as both Tanner and Sarge hit rock bottom. Once Tanner peeled himself off of the ground, he held his lantern high over his head. He located Sarge about twenty feet away. The big man slowly rose from a slab of granite and Tanner saw a fresh line of blood well from Sarge’s scalp. Tanner heard moving water in the darkness and he deduced that they must have fallen into some sort of chasm formed by an underground stream.
When Tanner looked to his right to get his bearings, he instinctively froze. There, in the corner of the vast cave, was a massive pile of paintings, silverware, jewelry, and all sorts of ancient weapons and antiques. He had fought vampires long enough to know that they had not just fallen into an ordinary nest of homeless neck-biters. They were in the midst of a bona fide coven, and he and Sarge had clumsily waltzed in like two human roast beef sandwiches.
Sarge saw the heap of treasures hoarded in the cave as well. As trained, he pivoted and the two men set up a defensive back-to-back position. Sarge pulled two sharpened stakes from his uniform coat and gripped one tightly in each hand. Tanner set his lantern down and did the same.
Their actions were futile. They were attacked from all sides. The vampires sprung from the surrounding blackness and were on Sarge and Tanner like bees to honey. The pair did all they could to fight them off, but it was no use. Tanner quickly estimated that there were at least three dozen of them as they clawed at him and his partner. The monsters tried desperately to get to the men’s necks, but their divisionally requisitioned leather jugular guards kept the bastards from biting down. Tanner took several hard hits to his skull as he was bludgeoned by a rock. The last thing he saw before he lost consciousness was Sarge Safran covered in a hissing and screaming pile of rabid bloodsuckers.
When Sarge awoke, he found his world was upside down. He could see that Tanner was in the same position about ten yards away. It was one of the first lessons they were taught in combat school. Those unfortunate enough to be captured by a bunch of fangs were transported back to the nest where they were strung up as a food source. It was Vampire 101. Sarge glanced up at his feet and saw that they were wrapped in heavy chain that had been driven into the cave’s stone ceiling. There was no way out of this one - a definite pickle. The only hope he and Tanner had at that point was for the rest of the team to come to their rescue. Sarge darted his tongue around to feel the back of his mouth and cursed. Those tricky undead freaks had even pulled his emergency poison-filled molar. With it, they took from him the opportunity to end his life quickly. Sarge hoped he would have at least gotten the chance to die with dignity and not as some tasty cheeseburger for a bunch of blood bums.
Tanner’s voice cut through his train of thought.
“Hey, Sarge.”
“Say, hey, Chuck. You hang around here much?”
Tanner laughed at the stupid joke. Sarge could see in the dim lantern light that his partner was shivering. His lips were blue. Both men hung about ten feet off the ground and from what Sarge could see, they had been left alone in the cave. He could not detect any guards.
“Sarge. I gotta be honest with you, I don’t think we’ll get out of this one.”
He figured Tanner was right, so he didn’t put up any argument. He just dangled there and listened.
“I gotta tell you something, Sarge. I did something really bad. I did probably the worst thing a man could do and I got a feeling that the day has come when that bad deed has finally caught up with me.”
Sarge felt sorry for Tanner. He learned long ago that when the Grim Reaper knocked on men’s doors, a lot of guys wanted to confess their sins to anyone willing to listen. It turned out that Tanner was one of those guys. Sarge had faced death so many times, it was if they were old pals. He was the type that preferred coffee and cigars in lieu of talking, but Tanner was a friend, and a cup of joe paired with a stogie seemed out of the question, so Sarge humored him. He sighed, squeezed his eyes shut, and listened to Tanner ramble.
“When my wife was pregnant with my son, I had a terrible dream that she would die during childbirth. But it wasn’t just a dream. I knew it to be the truth. A vision. Sure enough, when the doctor checked her out just before delivery, he set me down and told me it didn’t look good. It had something to do with the way my boy was sitting in her, but the doc said she probably wouldn’t make it.
“Of course, I was beside myself. I felt guilty. I felt like it was my fault.
“There I was, sitting in the Omaha Hospital, waiting for my wife to die. Understand, Sarge, I would have done anything to save her. Anything. So I prayed to God. I got down on my knees and prayed. I told God that I would go in her place. I told God to take me instead.
“Then a man appeared in the room with me. Just like that. He didn’t come through the door, but he appeared out of the air. He introduced himself. He wore the best of clothes. His name was Mr. Scratch and he said he could arrange it so that my wife would live. Scratch works for the devil, Sarge. He’s the Devil’s Right Hand.”
Hearing the name Scratch from Tanner’s lips struck a nerve with Sarge. His father would tell spook stories to him and his brother when they were little tykes right before bed time back in Ascension Parish. The boys’ favorites were stories of old Mr. Scratch and how he tricked people into selling their souls into eternal slavery with Satan. Sarge and his brother would laugh their asses off at the tales, but after the candle was snuffed, both would quietly wonder if they would sign contracts with the devil to bring back their Mom or to make life easier for their Dad.
Tanner’s eyes focused past Sarge into the nothingness. His arms hung to either side of his head, his fingers pointed to the ground. He continued his bizarre tale.
“I told Scratch he could have my soul, Sarge, but he said that wasn’t good enough. He wanted my soul plus my unborn son’s, too. Both of us in order to save my wife.”
Sarge watched Tanner’s face as as he gently swung at the end of the chain. He listened to the story and did not like where it was leading. Either this was all too much strain on the man or something positively wicked actually had its claws into him. Tears fell from Tanner’s eyes, rolled down his forehead and disappeared into his hairline.
“I did it, Sarge. Without hesitation. I did it. Signed a damned contract in blood right there in the waiting room. I sold that Mr. Scratch my soul and Chucky Junior’s to boot, so I could save my Jospehine. I sold our souls to the devil.”
He bawled uncontrollably, long moans coupled with loud, sucking breaths.
Sarge tried to quiet the man down. Tanner had lost his mind and Sarge worried that the racket he made would bring the vampires to see what was going on with their living lunches. He chastised his friend.
“Come on, Chuck. Get a hold of yourself. I got an idea to get us of here, but I need you to pull it together.”
The soldier wiped his nose on the back of his hand and shot a sheepish look towards Sarge. He nodded hard, gave a stiff smile, and halted his water works.
The sergeant looked at the length of chain he was on and figured between it and his body’s 6 feet and change, it was probably enough to reach his partner. He bent his waist as if he was trying to touch his toes and then snapped his body back as he waved his giant arms behind him. Sarge could feel the motion it created and repeated the theatrics, timing it as he would on the rope back home over the summer swimming hole. A vision of a stringer full of catfish went through his head as he swung back and forth.
Sarge’s arc got longer and faster. Little blue and red lights popped into his vision as he went light-headed with the upside down exertion, but he was able to work his way over to Tanner. He grabbed the man’s extended hand and then worked his way up to get a bear hug on Tanner’s legs.
“Hey, Sarge, there’s half a stogie in my pant’s pocket if you want it.”
Sarge ground out a laugh and was glad to hear the Nebraskan had regained control of himself. He then used his arms to pull his body up to Tanner’s feet until he grabbed the fat chain links that fettered him to the ceiling. Using almost all of the strength he had left, Sarge was able to Tarzan up the chain to where it was attached into the top of the cave. He couldn’t see much, but he felt around and realized that the chain was kept in place by a giant spike hammered into the rock.
Sarge twisted until he was upside down again and planted his shackled feet on either side of the spike. He wrapped his forearms around Tanner’s bonds and positioned himself until his legs were bent in a squat.
“All right, Chuck. If this works out, you’re about to take a mean fall, so be ready.”
With that, Sarge clenched his teeth and fired off every muscle fiber in his body to loosen the spike out of the stone. He donkey-pressed with his legs, and at the same time, he dead-lifted with his back. The metal links cut into his forearms and it felt like his shoulders would pop out of place under the strain, but just like that, the spike gave way and snapped free. Sarge and Tanner were both sent flying.
Tanner fell to the cave’s floor in a heap. The metal links struck him square in the head and gashed it deeply. Sarge swung wide on his line and smashed against the opposite wall like a giant puppet on its strings. He desperately grabbed for a hold, but missed. He arced the other way and felt something pull in his legs until he rested back into his original predicament, hanging at the end of his restraints.
“Tanner! Hey, Chuck!”
Sarge watched from his upside down position as Tanner pulled the chain off of his body and lifted himself from the ground.
“Tanner! Hightail it out of here! Go get the rest of the gang and burn this Godforsaken nest down.”
Tanner hurried to free his feet. Sarge watched with a sick sense of irony that as soon as Chuck was free to escape, he was pounced upon by a dozen or more bloodsuckers. It was a genuine dog pile on the rabbit. Sarge yelled and hollered, but it did no good. He lost sight of Chuck under the mound of thrashing undead, their dusty clothes flashing all around him. He desperately reached towards his fellow soldier. He was helpless.
Suddenly, without explanation, the vampires scattered off of Tanner and scrambled back into the dark. A bright light pierced their surroundings and both men covered their eyes. Sarge was blinded. He kept yelling Tanner’s name, but there was no reply.
When Sarge was finally able to force his eyes opened, he saw Tanner kneeling down next to the ground. The man was fussing over something and when he finally replied to Sarge’s yells, Sarge could see that the soldier was steadily petting a basset hound.
The sight of the dog with Tanner was good news. It probably meant that Mink and the boys had used the animal to track their whereabouts. After all, it would certainly not have been the first time the unit had used a canine for a search and rescue mission. Sarge even remembered the time in Prague when they had utilized a pig. It was a nasty little guy, but it had performed a nice job. It also turned out to be one dandy of an evening barbecue, too.
Sarge heard a man’s voice from the darkness and saw Tanner stand up to face it. The dog lazily ambled towards it and Sarge could not wait until Mink saw him in his current situation. It was a foregone conclusion that he would suffer at least a week of constant teasing before he would finally be let off the hook.
Only it wasn’t Mink that walked into the light to shake hands with Tanner. Sarge thought he must have hit against the wall harder than he thought, because he swore he could see Tanner shaking hands with a guy all decked out in whites as if he just walked off of some fancy polo field. Sarge could not hear much of what was being said between Tanner and the stranger, but the clear snippet he did hear made his skin crawl.
“Hello, Mr. Scratch.”
He stared down at the two men. The basset hound came back into view and gazed up at him. It let loose a quick and deep bark. He yelled down to Tanner.
“Hey, Chuck! How about you and your friend get me down from here?”
The man with Tanner gazed up at Sarge and waved.
“Hello up there, sergeant. I must admit, when I look up at you hanging there it reminds me of that line from
A Christmas Carol. You know, the part near the end when Scrooge speaks of the giant Christmas goose that hangs in the window. You look like the goose.”
He had no clue what the guy dressed in sissy whites was talking about.
“Yeah, well, I imagine my goose is cooked if you leave me hanging here.”
The man let out a hearty laugh. He then pointed his finger at Sarge and the chain around his ankles snapped. He hit the stone floor like a ton of bricks.
When he recovered, Sarge found the dog over top him, licking his face. He shooed the animal away and got to his feet. His body was stiff and he felt nauseas when he stood. The world would not stay still.
The man placed a tanned hand upon Sarge’s arm and he felt instantly better.
“Take it easy, sergeant. You have been through a lot. My name is Scratch, by the way.”
Now that he stood by the man and wasn’t looking at him upside down, Sarge gave his rescuer a good once-over.
Scratch wore riding breeches with knee-high leather boots, their stocks polished to a high shine. He sported a large number three on the back of a long-sleeved polo shirt. The collar was turned up. He was handsome, almost too much so.
Sarge glanced over to Tanner and saw a look of utter defeat upon his face. It was as if someone had crumpled him like a piece of paper. He faced Scratch and spoke.
“Look, mister, I don’t know how you got me down, but it’s appreciated. Now I think we better grab your dog and scram before those bloodsuckers return.”
Scratch waved an unconcerned hand through the air.
“Don’t worry about them, Sarge. They won’t be back. As a matter of fact, Tanner and I have business elsewhere and we must bid you farewell. Isn’t that right, Charles?”
Charles Tanner stared at a far off point. He mumbled a soft reply.
“Yes, sir.”
Sarge had taken about as much of Scratch’s act as his temper allowed him. He turned angry.
“All right. That’s enough. I don’t know who or what you are, Scratch, but me and Tanner here are walking out of this cave. Like I said, I appreciate the save and all, but this is where we part ways.”
He looked down onto the smaller man and he showed Scratch his full size.
“And Tanner ain’t going with you.”
Sarge grabbed his fellow soldier by the wrist and made his way toward what he assumed was the exit. He stormed off, but Tanner’s weight seemed awfully light. He turned and found Tanner was still standing next to Scratch. He walked back over to his partner and this time grabbed him by the shoulders. He lost his footing as his hands went right through the man. It was as if Tanner was nothing but a mirage. Sarge cursed under his breath as the reality of the situation finally sank into his thick head.
“Sarge. I’m dead. There ain’t no coming back. Mr. Scratch is here to collect what is his. He’s here for my soul.”
Sarge was beyond angry. He would be damned if some polo-playing fancy pants like Scratch was going to strut out of that place with one of his best friend’s souls. He balled his giant left hand into a fist and threw a haymaker that connected against the side of Mr. Scratch’s cranium.
Sarge was scraping himself off of the cave’s far wall before he knew what had happened. Some type of force had picked him up and tossed him like he was a rag doll.
Tanner yelled to Sarge. He pleaded with him.
“Sarge. Stop! This ain’t your fight. I made a deal and I have to stick by that. There’s no sense in you getting killed over this. There’s nothing you can do.”
Scratch chimed in.
“Listen to Mr Tanner, Sarge. A deal was made.”
Sarge got up on one knee and removed his brown, wool uniform coat and rolled up his sleeves. He bolted towards Scratch with his full force. He pulled the five pound mallet from his duty belt and swung it John Henry style. Just before the weapon connected with Scratch’s jaw, Sarge flew through the air as if shot from a cannon. He collided with a stalagmite and buckled in half. Three of his ribs broke free and went for a swim on the right side of his chest.
Scratch yawned.
“You delusional fool. You actually believe you can muscle me around? Really, Tristan?”
Sarge’s voice rasped. The last blow had knocked him down for the count.
“Nobody calls me by that name.”
Scratch slowly walked over to him and looked down at his twisted frame.
“Is that so? Your father called you Tristan. Well, I mean, before he died. Your brother always called you Tristan.
Ah, yes! That’s right. The mighty Safran brothers! What a pair you were! Mycroft and Tristan, the scourge of Ascension Parish, Louisiana. The two of you were a walking crime syndicate, were you not? Extortion, gambling, moonshine. You two had your sullied paws in everything, didn’t you? Your father would have been so proud of his legacy.”
Scratch squatted down and placed his face only inches away from his.
“Tristan, you are nothing more than white southern trash. You think you left it behind, but sooner or later, it will catch up with you. You came over here to fight in this war thinking you could run away from it all. You signed up for vampire duty to wash away your sins. Well, my boy, I am here to tell you, that there is no such luck.”
Scratch picked up a piece of rock lying on Sarge’s chest and flicked it to the side.
“Do not cross me again, Tristan. The next time I will give you much more to think about than a few broken bones and bruises.”
With that, Scratch stood and walked away. He was followed by the basset hound. Tanner stepped next to him and they both faded in the distance. All Sarge could see through his pain was the large red number three stitched on the back of his shirt.
He could handle being bested in a fight. It had happened a few times in his life and he chalked those rare instances up as lessons learned. Sarge, however, simply refused to allow Mr. Scratch, the boogie man bed time story, to leave after giving him the high hat. Even though he could not move, even though his body refused to listen to his mind and attack again, Sarge Safran seethed inside. His blood boiled with fury. He swore then and there that he would have another day to take on Mr. Scratch again or he would die trying.
He raised his voice as loudly as his injuries allowed.
“Hey, Scratch. What about Tanner’s son?”
“He’s mine as well, Sarge. I own him. Good day, Tristan.”
It only came out as a whisper, but when Sarge said it, the number three stopped in its tracks.
“I’ll bet you for his soul.”
Scratch materialized out of the air beside him. The basset hound reappeared as well. It licked Sarge in the face. He was in too much pain to stop it.
Scratch smiled and seemed positively delighted.
“Now this is interesting. A bet. A gentlemen’s bet. I do like the sound of that. You win, the boy keeps his soul. I win, I get the boy’s soul and your soul as well.”
Sarge fought hard to stay conscious. He coughed and tasted blood. He felt his loose bones grind as he raised a trembling hand into the air.
“It’s a bet, Scratch. One game of baseball. Nine innings.”
Scratch was so excited about the new turn of events that he shook Sarge’s hand before he understood what he had said.
“I’m sorry. Did you say baseball?”
Sarge nodded his head and winced.
“Wouldn’t you prefer tennis or maybe even a swimming contest?”
Sarge had only one word in reply.
“Baseball.”
Mr. Scratch was somewhat upset about having to play the lowly game of baseball for the souls, but he was nonetheless happy that he was going to end up with three lives on one contract. It was turning out to be a stellar month.
“Fair enough. After all, I shook on it.”
Scratch pulled a small pad of paper and pencil from a back pocket of his riding breeches.
“Let’s see. How about on the boy’s twenty-first birthday? That would give him a good eleven and a half more years of unencumbered life. I do have some compassion, after all.”
He wrote down a few notes and Sarge agreed to the terms.
“That would put our game on August 1st, 1933. Well, Tristan, I must admit that I am looking forward to the event. I will see you then.”
Scratch’s flippant way made it sound as if he was talking about a Fourth of July cookout. He patted his dog’s head lightly.
“All right, Mr. Tanner. You and I have to be shuffling off. After all, I have a polo match to complete.”
Tanner ran over to Sarge and pulled his gold, Irish claddagh ring off of his finger. Once he was successful in freeing it, Tanner dropped the ring into Sarge’s hand.
“Sarge, make sure my boy gets that. It belonged to his grandfather.”
Tanner then stood and tossed the remnants of a cigar on top of the wounded man’s chest.
“I’m sorry for all of this, Sarge. I truly am.”
He, Scratch, and the dog disappeared. The bright lights generated by Satan’s right hand faded away.
Sarge was left alone in the darkness of the cave. He passed out as he tried to light the stogie Tanner had left behind.
Mink and company found him an hour later, weak from blood loss. When they were finally able to pry open his fist, they found Tanner’s most prized possession, his ring emboldened with the design of two hands holding a golden heart and crown.
 

After Sarge returned to the U.S. and earned a starting position in the Whispers lineup, he hired several detectives to track down Charles Tanner’s son. Sarge gave the investigators as much as he remembered, which was not a whole lot. He knew that Tanner lived in a small town near Omaha, Nebraska. He knew that Tanner’s son was named after his father, and he knew his wife was named Josephine. He even told them about how Tanner always talked about what a good ballplayer his son was. The man would boast about his boy with the golden arm, but that was all Sarge could give them. Their missions in Europe were so secret that all written documents about America’s involvement had been burned. As far as the world was concerned, Tanner, Mink, and Sarge had never even existed.
A crafty private dick from Atlanta, Georgia finally found Charles Tanner Junior and his widowed mother. Sarge relayed the claddagh ring to Tanner’s child through the gum shoe to fulfill Charles’s last request. He even sent an anonymous letter with it that told Tanner Junior how proud his father had been of him. The detective assured Sarge that the boy received the ring and Sarge paid the investigator a monthly stipend to keep tabs on the family. He even sent money their way every other month and made it appear as if his checks came from Uncle Sam.
About two years later, however, the Sarge’s detective-for-hire fell victim to a drunk driver down in Decatur. Two months passed before word of the incident made it to Sarge and within that time frame, Junior and his mother flew the the coop. There was no forwarding address. There were no known relatives. They had simply, and quite unexpectedly, vanished. Sarge was forced to start the process of hide-and-seek all over again with another round of private eyes. Precious time was lost.
He knew his date with Mr. Scratch kept creeping closer and closer, but his daily life would occasionally erase any thought about the Devil’s Right Hand and the pending bet. For the entire first year Delilah entered his life, the dread of the future meeting would only strike when he received letters and bills from an ever-growing number of investigators. Some months though, especially when winter hit, Sarge brewed on it almost every waking moment.
Finally, in desperation, he cornered the Whispers scout Clyde Decker and told him to keep his ears and eyes open for the young Charles Tanner. After all, the boy’s father bragged about his son’s golden arm. Maybe Tanner Junior would turn up on a scouting report. It was a long shot, but It was certainly worth the attempt.
 

When Decker told Sarge the news that not only had Tanner’s son been located but that he was to be a new Whispers pitcher, the coach did not know how to react. He placed all of his efforts into searching for Tanner Junior, but it never dawned on him that one day the boy might actually be found. Most men never knew when the defining moment of their lives was going to test them. It just came and they dealt with it the best they could. Sarge, however, knew exactly when his would be and Charles Tanner Junior would play a big role when it arrived.
The following morning, Sarge pulled his V16 Cadillac out of the horse barn and drove into the city to pick up Clyde Decker. The two men parked near the Wilmington train station just before the 136 high-speed from Chicago arrived. They stood on the boarding platform and watched as the passengers stepped down.
When Sarge asked Clyde what Tanner looked like so he would know the boy when he saw him, the scout laughed.
“Well, Sarge, its just like your old soldier pal told you. His son has a golden arm.”
Sarge was pretty miffed about the reply he received until he saw Tanner’s spitting image standing on the platform. He was a hayseed just like his old man, tall and lean with big, broad shoulders. The mere sight of him washed Sarge in sadness. The two of their fates were twisted together and they had not even met.
Tanner Junior checked a piece of paper in his hand and looked through the waiting crowd. Something on his arm caught the late morning sun and the glare blinded Sarge. He pulled the brim of his cap down low to protect his eyes, and he and Decker walked over to the young pitcher.
The closer Sarge got, he realized that Tanner was not wearing anything shiny on his arm at all. The glare came directly from the arm itself. Decker introduced him to Tanner Junior and Sarge shook his new pitcher’s hand. It was cold and metallic to the touch. Every time the coach thought he had seen it all, something else appeared to prove him wrong. Clyde Decker caught the bewildered look in his eyes.
“Sarge, I tried to tell you, but you wouldn’t listen. The young Charles Tanner here is one heck of a pitcher - a pitcher with a golden arm.”
 

11.
Charles Tanner Junior
He polished off his second chocolate malt before he said more than ten words.
“Mr. Sarge, sir, I sure do appreciate the malts. I aim to pay you back.”
Sarge tried not to stare at the young man, but it was uncanny how much he looked like his father. His voice sounded the same as well.
“Don’t worry about it, Tanner. It’s my treat.”
Sarge took a pull off of his cigar and blew smoke into the diner’s electric ceiling fan.
“I’m gonna have Mink pick you up at your room at Mrs. McAfee’s place tomorrow morning for a little workout over at the park. Haney Mane and I want to get a good look at your arm and see what it can do.”
The boy wiped his face with a napkin and then flexed his golden arm when his new coach mentioned it. Its surface was like a mirror. Sarge could see the entire dining area behind him in its reflection.
“Speaking of your arm, kid, what’s the story? Were you born with it?”
“Yes, sir. My mother always told me that it was a gift from God given to the family for all of the suffering she went through during child birth. She had all kinds of problems. They didn’t think she was was going to make it through delivery. I was born in a hospital and everything.”
Sarge smashed the butt of the stogie into a glass ashtray on the corner of the table.
“And what about your Dad? What did he say about it?”
“My Dad always said that my arm would save me one day. He said that it was given to me to ward off evil spirits. My Dad died serving in the war over in Europe. The last time I saw him, I was only six years old.”
Tanner acted as if he suddenly remembered something and he unbuttoned the collar of his shirt. With two fingers, he dug toward the front of his chest and pulled a necklace loose so that it was on display. A cold spot ran down Sarge’s back. There at the end of the chain hung the Irish claddagh ring that Tanner Senior had given him just he was taken away by Scratch. Sarge clearly made out the two hands with a firm grasp on a crowned heart.
“This here ring belonged to my father. A soldier that served with him sent it to me and my Mom after the war. I keep it with me all the time.”
Tanner ran the gold circle between his fingers and eyed it closely before tucking it away. He buttoned his collar back in place, looked up at Sarge, and smiled.
“Mom says that I look just like my father.”
Chuck’s grin was infectious and Sarge could not help but follow suit. He was happy to see the ring in the young man’s possession. Sarge threw three dollars on the table and took Tanner to McAfee’s room and board down on Delaware Avenue. Most new players stayed there until they got a new place or were cut from the team. Before he sped away, he told the boy to make certain he was ready when Mink came for him in the morning.
“You don’t have to worry about me, sir. I’ll be out here waiting. I can’t believe I am getting a shot to play Carnival Baseball. I mean, here I am, talking with Sarge Safran of the Wilmington Whispers. This is a regular dream come true.”
 

The next morning was positively stifling and when Sarge walked out on the infield grass, the temperature had already climbed into the eighties. Haney was on the mound talking to Tanner. Mink was there as well in his practice grays. He spotted Sarge and made a bee-line for him.
“Jiminy Christmas, Sarge! I sure am glad you telephoned last night and warned me about Tanner’s kid. If you hadn’t told me, I would have driven up to old lady McAfee’s this morning and thought I had seen a dead man walking. He looks just like his old man. And what gives, anyway? Why can’t we tell him that we were pals with his father? What’s the big deal?”
“Yeah, sure, Mink. Let’s all sit down for lemonade and we’ll chat up the fact that his old man was taken out by a nest of French vampires. That sounds like a swell afternoon.”
Sarge had never told anyone about Tanner Senior’s demise and the wager with Mr. Scratch - not even Mink.
Mink fussed with his mustache and pushed his sunglasses closer to his face.
“Well, anyway, you should see this kid’s stuff. His curves break at least a foot and he’s got this one pitch he calls a fork ball. He grips it between his two fingers and just before it gets to the plate it drops like an Irish man’s pants on Saint Paddy’s Day.”
Sarge looked over and saw the kid absorbed in every word Haney told him. He also spied the cigar store indian standing immobile on the other side of the pitcher’s mound. The dolly that had transported it there was left a few feet behind.
“What about the giant Lincoln Log? Have you seen it throw any?”
Mink fished around in his back pocket and pulled out a leather cord. Tied in the middle of its length was what looked like a chicken bone and a feather.
“As a matter of fact, old Woody there looks like a decent hurler as well. It don’t have much junk, but it sure can bring the heat. It can’t pitch well from the stretch, though, so we might have a tough time with it on the mound the same time runners are on first. I imagine once coaches figure it out, they will be stealing second all day long.”
“What’s with the voodoo string?”
Mink looked down at the leather trinket in his hand.
“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot. This is how you get it to come to life. You throw this thing around its neck. It moves kind of herky-jerky, but the great thing is it don’t speak a word, which is a nice change a pace for our bunch.”
“All right. I’ll take your word for it, Mink. I ain’t in the mood to fire it up right now. I’m more concerned with Tanner.”
Sarge went over to home plate and shared some pleasantries with Biscuit and No Legs. They were there to catch warm up for the two new pitchers. Both men informed him that the new arms showed a lot of potential, especially the golden one from Nebraska. No Legs gave Tanner a raving review.
“Sarge, that Cornhusker has the stuff. If he has a head on his shoulders, then we got something special.”
Sarge thanked them for their assistance and then walked behind Haney and Tanner on the mound so he would not interrupt. While he waited, Sarge looked the wooden indian over. He wondered how the team would manage lugging the thing around. They already made special accommodations for Wonder Boy and Savoy Special. As far as he was concerned, it was just another burden.
Once Haney was done talking, Sarge joined him and Tanner. He yelled over to Biscuit to get ready for a few pitches. Biscuit slid his catcher’s mask over his face and squatted behind home plate.
“All right, kid, let’s see what you got.”
Tanner nodded and went to work and Sarge was extremely happy with what he saw. The pitcher had a nice, smooth delivery. He was graceful on the mound and made it seem effortless as he threw fastballs that popped in Biscuit’s mitt regardless of where the catcher placed it in the strike zone. The young man possessed mean change-ups and Sarge had a tough time trying to predict when they would come. He knew that all pitchers had tells, little indicators to let batters know if a curve or off-speed pitch was coming. However, after watching Tanner, he could not pick up any. As long as he kept his cool during a game, the kid could be the real deal.
After about forty pitches, Sarge dismissed the catchers to the showers. Mink watched from the dugout and when Sarge called the end of practice, he walked over to meet the remaining three men in the center of the field. Sarge spoke with Tanner.
“All right, Chuck. Go hit the locker room. Get up with Rochester and pick out a uniform that fits you. Don’t forget to pack it for tomorrow when we leave for Lynchburg. And for crying out loud, kid. Wipe that cheese eatin’ grin off your face. How in the hell will any batter take you seriously when you always look so damned happy?”
The young Tanner was nothing but excitement. He tried to stop the smile, but was unsuccessful.
“Yes, sir!”
He darted into the dugout and made his way to the team room.
Sarge faced Haney Mane, the Duke of Duluth.
“Well, Mane?”
Haney spat a big ball of tobacco juice into the dirt.
“Potentially one of the best in Carny Ball. Better than Hooligan. And he’s up there with Rube Robinson and even Nap Hill.”
“Thanks, Haney.”
Mink, Sarge and Haney walked together towards the dugout. Just before they entered the locker room, Sarge turned to Mink.
“Hey, Mink. Ain’t you forgetting something?”
“I don’t think so, Sarge.”
Sarge threw a thumb towards the pitcher’s mound and Mink groaned when he saw the cigar store indian standing out there, staring at them with wooden eyes.
“Aw, come on, Sarge. That thing weighs a ton even dragging it around on that cart.”
Sarge winked to Haney and the pitching turned his head to keep from laughing.
“Mink, rule number one of the Wilmington Whispers is that we never leave a teammate behind. Now turn your ass around and go get the indian.”
 

Sarge stayed at the club house next to the stadium late into the afternoon. He double checked that all of the team’s supplies were packed and accounted for. He made certain there was plenty of bandages, ointments, and towels, as well as extra uniform pants and shirts. He packed the bats and practice balls into two large army duffle bags. These were the less than glorious moments of the Carny Ball coach. He was in essence the mother hen to a gang of men, robots, shamans, and now a wooden spiritual statue.
Sarge heard a loud clang come from the attached garage area and peeped his head around the corner to see what made it. There he found Doc Bismark, busy tinkering with Wonder Boy. Savoy Special stood nearby in the corner.
“Say, hey, Doc. You need any help?”
Bismark removed his eyeglasses and massaged his forehead with his free hand. It left a grease mark on his face.
“Hello, Sarge. No, thank you. I’m just finishing up here.”
“How they making out?”
Bismark plucked Wonder Boy’s metal chest and it rang out like a bell.
“They are both fit as fiddles.”
“Listen, Doc. The robots will sit out against Lynchburg. I can’t take the chance of them being struck by lightning. No sense in you hauling them all that way. Why don’t you stay home. We only have the three scheduled league games and then one exhibition.”
Bismark smiled and shook a finger at Sarge.
“Sergeant, you are a wise man. I am very happy that I decided to bring my boys here to Wilmington. I fear that other coaches in the league would not have been as caring.”
He stopped to search for the appropriate words to express himself. He ended up just looking at Sarge with gratitude.
“Thank you, sergeant.”
Sarge couldn’t figure out why, but the moment left a lump in his throat. He turned to Bismark and saluted.
 

That night, Sarge lay his bed with his arm draped around Delilah. It was their last evening before he left for a few more days, a few more baseball games. They never spoke during those moments. Part of them felt as if words would somehow cheat them of the precious little time left before they parted once more. They listened to crickets, bullfrogs, and the sound of their own breathing late into the summer night.
 

Whispers Fans gave the team a send-off at the train station, well-wishers who yelled for their team to bring back a couple of wins. Kids on summer break crowded around for autographs and a few little girls held Chew-on Man replica dollies. Sarge made certain that the whole roster was on board and that all of the equipment was safely tucked away.
Mink Cosgrove received a last-minute shoe shine from thirteen year old Michael McCallister, the officially endorsed shine of the station. It had become a ritual for Mink to receive a polish before away games ever since he pitched his no-hitter against the Philadelphia Pharaohs back in 1926. Carny Ball players were a superstitious lot, and Mink was no exception. He tossed Michael a generous silver fifty-cent piece and hopped on the waiting train. As they pulled off, Lil Boner and Kid McCoy hung out of their windows and waved goodbye. The entire front side of the team’s passenger car was an ad for Big Injun Chewing Tobacco complete with an eight foot tall painting of the company’s mascot, Whispers utility player Chew-on Man, dressed like a Mohican warrior. Sarge tilted his pork pie hat over his eyes and sprawled out in his seat. Within ten minutes he was asleep. They slowly gained steam and rolled south.
 

12.
Welcome to Lynchburg

When the team pulled into the Kemper Street Station, the Virginian town was already bustling with the excitement of Carnival Baseball. Known as the “City Unto Itself,” Lynchburg housed some of the most rabid Carny fans there were.
The beloved Lynchburg team started as a small negro league club back in 1927. Known as the Lynchburg Royals, they played throughout Virginia, Maryland, and the D.C. area. The Royals rarely won half of their scheduled games and were looked upon by the rest of the Mid-Atlantic Negro League as sort of a joke. They were an easy win.
That was all before their 1928 July Fourth game with the Norfolk Nasties. During the top of the fifth inning, storm clouds marched over the Blue Ridge Mountains and were upon the baseball diamond before anyone had taken the time to notice. Lynchburg was losing as usual that day and were attempting to get a third out as the Nasties scored six runs on four hits and three errors. Cold winds moved through the sticky, hot air. Everything went dark and the few fans on hand ran for cover. In an instant the entire ballpark flashed white as if all color had been washed away. A giant bolt of lightning lashed forth from the storm clouds and touched down on the head of Lynchburg’s pitcher, Nap Hill.
In the aftermath, four Royals lay dead in the field. The other five on the starting roster barely survived. They were transported to the nearby Appomattox Hospital and stayed for weeks as specialists of all sorts came to examine the men and see first hand the unusual side effects that now afflicted them.
For starters, the five men would at times glow with high intensity. Nurses and doctors received shocks when near them and as a precautionary measure, they began to wear rubber gloves and shoes for protection. The amazing feats that followed did not come until October, when the five Royals returned to the ball field to work out the cobwebs.
Two of them discovered they possessed the ability to travel as fast as lightning. Second base could now be stolen in the literal blink of an eye.
Another player could attach electricity to his pitches and the baseball was followed by dazzling displays of heat and light as it reached the catcher’s mitt (which now had to be coated in rubber).
Still, two more of the survivors could harness the power of lightning into their swings and would crush baseballs so hard that they would sail over the James River to never be seen again. All five could bring down tiny strikes of electricity from the sky simply by stretching their arms upward towards the heavens.
An entire team was soon built around the unstoppable electric men, and the mediocre Lynchburg Royals of the Negro League were transformed into the formidable Lynchburg Lightning of Carnival Baseball. Oscar “Hot Foot” Clayton, Nap “Shocker” Hill, Clint “Volt” Jones, Art “Thunder” Teasley, and Ted “Sparky” Siddle, became the toast of the town as the Lightning earned their position in history as the only team to win two consecutive Carnival League Titles (1928 and 1929). The largest baseball stadium in the Commonwealth was erected near the Old City Cemetery and named John Lynch Park, after the town’s founding father. The foul line poles that stood in left and right fields each stood twenty feet tall and were topped with giant metal lightning bolts that pointed inwards toward the diamond. Power lines dangled from their tips and ran the perimeter of the park where they attached to a massive series of lights on wooden poles. Lynch Park was the only field on the Carnival League circuit that hosted night games.
With a only a few moments of sunlight left, both the Whispers and the Lightning were going through their stretches and pre-game warmups as the stadium filled with a near-capacity crowd. Suspenders and bow ties peppered the mass of fans as children ran amok with lit sparklers. Vendors hocked the usual fare, lemonade, beer and sausage, as well as the home town specials such as hush puppies, sweet potatoes on sticks, and rubber beanies and galoshes.
The four pallers congregated toward home plate. They finally motioned for Sarge and Thunder Teasley, the Lightning’s head coach, to join them. When the two coaches met at the plate, Teasley tipped his cap to Sarge. No one dared shake hands with any Lynchburg players before a game, especially one of the five founding fathers. The potential was always there to be shocked out of your spikes and thrown into the crowd.
“Say hey, Thunder. How you been?”
“Evening, Sarge. Word up and down the south is that you did quite a number on Hooligan Pete and his bunch up in Baltimore.”
“Yeah, it worked out.”
“I sure wished I was there to see that. If there was ever a man that needed some sense knocked into him, it would be the Hooligan.”
Teasley wore a light gray uniform that buttoned up the front. The team logo, a jagged bolt of black lightning, was stitched across his chest. The head umpire, Deacon Willard, went over the basics. It was a muggy night and Sarge noticed a ring of sweat already forming around the man’s stovepipe hat. Deacon ended the formalities with a personal request to Thunder Teasley.
“Mr. Teasley, I am aware that certain members of your team simply can not help it, but could you please make an attempt to keep the random strains of electricity to a minimum? The last time I officiated here, I was shocked so much that I couldn’t taste my food for a week.”
The group shared a laugh at the plea and Teasley said he would do his best, but he recommended everyone wore rubber on their feet as a safety precaution.
He and Sarge then nodded to one another, wished good luck, and trotted back to their respective dugouts to start the game.
Sarge gave a loud whistle to his teammates and they all huddled around the man near the on-deck circle.
“All right. Listen up. They are getting ready to fire up the lights. For those of you who haven’t played at night like this, be alert. The lighting system can cast some funny shadows and will make routine pop flies look more intimidating then they are. Just keep focused and keep your eyes on the ball. No hot dog stuff. Use two hands. Mink’s on the mound tonight. He’s familiar with Lynchburg’s lineup. If Hot Foot Clayton or Sparky Siddle get on base, don’t even try to hold them on. Let them go. It ain’t worth it. They can’t be stopped. We need a mean defense tonight and we need to turn the bats on. These guys are a good club, but we can take them.”
He knelt down on the grass and looked up to the huddle of faces around him. It was a moment that he would always remember long after his days of Carny Ball were over. He removed his cap and wiped sweat off of his crew cut.
“Men, wear your shoe rubbers and get ready to be part of one of the greatest spectacles in the sport.”
A few of the Whispers voiced excited cheers and the team trotted down the three dugout steps to grab seats and strap special booties around their spikes. Lynchburg hit the field and the crowd roared with applause. The five men of lightning, the pinnacle of the team, stood in a circle around their young starting pitcher, Johnny Jackson.
The five laid their gloves down in the dirt and in unison, raised their hands into the air. The crowd rapidly stomped their feet on the bleachers and when they struck a fevered pace, the men swung their arms toward the ground.
Out of no where, bolts of lightning flew toward the foul line poles and connected with the metal ends. It was so bright and intense that those who did not close their eyes momentarily lost their vision. Deafening thunder cracked the air. When things returned to normal, everyone witnessed a wondrous thing. The entire stadium was bathed in the glory of artificial light. Paller Dean Willard threw on his protective face mask. His stove pipe was now covered with a rubber beanie. He yelled “Play ball”, and the game began.
 

As Crazy Legs McCoy stepped to the plate, Sarge slid down on the bench next to Simon Says. The witch doctor had been left under the protective eye of Lil Boner, who had strict instructions not to let Simon go anywhere unattended. If the Simon Says went to the bathroom, Sarge wanted Lil there holding the man’s grass skirt.
“Simon, try to use your Mojo as much as possible today to keep the electricity off of our backs.”
Simon went wide-eyed and grinned. Blue plumes of smoke puffed out of his nostrils.
Whether it was the bug-eyed witch doctor’s doing or just good ball playing on his team’s part, Sarge was satisfied with the results. Crazy Legs stood on first after a perfectly laid bunt and then stole second base, barely beating the arc of electric that followed the throw from Lightning catcher Hot Foot Clayton. Erv Bream’s deep pop up to right field got Legs to third and a sacrifice fly from Dane Dugas brought him home.
Sarge slammed a scorching line drive that would have fallen in for a hit against any other carnival team, but center-fielder Volt Jones streaked across the distance in a line of hot light to catch it for the third out. Mink was able to take the mound with a Whispers one to nothing lead under his belt. He knew he would need it, because no one brought the lumber to the plate like Lynchburg.
The Lightning fans roared with approval as the first two men Lynchburg sent up to the plate, Volt and Hot Foot, were safely on with two bunts. The speedsters instantly stole second and third base on the first pitch Mink offered to Sparky Siddle. The only thing that prevented home plate from being stolen was the fear that Volt Jones would run into the baseball as it was thrown. Yes, he was that fast.
Siddle hit a high pop up to Wilmington’s second baseman Ralph Sankey. The Lightning’s base runners were already standing on home plate and third base. They stood in place and waited to see if Siddle would glove it. Once he caught the ball for the out, Volt and Hot Foot instantly reappeared back on second and third trailed by a glowing flash of energy. Lightning’s clean-up batter and head coach Thunder Teasley grounded out to first base, but it gave Volt Jones the instant he needed to zoom home. Hot Foot Clayton advanced to third on the same play but that was where he would remain when Sam Pickens struck out on five pitches. After one inning of play, it was tied one to one.
Spectators pointed towards the visiting team dugout as a noticeable blue fog crept out of it and onto the field. Simon worked his magic at a fevered pitch and smoke poured from his mouth, nostrils, and ears. Sarge sent Mickey the Midget into the locker room to see if he could find an electric fan to clear the mess away.
The Whispers coach was impressed with Biscuit Wagner and Gary South as they started the next inning with back to back doubles. Sarge normally used them as reserve players or pinch hitters, but they were going to start in all three games of the series as substitutions for Wonder Boy and Savoy Special. The two robots would not have survived a single inning with all of the electricity whipping around Lynch Park and its home team. Wagner saw more regular game time than South, but there were times over the last two seasons when South’s quiet way and the talents of his tattoos won games for the Whispers during clutch moments.
 

Gary “Tattoo” South was the fourth son of the United States Senator Edward Phillip South who hailed from Providence, Rhode Island. His father’s status and wealth allowed Gary to enroll at Yale where he threw himself into the study of political science. The Senator saw himself in his youngest son and he hoped that Gary would one day follow in his footsteps to national politics and hopefully, one glorious day, to the White House.
While at college, Gary studied hard. He never drank alcohol, he refused tobacco products, he steered clear of fraternity antics, and he stayed far away from the young ladies who frequented campus. After completion of his freshman year, South had a perfect 4.0 academic record. It seemed that Gary South was on his way to a very bright future. That all changed drastically his sophomore year as Gary picked up two dreadful and socially unacceptable vices: baseball and tattooing.
On a whim, Gary tried out for the Yale Baseball Club that February and found that he excelled at the sport. So much so, in fact, that he would spend all of his time practicing and playing. When he was not on the college field, he was in nearby parks with local clubs, shagging balls and smashing line drives. His athletic prowess in the game excelled. His academic endeavors, however, crashed and burned.
Depressed by thoughts of failing out of school and the end of the baseball season, Gary found himself roaming the streets of New Haven a broken man. He did not know how he would ever break the news to his father. His life at Yale was over. Gary’s mind was so clouded with his burdens that he failed to notice where his feet were leading him. He looked up to find himself in a strange part of town. As he stretched his neck towards the corner of the avenue to obtain street names, he noticed a tiny sign resting on top of a doorway that was tucked in between a tavern and a five and dime store. The sign read “Tattoos.”
Thirty minutes later, Gary was walking out of the place with a feeling of euphoria and a baseball the size of a silver dollar forever etched onto his right shoulder. The experience changed his mood considerably. As a matter of fact, Gary could not remember the last time he felt as good as he did at that moment. He felt he was suddenly his own man and his destiny was his to mold.
Young Gary South left his powerful family behind and worked his way to Galveston, Texas, where he earned a position on the city’s minor league team as an outfielder. The coaches there were some of the best Gary Saw had ever played under and they were filled with all kinds of similes and metaphors to instruct him as to how to play the game to the best of his ability.
“No, son, you are swinging at the ball like an anvil. You got to be a hammer, Gary. Be the hammer!”
So, after practice, Gary found an underground tattoo artist and had a picture of a hammer inked onto his shoulder.
“South! When you come up to throw that ball to home, you look like a slow-moving grizzly bear. You got to spring up like a snake about to strike. You got to be the snake, son!”
A coiled snake was tattooed on his chest.
“Be a jackrabbit, boy!”
It found its way tattooed on his forearm.
The amazing thing was, Gary found that with each new tattoo he paid to have painstakingly drawn on his body, he performed baseball at a higher level. He kept getting better and better. The problem, however, was that the good christian folk of Galveston did not like to go to the park on a Sunday afternoon and see their home team center fielder covered in blasphemous drawings. It was uncivilized.
“Son, you got to show restraint when it comes to that stuff. Restraint like a lion!”
Gary was canned.
Once again, he found himself roaming city streets depressed. This time his feet led him to a banner that was tied to the side of a barber shop.
“Open Try-outs for Carnival Baseball. This Friday.”
Gary was picked up by the WIlmington Whispers. 1933 was only his second year with the team from Delaware. He was having some growing pains, but he felt he was coming into his own.
Before the team had left for Lynchburg, Sarge informed Gary that he would start in the outfield against the Lightning. The Yale dropout was struck by an epiphany. He paid a visit to the Wilmington navy yard where a man named Oscar Grant plied a secret and illegal tattoo trade. Gary waltzed in and had the image of a lightning rod tattooed at the bottom of his neck. He was no fool. He did attend Yale, after all.
 

South came around to score on a Sankey hit before the Lightning’s pitcher Johnny Johnson retired the rest of the Wilmington side.
The entire game was a battle. Each inning was tit-for-tat. Wilmington’s lineup kept putting the ball in play and squeezing out runs. South simply shined with the bat in his hands. It was as if he somehow discovered a way to turn off Lynchburg’s god-like powers.
Defensively, Mink was doing a respectable job. He controlled seven out of the nine Lightning hitters. The major obstacles of the day were the two speedsters at the top of their roster. Both Volt Jones and Hot Foot Clayton bunted each time they stepped to the plate. They could not be stopped. First baseman, Sarge, and third baseman, Erv Bream, were practically on top of them when they came to the plate. Each time, both hitters made it to first courtesy of their lightning speed. Two pitches later they would steal around to third. There was nothing that could be done but hope that the Wilmington bats stayed on fire.
During the bottom of the eighth, Mink let a curve hang too long and Thunder Teasley stroked it over the right field fence. As fans in the bleachers scrambled for the ball, the other four of the original Lynchburg Five met the slugger at home plate. They brought a bolt of lightning down in a celebratory ritual. Thunder’s homer made it a six to five ball game with Lynchburg on top.
Sarge called time and strolled over to the mound. He approached Mink and could see the exhaustion on his face. No Legs met the men on the mound. Mink’s uniform was soaked through and Sarge caught the sound of a little wheeze in his breathing.
“All right, Mink. You pitched one hell of a game. You did good.”
Mink refused to look at him.
“Kiss my ass, Sarge. You ain’t taking me out.”
Lightning’s next batter, Othello “Smash Mouth” Adams, eyed Mink and Sarge. He warmed up with three bats in his massive hands.
Sarge hated these moments. He watched his pitchers pour their hearts and bodies into every pitch. They became so focused on the game that in their minds it was all about them. They considered themselves failures if he took them out. He tried to ease back into it with Mink.
“Mink, come on. This is the toughest team to face in the league. You know that. You just went seven and two-thirds inning with them. You’ve done your best. I’ll bring in Boner. He’ll shut them done with the knuckle ball.”
Mink looked into the sky and watched the veins of electric spread from one side of the stadium to the other. He had felt their energy and hum the entire game. Each time he threw the ball, static electricity shocked him something fierce. His fingertips went numb four innings ago. He took a deep breath and finally faced Sarge. He tipped his sunglasses down the bridge of his nose and gave the head coach a good hard stare. A shiver shot through No Legs when he saw Mink’s milky gray eyes. He thought they looked unnatural.
“Sarge. We been to hell and back together. I love you like a brother. I don’t ask much from you, but I am asking you for this. Just give me this last batter. Let me finish a full eight. Then you bring in Tanner’s boy.”
Sarge spat on Mink’s spikes that were encased in rubber booties.
“All right. You pitch to Smash Mouth, but Tanner’s kid ain’t coming in. They’ll electrocute his ass via his golden arm. I can’t let that happen.”
The home plate paller, Deacon Willard, lost patience with the pitching mound conference. He yelled at Sarge to start play or get thrown out.
Mink burned with anger. He threw in a sweetener to get his way.
“If I strike out Smash Mouth, Tanner comes in.”
Inside, Sarge seethed. He wanted to knock his best friend into tomorrow. He stuck his face inches away from Mink’s and used his pointer finger to push the pitcher’s shades up the bridge of his nose so they covered his eyes. He growled.
“You get three pitches to strike him out, ‘Anthony’. Then, and only then, does Tanner come in.”
Sarge turned and stormed back to first base. Wilmington’s catcher No Legs was not certain what he had just witnessed, but he regretted that he ventured out from behind the safety of home plate to see it.
The crowd could sense that Mink was tired and they were surprised when he was not taken out of the game. Their applause became deafening as Othello stepped to the plate. He did not yield the lightning like Teasley, but he was a respectable hitting machine all the same. Smash Mouth led the league the year before in RBIs. He tapped the plate four times with his bat, stared Mink up and down, and readied himself.
Mink mowed him down with three straight pitches, one, two, three.
In the Whispers dugout, Mink and Sarge stood next to one another as they watched the famous Nap Hill take the mound for Lynchburg. Blue arcs shot through the air where the ball left his hand. It was the only thing they could see. Anything beyond the pitcher’s mound was lost in the thick blue fog that still billowed from time to time from SImon Says. Mink finally cut the silence.
“Don’t ever call me Anthony again.”
It took everything Sarge had to keep his stoic demeanor and not burst out in laughter.
“Don’t ever tell me that you love me again. That’s just plain weird, Mink.”
The little man’s face reddened.
“I said like a brother, Sarge! Like a brother!”
Sarge gave most of the credit to what happened next to Simon Says and his mastery over the mystic arts, because when Nap “Shocker” Hill stepped on the mound for Lynchburg, hitters were better off to not even bring a bat to the plate. Of the original five Lynchburg Royals that received their “gifts” courtesy of that fateful Fourth of July storm, Nap Hill was the most powerful. The other four were electrocuted by the residual forces that came off of the mighty bolt. Hill had taken a direct hit from it on top of his head. A tight burn mark ran down the man’s face. It was a permanent brand to commemorate the event.
Hill was a good natured soul wore the mark with pride. He was a family man with nine children at home, four girls and five boys. They came to every home Lynchburg game with their mother and had reserved seats behind the Lightning’s dugout. A devout baptist, Nap refused to play Carny Ball on Sunday.
The Lynchburg pitcher had already racked up twelve wins and two saves that year. He had no losses. Hill possessed three types of pitches: fastball, faster-ball, and fastest-ball. He never used the last two because nobody could hit the first one. Only two players in the history of his career had hit home runs against him. The first was Sarge Safran of the Wilmington Whispers. Sarge did it four years ago at a home game. The event made the headlines of every city paper. The second was Hooligan Pete of the Baltimore Bombers. Hooligan cranked one out of Lynch Park against Hill last season. The ball landed in the right field bleachers high into the crowd. The Lightning fans promptly ripped it apart, tossed it in a vendor’s sausage grill until it was burnt to a crisp, and then flung the ashes back onto the field.
Dugas was the first Whispers batter unfortunate to face Shocker. He stood with his bat on his shoulder as two blue flashes of light screamed by him. It would not be fair to state that he watched the two strikes, because they traveled too fast for him to see.
Dane decided to bunt when Nap was in the middle of his windup. Bunting on two strikes would normally be a giant no-no in any league, but he figured it was his only chance to make some sort of contact with the ball, and besides, it would look a lot better than striking out watching.
The bat almost jumped out of Dane’s hands as a loud wooden knock jolted his forearms. A burn mark was left on its handle and the ball fell a few feet in front of home plate where it spun like a top. Dugas took off for first.
Lynchburg catcher Oscar Clayton sprung into action. Dane was fast, but not fast enough to pose a threat of turning his measly offering into a single. Clayton threw his mask off and had plenty of time to throw Dane out, but the ball had so much spin on it that as the catcher tried to grab it, it shot loose of his grip and came to rest on the white chalk of the third baseline. The crowd groaned and Dane stood safely on first.
Nap Hill could only smile and shake his head. Dane playfully yelled over to the Lightning’s pitcher as the ball made its way back to the mound. He asked Nap if anyone ever hit one so far against him. Nap thought about it and laughed.
“No, sir. It can safely be said that no one has ever hit the ball that far against me.”
Hill then soundly struck out both Sarge Safran and Biscuit Wagner on six straight fastballs. The air smelled of ozone.
The majority of the crowd were up on their feet. About a third of them stretched, a third cheered on Hill to throw the last out of the game, and the final third crowded the exits of the park in hopes of beating the rest of the masses home. There were two outs and the Lightning were winning. One more and it was final. As far as they were concerned, the game was over.
Wilmington’s tattooed wonder, Gary South, stepped into the batter’s box. He was three-for-three that day, but those hits were achieved while Johnny “Kid” Johnson stood on the mound. He now faced the one and only Nap “Shocker” Hill, the powerhouse pitcher of the League who had yet to lose a game. Hill didn’t throw just heat. He threw lightning heat.
Unbeknownst to the legendary pitcher, however, when Gary stood in the dugout awaiting his turn to bat, he had watched Hill throw nine pitches; three to Dugas, three to Sarge, and three to Biscuit. Once the ball left Hill’s hand, its speed was so fast that it could not be seen. Gary only saw a flash of blue and heard a small pop as the air tried to get out of its way. So instead of focusing on the ball, Gary Tattoo South focused on the man who threw it.
He noticed around the fifth pitch he watched Hill send towards home that when the Shocker reared back and released, his eyes darted upwards towards the heavens. On the sixth pitch, Gary saw that Hill’s lips moved as if he was saying something before his eyes shot skyward.
During the seventh fastball, South had moved to the on-deck circle. He did not warm up by swinging his bat. He got down on one knee and studied Hill. He read Hill’s moving lips and thought he caught what Nap was silently saying before the pitcher let the baseball fly from his hand. On the eighth pitch, South was certain he had deciphered it and on the ninth and final throw, Gary timed the words and whispered them at the same time the pitcher did.
“Lord Jesus, Son of God, have mercy upon me, a sinner.”
When it was his turn to face Hill, South planted his feet in the back of the box. He immediately felt the static electricity that resonated between Lynchburg’s catcher and pitcher. His two-day old tattoo of a lightning rod on his neck burned as if it was on fire. Gary heard the hickory of his bat squeak as he tightly wrapped his knuckles around it and set them in a perfect line. He knew he would never see the ball, so he had to time everything perfectly.
Nap Hill went into his windup. Just like every other pitch he delivered, he began to recite his favorite prayer, the one that gave him personal strength. He never realized that South whispered it with him.
As soon as Gary mouthed the word “sinner”, he swung as hard as he could and hoped that he was right about his observations of the man on the mound.
He was.
Twelve thousand jaws dropped as the shot ripped through the muggy air. South’s bat split in two as white lightning sprung off of it. The force of the blow had warped the baseball and it wobbled higher and higher over the centerfield fence. People leaving the field craned their necks to see what all the commotion was about.
The ball landed in the top seats of the outfield bleachers and was thrown back onto the field by a disgusted Lynchburg fan so quickly that it looked as if it had bounced.
Nap Hill watched the young tattooed man round the bases in amazement as over half of the crowd scrambled to retrieve their programs and find out the name of the guy who just pulled off the unthinkable.
When South rounded third, he caught Hill in the corner of his eye. The pitcher shot him a smile and tipped his cap South’s way. Gary grinned from ear to ear and nodded his respect back. He was then swarmed by the entire Wilmington Whispers roster in a thick cloud of blue smoke as he touched home plate.
Hill struck out No Legs Ruben on three pitches for the final out, but the damage was done. The Whispers were up by one run headed into the bottom of the ninth. Fans that left the park now clamored back through the entrances to regain their seats. They suddenly had a serious baseball game on their hands and no one wanted to miss the ending.
 

13. Meddling Scratch
Charles Tanner Junior stepped out of the dugout and onto the field. He wore long sleeves to try to hide the high shine of his metal arm. He hesitated a moment and looked towards Mink Cosgrove. Mink stood up off of the wooden bench. A bag of ice fell from his shoulder as he clapped his hands hard three times.
“Come on, Tanner. You can do this, kid!”
Tanner pulled his cap down low over his eyes and walked to the mound like a man on a mission. The Lynchburg dugout was empty. Their entire team stood out in front. They were a club full of pride and had yet to lose a home game that season. They heckled Tanner during his warmup throws. They clapped and stomped and their fans followed their lead. By the time Deacon Willard swept home plate and called “Batter up”, the place was a madhouse filled with nothing but static electricity and noise.
Lightning’s Len Hooker stepped into the batter’s box and watched a mean fastball blow past him for a called strike. Sarge yelled encouragement to his rookie pitcher, but Tanner never heard him. The rookie heard nothing. He only saw No Leg’s mitt. He threw his forkball for strike two. Hooker had never seen a pitch like it before, not even from his teammate, Shocker Hill. Hooker choked up on his bat and squeezed in tight over the plate. He was on the defensive now, and had to get the ball into play. Tanner threw one that looked as if it would take the man’s head off. Hooker dropped his bat and dove for cover. The ball broke hard and caught the corner of the plate for strike three.
When Tanner threw the third pitch to Hooker, Lynchburg’s center fielder Volt Jones noticed something shiny peek out from underneath the pitcher’s sleeve. He then caught a whiff of it. He smelled metal on the rookie and it made him raise an eyebrow. Metal in Lynch Park was a weakness, a weakness that could be exploited.
Clyde Barrow hit a weak grounder straight to Ralph Sankey. Sankey scooped it up and sidearmed it over to Sarge at first base for an easy second out. The entire crowd was again on their feet. Many had yelled their voices hoarse and there would be a lot of sore throats around town in the morning.
Thunder Teasley brought in Henry Brooks to pinch hit. Brooks was a clutch hitter for Lynchburg, a reserve player that seemed to thrive on making the impossible happen. He was a quiet man that let his stellar abilities speak for him. As he dug into the batter’s box, the crowd yelled his name.
While Brooks readied himself, Volt Jones heard a clear whisper echo through his mind. He turned his head to see who it was and he was struck by a vision. Volt saw a wondrous mansion on a hill with manicured lawns and gardens that stretched to the horizon. He saw a basset hound at his feet. The dog gave a gruff, low bark. Volt then saw a white man in the distance seated at an outside table. The man was impeccably dressed in a three-piece suit. He turned to Volt, smiled at the ball player, and whispered the words Volt had heard before.
“Volt, bring down the lightning.”
When Volt Jones raised his hands high into the air, his teammate Nap Hill saw him do it, but could not believe it. Nap yelled at his teammate to stop and he ran towards him, but he was too late. Volt snapped his arms down hard to his sides and a single thin streak of white light shot down from the dark sky. It connected with Tanner’s golden pitching arm with a deafening crack. The young Nebraskan fell to the ground in a heap.
Mink sprinted out of the dugout and was met by Sarge, who thew his mitt off and knelt down next to the boy’s side. He gingerly touched the rookie’s shoulder. Steam rose off of Tanner. Gasps and screams rose from the crowd and several women fainted. Everyone fell silent. Thunder Teasley ran to Sarge’s side. He felt helpless.
“My God, Sarge. I don’t know what got into Volt. My God!”
Nap Hill, one the most respected people in the town was in Volt Jone’s face, scolding the man up and down. Jones could only hang his head in shame. He could not explain why, even to himself. Nap shoved him hard and told him to get off the field. Volt turned and walked away.
The right field gate opened and two men ran through with a stretcher. Thunder and Mink began to windmill their arms towards them in an effort to get them to the mound quicker. The rest of the Whispers team huddled around and broke open to let the stretcher through.
Sarge placed Tanner’s head in his lap. The kid looked so much like his father that the coach kept flashing back and forth between the moment Tanner Senior died in that dank French cave to the moment on the mound at Lynch Field. He was the obedient soldier again. He watched Senior die. He watched Scratch take his soul. He was the baseball coach. He watched Junior struck down. Everything he touched turned to dust. All that was good in his life was nothing but illusions.
Sarge felt a commotion behind him and turned to see Simon Says urgently squeezing his lean frame through the tangle of players that surrounded him. Simon put a hand in the center of Sarge’s chest and motioned for the coach to move back. Sarge silently obeyed and yelled for everyone to make some room.
The two men with the stretcher were held at bay by Mink and Thunder Teasley as Simon knelt down next to Tanner and placed his ear against the pitcher’s chest. Blue puffs of smoke still billowed from the witch doctor’s ears. The wooden beads around his neck clanked against one another and got caught in his nose bone.
Simon’s head popped up and his wild eyes locked onto Lynchburg’s coach, Thunder Teasley. He began to grunt hard and motioned for Thunder to come over next to the wounded pitcher. Thunder pointed at his own chest to confirm that the witch doctor wanted his help, and Simon furiously nodded his head.
When Thunder Teasley was close enough, Simon pulled Tanner’s uniform shirt open. Buttons flew everywhere. He then spat on his palm and slapped his hand against the rookie’s exposed chest. Simon yelled a few unknown words and pulled a wooden stick out of the belt of trinkets around his tribal skirt. The witch doctor threw the stick in his mouth and bit down hard. Using his free hand, he quickly reached out and grasped Thunder Teasley’s nearest arm.
Tanner’s body suddenly glowed a brilliant blue and rose from the ground. Wicks of heat lightning shot up from him and straight to Simon. The witch doctor vibrated up and down and every muscle in his body constricted. His teeth clenched hard into the stick and cords of tendon stuck out from his neck. His wild hair shot forth sparks and began to smoke. He clamped down tighter on Teasley’s wrist and brought the man to his knees.
Tanner’s body fell back onto the dirt mound as Thunder threw his free arm into the air. A tremendous bolt of pure energy shot from his hand upward into the night sky where it exploded like a firework over the stadium. “Oohs” and “aahs” broke out from the crowd at the beautiful light show.
Simon collapsed to the ground in a bizarre fit of laughter. Tanner rose to his feet. He seemed to be as healthy as a horse as he dusted his pants off and fixed his shirt. Teasley was not certain what he had just been a part of, but he was relieved by the results. He looked down at the witch doctor who rolled on the ground in hysterics. Thunder tilted his giant frame back and threw out a hearty laugh. Sarge grabbed Tanner by the shoulder. His rookie pitcher grinned at him.
“Let’s play some Carny Ball, coach.”
The stadium was filled with thousands of confused Lynchburg fans. Most were certain that the young visiting pitcher was dead. Their respectful bowed heads and moment of silence was cut short when they looked up to see the dead pitcher back on the mound. They then watched in silent disbelief as the Tanner kid threw three straight strikes to Brooks to end the game and deliver the Lightning’s first home game loss. Most of them walked away from Lynch Park emotionally exhausted. It was a roller coaster ride that “The CIty Unto Itself” would talk about until it deservedly became a piece of their historical legend.
 

As the bewildered fans left, two men stayed behind. The first was strikingly handsome, but he wore a threadbare pair of brown pants and jacket instead of his usual high dollar attire so he would not attract attention. He was there solely to blend in and observe. He showed no loyalty to either Lynchburg or Wilmington and was no fan of Carnival Baseball. The fact was he loathed the game and felt it was beneath him. He enjoyed the sports of gentlemen and baseball simply did not make the cut. However, what he had observed left a bad taste in his mouth. It was bitter and acrid and was something that the incognito Mr. Scratch never experienced before.
Scratch tasted fear.
The second man hid in the shadows of the exit stairs in the right field bleachers. He too, like Scratch, had no interest in Carny Ball. He had spent the whole evening stuffing fistfuls of popcorn into his mouth and keeping a close watch on Scratch. The second man could not blend in with the crowd even if he had tried. Those fans who were seated around him would nervously watch him when they were certain his attention was elsewhere. He was a walking mass of bone and muscle. He wore a wool nautical sweater in defiance of the muggy summer heat. His hair was a wild mess and his full beard brushed against the upturned collar of the shirt he wore underneath the heavy top layer. What little they could see of the man’s face looked like chiseled wood and displayed a pair of dark eyes like those of a shark.
Russ Priestley, a die hard Lightning fan, sat behind the stranger the entire game. He alone noticed a very strange detail. During the fifth inning, the man laced his fingers together behind his head to stretch. Russ could clearly read a word tattooed on the four knuckles of each of the stranger’s hands.


“HATE.”

The man in the shadows watched as Scratch disappeared from the empty bleachers in a cloud of smoke. A smile formed behind the beard and he tilted the popcorn bag he held to his mouth. He crunched loudly on kernels and a few fell into his whiskers and hung there. As he walked away, the man smashed the empty bag, threw it in a nearby trashcan and spoke his thoughts out loudly so he could hear them.
“Scratch, you bastard. You are going to learn that paybacks are a bitch.”



 

That night, the worn and weary men of Wilmington walked the three blocks back to their hotel. The hills of Lynchburg seemed a cruel joke played on them as they were forced to traipse the inclines and steps after the grueling nine innings of play. They took turns lugging the wooden indian uphill. A few of them had enough strength to undress before they crashed onto their beds, but the majority did not.
Two excited teammates could not find sleep until dawn. Gary South and Charles Tanner were overflowing with adrenaline and pride. The one hit a historical home run that gave his team the lead, while the other pitched with such strength and fortitude (even cheating death) to ensure that they kept it. They found one another pacing the hallways so they adjourned to the porch to chew tobacco and relive the game over and over.
 

14.
The Stranger
The next morning, Mink found Sarge at a small diner off of Jefferson Street, drinking coffee and watching the world go by.
“Say hey, Sarge. What’s the Rumpus?”
Mink grabbed the seat opposite him. He grimaced a little as the stiffness in his throwing arm gave way to pain.
Sarge never broke his gaze from the street outside.
“Morning, Mink. You ain’t gonna tell me you love me again are you?”
Mink barked a quick laugh and shook his head.
“You are a piece of work, you know that?”
Sarge smiled and slurped his coffee.
“How are the rest of the guys doing?”
Mink gave the head coach a brief status report on most of the lineup and then he went into potential starting pitchers for the Lightning. Sarge silently listened to his old friend as he watched a house wren dart in and out of a hole in a power box outside of the diner.
When Mink finished, the men discussed Gary South’s performance at the plate and the possibility of moving him into center field as a starter. Sarge agreed that Gary had showed he was ready and with Savoy Special and Wonderboy at the corners, the Whispers could potentially have the best outfield in the league.
Their discussion turned to results of other Carnival Baseball games around the nation and they then landed on the topic of Charles Tanner. Mink could still not believe what he witnessed the night before.
“Damn, Sarge. My heart was in my throat when Tanner took that bolt. You know better than anyone that I have seen some crazy things in my days, but that....”
Mink could not find the words to describe the feeling. Sarge knew how he felt about the young man because Sarge felt the same way. They felt responsible for Tanner Junior. The bond they had with his father was like no other. The three men had entrusted their lives to one another. Sarge and Mink were lucky. They had gotten to keep theirs. Tanner Senior had not. Now that the son was in their midsts, they shared that link with him.
Sarge told Mink that before he left the hotel, he visited with Simon Says and thanked the witch doctor for his heroic actions the night before.
Mink laughed.
“I bet that was one enlightening conversation.”
Sarge fidgeted with his bow tie and signaled the waitress for another cup of coffee. He continued with the tale. It was a rarity for him to put more than five words together at once. The only two people who were able to draw more out of him were Mink and Delilah.
“Yeah. Simon just looked at me and smiled. You could tell that he strained himself using too much spirit juice. He just laid in bed and looked up at me. Then he motions me to come closer, right? So I lean in tight and he puts his hand on my cheek. I figure this is pretty weird, but what the hell, the guy just saved Tanner’s life a couple of hours ago. So I let him pat my cheek. I thought it was some tribal gesture of friendship or something.”
Mink jerked up and down with laughter and was having a tough time catching his breath. Sarge put a hand up in the air.
“Wait. It gets better. Do you know what he did? He suddenly put two fingers up my damned nose and he plucks out a couple of hairs. I was going to kill him!. But he just laid there and smiled like this sort of thing is done all of the time. This is something that people do. Then it was like he forgot I was there. Simon just stared at my nose hairs between his two fingers and starts his Chew-on Man rant. I’m telling you, Mink. I had to leave the room right then or we would be burying a Tanzanian here in the shadows of the Blue Ridge Mountains.”
Mink was torn between hard laughter and the pain in his shoulder that came along with with it. Tears fell from behind his shades and down his face.
“Sarge, please, it hurts when I laugh. Stop.”
Sarge thanked the waitress for the coffee she brought him. He fell silent with content and shared his time between watching Mink laugh himself into anguish and the labors of the little wren outside.
 

Wilmington lost the next two to Lynchburg. The second evening game was a sold out crowd and thousands more lingered outside of the stadium and crowded the nearby restaurants, cafes, and underground gin joints. Savvy kids who wanted to earn summer spending-money would run back and forth between the packed businesses and the ball park to yell out the score and highlights.
The first night after their victory, Wilmington lost 3 to 4 in eleven innings of play and they then lost 7 to 4 during the third and final afternoon game. Once the last out was called to end the three game series, the people of Lynchburg in attendance gave a standing ovation to show their appreciation for some of the best Carny Ball they ever experienced. They refused to stop until both teams stepped from their dugouts for some hand waves and cap tips. A few tears were shed when Volt Jones walked across the field with his ball cap held against his chest and apologized to Charles Tanner Junior for his heinous action during their first game. Lynch Park exploded with cheers and applause when Tanner stepped past Volt’s extended hand and hugged him tightly. It was a heart warming scene that created the infamous “Lynchburg Seven Hills Toast”:
If your fellow man strikes you down with lightning,
may you rise only to strike him with friendship.
 

Hours after the Wilmington club left their town far behind, the five founding members of the Lightning Baseball Club, Oscar Clayton, Nap Hill, Clint Jones, Art Teasley, and Ted Siddle, met as they always did in a private dining room tucked away in the back of Early’s. Early’s was a renowned city restaurant that served legendary southern dishes and was named after the Confederate General
Gene Jubal A. Early, victor in the civil war battle that had occurred nearby. The five considered themselves brothers and their meals together at Early’s had been a tradition that they held after every Carnival League home series. A rectangular table was replaced from the room years ago by a round one made of oak with a picture of the team’s lightning bolt logo carved in the middle. They had much to celebrate, for they held the best record in the Southern Division and had placed two more wins under their belts, taken from one of the toughest teams in the business.
Their minds weighed heavily, however, on the actions of Clint “Volt” Jones during the first game. Once they all finished their desserts of bread pudding and coffee, The wait staff was politely told by Thunder Teasley to give them some privacy. The uncomfortable silence that followed was broken by Oscar Clayton when he stood and demanded that Clint Jones explain to the rest of them why he had struck the Wilmington pitcher down. Lynchburg was built upon a reputation of playing hard. They never played dirty.
Jones winced and dutifully stood. He could not bear to look his friends, his teammates, his brothers, in the eyes. The shame he endured was palpable and it pained Sparky Siddle to see Volt that way. Jones visibly shook and his hands twisted his napkin. He finally began.
“I take full responsibility for my treacherous deed. I have not slept in three days and my heart is heavy with this feeling of guilt. I am not trying to make excuses, but it was as if someone else took control of me, some sort of wicked power.”
Volt Jones then explained to them about the vision of the wealthy white man and the mansion in the country fields. All faces around the table looked very confused about the tale that Jones told - all except Nap HIll. Hill’s face went pale and he focused his eyes on the lightning bolt carved in front of him. He could not look up at Jones.
When Jones finished his story, he asked for forgiveness and sat back down at the table. There was a long silence. As Thunder Teasley began to rise from his chair to express his thoughts, he was interrupted by a loud crunching sound. All five men turned their heads and were surprised to see a huge, giant of a man seated next to the closed door. He was eating an apple.
Thunder Teasley’s chair struck the floor as he shot across the room with clenched fists. His enraged voice grew loud with anger at the audacity of the Stranger to sneak into the teammates’ private affairs. He stood a few feet in front of the interloper and was ready to soundly waffle the man. The Stranger, however, just sat in his chair and said one word.
“Scratch.”
He then took another big bite of his apple and leaned the chair back on its hind legs so the back rest tapped against the wall.
Thunder was furious.
“I beg your pardon, sir, but what the hell are you talking about?”
The man stood from his chair and nonchalantly walked past Teasley. Juices from the apple ran out down his chin and dribbled into his wild beard.
“Your man Volt here saw a vision of Scratch. Scratch played him like a fiddle. Scratch made Volt bring down the lightning on that kid.”
As he spoke, the Stranger walked around the table. The other four men of Lynchburg took turns stretching their necks behind them to keep him in their line of sight, for he did not seem the type to turn your back upon. When he reached Thunder’s chair lying on the ground, he kicked at it with the toe of his boot and it shot back up on its four legs. He bit down on the apple one final time and threw the core into the corner of the room.
“Sit down, Thunder. I got a proposition for the five of you.”
Electricity crackled off of Teasley and the Stranger’s wild hair and beard stood straight up. The Stranger defiantly held his ground and smirked.
Nap Hill broke the tension.
“Art. Sit down. We should listen to this man.”
Thunder shot a puzzled look Nap’s way.
“Art. Please. Sit down. Hear him out.”
It took a few seconds, but Thunder finally calmed himself to the point where he yanked his chair back to its usual spot and plopped down into it. The Stranger turned his attention from Teasley and spoke.
“Your pal Volt here was used by Mr. Scratch. The short and the skinny of it is that Scratch is known as the Devil’s Right Hand. He is what you would call a lieutenant for Satan. He runs a business and that business is collecting souls.”
Siddle rolled his eyes and interrupted.
“You expect us to believe that such nonsense exists?”
The Stranger continued to slowly loop the table.
“That’s pretty rich coming from a man that can shoot lightning bolts down from the sky. If you don’t believe me, maybe you will listen to the most revered among you. Volt Jones is not the only one that has been having visions lately, is he, Mr. Hill?”
Now all eyes were on Nap Hill who stared at the center of the table. They could see that his lips silently moved. He was praying. Thunder softly spoke to his oldest and dearest friend.
“Nap, what is this mope talking about?”
Hill spoke so quietly that the other four huddled in closer to hear his words.
“It’s true. I had visions of this Mr. Scratch as well. Sometimes when I pray, I see a baseball field where a mighty battle between good and evil takes place. I hear whispers tell me that we five have a role to play. I was told we must follow the man who is branded by hate.”
The Stranger continued his pitch and as he spoke, Sparky Siddle placed the man’s accent. Sparky’s cousins came north to visit the family in Virginia from time to time and they spoke with an identical drawl as the Stranger. They were from the backwoods of Louisiana.
“August the first, gentlemen. That is the day this will all go down. I will be in touch and much will be required of you over the next few weeks. If its any consolation, know that you are throwing in with the good guys.”
The man turned and walked for the door. Hoot Foot Clayton yelled for him to stop.
“Wait a minute. Who are you? Who do you work for?”
The Stranger
stopped
in the doorway. The shoulders of his cable-knit wool sweater almost touched either side. He was massive. There was probably only one other man that they knew of who was as big and that was Sarge Safran. The man turned. He seemed to think for a moment and then when he found the words he was looking for, he spoke.
“Let’s just say that the devil ain’t the only high roller in town that has hired muscle.”
With that, the Stranger raised his two fists in front of him so they met together. The five teammates could easily read the word on his knuckles. It was printed twice in bold, black letters.
HATE.
 

 
	Intermission


The Whispers train pulled into Culpeper, Virginia, for a scheduled exhibition game with the home town Crusaders. Meetings with other ball clubs outside of the League Divisions was a requirement for all Carny Ball teams, but it was one that Sarge enjoyed. It gave him an opportunity to try out different plays or ideas that ran in his head and he did not have to worry about wins or losses. The towns where they stopped got a big kick out of true professional baseball teams coming to play as well.

Culpeper was no different. There were plenty of folks gathered at the train station to greet them and Sarge gave an interview to the owner of the local newspaper. Word had already traveled about Gary South’s home run against the the legendary Nap Shocker HIll so Gary and Sarge begrudgingly posed for a photograph together holding baseball bats. Sarge stood with a cigar in his mouth on the right while Gary was on the left, all smiles and tattoos (The photograph can still be viewed on the second floor of the Carnival Baseball Hall of Fame as part of the Tristan Safran display).
Just before the first inning of play, the Crusader’s much hyped slugger, Helgif Brockenworth, yelled over to the Whispers bench. His hair was the color of fire and he wore a long, braided beard. His shoulders bulged like cannon balls underneath his uniform. He looked more like a viking than a second baseman.
“Hear me, men of Wilmington! I am Helgif, son of Valdaff! My bloodline is a proud one that can be directly linked to Beowulf, the mighty slayer of Grendel! Tales of Sarge Safran and his men from the north have touched upon my ears on many occasions. You honor my village of Culpeper on this day with your presence and I will give you no less than all of my athletic abilities! Be forewarned, however, you army of Whispers, and know this. I can run like the elk. None in the Commonwealth can surpass my throwing arm. No pitch hurled is too fast for Helgif to strike a mighty blow!”
All of that might have been true, but Helgif could not hit a knuckleball for shit. Lil Boner struck him out four times that afternoon and The Whispers hopped back on the train after a thirteen to nothing rout. Mickey the Midget kept the entire team in stitches all the way to the WIlmington train station with his new Brockenworth impersonation he performed with a mop attached to his chin. Simon Says shared a seat in the back with the wooden cigar indian. He whispered in the thing’s carved ear while the lifeless hunk of wood stared straight ahead.
 

The team arrived back in Wilmington just in time for the start of the Saint Anthony’s Festival downtown in Little Italy. Paper lanterns were strewn across the streets and games of chance lined the avenues as the air filled with the mouth-watering aromas of the Old Country dishes. Mink was surprised to see Sarge amongst the crowd, strolling arm-in-arm with Delilah. Mink chose not to say anything. He leaned up against a street post and watched the couple walk past, both of them oblivious to his presence or the presence of anyone else but each other. Sarge never looked happier or more at peace. He would never admit it to Mink, but it was written on his face as plain as day. He was in love. Mink raised the glass of grappa he carried and silently toasted the couple. After all, thought Mink, if there was anyone roaming God’s green earth that deserved some love, it was his pal Sarge.
16. Sarge’s Past
Later that night, Delilah awoke to find she was alone in bed. She pulled a sheet around her naked body and found Sarge on the back porch swing. He wore a pair of boxer briefs and a pork pie hat. His arm hung on the back of the seat and his fanged skull tattoo glistened in the moonlight. She eased herself next to him and rested her head on his chest. She reached up in front of his face and plucked the brim of his hat.
“You planning on going somewhere? Because if you do, I suggest you put on some pants.”
Sarge grinned as he realized he had thrown on his trusty hat before coming outside.
“I guess I put it on out of habit.”
The two swung lightly back and forth as they listened to the night surround them. There were three things that Delilah always asked him about during those still moments. Her questions pertained to his father, his brother, and the war. She was never able to get her man to budge on any of the three topics, but she persisted anyway.
“Tell me about your father.”
“No.”
“Tell me about your brother.”
“No.”
Delilah then threw him a curve ball.
“Tell me you love me.”
She saw the silhouette of his head turn her way at the unexpected request. She felt his eyes upon her in the dark and she could not see whether he was angry or embarrassed or both. Just when Delilah was ready to let him off the hook, Sarge inhaled a long deep breath and spoke.
 

“My father’s name was Jochaved Safran. Everyone back in Edenboro, Louisiana called him ‘Jock’ to his face and the ‘Bayou Jew’ behind his back. Please don’t ask me how an Israelite ended up in Louisiana, especially around LaFourche, because I haven’t the foggiest. I do know that my old man was a good guy and he did what he could to raise me and my brother. Dad was a widower. My mother died during childbirth. Mycroft and I were twins.
Anyway, my father was a grave digger - I take that back. The water table was so high down in Edenboro that not much digging was done. Most bodies were placed on top of the ground and covered in those mausoleums, so it’s probably better to say Dad was a grave preparer. He didn’t make much, but he kept food on the table. He sold animal pelts on the side and traded for necessities.”
Delilah could hear more and more Louisiana drawl creep into Sarge’s words as he continued. She normally would have teased him about it, but she feared that would stop the man from continuing. She had no idea why he had decided to open up to her, but she did not want to look a gift horse in the mouth.
“The three of us kept to ourselves for the most part. We lived plain. We hunted and trapped. We fished. On Saturdays, Dad read from the Torah and any other spare moment we had from those priorities, Dad took Mycroft and me out in the clearing to practice baseball. Dad made us our very own mitts from possum hide and me and Mycroft would wear them down to nothing.
Life was grand back then. We had a friend who lived not too far from us, Thibault. We called him T-Bone. He, Mycroft, and I all went to school together, one of those one-room throwaways you could find in all the stick towns. We ditched when we could and we built rafts, fished, hunted gators - kid stuff. We were thick as thieves.
It didn’t take my brother and me long to realize we were different than everyone else. By the time we were thirteen, we stood a foot taller than our classmates. T-Bone was the only one close to our size, but he lacked the freakish strength Mycroft and I had. When we walked through town, the locals stared at our bulging arms built from helping Dad move marble slabs and bodies. Everyone gave us a wide berth. It always made me uncomfortable, the way we made people afraid of us, but Mycroft looked at it differently. I could see it in his eyes. In his smirk. He craved it.
It was soon after our sixteenth birthday when the lives we knew fell apart. Mycroft and T-Bone left me behind. The two became inseparable. So much so that people got to thinking T-Bone was me.
Mycroft left home and set out on his own. It tore Dad up something fierce. He didn’t even say goodbye. Word was getting back to my ears of the many adventures of Mycroft and Tristan Safran and their criminal exploits in Donaldsonville. I was busy playing games with the local ball club in the DIxie League at the time, so I could have cared less. I could see my future and it was playing in the big leagues. I figured if Mycroft wanted to waste his time playing thug around Ascension Parish, that was his business.”
Without warning, Sarge abruptly stood and stepped inside the house. Delilah was left alone in the stillness of the night. She could feel her heart pound against her ribs. She was torn between knowing more about the man she loved and the fear of knowing too much.
When he returned, it was with a lit Rocky Ford stogie clenched between his teeth. He tossed the remnants of a used wooden match over the side of the porch. He sat back down on the swing and Delilah was relieved to hear him continue his story.
“The next spring, Dad got a visit from the mayor. Turned out Sheriff Boucher fell face down dead in a bowl of gumbo. Real good guy. Fat as a hog, though. They said it was heart attack, but suspicions ran high that James Beauregard Moriarty placed the root on him.”
Delilah was wrapped up in Sarge’s words so deeply that she slipped and fired off a question. As soon as it popped out of her mouth, she prayed it would not shut the man up.
“What the heck is the root?”
Sarge chuckled.
“The root, my dear, is a curse. Voodoo. Black magic.
James Beauregard Moriarty was the closest thing around us to a crime boss. Hell, everyone was somehow on some sort of take back then, and all corruption and crime eventually led back to JBM. We called him Jim Bo Mo.
Anyway, as I was saying, before I was so rudely interrupted,” Sarge nudged a playful elbow into Delilah’s side.
“Everyone in the area said that Jim Bo killed the sheriff with black magic. The rumor was Sheriff didn’t like the take he was getting to keep heat off of Jim Bo’s back. He wanted more. So Moriarty killed him. It was business as usual.
The problem was though, that nobody wanted the dead man’s job. The mayor went hunting for a replacement and after a few hundred refusals, he ended up at Dad’s door step. Unfortunately, Dad was a good man that could never say no, so by the end of the day, he received a couple of dollars, keys to the jail, and a worn-out badge. By the end of the month, he received his own funeral paid in full by the town.
My Dad did not have a dishonest bone in his body. He broke up gambling rackets, moonshine stills - he even locked guys up for dog fighting. Of course, this was not taken well by the man who lost money, so early one morning, while Dad was out checking his muskrat traps, they shotgunned him down.”
Sarge’s words hung in the air for what seemed an hour. Delilah felt hot tears run down her face and she gripped his bare bicep tightly. The moon clouded over and every few minutes the only visible light was the red hot ash at the end of his cigar. She watched as he finally inspected the nub that was left and tossed it across the split rail fence into the horse pasture where its sparks somersaulted on the ground and faded away.
“Delilah, my father was everything to me. I could get along fine without Mycroft, but I was lost without Dad. And the worst part was, I had to stand there in that cemetery at his funeral and watch Jim Bo Mo and his men yuk it up. They wore their damn fancy suits and drank from flasks and laughed at me. The rabbi stopped the service because of them. I walked home that day to an empty place with nothing but evil in my heart.
It was about two days later when my brother and T-Bone showed up. They had been busy making names for themselves in the extortion racket. They had stakes all over Louisiana, including Baton Rouge and New Orleans. You could see it on them. Tailored suits. Cufflinks. Hell, their shoes alone cost more than all of my possessions combined. I was still the hayseed from Ascension Parish and here they were, seventeen-year-old criminal masterminds.
Mycroft and I now towered over the average man and we both looked ten years older than our age. We looked identical, me and Mycroft, but the past year left us worlds apart. He was a crook and I was an aspiring ball player. We barely even spoke. There was only two topics of conversation left for us. The first was baseball. The second was the fact that Jim Bo Mo had to die.
Everyone knew that Jim Bo and his men spent Sunday nights at the whorehouse he owned just outside of town. They would play cards, hang out with the women, that sort of thing. It was an old abandoned southern estate that had been consumed by the swamp and thirty years of time. It was a miracle the thing hadn’t fallen down. T-Bone, Mycroft, and I crawled up to the place and watched from the darkness. We watched for hours as we could hear them inside having the time of their lives.
The sky showed a little light from the east when I kicked the front door of the place in. There were passed-out drunks sprawled out everywhere. A few were still awake, though, and they turned their heads to see what was causing the ruckus. There we stood, the Safran twins, shoulder to shoulder. We both held brand-spanking new axes that we spent all afternoon on, sharpening them like razors.
I remember Fingers Morton was seated right next to the door. There was a cigarette dangling from his mouth with this impossibly long ash. His tie was undone. He was in one of those old wing back chairs, the kind with claws for feet. He looked up at me with a pair of drunk, sleepy eyes. He didn’t know what to make of us. So I raised my axe high and I brought it straight down on the top of his skull. I nearly cleaved the son of a bitch in two.
A couple of them tried to take us on, but most made a run for it. Two or three of them even were able to pull guns, but fear and drink had such a grip on them that their aims were wild. Six of Jim Bo’s men were there that night. Six met their end. We killed them all.
We finally found Jim Bo upstairs hiding under a whore’s bed. He was butt naked. Mycroft grabbed him by the ankles and dragged his fat ass down the steps. Jim Bo cried like a three year old. He bawled his eyes out. Mycroft threw him off of the front porch to T-Bone, who fitted a noose around his neck. My brother grabbed the other end of the rope and slung it over the high branch of a cypress. Jim Bo promised us the world if we let him go. The man who killed my father, the man that had the audacity to come to his funeral and laugh about it, begged us for his life.
We never said a word. Mycroft grabbed the rope high and pulled hard. We watched Jim Bo Mo hang, twitch, and then die.
Mycroft and T-Bone soon filled the criminal void that the death of James Beauregard Moriarty left. I signed up to fight in the war, packed my bags, and never looked back.”
 

When Sarge finished, Delilah grabbed his hand and led him inside. She hung his hat on the bed post and laid next to him until she heard the familiar sounds of his sleep. She then placed her head on his chest and listened to the slow pound of his heart. She whispered.
“I love you, too, Sarge Safran.”
 

17.
Mark DuCane
Delilah said her goodbyes to Sarge late the next morning. He watched as her sportster disappeared down the country lane away from his cottage, followed by a trail of dust. After she left, he went inside to cut up apples and carrots for the horses that gathered behind the house. Poco, the red quarter horse that seemed to run the show, kicked the split rail fence with his front hoof impatiently.
“All right, Poco. Take it easy, you spoiled bastard.”
Sarge fed the animals their treats one by one. When he finished, he walked out front and was about to clip the end off of a good-looking stogie when he glanced up to see another car coming down the lane. He struck a match against the porch, took a draw, and wondered out loud.
“What the hell is this? Grand Central Station?”
When the automobile came closer, there was no doubt who was coming to visit. Sarge made out the sleek body of a white Mercedes-Benz SSK. The top of the two-seater was folded away and the high polish gleamed in the sun. He had taken a few country drives in the machine himself and had first-hand experience of its power. It was a beauty.
The car parked in the front yard and Mark DuCane, owner of the Wilmington Whispers, stepped out from behind the wheel. Sarge did not let it show, but he was very puzzled to be receiving a visit from his boss. The timing made no sense to him. The Whispers were off the next few days and DuCane never showed up without scheduling a meeting in advance. Something was wrong.
“Sarge. Good Morning.”
Mark DuCane was a handsome man. He was lean and athletic-looking. His hair was gray and from what Sarge read about him, DuCane was pushing fifty, but he did not look a day over thirty-five. He wore a sharp white linen suit with buck shoes and a dotted silk neck tie. His sunglasses were similar to the style that Mink wore. Sarge grabbed the man’s extended hand.
“Say, Hey, Mr. DuCane. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
DuCane laughed.
“Well, I could lie and tell you that I came to hear how Chew-on Man was doing or just drove out here to shoot the breeze, but you are too smart for that.”
DuCane paused for a moment and scanned his surroundings. He owned all that he saw. It had been at least a year since he ventured to the horse barns. He had forgotten how peaceful it was.
“Sarge, an old business associate of my family made an unexpected visit the other day. He informed me that he and you have a gentlemen’s bet scheduled a little later this summer.”
Sarge’s jaw clenched and he bit clear through his cigar. The name raged through his mind like a white hot poker.
Scratch.
He threw the now ruined smoke into the grass and invited DuCane inside for a cup of coffee.
“I would love some.”
 

The two men sat across from one another at the small kitchen table and silently drank. DuCane watched the horses through the window and a smile crossed his lips when Poco trotted by. He set his cup down and removed his sunglasses. When he finally spoke, he sparingly looked Sarge’s way. His eyes remained focused through the window as if his words about the past were drawn from the horses and the green pastures that rolled behind them.
“Potassium Nitrate. K - N - O - 3.”
Sarge did not understand.
“Excuse me, sir?”
DuCane smiled again.
“Sir was my father. Please, call me Mark. I said Potassium Nitrate. It’s how my family made all of its money. It’s black gunpowder. My ancestors learned to process the stuff long ago. They made a decent living from it. They set up mills around the local rivers which powered the tools and allowed them to ferry the stuff to the colonies and the forts and the outposts. There probably wasn’t a man in the Americas at the time that was not using DuCane gunpowder.
So you would think that my great-great-grandfather would have been happy with what he had. You would think that he would have felt blessed. But he didn’t. He wanted more. He wanted everything, and then war came. The colonies rebelled and more DuCane powder was needed, so secret meetings were scheduled and the eldest DuCane met with the Continental Congress.
But he did not go alone. My great-great grandfather forged an alliance with a very powerful man, a man that could make your wildest dreams come true.”
Sarge leaned back in his chair and cracked his knuckles.
“Your ancestors threw in with Mr. Scratch.”
Mark DuCane pointed at Sarge and winked at him to let the coach know that he had hit the nail right on the head.
“With the help of Scratch, my family not only struck a deal for exclusive ammunition contracts with the colonies, but he was able to secure them all of King George’s business as well. Men on both sides of the battlefields died thanks to DuCane gunpowder and it was all due to the shrewd bargaining of my family’s newest partner, the Devil’s Right Hand.
Once Scratch embedded himself into the lives of my lineage, my family and he continued to prosper. The DuCanes made millions in blood money and Scratch reaped souls by the hundreds. It was a symbiotic relationship.
The shining jewel on the DuCane crown came during the Civil War. My lineage made untold fortunes by supplying both the Confederacy and the Union with the ammunition to gun each other down. God Bless America.”
DuCane silently shook his head. Sarge noticed the man seemed to have aged twenty years since he drove up in his Mercedes. DuCane sipped from his cup and let loose a deep sigh. It was obvious that the thoughts weighed him down.
“So my day finally came, Sarge. When it was my turn to take over the family business, there was Scratch, arm in arm with my father. They were all smiles and back slaps. ‘Here, Mark. Sign this contract.’ They acted as if it was some damn family tradition to sell your soul into eternal damnation.”
Sarge tensed. Was this some sort of set up? Was Mark DuCane in Scratch’s back pocket? He was relieved to hear otherwise as DuCane continued.
“I tore it to shreds. I refused to sign. I would sooner be penniless than to live as Mr. Scratch’s slave. And after all that, after a lifetime of cajoling from my father, the joke was on him. Scratch was so furious with my father for not securing another DuCane generation to exploit that he claimed his soul right then and there. But I was free of him and he knew it. There was nothing he could do.”
DuCane stood from his chair and poured into his cup what was left in the percolator. He spooned in sugar and sat back down.
“So needless to say I was surprised to see Scratch waiting for me at my office yesterday morning. He asked a favor of me. Can you imagine? He told me of the wager with you, Sarge. He wants me to prevent it from happening. He does not want the game to occur.”
Sarge and DuCane locked eyes.
“So what did you tell him, Mark?”
DuCane shrugged.
“I told him I would speak with you, but I already know what your answer will be. For all of your tough exterior, Sarge Safran, and you are indeed the toughest man I have ever known, but in spite of all that, I know that you are an honorable man that will sacrifice anything for a friend. I would not think any less of you if you bowed out. But that simply is not your style, is it?”
Sarge grabbed a walnut from a bowl that sat on the table. He cracked the shell in his bare fist and threw the insides into his mouth.
“No. I reckon it ain’t.”
DuCane smiled.
“Scratch is to meet me at my office again in two days. I am to tell him your reply.”
Mark DuCane placed both hands on the table and leaned over its surface.
“Anything you need from me, Sarge, all you have to do is ask. Frankly, I doubt you have a snowball’s chance in hell against the infamous Aldous Scratch, but I hope to God you put that arrogant ass in his place.”
 

That same morning, Simon Says was knee deep in the Brandywine river that ran through the Wilmington City Park. He methodically speared catfish and sunnies with a sharpened stick. A group of kids stood on the banks mesmerized by the sight of the Tanzanian witch doctor. The youngest one held tightly onto a toy boat and kept yelling the same line over and over.
“He’s got a bone in his nose!”
Simon paid them no mind though, as he continued to quietly stalk his prey and fling their bodies up onto the opposite shore. He inspected the pile and decided he still needed a few more to prepare a powder that would make his teammates see the baseball clearer when they were up to bat. The job of a good Carny Ball spirit man was never done.
“Psssst.”
Simon shot a look over at the children staring at him.
“Psssst.”
He heard it again. It was not coming from the group of kids, he was certain of that. He looked towards his pile of fish again and saw a familiar looking man crouched down. He motioned for Simon to come closer.
Simon cautiously waded over near him. He could tell that the Stranger was strong with mystic powers. They were so strong in fact, that it clouded Simon’s vision. The witch doctor could not sense if he was a man of the goodness or if he was a messenger of the evil.
“Come here, Simon, I brought you something.”
Simon slowly made his way over to him. A few puffs of blue smoke popped out of his nostrils as he readied his defenses. He learned long ago in this land of America, you could never play it too safely. As soon as you let your guard down, white men dressed in blue would grab you and place you in cages.
The Stranger was huge and his hair and beard were wild and unkempt. Simon smelled the scent of ocean salt on him. There were spiritual writings on the man’s knuckles.
HATE.
The man grew impatient with how slow the witch doctor moved.
“Goddamn, mister. If you could get over here any time today it would be nice.”
With those words, he pulled out a jewelry box covered in black felt and tossed it to the jittery Tanzanian. The action caught Simon off guard and as he fumbled to catch the box, his fish spear fell from his hands and slid down the shoreline into the muddy water.
When the box touched Simon’s hands, his entire body was jolted by the presence of its power. He could hear something inside hum with energy. His eyes went wide and he looked toward the Stranger who motioned for him to open it.
The top popped open on spring hinges and Simon lifted what looked to be a man’s molar attached to a string. Simon choked on a laugh of joy that came up like a cough. He smiled wide at the Stranger with HATE on his hands and bowed his head with gratitude. Simon began to grunt a phrase louder and louder until its echoes off of the trees caused such fear in the group of kids that they ditched their toys and fishing poles and ran for cover.
“Roof! Roof!”
The Stranger wiped his muddy hands on his wool sweater and watched the Tanzanian sprint towards Delaware Avenue with a human tooth firmly secured in an outstretched fist.
“That’s right, you lunatic. That tooth used to hang in the mouth of the one and only Babe Ruth. Now do us all a favor and go stick it in your tobacco doll.”
 

18. Putting on the Ritz
Sarge stepped onto the Wilmington field the next day to the smell of fresh cut grass and rosin. He put his hands on his hips and tried to stretch a knot out of his lower back. He watched the flurry of players around him. Doc Bismark stood behind second base and fired baseballs from a spring-loaded mechanism similar to a bazooka. It hurled baseballs to ungodly heights. They were tracked down by Wonder Boy and Savoy Special deep in the outfield. The robots never missed a one as their internal steam pistons hissed with each mighty step they took. Biscuit Wagner worked in with them and was holding his own against their scientific marvels.
Haney Mane had the pitchers grouped on the practice mound out in left field and No Legs Ruben caught Mink and Lil Boner on the side. Ralph Sankey, Dane Dugas, and Erv Bream played a round of pepper in front of the third base dugout and Gary South and Kid McCoy alternated swings near home plate with a sand filled bucket.
Sarge watched over the men with great pride. He had taken command of the team during his fifth year as a player after the head coach, Hank “Fury Fists” McKilroy, unexpectedly took a powder during the second inning of a game with the Cumberland Cadavers. He never returned. Sarge took the promotion by default and he led that year’s team to its first appearance into the Carnival League playoffs. Since then, the Whispers continued to represent the small city in Delaware well and the name Sarge Safran became synonymous with Wilmington baseball. The Whispers even won the 1930 Northern Division Pennant, but had lost the title to Raleigh in five games.
Sarge jogged over to the the pitchers and slapped Tanner on the shoulder. He shielded his eyes from the glare of the younger man’s metal arm. He pulled Tanner aside so they could talk privately.
“Hey, kid. How ya feelin’?”
“Just great, Sarge. I feel great.”
The pitcher certainly looked healthy for a man who had been killed by a bolt of lightning.
“Look, Tanner. I just want to let you know that what you did down south was impressive. Damn impressive. I want to bring you into the starting rotation if you think you are ready.”
The smile that beamed across his face told Sarge what the young man thought.
“Yes, Sir. I am definitely ready. Thank you, Sarge. I won’t let you down.”
“All right, Tanner. Get back over there and pay close attention to what The Duke tells you, understand? Haney Mane is one top notch pitching coach.”
With that, Tanner nodded and regrouped with the pitchers. They were all intently listening to Haney’s advice on how to keep runner’s close to their respective base.
Sarge knew that the rookie would give the Whispers his best, and he only hoped that when that fateful date came, he could return the favor.
The team had a great workout that afternoon. Everyone seemed to be playing to their full potential. When the sun hit the belfry of St. Peter’s church on the western hills, Sarge gave a loud whistle and swung his arm to corral the entire team together around home plate. They gathered around him in a semi-circle.
He took a moment to look into each player’s eyes. Some faces surprised him with their youthfulness. Others seemed to mirror his, worn by the sun and hundreds of innings of Carny Ball. It was unknown how the chips would fall for him come August the first, but he knew without a doubt, however, that if it went bad, he would be leaving the world with no regrets. He learned long ago that it was the small moments in life that counted the most.
“All right, you mopes, listen up. You guys played one hell of a game against the Lightning and we skipped out of that town the only team this year to deliver those guys a loss in their own park.”
A loud cheer rose up from the team.
“We got a couple days of rest and then we have three here with Lancaster. I spoke with Mr. DuCane the other day and he wanted me to convey to you chowder heads how pleased he is with your performances up to this point.”
Mickey the Midget jumped in front of Sarge to start his famous DuCane impersonation for the players, but the act was cut short when Sarge smacked him in the back of the head. The coach continued his pep talk.
“DuCane is so pleased that he’s sprung to pay for a fancy dinner for us at his family’s hotel tomorrow night.”
A much louder roar erupted from the players after they heard about free food.
“So go hit the showers and make certain that you are all in the hotel lobby by 7:30 tomorrow night. You men have earned it. And fellas, please, dress accordingly. The DuCane Hotel is a top-notch joint. I know you ain’t got any, but pretend to have some class.”
The players hooted and laughed and ambled into the locker room with excited talk about food, women, and drink. Mink stayed behind and helped Sarge retrieve stray baseballs scattered across the field. They were the last two left.
As the men plunked baseballs into the large tin pail Sarge carried, Mink brought up a topic that had been bothering him for quite some time.
“Hey, Sarge. I can tell something just ain’t setting right with you. If you got anything bothering you, just to let you know, I’m always around. You know, if you want to chew the fat or something.”
“Thanks, Mink. You and me will be having a talk before July’s over, there ain’t no doubt about that. I just ain’t ready yet, that’s all.”
Mink was glad to hear his old friend open up at least a little.
“Sure. Take your time. No problem.”
Sarge and Mink were near the pitcher’s mound ready to make their way to the showers when Mink stopped in his tracks and swore. When Sarge asked him what the problem was, Mink hung his head and pointed to the corner of right field. Sarge followed the direction of his finger and saw the wooden cigar indian propped up against the far fence.
“I forgot the damned indian again.”
Sarge laughed.
“Don’t worry, Mink, I ain’t gonna bust your stones. Let’s go collect him up while we still have a little day light.”
Sarge placed the bucket of balls down behind the dirt mound but before he walked towards the outfield, he impulsively snatched one, took a giant hop step, and fired it toward the indian. His throw missed it by a mere foot to the left.
Mink looked up at his closest friend and removed his sunglasses. He tucked them into the back pocket of his practice pants and grabbed a ball himself. He reared back and let it go. It was wide of its mark by mere inches.
Lightning bugs glowed in the Wilmington outfield and the headlights of a few stray automobiles could be seen in the distance as Sarge and Mink took turns throwing at the silent wooden indian pitcher. Their laughter echoed against the empty brick buildings surrounding the park and bleachers. They taunted one another and yelled with satisfaction when a ball connected against the carving’s mahogany surface and made a wonderful, loud knock.
 

The next night, Sarge and Mink rolled up to old lady McAfee’s boarding house sporting tuxedoes. The two argued the entire ride from the horse barns to Delaware Avenue about who wore the properly colored tie. Their voices could barely be heard over the V16 engine of Sarge’s monstrous Caddy.
“Dammit, Sarge! I’m tellin’ ya, the white tie is the way to go to this sort of thing. I read about it in Vogue magazine.”
“And I’m telling you, Mink, that you were reading what women oughta be wearin’, because everybody knows real men wear black ties. That’s why it’s called a black tie affair.”
Sarge parked his auto in front of the boarding house and honked the horn. Mink checked his mustache in the side view mirror and straightened his white tie.
“Sorry, Sarge, but you are mistaken. I think Hooligan Pete must have knocked your fashion sense clean out of your head back in Baltimore.”
Sarge glanced at his wrist watch and honked the car horn again in anger. He then turned his attention back to his passenger.
“Oh yeah, Mr. Vogue? Well what about Daddy Warbucks?”
Mink looked puzzled.
“Who the hell is Daddy Warbucks?”
“Daddy Warbucks. The old man millionaire from the comic strips. The money bags from Little Orphan Annie.”
Mink sat silently. Sarge could tell his friend was trying to picture the bald-headed cartoon in his mind. When he saw Mink’s jaw drop and his shoulders slouch low, he knew it was time to strike.
“Now, would you not admit that Daddy Warbucks is a sophisticated kind of man that would know what color bow tie to wear with a tux?”
Mink knew he was defeated. His reply came out weakly.
“Yes.”
“OK, Mink. Now what color bow tie does the Daddy wear?”
Mink’s reply was so low that it was barely audible.
“Black.”
“Damn straight, mister. Black.”
Sarge pinched his bow tie firmly to accentuate his winning blow to their debate.
Mink was fortunately saved any more ridicule when Charles Tanner Junior strode down the front steps and hopped into Sarge’s car. Junior sported a simple brown suit and neck tie. His golden hand was visible beyond his shirt’s cuff and glistened under the street light.
Mink let out a low whistle.
“Nice threads, Tanner! You look sharp, you lady killer!”
The rookie blushed and mumbled a thanks to Mink as Sarge pointed the Cadillac towards the downtown area.
Mink and Sarge had played Carnival Ball for over eleven seasons together. They could remember years that their team was filled with players who did not get along. Nothing could be more miserable. It was a tough gig being a Carnival Ball player. If bad blood amongst teammates was thrown in the mix, it became downright unbearable. They both could not remember a better bunch of guys than the current Wilmington Whispers of 1933.
Sarge thoroughly enjoyed the evening with the guys at the Hotel DuCane. Gustave, the Maitre’d and a huge fan of the club, was given strict orders from Mark DuCane to give the players extra attention. The group of men were escorted to a large, private dining area that overlooked the banquet room and orchestra. They feasted upon lobster tail, filet mignon, duck, and just about every other delectable animal that could be killed and cooked. There were all sorts of side dishes and soups and the fresh bread just kept coming. Sarge and Mink got a big kick watching the reactions of the rookie players as they took bites out of the gourmet dishes. Most of them came from such humble backgrounds that it was unfathomable that such things existed. It was like Christmas in July.
When everyone was finished, servers cleared the tables and returned with humidors loaded to the gills with only the finest Cuban cigars. Silver coffee urns were brought out with gallons of the best Columbia had to offer. No booze was present thanks to prohibition, but Sarge thought that was probably a good thing. A steady flow of liquor and mass amounts of testosterone was usually a bad mix. Soon, the private dining area was filled with the strong aroma of tobacco smoke and coffee beans. The men puffed on cigars, drank hot java, and watched the floor show down below. It was a marvelous night.
 

Around the same time that the Whispers were being served their desserts, Mark DuCane sat in his office just two blocks away. The entire tenth floor was dark save for the single Tiffany lamp that shined on top of his desk. Mark drummed his fingers on the ink blotter in front of him. He was expecting a man that was now ten minutes late.
He finally heard the entrance doors open behind him and then heard footsteps on the polished wooden floor. Scratch entered his line of vision and extended his hand. Mark simply looked at it and then nodded his head toward the available seat across from him. Scratch sat down, smoothed out his suit pants, and smirked.
“Gracious, Mark. There is no need for uncivil behavior.”
“Mr. Scratch, we both know all too well that uncivil behavior is your middle name.”
“Well, that is certainly open for debate, but let’s move on to more pressing matters. I take it that you were able to end this wager between Sarge Safran and me?”
There was just a fraction of a second that something flashed in Scratch’s face. Most men would not have caught it, but Mark DuCane’s livelihood was built upon reading the small clues that betrayed people’s thoughts in moments such as the one before him. Scratch had displayed fear in his eyes when he mentioned Sarge. Mark was certain of it.
“Mr. Scratch, I fear that the Sarge was unyielding. There was no swaying him. He stated that the bet between he and you is still alive.”
Scratch was enraged.
“The fool! He doesn’t understand who he’s dealing with. I try to be kind. I try to be the gentleman and allow him to walk away. Fine. If that is how it is going to be, then fine! We shall have our game. And I will watch Tristan Safran fall.”
Once Scratch was finished with his outburst, DuCane opened the bottom desk drawer and removed a tube of thick paper kept together by a piece of twine. DuCane reached over the desk and placed it in front of Scratch.
“What is this?”
Scratch picked it up and removed the string. He unfurled the heavy stock paper and his anger drew at the spectacle before him.
In Scratch’s hand was an advertising poster with blue and gold lettering. The top portion displayed a cartoon drawing of a hand pressed to a pair of lips that whispered in a man’s ear. The poster read:
August 1st, 1933 at 8:00 P.M.
Exhibition Carnival Baseball Game between Hometown Wilmington Whispers
and the
Devil’s Right Hand.
Tickets on sale now. Get to the Gates Early!
Pictures of baseballs and bats riddled the bottom edge.
Scratch shot a hateful glance towards Mark DuCane. DuCane ignored him and poured scotch. He took a gulp to steady his nerves. He refused to let Scratch see the anxiety he was feeling and willed his voice steady before he spoke.
“I am placing lights in Whispers Stadium just for the occasion.”
The poster in Scratch’s hands suddenly burst into flames. He threw it to the ground and stormed out of the office. The heavy wooden doors slammed shut behind him. DuCane sat silently in his chair and tried to calm his breathing. He watched the poster burn.
 

The Whispers ball players were the last remaining diners at the Hotel DuCane. Their party was joined by the waitstaff and cooks. Gustave the maitre’d serenaded them from an upright piano in the corner. He chain-smoked cigarettes. His undone tie was carelessly slung about his neck, just above his opened collar.
At that moment of the night when everyone realized it was time to leave but no one wanted to, Sarge Safran rose from his seat and struck his coffee cup with a spoon. The clanging sound got everyone’s attention except for Mickey. Mickey was oblivious to the sudden silence and continued to loudly tell two French chefs, who did not understand a word the midget said, about the time he starred in a stag film with two female wrestlers from Mexico. Just as Mickey proceeded to physically demonstrate some of the scenes of which he was most proud, Mink Cosgrove chunked a sourdough roll across the room that connected with his right eye. It dropped the man to the floor and out of sight. Sarge waited for the laughter to die down. He then spoke.
“Fellas, I know that I’m not much on words. I just wanted to let you all know how proud I am to be standing here in front of you as your coach. You are a great bunch and I am honored to call you my team.”
Proud faces beamed from one end of the room to the other.
“Now how about we give Gustave and his work mates here a round of applause for providing one of the best damn times us palookas ever had, huh?”
Three cheers rang out for the waitstaff, the cooks, and Gustave. They all seemed surprised and genuinely touched by the gesture.
As the group broke up, Sarge yelled to their backs.
“Three o’clock tomorrow. Short practice at the field. We start with Lancaster the day after.”
 

19. An Old Friend Says Hello
After Sarge dropped Tanner off, he and Mink rolled into the corner gas station. As the attendant was checking the oil and topping the tank off, Sarge asked his friend what was bugging him. Ever since the end of dinner, he noticed that Mink seemed positively perturbed. Mink unbuttoned his coat, reached inside, and pulled out a folded piece of brown paper. He tossed it in Sarge’s lap without looking at him.
“When you and Tanner went to get the car from valet, I ducked into the lobby’s bathroom. That was hanging up out front.”
Sarge unfolded it and found it was an advertisement for the August first exhibition game, The Whispers versus the Devil’s Right Hand.
“What in the hell is that, Sarge? And since when do we cancel scheduled league games for a lousy exhibition? We’re supposed to be in Pittsfield on the first of August. What kind of stunt is this? Did you know about this?”
Sarge’s black bow tie suddenly felt way too tight. He undid it and the first two buttons of his shirt. He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles popped and handed the confused gas jockey a fistful of money for the two dollars and forty cents that was owed him.
Sarge turned his auto around so that they were headed back towards the city.
“Come on, Mink. Let’s take a ride over to the ballpark. I’ll explain everything to you there.”
 

Sarge spilled the entire story, and for once in his life, Mink was at a loss for words. The two men were all alone in the abandoned Whispers Park. They sat high in the bleachers on the first base side. Mink stared at the full moon from behind his sunglasses and tried to wrap his head around what his closest friend had confided in him.
“Damn, Sarge. Why? Why did you put yourself out there like that?”
“You would of done the same, Mink, you know that.”
Mink thought on his words.
“Yeah. I guess you’re right. So what the hell are we gonna do? Is there any way to cheat our way out of this?”
Sarge chuckled.
“No. Trust me, I’ve played all the angles in my mind for the last eleven years. It boils down to Tanner Junior’s birthday, August 1st, nineteen hundred and thirty-three. Nine innings. We win, Tanner Junior lives. We lose, he and I get a one-way ticket to eternal slavery, courtesy of Mr. Scratch, the Devil’s Right Hand.”
Mink’s face constricted with anger.
“Well, screw that. We only got a couple of days left. We gotta come up with some sort of game plan. We’ll beat the bastard. You’ll see, Sarge. Just wait and see. Me and the boys are behind you one hundred percent. We won’t let you down.”
Sarge could not find the words to express his gratitude to Mink. He did not have time, either, for as soon as Mink finished his declaration, both men scrambled below the slatted bleacher seats as machine gun fire exploded all around them.
Mink picked a wood splinter off of his tongue.
“For a couple of washed-up ball players, you’d think our lives would be a little less stressful.”
Sarge ignored Mink’s mouth.
“Mink, put an eye out there and see what’s what.”
Mink peeled his shades off in the darkness. His gray eyes glowed in the night like those of a cat. He quickly peeked his head above the top of seats. Its presence was answered with the loud rattling of gun shots. He immediately threw his body back down as low as it would get.
“You ain’t gonna believe this one.”
There was a time in Sarge’s life when that phrase meant something, but as the years passed, it just kept getting harder to take seriously.
“Try me.”
“Either I am seeing things or Shirley Temple is out there trying to kill us with a tommy gun.”
Another hail of bullets rang out. Sarge could hear them ricochet behind them against the steel railing.
“Bon Jour, Sargent. Bon Jour, Mr. Mink. Have you missed me?”
The girl’s voice echoed up to them from the field. They had not heard it since they left the war behind them in Europe and this was the first time they heard it in heavily-accented English, but both men knew exactly who it belonged to as soon as it reached their ears.
Mink was the first to say her name out loud.
“Sarge, please explain to me how it’s possible we are being shot at here in Nowhere, Delaware by Marielle the vampire girl. Because I’d really like to know.”
Marielle was the only vampire that they were able to capture alive during their time in Europe with the Task Force. They used to haul her around in a blackened crate. Sarge would refuse her blood until she told him about where other vampires could be rooted out and killed. At times when there were no dogs available, the Unit would take her out on missions with a leash and a steel muzzle. Marielle would sniff out bloodsucker nests for a quart of Type O blood. She had lived (or un-lived) for over seventy years, trapped in the body of an eight year old. She could never be trusted and once ripped out the neck of a French corporal who was foolish enough to turn his back on her. She was a bitch.
“The only thing I can figure, Mink, is that Scratch made it happen. They don’t call him ‘The Devil’s Right Hand’ for nothing.”
As if on cue, Marielle spoke up to leave no doubt on the matter.
“Monsieur Scratch says to me, he says, Marielle, how would you like an opportunity to kill and feast upon your ruthless American captors? I tell him that I can not resist such an offer.”
Mink winced.
“Her English is really good, but that accent is brutal. It’s like amateur night at the Grand.”
Mink stuck his eye through a new bullet hole and was able to get a look at their would-be assassin.
Marielle wore her jet black hair in tight curls held back with crimson bows. Her dress went down to here knees and puffed out around her at the hem line. It matched the ribbons in her locks and little sequins on the shoulders glittered in Mink’s permanent night vision. Her two tiny hands firmly grasped the Thompson machine gun against her body. It was half her size. She was perched on top of the Whispers dugout and Mink counted an additional seven ammo drums lying at her feet, ready to go.
Mink’s brain and body instinctively regressed back to scout mode. It was as if he never left the war a dozen years behind and a continent away.
“OK, Sarge, Here’s where we stand. Marielle has herself positioned on top of the first base dugout at two o’clock. She’s armed with a Thompson. She has seven drums at her feet, so that gives her 350 rounds.”
Sarge listened as Mink untied his shoes and slid them off his feet. He then quietly crawled away on his belly and returned within ten minutes.
“No indication of anyone else. It seems she’s alone.”
It was now Sarge’s move. Mink saw the war return in the man’s eyes. It was something he hoped never to see again.
“All right. You loop right. Get behind her and distract her. Use sound to our advantage. Keep her confused. You know how proud she is. Break her pride and she’ll get sloppy. When your’e in position, Mink, use code word ‘muffin’ and stand by for Charles Lindbergh.”
Mink raised an eyebrow.
“Charles Lindbergh? No offense, Sarge, but don’t you think you’re getting a little long in the tooth to perform a Lindy?”
Mink caught the look Sarge threw him and quickly changed his tune.
“Yes, sir. Code word is ‘Muffin’. Prepare for Charles Lindbergh. On your mark, sir.”
Sarge got up on one knee and threw his head to both sides. His neck let out two large cracks.
“Mark.”
Mink slithered away from Sarge in his stockinged feet and tuxedo. Sarge rummaged through his pockets and pulled out a pocket knife and a handful of nickels. He estimated the distance to the dugout and tossed a coin so it clanked against the metal roof. Marielle spun and squeezed off a few rounds into its direction.
“You think you are so smart, Sergeant Safran. You think you are a hero, but do you know what you are?”
During his thirty-eight years, Sarge Safran estimated that he faced death or serious injury over fifty times. For the life of him, he could never figure out why those who wanted to kill him always ran their mouths. It was like a disease. They would get him in a bad spot (like the current one) and then they would try and talk him to death with one-liners and stupid puns. Sarge secretly wished that before he did kick the bucket, just one time, someone would have the common decency to try and end his life without delivering a long and drawn out soliloquy.
Marielle droned away.
“You are a coward, Monsieur Safran.”
Thankfully, the sound of Mink’s voice cut the vampire girl short. With the echoes within the stadium, even Sarge could not pinpoint Mink’s position.
“For crying out loud, Marielle! Who gave you your English lessons? It’s like fingernails on a chalkboard.”
The vampire polished off the ammo in the gun and quickly rammed home a newly loaded drum. As she scanned her surroundings for Mink, Sarge was able to jump over two rows of bleachers so he was closer to the dugout. He then braced his feet on either side of the nearest seat and ripped the middle slat away from the back support of the chair. The piece of wood split off so that he held a sharp, jagged stick. He inspected it like a hobo with a ham sandwich. Sarge smiled and whispered to himself.
“That is just too perfect.”
When Mink chimed up again, it sounded as if he was in an entirely different part of the stadium. The echoes of his voice spoke long after Mink quit yelling.
“Hey! Is that the good ship bloody pop down there?”
Marielle squeezed off the entire drum of bullets in frustration and began to yell at the darkness in French. Sarge could hear uncertainty slip into her voice. He was now five rows closer and felt he was almost within distance to strike. He could hear Marielle’s heavy breathing. He listened to her little tap shoes strike against the dugout roof. She was pacing. Keeping his ears focused on the sound, he closed his eyes and drew up a mental picture of where she was. He then tossed another nickel over his head. It struck the handle of a rake next to first base. Marielle pivoted and fired.
Mink insulted her again.
“Hey, no offense Marielle, but I don’t think you thought this through too well. At what point as a little dolly vampire did you think it was a good idea to come by yourself and try to gun down two of the best vampire killers that ever lived?”
His words pushed the girl over the edge.
“I will kill you Mink Cosgrove! I will eat your glowing gray eyes on top of crepes!”
Sarge heard in her voice that her back was turned to him. She was no longer the stone cold murderess she was just moments ago. She was now nothing more than a confused, petulant eight-year-old in way over her head. Marielle fired off the tommy gun indiscriminately. Bullets screamed into every direction. She began to cry. Mink was relentless.
“You’re looking a little pudgy, too, Marielle. Have you been eating too many A Negative muffins?”
When Sarge heard Mink give the code word, he was on his feet. With one swift movement he launched himself from the top of the folded chairs bolted down in row C, Aisle 5. Sarge already had the high ground and he was several feet above Marielle, who was busy trying to change out an empty ammo drum for a loaded one. Mink had the girl flustered. She turned just in time to gaze up and see a flying Sergeant Safran with a makeshift wooden stake held firmly in his left hand. With a sickening thud, he drove the pointed shard of bleacher directly into the center of the vampire’s chest. It pierced her black heart and ended her tragic curse of a life (or no-life, however you want to look at it).
Sarge bore his full weight on the sharp piece of wood. Blood from his hand ran down the stick. His body shook. He hummed with raw energy. Sarge’s face was only inches away from Marielle’s.
He realized that he spent far too long feeling sorry for himself. He had let himself get soft. As Mink ran across the field and hopped onto the top of the dugout to join him, Sarge thought about his possible death at the hands of Scratch.
He never felt more alive.
 

He returned to his cottage at the horse barns around three in the morning. He found Delilah waiting for him. She rose to her feet when he walked up the front steps. His tuxedo was in shreds. A bloody cut ran from his forehead to his jaw line and he stunk of cigars and sweat.
Sarge read the anger on the woman’s face. It was in her stance. Before Delilah got the chance to yell at him, before she told him how worried she was and asked where the hell he had been, Sarge grabbed her around the waist and kissed her hard. Her knees buckled.
“My God, have you been practicing your kisses on watermelons?”
He peeled his jacket off and picked her up. He kicked the front door open, walked her inside and threw her on his bed. He made love to her like a man on fire.
 

The next morning Delilah awoke to find him out back feeding carrots and handfuls of oats out of a tin bucket to the horses. It was early and there was an unseasonable chill in the air carried by a quiet breeze. Sarge heard Delilah behind him and he turned to face her. He locked eyes with the woman and spoke. Delilah sat down on the porch swing to catch her breath.
“I love you, Delilah. I loved you the first moment I saw you at Henry’s Swing Club and I will love you until the day I die. Your life has given my broken one meaning.”
 

20. The Gang Pitches in
Sarge stepped out onto the Whispers field the next afternoon amidst chaos. The entire right side of the field was covered in tarp and several men in coveralls were working on a series of huge lights that laid in a row. There were seven systems in all.
As he watched the workers assemble the lights, he heard Mickey the Midget behind him.
“Hey, Sarge. I got here early and saw we wouldn’t be able to use the field for practice, so I sent the guys down to Emberton Park for practice. I even stuck some notices outside the locker room doors.”
Sarge was impressed. For once, Mickey actually did something right. He turned to thank the bat boy for taking care of it all, but the sight of the man shut down the coach’s train of thought. Mickey the Midget stood in front of him with a fat churchill stuck in the side of his mouth. He wore a brown derby and two days worth of beard. He was also wearing Marielle’s red dress and matching tap shoes.
“Mickey, what the hell is that?”
Mickey stood with fists on his hips. He pulled the monster smoke from his teeth and looked down at his outfit as if he had just noticed it. He swayed the hemline back and forth in his hand and pointed his toes upwards so his coach could see every detail.
“Yeah. Real nice, huh? Like I said, I came out to the field early today and this pretty little number was lying on the top of the dugout. Looks brand spankin’ new. There was a bunch of ashes lying all over it and there’s this hole in the chest, but it’s still in fine shape. What do you think?”
Sarge had no idea what to think, so he played dumb.
“It looks real swell on you, Mickey.”
“Yeah. Thanks. It fits like a glove, too. I think it’s French.”
Mickey threw the stogie back in his mouth and threw his thumb behind him.
“Oh, yeah. I almost forgot. A bunch of coppers were here earlier, too. The guy who cuts the grass in the morning found a bunch of bullet holes up in the stands. Someone tore up a bleacher, too. That’s weird, ain’t it? But on the plus side, I found two nickels by the dugout.”
Sarge changed the subject as quickly as possible.
“Hey, Mickey, thanks for all of your hard work today. I really appreciate you pitching in a hand like that.”
“No prob, Sarge.”
The bat boy tipped his derby, blew a puff of smoke past his lips and sashayed down the block towards Emberton Park.
All during practice, Sarge heard quiet talk from his players about the posters that were showing up around the city. A lot of them asked Mink and Haney Mane about the schedule change and wanted to know more about “The Devil’s Right Hand.” None of them ever heard of such a ball club. Was it some sort of gimmick?
At the end of practice, Sarge yelled for them to bring it in around a large tree that stood behind the diamond. The field was nothing more than an empty lot used by local high schools. Sarge told his men to take a knee and they knelt down in the oak’s shade. He spoke briefly to them about lineup changes for the opener with Lancaster and a few players patted Gary South on his back when Sarge announced that he would start center field. When he finished the scouting report on the Shoo-Flies, he paused with a heavy sigh and craned his neck so that he looked straight up through the tree’s branches. He then addressed his team.
“Listen, fellas. After two games with Lancaster, our schedule has been cleared until August first. We are going to forfeit our third game with the Shoo-flies and our scheduled game with Pittsfield.”
Some murmurs erupted from his teammates as they looked to one another for answers. Mink and Haney Mane stood on either side of Sarge. Mink was able to hide his feelings behind his sunglasses. He stared straight ahead, poker-faced. Upon hearing the news, Mane looked down towards the ground and toed a rock with his cleat. He did not like what he heard, but he did not want to let it show.
Sarge took a moment. He held his hands flat out in front of him and moved them slightly up and down to quiet down the talk.
“Hear me out, guys. Just hear me out. You guys know I ain’t the type to forfeit games. I’d sooner take the field and get beat up by a twenty run difference than quit. You guys are professionals and like I said last night, you are the best team I have been associated with.”
Doctor Bismarck stood behind the group between Wonder Boy and Savoy Special. As he listened intently, he pulled a pipe from his back pocket and knocked the old tobacco out of it against the cigar store indian who laid flat at his feet. Sarge continued.
“We are living in crazy times, guys. We play baseball side by side with magic men and robots and guys who refuse to die. Hell, we’ve even seen one of our own struck down dead with lightning only to get up and shut down the side for a win.”
Tanner tucked his chin down and his cheeks turned bright red. Ralph Sankey nudged the rookie pitcher with an elbow and Erv Bream pulled Tanner’s cap down over his face. A few guys said his name out loud to recognize his incredible feat.
“Well sometimes, fellas, all of this black magic and spirit work comes back from your past and it bites you in the ass. I ain’t getting into specifics but I had a friend who needed some help. I put my neck out on the line for him and it now has come time to pay the piper.”
The park went silent. No one had ever heard their coach speak that way before. The seriousness of the situation resonated around them. The July air was thick with it.
“It boils down to this: We win on the first, nothing changes. We lose, I am out of Carnival Baseball forever.”
The air sapped out of every player’s chest. They could not believe their ears. The thought of the Wilmington Whispers without Sarge Safran was unimaginable. The one could not exist without the other.
“Trust me, fellas. The Devil’s Right Hand is no joke. It ain’t no publicity stunt. It will be the toughest nine innings of Carnival Ball that we have ever played, I can assure you of that. This team will make the Lightning look like a bunch of little leaguers. If any of you don’t want to play, tell me now. There ain’t no shame in walking out on this one, guys. This is my burden, not yours.”
Dane “Defense” Dugas stood up from the center of the pack. His practice grays were covered in the orange dirt of the base paths.
“Sarge, you always stood by me when I needed help. You took care of my gambling debt with Godfrey. Nobody is gonna stop me from playing in that game.”
Dane’s words started a flood. Each man stood and declared their allegiance to Sarge Safran, the Babe Ruth of Carny Ball. It seemed every player was somehow indebted to their head coach. He came to their aid when needed over the years, and not a single Whisper opted to walk away.
Sarge crossed his arms and nodded his approval. Day in and day out, his men faced adversity under his watchful eye. Each member of his team had proven themselves. He knew that not a one would shy away to suit up against Scratch. They were, after all, the Whispers of Wilmington. They took their lumps as a team should - together.
 

21. The Hype
Hype is a strange thing. It is the pebble dropped in a pond. The circular waves at the epicenter start no bigger then the tiny rock itself. Then, slowly, they move. They take their predetermined path and travel. As they do, they grow. By the time they hit the water’s banks, their size encompasses the pond’s entire surface. Nothing is left unaffected.
 

The posters traveled by train. Within hours, they surfaced in Dover, Baltimore, Washington, Norfolk, Philadelphia, and all points between. Wild rumors flew. The Devil’s Right Hand Baseball Club was on everyone’s lips. Newspapers began to circulate outlandish stories that pushed word about the game to Pittsburgh, New York, and Atlanta. Soon, the legend of the pending contest was born.
The nation’s bookies, gamesters, and backers were completely baffled. People were beating down their doors to lay money down on a Carny Ball game that they knew nothing about. Any schedule they checked showed the Whispers were supposed to play Pittsfield on August the first. There was certainly no mention of the Devil’s Right Hand (soon known as “DRH” thanks to the shorthand being used to spread word of the game by tickers and telegrams). How were they supposed to place odds? Nobody had even heard of the DRH ball club, much less seen them play. More rumors flew.
Finally, famed Jewish bookie and numbers runner “Fisticuffs” Rosenberg of Hoboken, New Jersey, was given the inside scoop. Rabbi Rabinowitz, who was ninety-four years old, approached Fisticuffs after Sabbath. The Rabbi wanted to place a sawbuck on the DRH to take the win of the “Fury on the First” (the recognized monicker of the imminent Wilmington game).
Fisticuffs balked.
“Look, Rabbi, no offense, but I ain’t takin’ no bets on that game. Nobody knows who the heck the DRH is.”
Rabinowitz then took Fisticuffs into his private chambers and, very quietly, told the bookie about Mr. Aldous Scratch and the man’s employer. The rabbi explained that Scratch was the team’s head coach. The bookie was dumbstruck. He took the rabbi’s money and ran all the way from the synagogue to his office at Bloomfield and Fourth where he maintained five telephone lines. Within minutes, they were all alive. Fisticuffs sent word to everyone who would listen. He was accepting bets on the Whispers and DRH game. His odds were 100 to 1 in favor of the Devil’s Right Hand Baseball Club.
 

As the extremely focused Wilmington Whispers destroyed the Lancaster Shoo-flies in a seven to one rout, more than just bookies took notice of the awaiting “Fury on the First.” The news spread to every official and unofficial Carnival League ball club east of the Mississippi River. Team owners called DuCane’s Wilmington office non-stop and learned the seriousness of the situation. It was dire. Upon hearing that one of their own was in need, agreements were soon formed between ball clubs. News releases were sent to the local newspapers and the administrators who ran them finally got the chance to perform the one task that they always dreamed about. The thought of the action guided many into the journalism business to begin with. Up and down the coast, Editors-in-Chief ran around the loud printing machines and yelled at the top of their lungs those three words that, in their minds, declared the greatest moment of their careers.
“Stop the presses!”

That afternoon, thousands from New Orleans, Louisiana to Bangor, Maine read the headline:
“Commish of Carny Ball Suspends all August 1st Games Except Pending Fury.”
 

The next day, the Whispers of Wilmington sent the Shoo-flies of Lancaster packing. The final score was twelve to two. Mink pitched four innings, followed by a barn-burning performance by the old pro, Haney Mane, The Duke of Duluth.
It was the Whispers bats, however, that received the most ink in the paper, as Wonder Boy, Savoy Special, Gary South, Sarge Safran, and even No Legs Ruben, all slammed solo homers, a new league record. The team tallied up 24 total hits for the day. One was posted by Simon Says on a beautiful drag bunt during a pinch hit appearance for Mink. Their performance was so good in fact, that the odds for the Fury on the First were cut down to 80 to 1.
 

When Michael McCallister was not shining shoes at the Wilmington Train Station, he either played stickball or worked on his Carny Ball card collection. He was still gloating about the rookie Sarge Safran and Nap Hill cards he obtained on a trade with Gus Jensen. Jensen was a fan of the “other” league and Michaels was able to sucker his neighborhood friend into trading Safran and Hill for an old Honus Wagner tobacco card Michael had found in his basement. Boy, thought McCallister, was that Jensen kid dumb.
Michael watched the Lancaster Shoo-flies leave for home on the Northbound 263. He gave a shine to their veteran pitcher, Bob Daddio, and was able to grab an autograph from Shaky Legs Hutson. It was turning out to be a good day. The crowds waiting for trains were a bit heavier than usual. Michael already earned over two bucks and by the looks of things, he could probably squeak out another buck twenty-five.
He was in the middle of a buff and polish job when the 212 rolled into the station. Michael normally would not pay the exiting passengers any mind, but the first guy to step off grabbed his attention. He could not believe his eyes, but the perfectly waxed mustache and parted hair left little room for doubt that he had spotted Hooligan Pete, the greatest Baltimore Bomber ever.
As if that sighting was not strange enough, right behind Hooligan, Michael saw Jeremy Brunswick and Andy Stover, infielders for the Toledo Terrors. Unfortunately, he was in middle of a wax job. By the time he finished his work with the rag and his customer threw him his nickel, the pro athletes were long gone.
When the Triple One train showed up an hour later, however, Michael kept his eyes peeled on the departing passengers. Sure enough, he saw more Carny players. Once six o’clock struck, Michael closed shop and scrambled for autographs as a regular “Who’s Who” of the league hopped off of every arriving train.
The Charlestown Chopsticks. Zanesville Zeroes. Wheeling Wildmen, Springfield Straight Razors and the Beckley Stranglers. The Huntington Huns. There were even men from the Savannah Plague. Michael was beside himself. He walked home that night with over a dozen signatures from the biggest names in the sport. He asked them all what brought them to Wilmington. Each and every player gave the shoe shine the same reply. They were there to watch the biggest Carny Ball game ever.
While at the station, Michael had been so focused on identifying club players that he paid no mind to an oddball group who arrived on the 7:05. Each one wore hats pulled low. Each one wore sunglasses and each one wore unseasonably long trench coats with upturned collars. If he had noticed, Michael may have thought them suspicious and took the time to count them. There were five in all.
 

22.
Insurance
Sarge pulled a London Dry grape soda from his ice box and sunk down onto his bed. He stared at the ceiling. After their final game with Lancaster, he told his team to take the next two days off. There would be no practices before the much hyped game with the DRH. He told them to get plenty of rest and when Tuesday night came, they would walk out on their home field and give it their best.
“Fury on the First.”
He took a long pull of cold pop and laughed at the nickname bookies had given the much anticipated nine innings. There was going to be some fury, all right. It brought to mind what his brother said to him before they left for Jim Bo Mo’s hangout together that hot night long ago. Mycroft had grabbed him by the shoulder and squeezed hard enough to leave a bruise. Sarge would never forget his words.
“Tristan, we need to teach him that paybacks are a bitch.”
 

It was around 11:00 am on Monday morning when the Stranger walked into Henry’s Swing Club. A carpenter was busy replacing the front door. The previous one had met its demise just ten hours prior when the bouncer Ronnie Freeman tossed a man through it. Sunday night’s crowd at the Swing Club could get that way. The place was closed and was usually not opened until six in the evening. Mr. Godfrey, the club’s silent partner, used daylight hours to tally money owed him and collect it by all means necessary. The Stranger found him seated at a rear table playing dominoes with an older man. Other than the carpenter and a man sweeping the dance floor, they were the only people there.
Godfrey did not look up when the Stranger approached him.
“I hate to have to stop a good game of bones in the middle, Leroy, but I am afraid I have some business to attend. You understand.”
The older man opposite him laid his pieces down on the table.
“Sure, Godrey. I understand. Yolanda sent me out to buy some sugar about two hours ago, so I imagine I best be on my way.”
He and Godfrey shook hands and he shot a worried glance towards the Stranger as he grabbed his cane and walked off, but the Stranger did not notice. His eyes were locked on Godfrey. Godfrey pulled a pocket square from his jacket and wiped down his bald head. He looked up at the Stranger and gestured toward the empty chair that the old man had left available.
Godfrey leaned his body to the side so the Stranger did not block his view and yelled across the empty room.
“Cornelius, will you turn on the fans, please? It’s getting unbearable in here.”
Three ceiling fans attached to a belt system kicked to life. Godfrey smiled.
“Oh, my. That is much better.”
He finally turned his attention to the Stranger.
“I don’t know how you can run around in a Wilmington July wearing that thick sweater. You have to be hot.”
“I’ve seen hotter.”
The Stranger smiled at Godfrey and threw an envelope on top of the dominoes.
“Well, what do we have here?”
“If you are as good as what I’ve been hearing, you know exactly what it is.”
The Stranger’s words tickled the loan shark. Godfrey never touched the envelope.
“Three tickets to the Fury on the First. Now why would you want old Godfrey at the Carny game of the century, Stranger?”
“I need your talents there. I need some insurance. Your ability to see the odds, see the probability in the moment. I need that. Sarge Safran and his team will need it as well.”
As the Stranger leaned back in his chair and ran his hands through his wild hair, Godfrey caught the HATE tattoos.
“What do I get out of an arrangement like that?”
The Stranger’s chair fell back down on four legs with a thud. The act drew him closer to the table.
“Godfrey. The odds are now 80 to 1 against the Whispers. The pay off will be huge.”
The bald man leaned in closer. He spoke quietly.
“The pay off is only if the Whispers win, Mr. ‘He-who-is-branded-with-Hate’.”
The Stranger stood from the table and walked away. He spoke as he left.
“You’re a smart man, Mr. Godfrey - smart enough to spot a winning horse when you see one.”
Just as he reached the front door, he stopped when he heard Godfrey’s parting words.
“I know who you are, Stranger. And I know what you intend to do. You are looking to move up in your world. You are looking to fill a void. You aren’t doing any of this out of the kindness of your heart.”
Before he stepped into the street, the Stranger left Godfrey to stew over his reply.
“That much is true, Mr. Godfrey. After all, I have no heart.”
 

23. Goodnight, Whispers
Late Monday night Mink and Sarge were back at Whispers Park. They sat alone behind the home dugout. The bleachers were newly painted and were replacements for those that had been riddled by bullets. Thermometers around the city read eighty degrees.
Mink looked out across the lights. A few autos could be seen trolling the streets. Sarge glanced over at his friend. He watched him work a piece of gum . The two of them had come a long way together.
“Hey, Mink. Whatever happens come tomorrow, know that I ain’t ever had a pal like you.”
Mink looked the other way and fussed with his mustache. He sniffed hard.
“Yeah, well. I’ll tell you what’s gonna happen. We’re gonna give him hell.”
Mink was having a tough time with the moment. He took his straw fedora off and slicked his hair back. His hand shook.
“I ain’t ever had a family, Sarge. Grew up in an orphanage. ‘Course, you knew that.”
He took a deep breath and scratched at his scalp.
“You’re all the family I got, you big damn mope.”
Sarge grabbed Mink by the shoulder and squeezed hard -
just like a brother would.
 

About twelve blocks away, down by the naval yard, Gary South sat in an old barber chair in an eight-by-ten shed. A single light bulb hung from the center of the room, which was wallpapered in the typical skin art flashes of the day. He leaned forward in the chair, shirtless, as the steady buzz of the electric tattoo gun droned on. The tattooist paused for a moment to collect more black ink into his needle. He then checked the hand drawn design that Gary had given him. The picture was taped to the pull string at the end of the light. It was a rough sketch in pencil, but it was clearly a drawing of a devil who was in severe pain. A cartoon ball peen hammer pinned the character’s hand down.
The artist clicked his tool back on and continued his work. Gary gritted his teeth and began to repeat the mantra he used to fight the pain.
“Be the hammer, Gary. Be the hammer.”
 

Simon Says was fast asleep in a pair of blue silk pajamas. Chew-on Man was firmly tucked underneath his arm. Simon’s shrunken head hung on his bed post. It kept a watchful eye over his slumber.
 

Charles Tanner Junior awoke in pain. His neck was on fire. His hands instinctively went to the cause and broke the chain that looped through his father’s ring. It was red hot. He yanked it and the ring fell on his bed sheets. He turned on his light to find a brown burn mark in the cotton fabric where the ring had landed. Once he caught his breath, Tanner cautiously laid a finger on the metal. He went to the end of the hall and filled a drinking glass with water. When he returned to his room, he quickly picked the ring up and tossed it in. He watched it sink to the bottom. The water magnified the ring’s design. It distorted. Tanner fell asleep staring at the two hands holding the crowned heart. He dreamt of his father.
 

What little sleep Sarge got that night, he did it alone. Delilah could not bear to be near him. It was too painful to think it might be her last visit to the cottage by DuCane’s horse barns.
 

24. Shave and a Haircut
On Tuesday morning, downtown Wilmington was alive with Whispers fever. It seemed half of North America moved into the small city and its streets and roads were packed. The town was blindsided by the influx of people and the State Police were called in to assist. Traffic was at a standstill and by nine o’clock in the morning, the August first heat was a sauntering eighty-two degrees. Some predicted triple digits by the early afternoon as local kids made quick money hawking lemonade and London Dry soda pop. It seemed every business in town benefited financially by the hoopla that the Carny Ball game brought. The “Sale” bell on registers could be heard ringing on every block.
One shop owner that did not see much walk-in business, however, was Lester Goins, and he was happy for once to have a slow Tuesday morning. Tuesdays were normally hustle and bustle at Lester’s Walnut Street barbershop. He was closed on Mondays, so Tuesdays was his official first day of the work week. It was also historically the busiest for the past twenty years. He was pleasantly surprised to find that not a single customer visited him since he had opened shop at seven in the morning. For once, Lester had the opportunity to sit and thoroughly enjoy the morning paper and a cup of coffee. Occasionally he glanced up to watch all of the foot traffic passing his shop by, but the excitement over the game kept his regulars away.
As he flipped through the pages, Lester found most of the Wilmington Morning News articles were about the Fury on the First.
“Mayor to attend Game.”
“Doc Bismark Says Whispers Robots are Ready to Play.”

“Rookie Pitcher Tanner to Start.”
Lester thought most of it was fluff due to the lack of knowledge about the visiting Devil’s Right Hand. He wondered about the club himself. Who in their right mind would name their team that?
The barber’s attention was interrupted by the sound of the bell that hung at the top of shop’s front door. He sighed. He had hoped to get at least another hour to himself before having to cut hair, but he imagined he should feel grateful for the business. Bills don’t pay themselves.
Lester stood, smoothed out his white smock and swung the barber chair around to greet the customer. He smacked the red leather seat with a towel and threw an inviting smile to the man who walked in. When he laid eyes on his potential customer, however, the smile dropped off of his face like a bad habit.
The Stranger stepped in and pulled his wool sweater over his head. He carefully folded it into a square and placed it on the shelf above the coat rack. Lester could not believe the size of him.
“Can I help you, sir?”
The Stranger raised his arms high and stretched out his entire body. His fingertips almost touched the ceiling.
“Shave and a haircut.”
Lester looked at the man’s beard. It was at least ten years of growth. The hair on the man’s head was unkempt and tangled. His presence made Lester nervous.
“Sir, you may prefer Carter’s Barbershop on Locust Street. It’s only about six blocks away. I am certain Mr. Carter would be more than happy to accommodate you. I can write down directions if you like.”
The Stranger threw a sour look Lester’s way.
“You kickin’ me out?”
The barber quickly back pedaled.
“Oh no, sir. It’s just that I have never cut a white man’s hair before. You see, this is a colored barbershop.”
The Stranger looked the place over from one side to the other. His eyes then fell back on its jumpy owner.
“Are your scissors and razors sharp? Do you think that they’ll work on white people?”
“Yes, sir. I imagine they will.”
The Stranger threw his massive size into the awaiting chair.
“Then give me a shave and a haircut.”
In nothing flat, Lester was all movement, throwing a sheet over the man’s clothes, preparing hot towels, and mixing shaving cream. He shot a look at his new customer and was relieved to see that the man’s head was leaned back and his eyes were closed. Lester wanted no small talk. He almost asked the Stranger if there was a particular style of cut that he preferred, but the barber thought better of it and began to work his way through the wild mane before him.
A good thirty minutes past before he felt as if he was somewhere near a respectable job. The head of hair was so knotted in places that the barber at times wished for hedge clippers. A pile of gray hair sat underneath the Stranger and Lester stopped almost every five minutes to sweep it off of the man’s chest.
He clipped around the ears and shaved the back of his neck. He paused a moment to eye up his work and thought it not too shabby. He hoped it was to the Stranger’s liking, but when he swung the chair toward the full mirror, the man never opened his eyes.
“It’s good. Now do the beard.”
Lester repositioned the chair and pulled the lever to tilt the Stranger back. He clipped the beard down to a manageable length and then placed a hot towel on his face. The Stranger never flinched. When Lester grabbed the leather strap attached to the barber chair to sharpen his blade, he saw tattoos on the man’s hands. He stropped the straight razor across the worn cowhide and swallowed hard. His throat was suddenly dry.
The barber pulled the lever on the side of the chair and it lifted the Stranger back to an upright position. Lester removed the sheet from around his customer and swept away errant clippings from his shirt and neck. Lester did not like what he had uncovered. He wanted the Stranger out of his shop as quickly as possible and was about tell the man that the haircut and shave were on the house. The Stranger, however, slapped a ten dollar bill on the counter and Lester wordlessly grabbed it and rushed to make change from the cigar box where he stored the daily take.
“Keep it.”
The barber protested.
“Sir, you only owe me one dollar. I couldn’t.”
He was cut off by the man.
“I said keep it. And do me a favor.”
The Stranger grabbed the old wool sweater from the shelf and tossed it across the room to Lester. The surprised barber caught it.
“Throw that in the trash, will you?”
He was Lester’s only customer that day, but that did not bother the barber. After all, it was not every day someone tipped a whole nine bucks. That kind of thing only happened in the moving pictures. Lester, however, never got the chance to return to the paper and enjoy his coffee. He spent the rest of the afternoon and much of that night thinking about what the Stranger had said when the barber opened his big mouth and asked a question. For some reason, Lester could not let the man just walk out of his shop without bringing up the topic that burned in his mind.
“Uh, Excuse me, sir. But has anyone ever told you that you are a dead ringer for The Whispers Carny Ball player, Sarge Safran?”
The Stranger squinted. A crooked grin stretched across his freshly shaved jaw.
“My Dad always told me that. Of course, he would. After all, The Sarge and me are twin brothers.”
 

25. Pre-Game Warmup
“Get your ass over here, Poco. I want to rub your nose for good luck.”
The quarter horse looked up from his grazing and as if the animal understood Sarge’s words, it lazily walked over to the split rail fence behind the small home and stuck its head out. Sarge scratched him behind his ears and patted the horse between his eyes.
“Wish me luck, old man. And if I don’t make it back, you can have my cigars.” Sarge fired up his Caddy and drove it out of the empty barn. He looked at the house in his rear view mirror before he kicked in second gear and began the drive into Wilmington. After eleven long years, it was time. He was finally headed for the Fury on the First.
He only made it about a mile down the country road when he saw two Delaware State Troopers with their motorcycles parked in high grass. One looked up at his approaching car and flagged him over.
“What’s the rumpus, Trooper?”
“We got strict orders from Governor Buck to escort you into the city, sir. You ain’t gonna be able to make it on your own.”
Sarge saw exactly what the motorcycle cop was talking about when he and his escorts hit the town proper. Wilmington teemed with people. He had never witnessed anything like it. There were all walks of life lined up everywhere he looked. Restaurant and tavern crowds flowed into the street. Every front porch was filled to capacity. There was not an empty space available within city limits.
When fans heard the rumble of the engines headed their way, they stretched their necks to get a look and erupted in whistles and applause when they recognized the head coach of the Whispers headed for the ball park. It was sheer pandemonium. Sarge laughed at the sight. Even he was impressed.
 

Whispers Park was no better. It was a mad house. Once the State Police got him close enough to park his auto, four of WIlmington’s mounted police surrounded him with their horses and walked him to the locker room. As the crowds in the street pressed in close to catch a glimpse of the Babe Ruth of the Carny League, Sarge wished he had ridden Poco to town. He cracked himself up thinking about the stir it would have created. He shook the coppers’ hands and slid through the heavily guarded back door.
He stepped into a funeral wake. The entire team was at the park and for once, they were early. Sarge scanned the room. All eyes were on him, but not one man spoke. Even Mickey the Midget, who wore Marielle’s dress with his uniform shirt buttoned over top, sat silently on the edge of the bench chewing an unlit White Owl stogie. Simon Says sat cross-legged in the corner. He rocked back and forth while Chew-on Man’s case sat tightly closed in front of him.
Gary South stepped out of the shower room. He was already in his uniform and looked to be in a trance. Sarge watched him pace a circle around the room. Gary held a bat on his shoulder and his hands wrenched the handle. His spikes typed out clicks and clacks on the concrete floor with every step. He walked back into the shower room and slowly repeated the process.
Sarge walked to his locker and began to change. He hung up his pork pie hat and threw his bow tie on the top shelf. He peeled off his clothes and hung them up on the wooden pegs. He stopped. He was down to his boxers and an undershirt. A thought struck him. How many times had he done this? How many afternoons had he stood in this exact spot over the years? Even though the concrete walls muffled it, Sarge could hear the throes of fans already in the bleachers. This could be it. This could be the final kiss-off. He let that concept roll around his skull for a moment and realized that he was not afraid. He let his inner voice rest on two words.
No regrets.
Sarge threw on his light gray wool pants and buttoned up the front of his matching uniform shirt to join the cursive “Whis” with the “pers” across his chest. He worked the thick black leather belt around his waist and cinched it tightly. He made certain that the buckle aligned with the zipper on his pants. Sarge wore his black socks pulled high over his massive calves and when he tightened and tied his spikes, he dug them deep into the wood of the bench for traction. He then grabbed the gray ball cap from the back of his opened locker. He inspected it and plucked a piece of stubborn lint planted next to the white leaning “W” sewn in the front and bent the rim in his hands until the sides almost met in the middle. Sarge then pinched it between his fingers and threw it over his head. It was so low that his eyes were barely visible. He felt the old surge rush through his bones.
Sergeant Safran was now ready for war.
 

As he worked on the lineup, Sarge glanced over at Charles Tanner. The rookie with the golden arm was taking in some last minute advice from Haney Mane. Sarge quickly looked away, but then forced himself to focus on Tanner, the sole reason for the game. Today the young man was twenty-one. Tanner did not have the slightest idea that his life hung in the balance. Sarge had known Tanner’s father to be a good man, but how could a good man sign over his son’s soul? Where was the goodness in that? He shook his head and finished writing down his starting nine and batting order. He then copied the list on another sheet to hand over to the opposing coach.
 

1 Savoy Special - left field
2 Dane Dugas - shortstop
3 Gary South - centerfield
4 Sarge Safran - first base
5 Wonder Boy - right field
6 Ralph Sankey - second base
7 Erv Bream - third base
8 No Legs Ruben - catcher
9 Charles Tanner - pitcher
 

When Sarge laid down his pencil, Mink appeared at his side.
“I’ll tell you this, Sarge. I ain’t ever seen a crowd like the one tonight. This place is a regular zoo.”
“Mink, go ahead and get the guys out on the field and limber up. I’ll be out shortly.”
Mink turned to the players and clapped his hands. The sound bounced off the locker room’s concrete.
“All right, ladies. Let’s hit the field.”
The players scrambled for the exit door all at once. They were nothing but nervous energy and the thought of an outlet for it was a welcomed relief. Sarge watched them file through. Seconds later he heard a muffled roar as the fans in the packed stadium got to see the home team for the first time. Odds were against them, but at least the people stood behind the men of Wilmington.
When Sarge walked out of the dugout’s shadow and into the early evening sun, the fifteen thousand who were able to beat the demand for seats exploded with hoots and hollers. Hundreds began to call his name and kids scrambled to the first base line with extended pens and programs in hopes of an autograph.
He was able to ignore their pleas for a little while as he looked over his men who now dotted the field. He pulled a pack of Injun Joe chewing tobacco out of his back pocket and pinched out a wad that would have choked Poco. Sarge stuffed it in his mouth until his right cheek looked swollen.
Doc Bismark was in left field with Wonder Boy and Savoy Special. The two robots ran back and forth across the grass as the doctor carefully watched over them. Bismark wore his white laboratory coat that nearly reached his feet. He held a clipboard to his side.
Mink and most of the pitchers loosened their arms at the opposite end and Biscuit Wagner took throws from Tanner, who used the practice mound in the right field corner. A small crowd formed near him and threw words of encouragement his way.
Finally, the whines and calls from the kids hanging around first base got to be too much for the coach. He shook his head and walked over to them. They yelled with excitement and bounced up and down on their toes. Sarge spat a thick stream of tobacco juice down in the grass. He always had a soft spot for children.
“All right, all right, you bunch of runny-nosed monkeys, don’t get your diapers all in a bunch.”
Sarge grabbed the extended pens and wrote his name down for the souvenir seekers. As he continued, he caught sight of a man seated in the front row. It was the infamous East Side loan shark, Mr. Godfrey. After Sarge scribbled his John Hancock on over a dozen programs, he walked over to him. Godfrey smiled wide. His dark bald head glistened in the low light. There was only about another hour of sun left.
“Say, hey, Mr. Godfrey. Long time no see.”
Godfrey’s two bodyguards and part time leg breakers, Ronnie and Daniel, were on either side of the frail man like bookends. Godfrey wore his trademark sunglasses and all three men sported tailored silk suits.
“Hello, Mr. Safran. I do not get to see you as often now that Delilah has moved on to larger venues within the city.”
Sarge changed the subject.
“You should have gotten word to me that you wanted to come, Godfrey. I would have sent you some free tickets.”
“Thank you very much, Sarge. I must confess that I normally shy away from athletic contests, but I was given these tickets by a business associate. He presented me with an offer that I certainly could not refuse.”
A tiny red flag rose up in the back of Sarge’s mind.
“Yeah, well, It’s good to see you, Mr. Godfrey.”
“Likewise, Mr. Safran. Good luck.”
As Sarge pulled away from Godfrey, his eyes swept the crowd in its entirety. The place was literally stuffed. There was not an open seat and extra bodies took up camp in the aisles. Even the areas behind the sections used as passage ways were crammed with standing bodies.
Sarge then noticed the baseball jerseys. He picked up on Vance Evans and Frenchy Smith of the Savannah Plague first. They were about midway up between right field and first base. Both men sported their home game shirts. Vance saw Sarge looking his way. He cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled down towards the field.
“Show these guys some Carny Ball, Sarge!”
Every few aisles and sections were peppered with them. He saw Huntington, Zanesville, Pittsfield, Wheeling, Albany, Baltimore, and Norfolk. There were players from Cumberland, Savannah, Paducah, and Philadelphia. Every where he checked, he could pick them out. Carny Ball players were present in spades.
 

At the very top of the left field bleachers, at the furthest point away from the field, the revealed Stranger, Mycroft Safran, sat. He shoveled fistfuls of popcorn into his mouth and gazed across the small Wilmington city-scape. When he squinted and shaded his eyes with his hand, he could make out boats moving across the Delaware Bay. A steady breeze from the east kept the flag dancing on top of the foul pole next to him. It also kept Mycroft and his companions slightly cooler than the other fans that were seated tightly around the field. He wore a light weight tan cotton suit with a white oxford and a purple silk tie. On a whim, he had not put on socks while dressing for the game and liked how it felt without them. He had topped off his sporty ensemble with a straw hat.
The five men who accompanied him to the game were not so lucky. They all wore long trench coats with hats pulled low. They understood why Mycroft wanted to keep them out of sight, but it did not make the heat any easier. One of them mumbled out loud about how unbearable it was.
Mycroft dug into his jacket and pulled out a pocket watch. It had once belonged to his father. He checked the time and then cast an eye to the cloudless horizon.
“Relax, fellas. This heat ain’t gonna last. Matter of fact, it’s about to get pretty damn chilly.”
Mycroft then whistled loudly to a lemonade vendor.
“Hey, I need five lemonades up here! And bring some more popcorn!”
Down on the field, the four pallers conferred together behind home plate. They made small talk. Mink trotted over to Sarge, who was out in front of the Whispers dugout swinging a twenty pound sledge hammer back and forth.
“Hey, Sarge. What do you make of that? Think this Scratch guy turned tail?”
Mink pointed over to the visiting dugout. It was completely empty. There were no bats, no water pails, no nothing.
Sarge continued swinging the hammer back and forth.
“Trust me, Mink. He’ll show.”
At ten minutes to eight o’clock, the light breeze became a surging wind. If someone had been watching the posted thermometer next to the front gate, they would have noticed a temperature drop of thirty-one degrees, but all eyes were focused upwards. Men in the stands grabbed their hats to keep them on their heads and some turned away as dust moved through the air. A dark cloud snaked across the sky and enveloped Whispers Stadium. Upon further inspection, many realized it was not a cloud at all. The mass was a shadow of some sort. It came from no where and it sucked away the remains of the August day.
Mycroft looked up at the foul pole flag. It snapped violently back and forth and threatened to be stripped away. He laughed out loud and slapped the man sitting next to him hard on the back. The five men with him stopped sipping their lemonades. The sweeping chunk of darkness kept their undivided attention.
Mycroft turned to them. He yelled to be heard over the gusts.
“Well, fellas, take a good look at what the cat dragged in!”
 

The winds died as quickly as they began, but the night and darkness remained. Sarge looked over to the visitor’s dugout and realized he could no longer see inside. It was as if a black curtain had been thrown over it. It allowed no light. It reminded him of the black box they kept Marielle in during his days in France.
Aldous Scratch appeared. He stepped onto the field from the veil of dark and casually walked towards home plate. His athletic frame and good looks seemed only complimented by the dashing white baseball uniform he wore. Scratch joined the group of pallers. He shook their hands and then looked over to Sarge. He flashed his perfect smile.
“Well, c’mon over, Sarge. I am positively itching to start.”
 

As Irvin Grodanski, head home plate paller, went over the rules, Sarge got an up-close-and-personal look at Scratch. His uniform, so clean and white it hurt to look at it, displayed a beautifully embroidered crest with a large “D”, “R”, and “H” sewn into the breast pocket. His collar was a royal blue that matched his cap, which was of the style from decades before. It was shallow with a short and stubby brim and had a simple white “D” on the front. Scratch’s stockings were blue as well and ran into a pair of white leather baseball spikes.
Grodanski asked for lineups and both Sarge and Scratch handed over to him a list of their starting nine and the order that they would appear at the plate. The two men then turned over identical copies to one another. Grodanski shook hands with both coaches and then all four pallers donned their stove pipe hats. The grounds crew threw on the lights and after a few minutes, they whirred to life at full strength.
Scratch extended a hand to Sarge and wished him luck. It hung in the air.
“You can take your luck and shove it up your ass.”
Sarge turned and walked to his dugout with a slight smile curved at the corner of his mouth.
Mink and Haney Mane met him near the on-deck circle. Sarge knew his assistant coaches were dying to see Scratch’s lineup, but he walked past them.
“Not here, fellas. Let’s take it into the dugout so Scratch can’t see how curious we are.”
Once they were safely tucked out of sight in the corner next to the water pail, all three men clunked their heads together to put eyes on Scratch’s list. They knew it would be a hot one. They were not disappointed. Half way through the names, one thing was on all of their minds, but Haney said it out loud first.
“Jesus, Mary, and Joseph! Is this some kind of sick joke? All of these guys on this here list are dead!”
Sarge glanced over at the visitor’s dugout. The total blackout was still there. It was anyone’s guess what lurked inside.
“You can believe it, Haney. What we are up against tonight ain’t natural.”
Mink snatched the list from the other two and lifted his shades off of his face. His lips moved with every name he read. His shoulders slouched as the sunglasses slipped off of his forehead and fell back in place.
“This bunch is the best of the worst.”
 

26.
The DRH Lineup
Mink’s words rang true. Carny Ball teams, like any other professional sport, were run under the philosophy that winning was everything. It was a simple equation: winning teams sold tickets to games. The more tickets sold, the more money generated. The more money generated, the wealthier the owner of the teams became. Therefore, most franchise owners would stick contracts in front of any Joe that could help their club tally up the wins.
Throughout the history of the league, there were many players who brought high moral standards along with their playing skills. After all, discipline, responsibility, and determination seemed to go hand-in-hand with the development of skill and talent.
Unfortunately, there were times during the short history of the Carnival League when the raw talent of certain players was so alluring and tempting to owners that they would look the other way when it came to other “proclivities” away from the baseball diamond. The list Mink held was nothing more than the top nine of such players. Indeed, it was the “best of the worst.”
Stonewall Smith / catcher - Smith played two seasons with the Philadelphia Pharaohs after the World War. Regardless of how wild a pitch was thrown his way, Smith never allowed a ball to pass him. No one had ever stolen a base when he was behind the plate. Suspected of dabbling in black magic, Smith was shot and killed during a Philadelphia Police raid on several opium dens near South Street in 1921.
 

Noodle Nefosky / shortstop - Noodle received six consecutive golden glove titles from 1920 to 1925. He was considered by many to be the greatest shortstop to ever play the game. Able to stretch his arms to a measured length of twelve feet, Noodle was known for his ability to turn double plays on his own. He played with the Zanesville Zeroes until his Chrysler Roadster was pulled out of the Muskingum River. Noodle’s body was found in the trunk. His neck was slit from ear to ear. Nefosky was so hated by his teammates and the Zanesville area in general, that the medical examiner’s office deemed his death accidental.
 

Mad Dog McCann / third base - McCann was the Baltimore Bombers bad boy slugger prior to the arrival of Hooligan Pete. His glove was formidable, but his bat was downright tenacious. He would have gone down in the books as one of the greatest hitters in any league, but his multitude of mental illnesses finally got the better of him. The city who loved his baseball found they could no longer tolerate his outlandish abnormal behavior. He was finally committed to the
Rosewood Center near Owings Mills, at the “Asylum and Training School for the Feeble Minded.” He died in 1930.
 

Third Leg Simpson / second base - Simpson, a left handed hitter whose average ran above .350 during his time with the Plague, received his nickname, “Third Leg”, due to the high amount of fellow players’s wives he assisted with in the art of cuckolding. He was found dead in a Savannah hotel room on Ogelthorpe Avenue. He had been run through with an antique confederate sword.
 

Jimmy “Cobra” Kemp / pitcher - One of the meanest spit ballers to step on a pitcher’s mound, Cobra Kemp beaned the first five Wombat batters who stepped to the plate during an exhibition game in 1927. He was ejected from the mound only to return to the stadium by sneaking in through a sewer pipe disguised as a janitor. Cobra then stormed the field with a bucket full of balls and proceeded to chase down the four players he did not get a chance to hit. Once he struck all nine, Cobra pulled a derringer from his pocket and shot himself through the head in front of eight thousand home town Cumberland fans.
The game was delayed an entire seventy-two minutes while the Cumberland grounds crew buried Kemp’s body in a hole out in center field. It became Cumberland tradition to begin every first inning by spitting on Cobra’s grave for good luck.
 

The Wachorski Brothers / left field, center field, right field - If there was ever a permanent black eye to be found in Carny Ball lore, no one needed to look any further than the tragic tale of Lawrence, Cornelius and Morgan Wachorski. Signed by the Charlestown Chopsticks in 1921 at the tender age of eighteen, the midwest triplets played the outfield like none before them. They were poetry in motion. Cornelius could make a diving catch and then toss the ball up into the air to a converging Lawrence, who would sail it towards home plate three hundred feet away to throw out anyone foolish enough to try his arm. Morgan would rob a home run off of the right field wall and throw his glove with the ball tucked inside to brother Cornelius, who would then throw out runners who failed to tag up on first base. The Wachorski Brothers kept scorekeepers scratching their heads as they wondered how to record double and triple plays performed in the outfield.
It was not long into their rookie season, however, that things went awry. First, Charlestown residents began to report disappearances of their house pets. Dogs, cats, and even birds and turtles mysteriously vanished. Police were stumped by the thefts, but soon forgot about the crimes as their focus turned to more important matters. Women in town who plied the oldest profession began to turn up missing as well. Charlestown detectives toiled on the cases night and day fearing a monster was in their midsts. A break led them to a home near Bunker Hill where, to their horror, they found all four missing women. They also found a huge collection of Charlestown’s pets that were, for lack of better words, “on display.” There, living amongst the macabre surroundings, seated on a couch and eating bowls of hot breakfast cereal, were the Wachorski triplets, acting as if it was all just part of their normal daily activities.
Members of the Charlestown police force who were unfortunate enough to see the crime scene made certain that the Brothers Wachorski were the next victims of sudden disappearance. Although their three bodies were never located, city detectives still whisper to themselves about the time their department showed the Wachorski trio a true “Triple Play.”
 

27. A Plan
Mink threw the list down on the dugout’s floor in disgust.
“Sarge. When those Carny players up in the stands see these criminals storm the field, we’re going to have a riot on our hands.”
Mink’s words hit Sarge on the head like a ton of bricks.
“Mink, you lovable mutt, you’re a genius!”
Sarge grabbed Scratch’s lineup off the ground and threw a couple of teammates out of the way as he scrambled around the dugout. He picked up an old broken pencil and yelled for Lil Boner, who was by his side in a flash.
“Boner. Run in the locker room and find as much paper and pens as you can.”
Boner saluted Sarge and ducked into the clubhouse.
“Mink. Make as many copies of Scratch’s lineup as you can. Get them passed out to the players out in the stands. If anybody is gonna know how to beat this crew, it’s gonna be their old teammates.”
Mink instantly cheered up when he understood where Sarge’s orders were headed.
“Hey! You’re right! I am a genius!”
The starting Whispers team had already taken the field and Tanner threw his five warmup pitches. The home plate paller yelled for Sarge.
“Some time today would be nice, coach!”
Sarge grabbed his mitt and just before he sprinted onto the field, he fed instructions to his pitching coach.
“Haney. There’s not much we can do this inning, but I need you to devise some sort of signal-calling for the rest of the game from our dugout to No Legs and Tanner. I think we just stumbled on a way to wreak some damage to the Devil”s Right Hand.”
When Grodanski dusted the plate and yelled play ball, DRH’s first batter, Stonewall Smith, stepped out of the darkness of the visitor’s dugout, sporting the prestigious white uniform and cleats of Scratch’s side. His two-foot beard and eye patch were unmistakeable forms of identification to the fans. The sight of him stunned the crowd into silence. All heads turned to Max Cox, the voice of the Whispers.
A few teams of the “other league” by 1933 were toying with broadcasting their games on radio. Carny Ball Clubs, however, had yet to dabble in that modern technology. Mark DuCane looked into the project for WIlmington, but for the time being, he hired Max Cox, an eighteen year old junior from the University of Delaware, to announce the name of batters as they stepped up to the plate. Max gave the scores after each half inning of play and in the event the game was delayed by rain, he would recite Shakespearean sonnets as part of Wilmington’s “Educate the Ruffians” city-funded program. It was all achieved with Max’s naturally booming voice amplified by a megaphone.
Max’s insertion into Wilmington baseball was hailed by the Carny League world as a master stroke of smart business and earned the young student a tidy sum on the side in advertising and public appearances. Max sat in a wooden gazebo constructed high above the bleachers on the home team side. The uniform he wore was a Whispers ball cap, a black bow tie with a white shirt, and a black and white striped blazer.
When he confirmed to the crowd that it was indeed Stonewall Smith who stepped to the plate with bat in hand, a force of boos and hisses exploded from their mouths that rattled Mickey the Midget’s fillings. Even Simon Says, deep in meditation, winced at the outburst.
 

Tanner threw a fastball down the heart of the plate for strike one. Stonewall watched it pass. On the second pitch, however, the DRH catcher stung a liner over Sarge’s head. The ball bounced into the right field corner where Wonderboy finally gained control of it and hurled it toward second base. Smith, the deceased opium addict from Philly, had opened the game with a double. Everything went downhill for the Whispers starting pitcher from there.
Scratch stepped to the plate and smashed a single over Erv Bream. With men at the corners, Noodle Nefosky popped up to Dane Dugas for the first out, but Mad Dog McCann stepped to the plate and drew first blood. He pummeled Tanner’s two and two curveball over Savoy Special’s extended mitt. The metal man could only turn and watch as it landed deep in the left field bleachers. Just like that, the Devil”s Right Hand was up by three runs.
Sarge cursed. He kicked dirt. He thought about taking Tanner out, but decided to give him a chance to finish the inning. As Mad Dog rounded the bases, Sarge looked over to the Whispers bench and saw a group of Carny Ballers crowded around Mink at the edge of the dugout. Mink was handing out copies of the DRH roster as fast as he could. Sarge scanned the crowd and saw small groups of men in the bleachers crowded around scraps of paper. Scratch’s lineup had already made it to Carny League players seated in the outfield. Sarge prayed it would help.
With one out, Third Leg Simpson jumped on Tanner’s first pitch. It was a shallow line drive that should have dropped for a hit, but Gary South charged it like a bull. At that moment when most outfielders would have backed away, South slid forward on his knees. The baseball fell with a smack into his mitt. The second base paller threw a thumb high in the air, and the crowd rose with a holler to show respect for the incredible play.
Max Cox cringed when he saw the name he was to announce as the next DRH hitter. In Carny Ball culture, to utter it aloud would be like punching somebody’s Mom in the mouth. He sighed deeply and raised his megaphone.
“Batting sixth for the Devils Right Hand, left fielder, Lawrence Wachorski.”
The boos and jeers were deafening. Max ducked down into his gazebo as soda pop bottles and popcorn boxes bounced off its sides. It was going to be a rough night.
Larry Wachorski strolled to the plate like he was the most loved player in the world. His skin was oddly pale, as if he was transparent. His adam’s apple bobbed up and down and seemed to only accentuate his misshapen head. Lawrence was stone-cold ugly, and sadly, his brothers and he were identical triplets.
Several members of the Charlestown Chopsticks tried to storm the field, but they were physically held back by two Wilmington cops. They begrudgingly returned to their seats. Someone from the crowd yelled for Tanner to kill him. The rookie refrained, but he did strike him out with four pitches to finally retire the side.
As the Whispers headed for the dugout, Sarge grabbed hold of Tanner Junior. The boy was pale and sweating buckets. He was exhausted. Sarge immediately guided him over to the bench and yelled for the guys to make room. The coach soaked a washcloth in cold water and slapped it on Tanner’s neck. The rookie mumbled deliriously. He could barely keep his eyes opened. Sarge put the back of his palm against the pitcher’s forehead. Fear shot through him.
“Good God! He’s burning up with fever! Simon Says! Get over here!”
Simon’s eyes opened wide from his trance-like state. He sprinted over to Tanner and gingerly pushed Sarge out of the way. Simon laid Tanner Junior prone and popped the pitcher’s shirt open. The witch doctor pulled a pouch from his belt and sprinkled a white dust over Tanner’s exposed chest. It instantly calmed the pitcher and he fell into a deep sleep.
Mink yelled for the stretcher crew, but Simon Says grabbed him by the wrist. The witch doctor closed his eyes and slowly shook his head. He then tapped Tanner on the shoulder and made the “A-okay” sign. Sarge and Mink threw a look at one another. Simon Says definitely came with personal hang-ups, and he could be a giant pain in the ass, but when it came to the health of their teammates, they trusted him emphatically. Mink and Sarge set up shop on the other side of the dugout and conferred with Haney Mane.
Sarge spoke with Haney.
“Are we all set up with signals?”
“Yeah. I think we’re good. Once Boner and Mink got the lists out to the Carny Ballers out in the crowd, they were champing at the bit to help out.”
Haney pulled out a pile of ripped-up cracker jack boxes and paper cups. They were covered in hand-written notes and diagrams.
“We’ve gotten all sorts of tips on how to pitch to these DRH bums. There’s certainly no love lost between them and their old ball clubs, that’s for sure. Me and No Legs got a series of codes worked out. I’m sorting through this stuff now and trying to put it all in order.”
The crack from a bat and a roar from the crowd interrupted their talk. Sarge ran to the dugout steps and looked out on the field just in time to see Morgan Wachorski snag Savoy Specials line drive for the Whispers first out. The coach felt bad not watching every play. So much was going on at once. He returned to Haney.
“All right. You done good, Haney. This might turn it around for us, maybe stop the bleeding.”
Sarge turned from his pitching coach to watch Dane Dugas dig into the batter’s box, but he was again pulled away from the action. This time it was was Mink.
“What the hell is it?”
“Look, boss, I know you’re frustrated, but this is something you need to know.”
Mink pulled Scratch’s lineup out of his pocket. It was the original copy of his roster, the one he handed Sarge before the game.
“When we were making duplicates, I flipped it over and saw this.”
Mink pointed to a name on the back side of the paper. It was the third one down under the headline “Reserve pitchers.” Sarge felt as if he had been socked in the gut.
The name Mink pointed to was Charles Tanner Senior.
 

Dugas went down swinging for the second out. Fans groaned.
Gary South stepped away from the on-deck circle and pulled his cap low. He gripped the bat tightly as his new tattoo began to itch. Gary had stared at its image in the bathroom mirror before leaving home. He focused on the pain in the devil’s face caused by the hammer crushing its little hand - its right hand.
Gary stared Cobra Kemp down. Somehow he knew the first pitch would be aimed at his head, so he kept his hands low and prepared to hit dirt.
Sure enough, Cobra chunked a beanball straight for South’s jaw. The action was so sudden and violent that if Gary had not predicted it, he would have been killed. As soon as he struck the ground, Gary jumped back to his feet without dusting himself off.
He prepared for a meatball and Kemp served it to him on a platter. Gary ripped the pitch hard down the right field line. The ball looked to curve foul, but a white cloud rose from where it landed squarely on the line. The paller called it fair, and Gary rounded first at full speed. Mickey the Midget’s cigar accidentally caught a pine tar rag on fire during the excitement, but no one noticed. Gary sprinted towards second. He put third base coach Biscuit Wagner in his sights. Biscuit waved him on and Gary gave it his all. Only fools tempted the arm of a Wachorski brother, and Gary felt just foolish enough. He pushed off second and his cap flew off his head. Gary barreled towards DRH’s third baseman Mad Dog McCann, whose eyes and body position betrayed what Gary feared. Morgan Wachorski’s throw came in hot right behind him. Biscuit screamed for him to get down and the tattooed wonder threw his legs in the air. Gary curved himself into a question mark and hook-slid just beyond McCann’s sweeping tag. South’s spikes struck the bag and jolted his legs.
Dirt flew. Biscuit, Gary, and Mad Dog’s attention fell on the third base paller, who squatted low. His stove pipe hat bobbed back and forth. He threw his arms across his chest and extended them outwards. He yelled the one word that the out-of-breath Gary craved to hear
“Safe!”
While Gary stood upon the bag and wiped dirt off of his pants, the fifteen thousand plus on hand went hoarse with excitement. Mickey the Midget ran onto the field and retrieved South’s cap. He handed it over and slapped the man’s thigh.
When it seemed the cheers for the triple would subside, Max Cox’s megaphone sounded out the name of the next batter. The applause and whistles for Wilmington continued to rise like a swell against a breaking levee.
Sarge Safran strode to the plate. He carried his Louisville Slugger at his side. He stepped into the box and spat. Cobra, still frustrated and angered by Gary’s triple, hurled his first pitch hard, high, and inside. It was reckless and verged on criminal. If the Whispers coach had not swung, it would have easily been called a ball. Sarge, however, threw all of his power at it. The arc of his bat went high over his head as if he was trying to bust open a piñata. The wood’s sweet spot caught the pitch perfectly and Sarge felt as if he was swinging through butter. He pulled his head down, dropped his bat, and took off for first, but he had hit enough home runs in his life to know the ball was long gone.
It was now Scratch’s turn to stand at first and kick at dirt in frustration. The home run struck the right field scoreboard and the “J” on the “Injun Joe Chewing Tobacco” ad fell out of sight behind the fence.
The Whispers dugout emptied out onto the field. The entire team, save for Simon Says and Charles Tanner, crowded behind home plate to greet their coach. Their attention was so focused on Sarge’s trek around the bases that only Mink noticed the pitcher, Cobra Kemp, disappear.
As Sarge rounded third base, Kemp began to writhe in agony. He yelled out in pain, fell to a knee, and was gone. An empty uniform dropped in a heap on the pitcher’s mound. Smoke hung in the air.
Mink went cotton-mouthed. He stepped away from his jubilant team and put an eye on Scratch. The DRH’s coach had his lineup out of his back pocket. Even from a distance, Mink could tell Scratch was crossing a name off his list. A new member of the Devil’s Right Hand stepped from the visitor’s dugout and jogged to the mound with his mitt tucked under an arm. A shiver went down Mink’s spine as what he saw sunk into his consciousness. He had just witnessed a pitching change - Scratch style.
The new DRH pitcher, left-hander Bobby Boyles, made Cobra Kemp look like a christian saint on Easter Sunday. Boyles beaned both Wonder Boy and Ralph Sankey just for personal kicks. He then struck out No Legs Ruben with three straight fast balls to end the first inning.
When Sarge hit the field, Scratch stood on first base waiting for him.
“Nice hit, Sarge. That was certainly one for the record books.”
Sarge ignored him and began to toss warmup grounders to his infielders while waiting for play to begin. Either Scratch did not get the hint or he did not care.
“You know I am toying with you. At any moment during this, I can break it open. But that would not be very sporting, would it? On this day, Sarge, your luck has run out.”
When Sarge finally snuck a glance behind his shoulder, Scratch was no where to be found.
 

Rube Robinson was called to the mound for Wilmington. The string bean loosened his arm as Tanner Junior still laid unconscious.
During the last half inning, Haney Mane, No Legs, and Rube devised a series of hand signals that would have mystified even Helen Keller. Haney had taken all the information about the DRH players supplied to him from the dozens of Carny Ballers in attendance and wrote down a grocery list of plans and strategies for each.
While the crowd showed their disapproval of Morgan Wachorski’s arrival to the plate, No Legs leaned back from his catcher’s squat to get a good look at Haney in the dugout. Haney checked his notes and then touched his nose, closed his right eye, and patted the top of his head twice. No Legs gave him a nod, got back in position and flashed three fingers down between his legs. He then touched his right thigh. Robinson stood on the mound and nodded to his catcher that the message was received. The pitcher let loose a slider that dropped low and outside. Morgan Wachorski whiffed at it for a strike.
The Whispers had discovered a chink in the DRH armor and they exposed it for all it was worth. The signals and signs went from Haney to No Legs to Rube for the next five innings of play. No matter how angry Scratch became, no matter how many player “substitutions” he made, Whispers pitcher Rube Robinson made DRH’s batters look like chumps.
The introduction of new DRH players into the game created a rush of their ex-teammates to the Whispers dugout waving scraps of paper that detailed Carny Ball weaknesses. There were times the scene resembled the trading floor of the New York Stock Exchange. The only wood that DRH got on Rube’s pitches was fouls, pop-ups, and easy grounders.
Scratch was the exception to the rule. He smashed a double in the third and a triple in the sixth, but one man can not carry an entire ball club. He seethed while his team stranded him on base, victims of grudges carried by those who knew them all too well. As the game progressed, Sarge could see that Scratch’s easy way and demeanor unravelled. Scratch began to wear his frustration and anger on his sparkling white uniform sleeve.
After every inning in the field, Sarge descended the dugout steps and went straight to Simon Says to find out how Tanner Junior was getting along. The rookie was still asleep, but his fever broke and some color was back in his face. Simon, as best Simon could, assured Sarge that Tanner was going to be all right.
A small piece of information Simon neglected to tell Sarge, though, was what he discovered during the fourth inning. As Simon applied a medicinal paste to Tanner Junior’s chest, his hand brushed against the claddagh ring that hung around his neck. Simon was struck by a vision (after all, that was the sort of thing that happened to Tanzanian witch doctor’s on a daily basis).
Simon saw everything in a flash of time and space. He saw Tanner Senior and Sarge hanging in a cave upside down. He saw Scratch appear and claim Senior’s soul. He even saw the doomed Tanner hand over to Sarge the very claddagh ring before him, worn by his patient.
Simon’s eyes darted right and left. When certain that no one was paying him any mind, he quietly whispered an old and ancient spell. With a tiny creak, the two golden hands of the claddagh ring design opened. They released the metal heart and crown which fell in two separate parts upon Tanner’s chest. Simon hurriedly pinched them between his fingers and placed them in the palm of his hand. He performed another quick chant and the two hands returned to their original position. They locked back in place around the necklace.
Pretending to pick his nose, Simon flipped open a hidden compartment at the end of the bone that pierced his septum. He carefully tucked the golden crown inside. A mischievous grin then crawled onto his dark face.
Very slowly, so no one in the Whispers dugout would notice, SImon undid the fastens on the suitcase that housed Chew-on Man. Simon squished the golden heart from the ring into the tobacco doll’s chest. He lovingly patted the tiny figure’s head and sealed the case.
 

The city of WIlmington had been thrown into confusion. What began as a fun and exciting day over the Fury on the First turned into panic and anxiety. The party-like atmosphere changed to mass prayer sessions as those who flooded the downtown area helplessly had watched the shadowy darkness descend upon Whispers Stadium. They were completely cut off from whatever was going on inside and each cheer or jeer heard escaping from the ballpark was seized upon as a sign of good or portent of evil things to come.
Whatever Mycroft thought about as he watched the game unfold, it certainly never affected his appetite. Although the outfield vendor who served him was ecstatic with the tips he received, the journey back and forth to the top outfield seats lugging popcorn, beers, and lemonade left his legs rubbery.
 

28. Substitution
The Whispers bats hammered the ball all night long, but the DRH turned their extra base hits into easy outs. The only way to insure a ball hit to the outfield would not fall in a Wachorski brother’s mitt was to hit it down the line or over the fence. Noodles Nefosky turned double plays even when Sarge called for the hit and run.
Wilmington squeezed out some singles here and there, but it was never enough to drive in runs across the plate. Although Rube was successful at shutting the DRH’s offense down, their gloves were an untouchable force.
 

During the bottom of the seventh with two outs, what Sarge feared the most occurred. Angered by a double that the robot Wonder Boy lined past Mad Dog McCann, Scratch pulled his lineup from his pocket. He took the nub of a pencil and erased a name away from the list. The crowd watched in horror as DRH’s pitcher Bobby Boyles exploded into flames and vanished. As his charred uniform was removed from the field, a substitute stepped from the third base dugout and walked out to the mound. It was Charles Tanner Senior.
Sarge later blamed himself for what happened next, but when he turned his back to give some hitting advice to the rest of his team, he heard Mink’s familiar voice out on the field. Sarge turned to see his best friend march out towards Tanner. He held a bat.
“Tanner, you son of a bitch, get ready for the ass whooping of your dead life.”
Sarge hit the field in a dead sprint. He knew that Mink was tempting some evil forces with his stunt and he hoped he could stop him before Scratch decided to erase
him
from the field.
Mink raised the bat and was ready to strike when Sarge tackled him from behind. Right there, in the middle of the packed stadium, the two Whispers coaches fell to the ground. Scratch’s infield menacingly closed in on the scene and the entire Whispers bench poured onto the diamond in response. Fists and feet flew. A Wachorski Brother broke his front teeth while trying to bite Savoy Special. Stonewall Smith knocked Biscuit Wagner out cold with a catcher’s mask. Not wanting to be left out of the fun, Hooligan Pete hopped the fence and kicked an unsuspecting Mad Dog McCann square in his testicles. The crowd howled and let loose. The baseball field was rained down upon with beer bottles, cracker jacks, and seat cushions.
Tanner Senior pleaded with Sarge as the coach held Mink at bay.
“Sarge, please. I can’t stop Scratch. He has control over me. I’m his puppet. I have to obey him!”
As the melee raged, Scratch stood back and watched in disgust. He finally could not take anymore. His bet with Sarge Safran had turned out to be one of his worst ventures ever. He tossed his mitt off and raised his hands.
“Enough!”
Players from both teams were thrown across the field like bowling pins. Any fight left in them was gone. Scratch yelled for his men to get back to their positions and the rest sheepishly slunk through the blackness and into their dugout. Head paller Irvin Grodanski would have normally ejected everyone from the field, but he could tell by looking at Aldous Scratch that suspension of play was not going to be an option.
Sarge threw Mink over his shoulder and rodeoed the rest of his team to their bench. Lil Boner and Kid McCoy helped Biscuit to his feet. A knot protruded from the man’s scalp. The grounds crew rushed the field and began to clear the debris. The Whispers fumed on their bench with hanged-dog expressions while Sarge gave them the ass-chewing of their lives. Each player was sprayed with his tobacco spittle. Not a one of them dared to protest.
Once he wore himself out from all of the yelling, Sarge went to check on Tanner Junior. He was actually glad to see that the boy was still unconscious and hoped that he would never learn about his father’s pact with Aldous Scratch. Sleep was a blessing.
Sarge put a hand on Simon’s shoulder while the witch doctor readied a fresh cloth for Tanner Junior’s forehead.
“Simon, I don’t even know if you understand half of the stuff I tell you, but I want to thank you for everything you do around this nut house. I sure do appreciate it.”
Simon looked up at him and smiled.
Of course, if Sarge had seen Simon out on the field during the fight, he would have been playing a very different tune. When the bench clearing fracas began, Simon had placed himself right in the middle of it. Once he was able to get close enough to Tanner Senior, Simon opened up his nose bone and leaned his head to the side. The golden crown from the claddagh ring slid into Simon’s waiting hand. Simon then threw himself on the ground and like a stalking cat, he crawled next to the pitcher’s white spike and secretly tucked the crown into Tanner Senior’s shoe. With his mission completed, he rolled the entire way back to the Whispers dugout like a tumbleweed.
The grounds crew received a round of applause as they finished clearing the field. They dragged the last piece of loose refuse over to the Whispers bench. It was the cigar store indian. Sarge thanked the men and propped the wooden statue in the corner next to Tanner Junior. He turned his ire back towards his team.
“If I find out which one you bums drug that damn indian out there, I swear you’ll get the beating to end all beatings.”
He turned his back so the rest of the Whispers would not catch him smile.
After the delay, paller Grodanski swept home plate clean again and resumed play. Ralph Sankey stepped in against Tanner Senior, who threw from the full windup. The first pitch blew by Sankey and struck Stonewall Smith’s mitt with a crack. Mink and Sarge shot glances each other’s way. Tanner had thrown the ball hard twelve years ago, but he had never even come close to what they just observed. His second strike neared the speed of Lynchburg Lightning’s Nap Hill and the third was a wicked curve that left Sankey nothing but confused. As the Devil’s Right Hand walked off the field to switch sides, Sarge grabbed his mitt from the bench and leaned close towards Mink so no one would hear.
“If old man Tanner can keep that up for the next two innings, we are in some deep trouble.”
 

The eighth inning was a blur. The signals continued to follow their communication line from Haney Mane in the dugout, to No Legs Ruben behind the plate, and then finally to Rube Robinson on the mound, who turned them into action. Three visitors went to the plate and three were forced back to their darkened dugout where they faced the wrath of their coach.
It went no better for the Whispers, as Charles Tanner Senior made quick work of Erv Bream, No Legs, and Rube Robinson. He struck all three out with thirteen pitches. Sarge studied his old friend’s delivery. After a while it became too painful to watch. He could see that before, during, and after every pitch, Charles Senior was trying to fight off Scratch’s will. The pitcher wore a perpetual look of anguish across his face. There was even a bizarre moment during Rube Robinson’s at-bat when Tanner threw two consecutive pitches in the dirt. After the second, he fell to his hands and knees in agony. It looked as if he had been punched in the kidneys. He sucked air through clenched teeth.
Scratch yelled at him from first base.
“Damn you, Charles. Do not fight me! You are making this hard on yourself.”
Tanner then blew three straight fastballs past Rube for the out and the end of the inning. Sarge could never forgive Tanner for signing Scratch’s contract, but he could respect him for resisting his hold over him.
Now the top of the ninth, the Whispers took the field for the last time. Rube Robinson threw a few easy warmup pitches and then, for the last few moments before play began, he breathed deeply and bounced the rosin bag up and down in his pitching hand. His shoulder throbbed, but he would never complain. He would do what he could. After that, it would fall in the hands of the Whispers offense.
Someone seated high in the crowd yelled out so all could hear.
“Come on, Rube! Strike those goons out!”
The plea got a spattering of applause, which slowly transformed into a chant. It was small and low at first, but as more joined in, it took off like a brush fire that consumed the entire stadium.
“Rube! Rube! Rube!”
He squinted his eyes against the bright lights and looked into the crowd as best he could. He felt the voices go right through him. It was as if the chant was coming down onto the field, as if it was right on top of him. Rube turned his head to wipe sweat from his chin and froze. Sarge stood at first, looking right at him. The coach chanted along with the crowd as loudly as he could.
“Rube! Rube! Rube!”
The pitcher turned on his heels and stared. Every teammate on the field - every player in the dugout. These men gave him the chance of a lifetime - a dream come true. They had stuck by him and backed him at every turn.
As the first DRH hitter made his way to the plate, Rube flexed his shoulder, pulled his cap tight to his brow, and waited for the signal from No Legs. Come hell or high water, he was not going to let these men down.
The determined rookie quickly dispatched Charles Tanner Senior and lead-off hitter Stonewall Smith. Everyone rose to their feet. The noise they made drowned out Max Cox’s megaphone but they did not need to hear it to know who was up next. He was the only hitter from the DRH who Rube had not been able to shut down.
Aldous Scratch nonchalantly strode onto the field. His uniform still sparkled and looked as if it was newly pressed. All the other players looked exhausted. They were covered in dirt, bruises, and blood. Scratch was as fresh as a daisy. He used his bat to knock dirt from the bottom of his white ankle high spikes and nodded to Rube that he was ready.
Everything Robinson had thrown at the man so far was ineffective. Scratch defied his slider, he clobbered his fastball, and he crushed his change-up. Since Haney Mane and No Legs could offer no advice through secret signals, Rube decided his best chance was to throw low junk. If he ended up walking Scratch, then so be it.
 

The difficulty in pitching professional baseball is that inches can make the difference. With his shoulder aching from throwing seven innings and change, Robinson released the ball. As soon as its stitching passed his fingers, he knew it was trouble.
What Rube meant to be a shin high dirt ball slipped from his grasp and became a waist high give-me usually only seen by batters during hitting practice. The Wilmington pitcher almost had enough time to regret his mistake before Scratch’s bat made contact. The ball screamed high over his head like a mortar shell. Rube did not turn to look. He was too afraid of what he would see.
The people in the outfield bleachers hopped onto their seats. The group directly between right and center just beyond the fence stretched their hands upwards in hopes of snatching the incoming homer. They clustered together and tracked the ball high into the lights.
Gary South ran full steam from center field. Wonder Boy, who was positioned far off the right field line when Scratch came to the plate, was already at the edge of the fence where it seemed the ball would cross over. Small puffs of black smoke billowed from the robot’s exhaust pipe. Its eye lights popped on and cut the night sky as it squatted to prepare for a last ditch leap.
Sarge helplessly watched from the infield. He felt worse for his rookie pitcher than he did for himself. He could see that Gary had a bead on the ball, but it looked as if it would clear the ten foot fence without problem.
When Doctor Bismark was later interviewed about the incident by the Wilmington News, he could not give a solid and definite answer as to why his Wonder Boy robot took the action it did. He espoused some physics and then proposed that the mechanical man’s proximity sensors may have felt threatened by the approaching Whispers center fielder, but deep down, the scientist felt in his heart that there was only one true and clear reason. Bismark thought his creation had become more than just a functioning replica of a person. During its tenure with WIlmington, Wonder Boy had learned what it meant to be human. His creation, deduced Bismark, had become a man.
Gary was in a dead sprint with his head turned toward the descending ball. He ran recklessly and was blind to the fact that he was on a direct collision course with the much heavier and much larger Wonder Boy. Mink watched from the dugout and grimaced at the pending impact.
In one motion, Wonder Boy’s eye lights clicked off and the robot lowered itself on a knee. Its mitt flew off of its hand, which was now extended towards Gary.
In full stride, Gary’s spike connected with the robot’s fingers and a rush of air shot from pistons as Wonder Boy jerked all of its mechanical force in an upward motion.
The Wilmington fans seated in the front row of the outfield were ten feet above Gary and Wonderboy. Their attention was upon the ball that made its way towards their seats. Several of them fell backwards into their stadium chairs and many drinks toppled as they reacted to the sudden appearance of a flying outfielder in front of their faces.
Wonder Boy launched Gary at least twenty feet high. The tattooed Yale dropout snatched the baseball cleanly out of the darkened sky with athletic poise. It was a thing of beauty to behold and would later become the topic of a 1934 poem to be considered for the Pulitzer prize. Gary’s landing, however, was a different matter all together.
South struck the ground with a sickening thud. The second base paller, Sarge, and Ralph Sankey sprinted towards him as Wonder Boy stood by. The paller and Sarge got to him first and Sarge carefully shook Gary’s shoulder.
“Gary, can you hear me?”
South slowly pulled his head from the dirt and spat a clump of grass out of his mouth. He held his mitt up to show the ball safely tucked inside its pocket. The paller theatrically disengaged himself from the crowd of Whispers now surrounding Gary near the fence. He had seen what he was looking for. He threw his thumb up and yelled his call for all to hear.
“Out!”
Those men and women who gathered outside of Whispers Stadium took the loud explosion of cheers and applause as a positive sign for their home team.
 

29.
Bottom of the Ninth
Sarge and Ralph Sankey helped South hobble back into the dugout. Gary’s ankle was clearly broken. There was no way he would be able to hit. Sarge studied the right field scoreboard. It showed the ugly truth. It was three runs for the DRH, two runs for the WIlmington Whispers. Sarge was in dire need of base runners.
One run to tie.
Two runs to win.
No runs and he and Tanner Junior received one-way tickets to purgatory.

Sarge turned to his men. He stood on the second step of the dugout and stared at his players - he sized them up. Deep in concentration, the coach pinched at his bottom lip. A hundred scenarios played through his head. He watched Crazy Legs McCoy. His eyes then fell on Simon. Sarge glanced up from the witch doctor to see the wooden cigar indian staring back at him.
“For the love of God, would someone throw a towel over that thing’s head? It’s giving me the creeps.”
Sarge spied the field. Tanner Senior was still on the mound. After every warmup pitch he threw, Tanner glanced over at Sarge. When their eyes connected, Sarge could actually feel the sadness in Tanner’s heart. A question burned like red hot steel.
How could you let it come to this, Chuck?
It was the bottom of the ninth. It was do or die. The tension was palpable. Every person present felt the stress and excitement. They clenched tightly to their programs and anything else within arm’s reach. A few fainted, but no one came to their aid in fear of missing the action.
Mink chewed his gum into powder and now tore hunks out of a popcorn box with his mouth and ground them into pulp with his teeth. Lil Boner burst into tears and threw his arms tightly around the wooden indian. He needed to be held.
Paller Grodanski called for play to begin and Savoy Special stepped to the plate. Tanner Senior looked in for his catcher’s signs and let the ball loose. The left-handed soulless soldier from Nebraska made mince meat of the Whispers robot. Five pitches later, Savoy Special walked back to the dugout dragging its bat behind it. It was the first out for Wilmington. The home team was running out of chances.
Dane Dugas was next. Determined to get wood on the ball, Dane choked up on the bat and chopped at Tanner’s first pitch. The crowd screamed when he connected. Dane ran for his life. The ball was a mean hopper headed towards shortstop. Noodles Nefosky charged it, gloved it, and chunked it sidearm towards first. Scratch stretched out with his glove fully extended. The ball and Dane converged at the bag almost at the same time. The first base paller yelled his decision.
“Out!”
Dane threw his head down and ran straight to Sarge. He shook uncontrollably.
“I’m sorry, Sarge. I’m Sorry. I swear I tried. I’m so sorry.”
Dugas was physically broken.
Sarge’s stomach felt like a cement grinder. He hated to see his team in such anguish and he tried to console Dane the best he could. He motioned for Mink to help. The smaller man put an arm around Dane and slowly walked him away to the other side of the bench.
The Whispers were now one out away from a loss. Scratch flashed his perfect smile Sarge’s way.
“Don’t be so glum, Sarge. Trust me, it won’t be as bad as you think.”
Sarge wished there was a way to hurt Scratch, but he knew from his past experiences that would only be a futile effort. If Sarge got the chance to put the bat in his hands he could hit Tanner Senior’s stuff, but he was two batters away from stepping to the plate. Whoever he put up there to take Gary South’s spot had to get on a bag. He went back to pinching his lip and staring at the bench.
Home plate paller Irvin Grodanski waited as long as he possibly could. He had watched the entire game from home plate and he secretly wanted to see the Whispers pull it off. He felt Sarge’s frustration, but he could not let him take all night to make a decision. He quietly ambled over to the home team dugout.
“Sarge, I need a batter up here.”
Sarge looked up at him and saw pity in his eyes. The coach twisted his neck towards the far end of his bench.
“Simon Says! Get in there!”
 

30. One More Chance
The fans on hand were utterly confused by the Whispers pinch-hitter selection. With two outs in the bottom of the ninth of the greatest Carnival Ball game ever played, the last sight anticipated was the one that popped out of the dugout and into the batter’s box.
Only the most loyal Whispers fans had ever witnessed Simon Says actually play baseball. He was most renowned as the team’s magic man. Even his tobacco trading card was stamped at the bottom with the words “Spirit Man.”
The Tanzanian witch doctor stepped in. Wearing a grass skirt and no shoes, Simon’s unexpected insertion into the game brought forth thousands of sighs, moans, and groans. Most figured Sarge had thrown in the towel and that a Wilmington loss was imminent.
Few on hand knew that Simon Says was a master at one task and he honed it each and every day. When Tanner threw the first pitch, Simon performed it flawlessly. The old adage, “practice makes perfect” was exemplified in the moment.
Simon was not positioned in any sort of batting stance at all. He stood as straight as a bean pole with the bat down near his waist. He almost seemed preoccupied with something beyond the field, but when Tanner Senior released the ball, SImon’s hands suddenly slid down the barrel of the bat and his feet took of for first base.
The drag bunt he laid down was text book perfect. It dribbled just inside the first base line and it caught both Tanner and Scratch off guard. The pitcher ended his release on the opposite side of the mound and Scratch never had time to charge. Stonewall Smith rushed from behind the plate to try and field it, but as he picked it up and looked to first, he saw there was no way he could make the play. Simon’s barefoot touched the bag.
As the crowd breathed relief, Sarge sent Crazy Legs McCoy over to first base to pinch run for SImon. Sarge walked over to the pile of lumber propped against the wall. He selected a bat and felt its weight in his hands. His time had come.
 

With no practice swings, he stepped out onto the field. The stadium chanted his name. He was determined to finish it. Everything fell squarely on his shoulders and he knew that he would succeed. He stared down Tanner Senior. They were no longer old friends. Sarge only saw an enemy, an obstacle to be brought down. He threw his head to the side and cracked his neck. He took a step towards home plate.
A hard slap on his shoulder halted him. He filled with rage and turned to face the man that dared hold him up from his destiny. It was the last person he expected.
Mr. Godfrey hung over the railing next to the dugout. He wore a look of concern.
“Sarge! You can’t go up there to hit! I’ve seen the probabilities. They keep playing in my head. You’ll strike out!”
Sarge waved the old man off. He figured that Scratch had gotten to Godfrey as well. He walked away while Godfrey pleaded with him.
“You gotta trust me, Sarge! That’s why I’m here. Your brother told me to come! He’s the one who gave me the tickets!”
Godfrey’s words knifed Sarge in the back.
“What did you say?”
He stormed over to Godfrey and was now in the man’s face. Godfrey’s muscle, Ronny and Daniel, rose out of their chairs and hung close to their boss.
“Sarge, please. Your brother came to me. He asked me to run the numbers. Use my talent. As soon as you grabbed that bat, I saw it clear as day. If you go up to that plate, you’ll strike out. Please, Sarge. I got ten large ones riding on the Whispers. Trust me.”
Sarge was paralyzed. What did it all mean? He looked across the field at Scratch. Sarge could tell that the Devil’s Right Hand grew tired of the ball game and was ready to deliver the final blow. He turned back to Godfrey. He had to know for certain.
“Godfrey. You said the man that gave you the tickets was my brother. Prove it.”
Godfrey removed his sunglasses and locked eyes with Sarge. He made a fist with his right hand and with his left, he ran a finger across the knuckles. He reversed hands and did it again. Godfrey said one word.
“HATE.”
Sarge reeled. It was as if vertigo had struck his heart. Godfrey had described his brother’s tattooed hands.
Sarge let the bat fall from his hands and walked back inside the dugout. He stood in front of Simon Says, who was back tending to Tanner Junior. Mink came to his side.
“Sarge, you all right?”
“Yeah, I’m good. I’m going to put in a pinch hitter.”
Mink couldn’t believe what he had just heard.
“Who the hell is going to hit for you?”
The coach began to laugh. What he said even sounded crazy to him.
“Chew-on Man - that’s who.”
31. Chew
The Official Chew-on Man baseball card that came tucked inside a sixteen ounce foil package of Injun Joe Chewing Tobacco declared that Chew-On Man stood 24 inches tall, but that was an embellishment. It popped out of Its container and jumped down onto the dugout floor at a little over nineteen and a half. Chew-on Man’s arms stretched above its head and it began a small series of calisthenics; deep knee-bends, running-in-place and jumping-jacks. Most of the WIlmington team had come to accept the bizarre sight of a living tobacco doll amongst their ranks, and some were secretly fans, but the one thing about Chew-on Man that no one would ever get used to was it’s odor. It stunk. It resonated the smell of wet dog, curdled milk, and potent liquor, with a hint of old cigar ash - a cruel combination.
Sarge watched the thing pick out a Louisville slugger from the pile of baseball bats. He noticed a human tooth hung around Chew-on Man’s neck from a piece of bailing twine. Long past asking Simon of such matters, Sarge only shook his head and hoped his witch doctor had the common courtesy to swipe it after it had been freed from a ballplayer’s head instead of pulling it out himself.
Chew-on hoisted his bat high over its head and stepped onto the lit baseball field to an utter explosion of elation from the crowd. Over the years, Chew-on had become more difficult to manage and Its appearances became very rare. Last seen at the WIlmington Saint Patrick’s Day Parade five months ago, fans who actually got the opportunity to see it play Carnival Baseball were a privileged few.
Although everything hung in the balance at that moment, Sarge could not help but steal a glance at Simon Says. Simon always pestered him to send Chew-on into games, so on those occasions when the coach relented, the with doctor’s face would light up like a five year old on Christmas morning. Sarge was surprised, however, to find the complete opposite. The Tanzanian was not even watching his creation, but silently rocked back and forth next to the sleeping Tanner Junior. His eyes were tightly closed.
The soulless Charles Tanner Senior slouched on the pitching rubber. Every piece of him ached. Of all of the torture and pain that he endured, the last few hours were to be the most excruciating. Tanner Senior fought Scratch’s power over him tooth and nail all night long. There would be repercussions awaiting him later, but he no longer cared. All he wanted was release. He wished to step into the gentle caress of nothingness.
As Crazy Legs McCoy stood on first and kept a wary watch on him, Scratch pounded his mitt and smiled. He felt vindicated. After all of the years, Sarge Safran, one of the only men that showed no fear in his presence, finally displayed to all the true coward he was. The trash from Ascension Parish had sent out a magical tobacco mud toy to fail in his place. Pathetic.
Simon Says stopped rocking and opened his eyes. The hands from the claddagh ring around Tanner Junior’s neck began to glow. Simon grabbed a towel from the pile next to him and dunked one deep into the water bucket. He lifted the necklace off of Tanner Junior’s chest and placed the drenched towel between the ring and the sleeping man’s skin. Simon hoped it would be enough to keep his patient from being burned.
As soon as Chew-on Man stepped into the batter’s box, Tanner Senior felt it. He had grown used to severe pain over the years under Scratch’s thumb, but this feeling was different. It was something new and independent of his master. Whatever it was, Tanner Senior felt it burning into his foot. It was like a bee sting and it soon began to spread over his entire body.
Chew-on Man tapped the barrel of the bat hard against home plate three times. It turned its small brown head to the side and mimicked a spitting action (that always gave Mink the heebie-jeebies, the thought of a doll primarily made of tobacco pretending to spit tobacco). Chew-on raised the bat over its head and then suddenly, without warning, it stepped away from the plate.
Irvin Grodanski hurriedly halted play and crossed his arms angrily while he waited for Chew-on to step back in. He was as amazed as everyone else when Chew-on traipsed into the infield grass and lowered its bat so the barrel pointed towards centerfield.
 

It was calling its home run shot.
 

The noise from the crowd was so intense that Tanner Senior could only focus on one thing: the burning sensation in his foot. It began only as a trickle, but it soon pulsed through him like a giant tidal wave. He found it exhilarating. It was the first time since Scratch claimed his soul that something else lived inside of him. It was a short circuit - a beautiful mix up. For some unknown and wonderful reason the voice of the Devil’s Right Hand was not commanding his every move. Scratch no longer had control of his soul. Something else told Tanner Senior what to do and the man nearly cried out with joy.
It was his own voice. He was free from bondage. The chains were broken. Tanner Senior’s inner self called to him and he yelled as loudly as he could to lob a cream puff across the plate.
The golden hands on his son’s neck burned white hot. Steam rose from the towel that protected his chest. Simon Says grabbed a pail and began to ladle water directly on the ring. It sizzled and hissed.
Aldous Scratch felt something snap away from him. His eyes shot towards Tanner Senior. Scratch dropped his mitt and took off in a sprint towards the mound. He was too late.
Tanner released what would go down in the history of the Carnival League as the “Goldilock’s Pitch.” It earned that name due to three reasons:
It was not too fast.
It was no too slow.
It was just right.
As it left his fingers, an image of a golden crown flashed brightly through his mind. He laughed.
The strength of the thirty best baseball players contained in the hunk of living tobacco collided with the pitch directly over home plate. Those closest to the action still swear they saw sparks fly from Chew-on Man’s bat as contact was made. The ball ascended into the darkened heavens as if carried by the wings of angels. It disappeared over the center field lights. It was never recovered.
Kid McCoy took off from first and raced around the bases as fast as his body would allow. He touched home with both feet and was swallowed whole by the blur of joy that was his team, the Wilmington Whispers. They could not be contained.
Chew-on pranced around the bags and blew nicotine kisses to the masses that surrounded it. As it rounded third, Simon Says watched its steps from the sleeping Tanner Junior’s side. Tears of sadness rolled down his face, for he knew that this would be Chew-on Man’s final outing.
Ralph Sankey was the first to notice that something was wrong. When Chew-on Man began the home stretch, its chest glowed in the shape of a heart with a fierce intensity. The closer it got, the brighter and hotter it burned. Finally, when Chew-on was a mere four or five feet away from its goal, it ignited into flames.
Its team members stepped back and watched in shocked silence as the hero of the day fell prone on home plate. Chew-on was nothing more than fire and smoke. Silence fell upon the stadium.
The Wilmington Whispers were victorious.
 

32.
Paybacks
Mr. Scratch stood alone in the field surrounded by piles of empty uniforms with his head hung low. A bottomless evil churned deep within him. He fumed. Scratch gritted his teeth. He raged. Scratch clenched his fists. He turned to the the gaggle of Wilmington players and he made up his mind.
To hell with the gentleman’s bet.
Scratch could not take Sarge Safran’s soul, but he vowed at that moment to take the man’s life. He was going to kill Sarge and he was going to enjoy it.
Sarge saw Scratch coming towards him. He figured it would do him no good, but he picked up the bat that Chew-on Man had left behind and shoved his teammates away to a safe distance. He refused to go without a fight.
Scratch’s fury was so focused on Sarge that he failed to see the six men walking across the left field grass. Mycroft threw popcorn kernels into his mouth and led five figures clad in trench coats.
They caught Sarge’s attention and when he glanced over at them, Scratch instinctively followed his gaze. Mycroft mumbled orders to his companions between chews.
“All right, fellas. It’s showtime.”
The five men behind him removed their coats and hats to reveal the distinctive lightning logo stitched into their Lynchburg uniforms. As
Oscar Clayton, Nap Hill, Clint Jones, Art Teasley, and Ted Siddle,
raised their arms together high over their heads, Mr. Aldous Scratch was able to let loose one final thought from his lips.
“Mycroft Safran, you double-crossing son of a bitch.”
The group threw their hands towards the ground and a lightning bolt of pure power and tenacity as thick as the trunk of an old oak fell upon the Devil’s Right Hand. The force from it blew everyone off of their feet and left them with a weird form of sunburn for days after. The only thing left of Mr. Aldous Scratch, the taker of souls, was a small pile of bone splinters and ash.
 

Mink opened his eyes after the blast and noticed that the lightning strike had blown the stadium lights out. He stood and pulled off his sunglasses. Since he normally saw perfectly in darkness, Mink grew concerned when he saw two Sarge Safrans in front of him. He knew his eyes were getting worse, but this would be the first time he had experienced double vision.
Mycroft and Sarge stood about five feet apart, face to face. It had been over fifteen years since they were last together. Before Godfrey told him only moments ago that his brother was in town, Sarge thought him dead. It was almost pitch black down on the field. They could only make out each other’s outlines. Sarge finally spoke.
“Thanks for the save.”
“Yeah, well, you’re welcome and all, but I would be lying if I told you saving your hide was the only reason I did it.”
Sarge chuckled.
“You always did play every angle.”
“As long as it benefitted me.”
Sarge thought about his brother’s words. He had to ask Mycroft, but he felt he already knew the answer.
“And this? How did all of this benefit you?”
Sarge heard that old Bayou laughter through the dark space between them. It filled him with a sense of home - and dread.
“Tristan, Tristan, Tristan. You are talking to the new, and I dare say, improved, Devil’s Right Hand.”
It was what he feared. Mycroft would never stop his wicked conniving until he was the number one, head dog of the pack. It was simply his evil nature.
Mycroft sensed his brother’s thoughts.
“Now don’t fret, Tristan. I promise I’ll lay low. As a matter of fact, I will release Charles Tanner Senior from his debt. He will now rest in peace.”
“Thanks, Mycroft. I appreciate that.”
The Safran brothers took one final moment to size each other up. Mycroft reached over and grabbed his brother by the shoulder. He squeezed it hard and paid Sarge the best compliment the man had ever received.
“Dad would have been real proud of you, Tristan.”
Mycroft released his grip, turned, and walked into the blackness. He threw a parting jibe.
“See you in the funny pages, baby brother.”
Sarge refused to leave it like that.
“We’re twins, jack ass.”
The stadium lights hummed back to life.
“I came out first.”
Mycroft was gone.
 

33. In Conclusion
On Wednesday, August 2nd, 1933, Wilmington’s Mayor, Frank C. Sparks, declared a city-wide, twenty-four hour hiatus from Federal Prohibition Laws in honor of the Whispers victory.  The celebration that ensued was like no other.  All parts of the town teemed with revelers and well-wishers.  Baynard Boulevard, Kentmere Parkway , Rockford Park, Tilton Park , the Eastside, Quaker Hill, Delaware Avenue, Trinity Vicinity, and Market Street all threw together impromptu parades.  Exhausted Whispers who just wanted shuteye found their doors beaten down by drunken mobs whom then carried them from block to block to be adored by the throngs.
One player was suspiciously absent from the festivities.  People searched high and wide for him so they would later be able to boast about his presence at their soirees, but none had any luck. 
Of course, no one in the city other than a select few would have known to check behind an inconspicuous-looking cottage amidst the tranquility of a horse farm’s rolling pastures.  They would have found him there, on the back porch swing, in the company of the woman he loved more than anyone else.
One notable side story to rise from the game was the success of a book about the Fury on the First written by Baltimore ’s most beloved son, Hooligan Pete.  Simply titled,
I Was There: Fury on the First, Hooligan wrote a play-by-play analysis of the game and heaped praise on Sarge Safran for his master strokes in coaching. The book threatened Pearl S. Buck’s
The Good Earth
as the year’s most read.
 

It was no surprise that the Friday morning funeral service for Chew-on Man was jammed pack. It seemed every inch of street outside was covered by umbrellas as the city itself seemed to weep for its fallen hero.
The inside of Saint Andrew’s Church was decorated with white carnations that formed the slanted Whispers “W”. The archdiocese at first denied the catholic facilities for the service, but a generous donation from the Injun Joe Chewing Tobacco Company of South Carolina seemed to assuage any concerns the pious man had about the dead’s religious beliefs. Many politicians were present, including Delaware’s Governor and its U.S. Senator, John Townsend.
Mink sat with Simon Says and Charles Tanner Junior in the front pew next to Sarge and Delilah. He could not help but smile when he saw his friend held the singer’s hand.
The Whispers home plate had been lifted out of the ground and stood on display next to Chew-on’s remains. The little tobacco doll’s silhouette was burned into its surface, a visible reminder of the sacrifice it had made.
Before its coffin was carried outside and placed onto the miniature hearse pulled by a shetland pony, the priest asked if there was anyone present who wished to speak. During that uncomfortable moment when all heads begin to look around for any takers, Simon Says stood and walked to the podium.
The Tanzanian closed his eyes and grunted several times as he hopped around the pine box barefoot and spun his body in the traditional burial dance of his people. When he completed a circle, he unfolded a piece of paper before him and pulled a pair of bifocals from his waistline. He put them on, cleared his throat, and commenced to read the final lines of Walt Whitman’s famous poem, “O Captain! My Captain!”
My Captain does not answer, his lips are pale and still,
My father does not feel my arm, he has no pulse nor will,
The ship is anchor'd safe and sound, its voyage closed and done,
From fearful trip the victor ship comes in with object won;
Exult O shores, and ring O bells!
But I with mournful tread,
Walk the deck my Captain lies,
Fallen cold and dead.
2
 

Mink and Sarge shot looks at one another. Their loud laughter echoed off the church walls.
After leaving the grave site, local press popped some pictures of Sarge and Delilah together in the rain. The two ducked into the back of a Rolls Royce Touring limousine that Mark DuCane graciously leant them for the occasion.
Sarge pulled a small box from his pocket and placed it in Delilah’s hand.
She eyed him suspiciously.
“Is this what I think it is?”
Sarge’s face went flush.
“If you think it’s a hayseed from Louisiana trying to ask you to marry him, then, yeah. It’s what you think it is.”
Delilah opened the velvet box and found a diamond ring. She trembled. Sarge pinched it between his thick, rough fingers and slipped it on her hand. She looked closely and saw a beautiful design of an inlaid golden heart and crown. Sarge placed her hands between his.
“Well, what do you say, Delilah? Will you marry me?”
The limousine by that time was far outside the city limits. It made its way down the country drive towards the cottage surrounded by green pastures. A group of horses trotted next to the car on the opposite side of the split rail fence. They followed it all the way to the barns.
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