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Chapter One

 


The final season of the World's All
Nations team began with the terrible sound of a baseball striking a
human skull.

A sound not unlike that of a book
slamming shut.

Not a fancy leather-bound bible
sitting in a rich white man's parlor, mind you. More like a small
prayer book that's been snapped under your nose by your wife after
she catches you dozing during the sermon again. An unholy sound,
destined to haunt your nights and steal your sleep.

The lethal impact occurred as night
approached in the final innings of my team's second exhibition game
of the 1918 season, at the tail end of a long winter.

I remember the cold wood of the bench
under me, and the competing smells of sweat and dust and flannel
uniforms in my nose. Despite the shooting pain in my knees, I made
myself get up and pace in the safety of the visitor's
dugout.

In those moments before that popping
sound shattered the night, my thoughts weren't on the game, but on
the season's conclusion: settling down at last at the end of my
travels next to a warm fire, surrounded by grandchildren I'd yet to
meet, a book of stories in my hand instead of an incomplete
roster.

My old heart kept trying to convince
my thick head that I'd made the right choice in answering the
letter tucked into my uniform pocket.

My thoughts raced and diverged like
horses on a track. And as a result of my distraction, I took my eye
off the ball.

Only for an instant, I lowered my gaze
to my empty hands—imagining retirement, an ending—just long enough
to miss the quality of my pitcher Donaldson's throw.

But after over fifty years of playing,
nothing could stop me from looking when I heard the ever-promising
pop of a bat making contact with a ball.

That pop brought me back to the game,
just in time for the second sound of impact.

Next to the plate, the batter from the
Kansas City Maroons was already down on one knee, the stub of his
broken bat cradled in his dusky hands like a fallen bird. His eyes
bulged white as eggs as he stared at a spot just outside our
dugout.

In front of him, the area between the
batter's box and the pitcher's mound held a thousand splintered
slivers of wood that formed a jagged halo.

Silence coated the Kansas City
ballpark. I felt the chill of the winter-tinged air as the wind
changed direction, bringing with it the smells of popcorn and pine
tar.

That day had been the first of April.
April Fool's Day.

Thinking back on that moment now, I
can still taste my own anger and bitterness, tempered by the strong
bite of guilt. If I allow myself, I can even hear that sound,
ringing in my ears, loud as a gunshot.

A prayer book snapping shut. A life
stopping in mid-stream.

Worrell. You took your eye off the
ball, you foolish white man. I wanted to tell you to get in the
damn dugout. I should've dragged you in, though I never would've
dared to even touch you in those days.

Nobody could have foreseen this, not
even our prescient centerfielder Mack. Even if Mack was—as I
suspect now—somehow responsible for what had just happened to our
head coach. When I looked out into the brown stretch of dead grass
that passed for centerfield, I saw Mack standing twenty feet in
front the crooked white-picket fence of outfield, his skin gray in
the fading daylight, his eyes...

His eyes—

No.

Let me stop a moment. I'm getting
ahead of myself.

To recount this history properly, I
must go back to before the line drive that went screaming
past our dugout.

Before the endless series of foul
tips, before the bunts and the squeeze plays, even before my
distraction with that letter. Back before the crowd screamed for a
win against my team and the air thundered from hundreds of boots
and shoes and cold bare feet pounding on the ground and the wooden
bleachers.

No, I need to start with the early
innings of that second game, with my last face-to-face talk with
head coach Abraham Worrell.

"George," he called to me at the
bottom of the third. "Come here, please, and explain something to
me."

The sun was already sagging toward the
horizon behind us, above the six levels of bleachers and the line
of bare oak trees beyond that, but still high enough to stab my
outfielders in the eyes.

Worrell gripped our roster tight in
one hand as I stepped closer, inhaling his soapy odor; he was
always clean, without perspiration. The man was thin as a rail,
blonde hair cut short and parted sharply. He stood just as tall as
me, but I always felt like I had to look up whenever I talked to
him.

"Who put Mack after No Small Foot in
the lineup?" he said in his soft, scratchy voice. His words brought
back a familiar tightness to my chest.

What I wanted to say was: Why, Mister
Worrell, sir, since it's only you and me coaching this team, well,
if it wasn't you, then it would've had to be me, now wouldn't it,
sir? We could blame the Huns overseas, if you like. Or maybe an
enemy spy lurking under the bleachers, for that matter. And while
you may not have noticed that Mack has been hitting with twice the
power of our Cherokee catcher lately, I did notice, and I
made the switch. So perhaps we can quit pussyfooting around and get
back to the game, sir, since we are down by two runs
already?

What I did say was: "That was me,
sir."

Worrell shook his head, now fatherly
toward me with his smile, though the man was barely half my age.
Patronizing, like so many of his kind before him. His eyes held
nothing more than a gleam of contempt.

"George," he said. He was now holding
tight to his trusty bible underneath the wrinkled-up roster. "Let's
not make such decisions without consulting first. With his speed
and ability to get on base, Mack should always be batting
second or third. No Small Foot bats cleanup. That is how it
is."

His hands tightened on the roster and
the bible, and his watery eyes narrowed.

"You know that. Do not tamper
with my winning combinations,—"

I could hear the missing word of his
final sentence hanging in the air: "boy."

Worrell bit down on the word like a
gob of spit before it slipped out between his straight white teeth
and exposed him for the kind of man he really was.

I wanted to grab him by the front of
his starched, spotless uniform, one hand on the big A and one on
the big N, and press him against the metal of the dugout
fence.

How does it feel, I'd shout into his
pale face, to be always meek as a child at my age? To be unable to
speak on your own God damn behalf? How does it feel now, to be
helpless?

But all I did was turn and walk away
from him without a word. My knees twinged with pain as my metal
spikes bit into the cold, tobacco-stained ground, gouging out clods
of dirt in my wake.

I did not wish for his death, then.
But I did not wish him good health and longevity either.

The bottom of the inning began,
accompanied by the five gongs of the big bell at St. Mary's
Episcopal Church.

Maybe if I left this two-bit stadium
here at the ass-end of winter, and just started walking until I
arrived at the return address printed on the folded-up letter from
Lizbeth in my pocket, then she could speak to Maddie for me, and we
could all be together again.

But, as always, I stopped at the far
end of the dugout, knees aching and chest pounding, and turned back
to the game.

I couldn't think about Maddie right
now. Twisting my fingers into the chicken wire of the dugout fence
in front of me, I exhaled in a slow-forming cloud and gazed at the
field and my players scattered across it.

My players. They were never
Worrell's.

From behind the plate, No Small Foot
the Indian flashed a sign for the next pitch to our colored
southpaw on the mound. A burly Mexican man stood at first, a white
woman at second, and a lanky amber-skinned fellow from the
Philippines played shortstop. A Jew covered third. In the outfield,
a compact Japanese man waited in left field, a light-skinned Negro
with a trio of brown and white feathers trailing out of the bottom
of his cap paced back and forth in right field, and the man I knew
only as Mack prowled center.

The All Nations Team, the posters
called us.

We were one of a kind, the only truly
mixed team in those days filled with the constant, numbing echo of
war from the other side of the world. If J.L., our team's owner,
hadn't gathered these players for our team, they'd be working
twelve-hour days in Chicago slaughterhouses or Pittsburgh steel
mills or California orchards, or they'd back in their native lands,
living in a slum or a tent or a shanty, trying not to starve to
death on a daily basis.

Or more likely, they'd be stuck in a
trench on the Western Front, aiming rifles instead of bats as they
tried to hold back the German onslaught. But our team owner had a
cousin in the draft offices, and he'd pulled some strings to shield
most of my men from the draft. That was J.L. for you: a good man,
even if he was white.

I considered all of them my players,
though I'd always be their assistant coach, serving Worrell or some
other white man. The unspoken fact was that a man like me could not
coach a team with white players on it.

We'd already had two other white head
coaches like Worrell since the team began in 1914. Our original
head coach left with most of our share of the gate receipts before
the last game of that first year, and his weak-spined replacement
parted ways with us when we lost our Pullman car and most
everything else that came with it near the end of the 1916 season.
I can't even remember their names anymore.

As for me, I'd been here from the
start: reliable assistant coach Grunion.

Still burning from Worrell's scolding,
I gave No Small Foot behind the plate the sign for one of
Donaldson's wicked curves. I limped past Jose Mendez, our Cuban
pitcher, as he recovered after tossing over a hundred and fifty
pitches in our first game that day, a 5-1 win. Each step I took
sent needles of pain into my knees, but I refused to sit down. One
of these times, I'd sit down and never get back up
again.

My team—and the game itself, with all
its amazing catches and minute strategies and close calls—were
pretty much all that kept me going at the age of sixty-four, or, as
I liked to think of it, sixty-sore.

"Come on, Donaldson," I called out.
"Toss it in there."

I paced for a dozen more pitches
before my sixty-sore-year-old body stopped cooperating. I had to
rest.

The moment I sat down on the splintery
wood of the dugout bench, the Maroons batter clubbed the ball deep
into center, for what looked like three bases, easy.

I didn't bother getting back to my
feet, however. Our man Mack chased the ball down in a dozen long
strides, plucking it from the air with his gloved right hand as if
it were a firefly. He'd made an impossible catch look easy.
Again.

My smile dissolved when I looked at
the chalk scoreboard above the home dugout and saw that we were
being out-hit by these meat packers, factory workers, and day
laborers. The Kansas City Maroons led three to one thanks to an
unlikely home run that passed over our rightfielder Grant's
head.

As the third inning ended, my team
jogged to the dugout accompanied by scattered boos and hisses from
the crowd. Even here, in our unofficial home town of Kansas City,
the All Nations were seen as the villains, the team the fans loved
to hate. I could allow the spectators that luxury, especially if it
made them forget the bloody war in Europe for just a few hours. I
was used to always being a visitor, and sometimes a
villain.

But what I hadn't grown used to was
losing, even in an exhibition game against colored players. I stood
up and spat my plug of Red Man into the garbage barrel, suddenly
furious that we were playing like such bush leaguers.

"Damn it all anyway," I said as I met
my players filing back into the dugout. "Let's get off our sorry
asses and knock the stuffing out of that ball, before I knock the
stuffing out of each and every one of—"

"That's quite enough, George," Coach
Worrell murmured from the far side of the dugout. My mouth snapped
shut as Worrell continued speaking, soft as a saint. "Now, let's
get some hits this inning, gentlemen, Miss Nation."

Worrell and his churchly ways. Why, to
my knowledge, the man had never uttered any word stronger than
"Dang" in his life, and he didn't even chew tobacco. That behavior
only got you so damn far in this game.

And the little prayer book snaps shut,
right under my nose.

Our rightfielder Charlie Grant raised
my flagging spirits by taking my surly advice to heart. He pounded
his first pitch deep into center field. Charlie raced around the
bases, a blur in gray flannel, the three feathers stuck into his
cap fluttering behind him like tails. He slid headfirst into third
a heartbeat ahead of the throw, evoking a range of insults from the
now-nervous crowd.

"Damned speedy redskin" was the tamest
of the taunts.

"Atta boy, Charlie!" I called out,
giving first the crowd, then my other players a pointed look. I
pulled out a fresh gob of tobacco to tuck into my cheek. "Glad to
hear someone was listening."

Dusting himself off, Charlie gave me a
crooked grin as he adjusted the feathers under his cap. I nodded at
him and swallowed a curse aimed at the white owners of the majors
that excluded my people from the majors.

Even oddballs like Charlie, a colored
man who once claimed he was a redskin after posing as "Chief
Tokahoma" to make it into the big leagues a decade ago. He'd kept
up his Indian act even after being exposed as a Negro by Sox owner
Charles Comiskey and kicked off the team after only one game. He
still insisted we call him Chief.

At the plate, the short young man
nicknamed "Jap" Mikado stepped back to look at me to see if the
squeeze was on.

My lips formed a bitter smile as I
glanced at Worrell sitting with his chin in his hand, studying the
other team like a doctor examining a patient. I turned back to the
young man I insisted on calling by his real name, Goro. I ran a
finger over the bill of my cap, wiped a hand across my chest, and
scratched the side of my nose.

The squeeze was indeed on.

Goro stepped back into the batter's
box and the pitcher released the ball. At the last possible
instant, Goro squared up and dropped a beautiful, dribbling bunt
that limped toward first base.

Goro bolted out of the batter's box as
Charlie sprinted headlong down the third base line toward home. The
bunted ball rolled onto the infield grass and died just as Charlie
slid across home plate with a war whoop.

The first baseman, pitcher, and
catcher for the Maroons stood over the ball, staring at it with
their arms at their sides, as if trying to comprehend its sudden
appearance there.

Kansas City Maroons 3, All Nations
2.

"Now this is turning into our sort of
game," I said, pounding on our Cherokee catcher's broad back until
my hand stung.

"Ol' Chief got a lucky break,"
No Small Foot muttered, working his threadbare catcher's mitt open
and closed. He glared with squinting eyes at our panting
rightfielder outside the dugout.

"Easy, there, John," I said. I spat a
long stream of tobacco onto the ground, drawing a line in the dirt
between the two men.

As Charlie swallowed a celebratory
gulp of water from the ice bucket in the dugout, Rodriguez stepped
up to the plate. Rodriguez was a big, round-headed Mexican who
claimed that he lost a battle with the butt of a rifle during his
country's revolution. He'd also claimed from the start that his
first name was Buddha. He even had the smooth, hairless head to go
along with the name.

What could I do? I called him Buddha,
as did the rest of my team.

Perhaps it was blasphemy to those who
believed in such things, but I wasn't one of those people. Not
anymore. These days, I didn't believe in much other than the game
and my players. The years had taught me that much.

I rubbed my arms to warm them in the
cool air, and suddenly I had to sit back down again. I lost my
breath and nearly swallowed my plug of tobacco.

No, I thought, as my vision went red.
Not again.

I blinked to clear the blood from my
vision and pulled myself up to my feet again. Had to be the damn
cold around here. I couldn't wait to head south tomorrow for our
first series of road games in warmer weather.

Rodriguez clubbed his first pitch
straight up and back, foul, and I followed the hissing trajectory
of the ball back into the bleachers.

Just like that I was caught, entranced
by the dozens of dark faces in the crowd.

Sometimes, between innings, I would
start counting them all, fascinated by all those lives gathered
here for our game—the women in their feathered hats and long
dresses, ankles demurely covered, and the men in their dark suits
and dusty bowlers and fedoras. I wondered what kind of families
these people had, what sort of homes they lived in, what class of
dreams and passions guided them in their lives. I was never able to
count them all.

And, as always, I entertained the wild
thought that they might be out there as well: Maddie, Jacob,
and Lizbeth. Impossible, I knew, but that never stopped me from
daydreaming about it.

I was still gazing out at the crowd of
colored men and women when a clear, confident voice spoke up next
to me.

"You know, Coach, they will all
show up at a game one of these days this season. Your
family."

A wave of blood darkened my vision
again for a painful instant. Now that the foul tip had been
retrieved, I turned back to the game. Our Mexican Buddha gave the
pitcher his best scowl while he choked up even higher on his
chipped brown bat, adjusted his cap on his bald head, and dug in
with the glitter of metal spikes.

I finally turned to the source of that
familiar voice: Mack, who was now staring directly up at the
low-hanging sun through the dugout fence.

"My family, Mack?" I said, spitting
more tobacco juice and drawing a grimace from my odd centerfielder.
"You can't know that."

"If only I could be more precise,"
Mack said as he picked up three scuffed bats and swung all three of
them in a slow arc, "but you know, Coach, your family will
attend one of our games. All of them, though not together in the
manner that you might expect."

Mack's eyes seemed to catch the rays
of the wintry sun, the whites around his brown-tinted irises almost
glowing now. As he continued talking, my tongue felt glued to the
roof of my mouth.

"Maybe not this month or next, but
soon. And not before we lose quite a few of our own people right
here on this team. They'll show up just in time, though, your
family, along with many others, some of them unwanted and
unwelcome. But all of them just in time. That's what I
see."

"Mack," I protested, but he'd
already stepped into the on-deck circle, leaving me—as always—with
a handful of questions and a heart full of dread.

In the late afternoon light, Mack's
skin looked darker than my own. I could've sworn that at other
times the boy's skin looked as pale as one of our white players.
I'd long ago given up trying to tell if Mack was white or
colored.

The next pitch to Buddha went high for
a ball.

Losing our own people? And just in
time for what?

The kid always left me feeling
flummoxed, as if he had jumbled the order of his words and left it
to me to rearrange them properly.

As if reading my thoughts, Mack turned
to me suddenly from outside the dugout. I caught a coppery whiff of
his aftershave, and his eyes were abnormally bright.

"Have I been wrong before?" he said,
his face now tinted red with emotion. "Like now, Coach. After Señor
Rodriguez gets his hit, I'll knock the ball over the Butler-Flynn
Paint sign in right. No joking."

Faced with Mack's unblinking gaze and
shifting skin tones, I had to look away.

As if on cue, Buddha fouled the next
pitch back into the stands. With his swing, a long, flatulent sound
erupted from him, and the crowd broke into raucous laughter. With
Mack's odd prediction still rattling around in my head like loose
change, I bit back a smile.

Sometimes my colorful players were too
much. If the crowd remembered anything about this game,
they'd surely recall the farting Mexican.

I looked back at my centerfielder in
the on-deck circle. Tall and lean, with broad shoulders and
wide-set eyes that narrowed like a hawk when he was up to bat, Mack
had been with the team since J.L. had formed it in 1914. I usually
laughed at Mack's serious manner and his stories about the stars of
baseball to come, men of all colors and nationalities; all playing
together much like the All Nations did now. The kid had an
imagination like nobody else I'd ever known. But today I found it
hard to smile at his predictions.

Finally making solid contact that
didn't go foul, Buddha drove the ball to the fence in deep center
on two bounces. He thundered to second, breaking wind every few
feet. Ahead of him, Goro made a beeline around the bases to tie the
game at three apiece.

"That's my team," I said,
grinning and rubbing my chest, which had gone tight in the past few
minutes, thanks to my chat with my centerfielder.

Mack dropped all but one of the bats
he'd been swinging and undid the top button of his collared jersey.
His eyes caught the sunlight for an instant as he tipped his cap at
me on his way to the left-handed batter's box.

As predicted, he knocked the first
pitch over the billboard-studded wall at its deepest in right
field.

"You make it look easy, kid," I said
after he returned to the dugout. He was barely winded from rounding
the bases.

His home run had passed ten feet over
the painted image of a big black bucket with "Butler-Flynn"
emblazoned on its side.

And you scare me sometimes, I thought,
and not for the last time in that season.

 


* * * * *

 


At the bottom of the ninth of that
second game, three outs away from a victory—and barely five minutes
before our head coach took his eye off the ball for the last time—I
sat heavily on the bench, hands itching to pull the letter from my
pocket to read again about the end of this season. We led five to
three, and the air grew cooler with each pitch. Except for Mendez,
the dugout was empty next to me.

Outside the dugout, Worrell played
catch with Boles, warming up. Worrell often insisted on pitching
the final outs of a game, using every trick in the book to
compensate for his lack of power. His favorites involved tobacco
juice, bits of sandpaper, and even chewed-up licorice to slick up
his pitches and make them harder, if not impossible, to hit.
Whenever Worrell closed a game, the ball ended up black as my own
skin.

Worrell, you foolish man. You never
saw it coming.

I glanced out at the noisy crowd in
the graying light, attempting to rally their beloved Maroons. The
colored men in their dark suits could barely stay in one place,
pumping their fists into the air or waving their hats above their
heads. Someone leaned on the horn of one of the half-dozen Fords
parked behind the bleachers.

Next to the men, the women had pulled
on their overcoats to keep warm, and whenever they clapped, they'd
touch their hats with delicate hands as if to make sure they were
still there. Beautiful ladies.

I caught myself smiling, thinking of
Maddie in her favorite blue dress, so many years ago. When I
returned my attention to the game, the rumpled letter from my
pocket was in my hands.

"Steeerike one!" the ump called, a
black blur as he punched his fist. A wall of boos from the revived
crowd answered him.

I glanced down at the name on the
letter. Lizbeth, my daughter.

Whenever I was home, I used to tell
her stories about the plantation where I'd lived as a child,
working the fields alongside my family and friends for Mister
Satler, along with tall tales about baseball that she never enjoyed
as much. I blamed Maddie for that.

I'd been wondering about Lizbeth all
this past winter, ever since receiving her letter at Christmas. She
was married and a mother herself now, living her own life,
according to her letter. She'd found me, after all these years. It
took me a week to write her a letter in return, and another week to
actually mail the thing.

Months passed, and I heard nothing in
response from her, until opening my mailbox today to find this
letter.

Donaldson finished off the first two
Maroon hitters on six pitches, throwing as hard now at the end of
the game as he had at its start. Worrell's shaky pitching services
wouldn't be needed, after all.

The home team's fans remained
standing, but their cheering had dwindled away. They could sense a
loss in the air.

Outside our dugout, Worrell and Boles
stopped playing catch and took a knee to watch the showdown. I
caught young Boles fingering a bump on his forehead, a knot so big
it pushed the bill of his cap up at an angle.

The white boy, still in his teens, was
always getting hit by pitches, which I blamed on how he crowded the
plate and how he ran his mouth on the mound. Of course, most
white pitchers we faced were able to throw strikes to Boles
and avoid beaning him altogether.

I watched Donaldson kick his right leg
as high as his own head and then twist through his windup to uncork
a curveball out of his left hand. The ball dropped like a bomb
toward the plate.

The young hitter swung so hard—and
missed by so much—that his feet became tangled and he fell to the
dirt. A sigh traveled over the crowd.

The hitter kicked his way back up to
his feet. He armed sweat from his forehead and took a quick series
of swings with the bat as if to remind himself how the whole
process worked. Then he placed one foot, then the other, back into
the box like a man stepping into an icy ocean. He gave Donaldson
the tiniest of nods.

Donaldson responded with another high
kick and the hard blur of a fastball. This time, the hitter got a
piece of the pitch, sending it back over the stands. Nearly five
seconds later, a tinkle of glass tickled my ears. That had to be
one of the houses on the next block.

The kid had strength, not to mention
guts, to be standing his ground against John Donaldson, one of the
best southpaws around—colored, white, or otherwise.

And so the duel began. By the fourth
foul tip, the crowd was on its feet again.

"You got it, Eddie!"

"Stay alive, Edward!"

"Make 'em work for it,
Eddie!"

"Ed-die!"

The ump called for time, waiting for
one of the panting kids outside the fence to return the game ball
to him once more.

"Hit it far, Eddie," the kid in faded
overalls called out after tossing the ball to the ump. "An' hit it
fair. We're all beat from chasin' the foul ones."

As the crowd barked laughter, I heard
a foreign sound: Worrell's voice, calling encouragement to
Donaldson on the mound. Usually Worrell had precious little to say
to our colored players. I wondered if my ears deceived
me.

Donaldson caught the returned ball
from No Small Foot and wiped his brow, which was now furrowed by
Worrell's sudden attentions.

Something struck me then, a strange
prickling feeling, like the sense that you've just said the wrong
thing and killed a lively conversation. The way the kid at bat was
clobbering the ball had put me strangely ill at ease.

The ball could go anywhere.
Fast.

Not necessarily a revolutionary
thought, after so many decades of playing this game. But Worrell
and Boles were sitting not twenty feet from the batter, exposed
outside the dugout in the fading daylight.

I should get them to come inside, I
remember thinking.

Then I thought of Worrell's talk with
me earlier. The way he dismissed my attempts to lead the team more
efficiently to a win. How he'd wanted to call me "boy."

Let it come, I thought. Let the ball
go where it may.

Judging from the pounding roar now
coming from behind me, every person in the crowd was stamping their
feet on the bleachers or the ground. They stopped the instant
Donaldson launched the ball.

In the sudden silence, Eddie made his
best contact of the night, hitting the ball so hard he shattered
his bat. Like an explosion of wooden fireworks, the broken bat
showered the infield with slivers of wood, distracting everyone for
an instant from where the ball had actually gone.

The sharp, popping sound that followed
came from a spot directly next to the All Nations'
dugout.

My hands clenched, crumpling the
letter in my grip.

At that moment, I simply couldn't turn
to look to my right. Instead, my gaze traveled from the countless
shards of wood on the infield to Mack in centerfield. The young man
dropped his glove as if he had been the one who'd been hit,
and in the unnatural hush covering the ballpark, I could hear his
mitt drop onto the dead grass surrounding him.

Mack. You should've seen this
coming, son.

As I stared, a gauzy white light
spread around Mack's darkened face, spilling out from his eyes as
if he had a white-hot fire inside his brain. And the only way for
that heat to escape was through his eyes.

My vision went blood red on me again.
I felt myself slipping, falling.

Despite the distance between us and
the haze of my own bloody vision, I could see Mack slowly nod at
me.

I felt a stabbing pain in my chest,
and the tobacco went bitter in my mouth.

Mack. What do you
see?

Then I blinked, and the strange light
disappeared from Mack's eyes. The frozen, timeless moment
ended.

I needed all the strength in my tired
old body to finally turn to the right, where head coach Worrell
still stood, left hand tight against his temple, mouth forming
indecipherable, soundless words.

Then, as if he'd been waiting for me
to look his way, Worrell fell. He landed face-first in the dirt,
five feet from the shelter of the visitors' dugout.

The park burst into motion and sound.
My players rushed to Worrell, while the crowd exploded with shocked
screams. Footsteps pounded all around me now, on the ground and on
the bleachers behind me.

"Coach," Boles murmured from next to
Worrell. "Coach?"

"Coach!" Buddha Rodriguez cried from
first base, hands clamped to his bald head.

I realized he was calling me, not
Worrell.

"Coach! ¿Qué debemos hacer?
What should we do, Coach?"

All of my players turned to me. I spat
my plug of tobacco onto the ground, gagging from its suddenly foul
taste, and dropped my tattered letter.

I was going to warn him, but I didn't.
I should have pulled him inside. He was half my age, and now he was
dead, the life driven out of him by a ball faster than a bullet.
Nobody should have to die that way. Not even a man like
Worrell.

And now my players were looking to me
for guidance. To lead.

I dragged my heavy feet through the
dirt outside the dugout, thinking, I did not want this with
each step, my knees aching in time with my thoughts. My future
plans faded like old ink on dried-out paper.

Did not want it.

At last, out of breath and
tight-chested, I reached Worrell's unmoving, prone body, with my
players all huddled around me.

The man wasn't getting up; I knew this
as sure as if Mack predicted it. Like a door slamming shut. A
prayer book snapping closed.

Abraham Worrell, the All Nations head
coach, was dead.

His spirit would begin haunting me
later that very night.

 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


Until I met Maddie, I never took much
stock in religion. I remember the hymns my mother would sing to us
during those hot nights under the tin roof of our quarters in South
Carolina. How I tried to keep still but went right on sweating on
my blanket, wedged between my two older brothers. Mama sang of a
balm in Gilead, of O-Mary-don't-you-weep, of Moses fittin' the
battle of Jericho.

But they were just songs, stories to
help us fall asleep and get through the day's labor. I didn't
really put any faith in them.

Father, on the other hand, refused to
talk about religion while we lived on the plantation. Not until
much later, after we'd gotten our freedom and moved to Chicago, did
the old man stop looking away when the topic of believing entered
the conversation.

Then he'd listen in with a sudden
intensity and start asking the kind of questions that would be
difficult for anyone but a preacher to answer, and that would sour
the mood for everyone.

Around that time, I started getting
paid to play ball—not much, but at seventeen, I didn't require
much—and ended up in Kansas, of all places. Where I met
Maddie.

Working next to her in a Kansas City
laundry one snowy winter between seasons, I would tell her stories
about traveling the country and playing baseball, and she would
tell me about Jesus and his desire to save our immortal souls. The
way she talked, you'd think Jesus was a close personal friend of
hers.

I admit, the combination of her
closeness, her pretty face, and her melodious voice, even there in
the noisy bustle of the great washing machines, made me want
to believe. And if my faith made me more attractive to her, so be
it.

Not even a year later, in 1875, I
married her in the tiny church she'd attended since she was born. I
was so full of the giddiness of love and the breathlessness of our
lives opening up together that I promised Maddie I'd attend church
every Sunday, even when I was on the road with my team.

She would take my hands in hers, and
we would pray, and that would be enough for me. I felt man enough
to fight like Moses at Jericho, so long as my Maddie never had to
weep like Mary.

That was then.

If I were that same man now, over
forty years later—a man of faith—I'd be whispering a prayer
instead of watching my breath cloud in front of my face like a
mask.

I'd be taken by the Holy Spirit in the
presence of the dead white man in the pristine gray uniform, laid
out in the square bed of a Ford Model T pickup, his lifeless body
cushioned with my players' gloves and hats. Maybe I'd even get a
sense of his soul, brushing past me on its way to the
afterworld.

If I were a better man, I'd
feel something for him, out of the goodness of my
heart.

But, standing alone just outside the
dugout, staring not at the truck and its lifeless burden, but at a
darkened baseball field, I couldn't feel a thing other than a
bellyful of guilt and a glint of relief.

As the pickup bearing his body finally
sputtered off into the night, I swore I could hear his dry laughter
drift toward me like a cool breeze against my cheek.

A moment later, the owner of the All
Nations team approached me with his battered hat in his hand,
walking with the slow stride of a pallbearer. His blue eyes were
ringed with circles of sadness, like a hound dog returning home
after a long, unsuccessful hunt.

I'd known J.L. Wilkinson for decades,
going back to the days when we played in exhibitions against each
other in the '70s and '80s. He'd been the new young white pitcher
dogged by accuracy problems, while I was the veteran colored hitter
who belted the ball deep into the outfield for extra bases whenever
we met.

Then the so-called "Gentleman's
Agreement" of 1887 ended those meetings. As far as I knew, colored
men would never play ball with white men again. Not in a Major
League game—the only kind of game that truly mattered. All we had
were exhibition games in small fields scattered across the country,
diamonds like this nearly deserted one here in Kansas
City.

"You are the new head coach,
George," J.L. said, stopping right in front of me. It was not a
question.

In spite of the chill in the air, I
could see sweat on his bald forehead as he looked up at me. He
smelled like fried food and dust.

"I refuse to take no for an
answer."

"No," I said anyway, feeling a tremor
in my chest that ran down both hands. I didn't want to be the
colored man who replaced the newly dead white man. "It's not... not
my place, sir."

"What is this 'sir' garbage, George?"
I could feel an edge to his voice, like sandpaper under silk.
"You're not thinking of, well, going against my wishes, now, are
you?"

I tried to smile, but couldn't. I kept
seeing Worrell fall nose-first into the dirt, his left temple
bulging and purple. He didn't even try to catch himself.

All in the blink of a distracted eye.
All my fault.

"Sorry," I muttered. "I
just—"

"Can't believe it. I know. In all my
years of baseball, I've, well, I've never seen anything like
that. He never saw it coming."

The strange ache in my chest that I'd
felt earlier in the game returned, along with a stream of dark
thoughts: What must it feel like to be alive one second, and dead
the next? What had the poor man felt? And when did all feeling
stop?

"George?" J.L. said, stepping closer
as if to catch me. I'd been swaying, shifting my weight from one
foot to the other, as if I were in the batter's box
myself.

"I'm all right. Just a bit
overwhelmed, that's all."

"I understand," he said, then added,
"Coach."

"Thanks." I could barely hear my own
voice for the growing buzz of the crickets around us. The cold
night air infiltrated my sweaty uniform, as if sensing an opening
and charging in.

Worrell was gone. Dead.

And I was head coach. At
last.

"Do me one favor, though," J.L. said,
his round face colored in the weak light by a familiar shade of
frustration. "Tell Grant to lose those damn feathers, would you?
We're not a gimmick team or a novelty team. People need to
take us seriously, well, for who we really are. All of us.
Including Grant. No more hijinks."

"Yes, sir," I said automatically,
thinking of Charlie flying around the bases, feathers waving. How
he'd ignited our rally, back when Worrell was still
alive.

I heard that popping sound again and
tried not to flinch.

I stood there with J.L. in the chilly
darkness, not needing to speak. Our team owner was the only white
man that I could truly consider a friend. Though I'd never call him
"Wilkie" like his other friends or one of his many
cousins.

He was a fair man for a team owner,
making sure my players promptly received their portion of the gate
for each game. He even understood my knee problems and didn't
expect me to play like most coaches and managers did on other
short-handed clubs. I hadn't picked up a glove for an actual game
in years.

I exhaled, feeling the some of the
pent-up tension drain from my tight shoulders and clenched
jaw.

"That's quite enough," a voice
whispered from somewhere down the first base line, ruining my
moment of composure. "Boy," the voice added, this time from
the vicinity of the pitcher's mound.

I froze, grinding my teeth once more.
I looked first at J.L., but he was still staring down at his small,
empty hands, and then I looked out at the empty bleachers behind
us. We were alone.

When I risked a look back at the
field, though, I could've sworn I saw—for a mad instant—a lanky
white figure in a strangely glowing gray uniform, winding up on the
mound, kicking high, arms akimbo.

But when I blinked and looked at the
mound again, there was nobody there.

Just my tired brain, playing tricks on
me.

"Look," J.L. began, toeing the dirt
with one not-so-shiny black shoe. He hadn't noticed any of my
contortions next to him. "I'd understand it if you wanted to, well,
delay the start of the road trip. I can talk to my cousin down in
Shreveport and see if we can't postpone—"

"No. We need to play." I
swallowed, tasting more dust as I remembered my place. We were
friends, but he was still white and I was still colored. "If that's
all right with you, that is."

"Of course." J.L. said. "I'll do my
best to see you gents off tomorrow, bright and early. That is,
well, if I can get my flivver to crank in the morning. That car
hates the cold." He shook his head, put on his hat, and turned to
go. "Get some rest now, Coach. It's been a rough night. A terrible
night."

As the cool blanket of night covered
Exposition Park, I watched J.L. fire up his mud-spattered Ford
Speedster. Most of the spectators, not to mention all of my
players, had come here and left on foot. Flivvers were not so easy
to come by for the rest of us, and our team bus was in the garage,
waiting for our season of barnstorming to begin.

I'd watched my players leave while I
was talking to J.L., some heading home with their families, while
others went off with friends, most likely to find a tavern. All of
them wore dull expressions of disbelief and loss on their faces.
They reminded me of the grainy photographs of the soldiers in the
trenches of Europe. Shell-shocked, they called it.

The game itself would remain forever
one out away from completion. In my first act as head coach, I
listed it in my records as a loss.

Back in the visitor dugout, with all
my belongings packed up, I pulled out my pouch of Red Man, wincing
at the profile of the feather-wearing Indian on its label. When I
tasted the moist tobacco, I gagged. Like varnish mixed with dirt.
Ruined.

Sputtering, I threw the whole works
into the garbage barrel next to the bench.

Then I saw the letter.

I picked up the crumpled envelope I'd
left on the churned-up ground next to the barrel. With a grunt, I
tore it in half and threw the pieces into the barrel, on top of my
pouch of spoiled chewing tobacco.

Enough with the letters. No more
sitting up all night composing them in my head as sleep escaped me.
No more waiting for responses that never came. No more getting my
hopes up for some sort of reconciliation, after all this
time.

With the letter disposed of, I could
think about heading home at last; the team bus left tomorrow at
five a.m. for our games in Shreveport. Our travels were about to
begin I should be home, enjoying the comfort of my own
bed.

Over the rightfield and centerfield
walls, across the street from the ballpark, rectangles of light
glowed yellow and warm from the rows of two-story houses. As I
gazed at one of the windows and listened to a distant gramophone
churning out a waltz, I wondered about all the people out there I'd
never know.

Was a baby crying on the other side of
that window? Was a father playing with his kids in that light? Was
an old man or woman eating alone in that house?

And what about Worrell? Did he have a
porcelain-skinned sweetheart somewhere in the nicer part of the
city, wondering when he'd return?

Something skittered across the dirt
outside the dugout, though it was now too dark to see anything. I
nodded and squinted in the dark, as if I'd been waiting for this,
now that J.L. was gone.

"That's quite enough,
boy."

I held my breath as the dry voice of
our former head coach floated through the night air toward me. Of
course it was Worrell. There was no sense in denying it.

"You think she'd want to talk to
you?"

The voice came from the pitcher's
mound, and it froze me where I stood in the dugout. My old,
arthritic hands began shaking. I tasted salty sweat on my
lips.

"After all these years, and how you
treated her, and the rest of them?"

The voice was in my ear now, coming
from behind me. My heart thumped against my sternum,
painfully.

I whirled, feeling foolish for chasing
after my imagination like that, and paid the price with twin stabs
of pain, one for each knee. I inhaled at last, but my breath
remained short and choppy, like a panicking swimmer too far out in
the waves.

"Especially," Worrell's
bodiless voice taunted, "your boy. Boy..."

I'd half-convinced myself that someone
actually was out there, floating above the brown grass of the
infield, but in the light of the waning moon I could discern that
the mound was clearly empty.

For a maddening few moments that
seemed to last half a lifetime, I felt like I was surrounded by a
whole team of angry, spiteful spirits, all of them echoing that
last word: "Boy."

I waited for the disembodied voice to
continue its scolding derision, but the only sound I heard was the
wind and my own ragged breathing.

I was alone. I remained in the dugout,
hoping that one of my players—Buddha Rodriguez or No Small Foot or
even Mack—would come back and rescue me.

But ten silent minutes passed as I
stood there in the darkness of the dugout, and no one
appeared.

At last, chilled and aching in my old
joints, I changed out of the scuffed pair of spikes that now
belonged to the new head coach of the All Nations team and let my
tired, sore legs carry me the sixteen blocks back to the small,
mostly empty house I called home, and I did not once look
back.

 


* * * * *

 


The next day, when the team bus rolled
over the southern border of Missouri into Arkansas, I couldn't have
felt more relieved. Outside the dirty windows, the land had turned
to rolling green hills instead of the endless miles of flat black
pastureland. The bus rattled down yet another gravel road, a route
that our driver Blount insisted was a short cut.

The bus. That was a bit of a
joke. This vehicle was actually a refurbished Double-T flatbed
truck with four extra rows of unforgiving wooden seats and a
reinforced metal frame.

The players' bags and equipment sat
stacked onto the front seat next to Blount, along with the
rolled-up tents and stakes we used on nights when a hotel was
unavailable or too costly. I couldn't count the number of nights
I'd slept in a tent on the same field where I'd play ball the next
day. That was just a sacrifice you made to help your team
succeed.

My players and I sat three to four to
a row behind Blount. On each side of the exterior of the bus, bold
black letters proclaimed the bus property of "The World's All
Nations Barnstorming Team" (a title that would've been even longer
if Blount hadn't run out of room and paint), and the roof was made
from a chunk of billboard we had plucked from the road late one
night.

This bus was a far cry from the
Pullman car we once used to ride the rails in luxury just two
seasons ago. But times were tough, and J.L. had to cut the expenses
wherever he could.

Looking up at the fading circus
broadsheets still affixed to the billboard ceiling made me think
about the Chautauqua I'd taken Maddie to when we were first
married. After paying our dime to get in, we'd sat at the back of
the big brown tent. All afternoon we watched a parade of performers
that included an opera diva, a ten-man band, a Plains Indian, a
band of jugglers, and a magician.

While Maddie made a sour face at some
of the more colorful performers, I reveled in the variety. So many
fascinating people, with so many specialized skills. I felt like a
rube, a simpleton who only knew how to smash a ball with a piece of
hickory.

They saved the fiery inspirational
speakers for last, as dusk approached.

"Find your happiness!" the first
speaker had shouted, his voice already growing hoarse, his
pear-shaped face red and shiny with perspiration. "You don't need
to rely on your preacher, your teacher, or the latest "Perils of
Pauline" double feature! Will you be able to say, on your deathbed,
that you have found your happiness in life, and that your time was
not all wasted?"

Maddie had not been particularly
pleased when I'd told her my happiness in life was from baseball
more than anything else. I should've known better, but back then I
simply didn't think. I must've been such a disappointment to her.
No wonder she left.

A hard lurch of the bus nearly knocked
me out of my seat. Rubbing my chest and blinking memories and dust
out of my eyes, I turned to look at the mix of light and dark faces
crowded next to me and behind me on the bus.

Chief Charlie dozed on the end of the
seat next to me, while behind him the lower part of my
second-basewoman's face was obscured by a newspaper shouting
"Germans Launch Another Offensive Against Allies." Above the paper,
the blue eyes of the woman we knew only by her nickname of Carrie
Nation were wide with a mix of shock and rage, a look similar to
the look she wore whenever she went on about how women deserved the
right to vote.

I felt a stab of sympathy for Carrie,
even if she was a white woman, and as such, I didn't dare say more
than a word or two her on a good day. J.L. had signed her on a tip
from one of his many cousins spread out across the country. She'd
never told me her real name, but whoever she was, she was strong
enough to stand on her own against whatever curve balls the world
threw at her. Even a world filled with marauding forces and
mounting death tolls overseas.

Next to Carrie, Mack dozed. His skin
was brown as a bruise today, catching and distorting the weak light
of morning in its usual way. I looked away before he opened his
eyes, remembering the unholy light coming from them at yesterday's
game. I was in no mood for any more predictions.

Boles, Mendez, Goro, and Phil the
Philippine all slept in the third row, like a bunch of oversized,
snoring schoolkids.

In the last seat, squeezed between a
snoozing Buddha Rodriguez and a frowning No Small Foot, John
Donaldson looked up and caught my eye. I could see the furrow in
his brow from here.

Oh boy, I thought.

An instant later, Donaldson got up and
began squeezing through the tiny aisle of the bus, one hand on the
ceiling and the other on the backs of each seat. He paused next to
me, looking down at the space by the window where Worrell usually
sat. He gave me his usual shy smile, about to speak.

I beat him to it.

"How's the arm, John?" I said, nodding
at the empty seat.

"Hey there, Coach," he said, dropping
onto the hard seat with a good-natured groan. Despite the fact that
he'd just turned twenty-seven, he looked no older than seventeen.
"It's good. Though these bumps Ol' Blount keeps hitting won't let
me get any rest."

"Yeah. I think he aims for the ruts so
he can test the bus's suspension." As if in response, the makeshift
bus slid around a bend in the road, motor roaring as the wheels
spun.

"I got it! I got it!" Blount
shouted from the driver's compartment in front of us, like an
outfielder chasing down a high pop fly.

We all held on for dear life,
including the sleeping players—they knew the routine, even asleep.
The air quickly filled with the stink of burning oil.

"So how are you, Coach? You
okay?"

"I'm all right." I sighed. Might as
well get this over with. "So... What's on your mind?"

"Coach," he said, glancing behind him
for a second. He exhaled. "I really wish we could've stayed for Mr.
Worrell's funeral."

I hid my surprise by looking through
the dirty glass of the makeshift window next to Donaldson. The
early-morning light painted the unfamiliar landscape
golden.

I didn't have a single qualm about
skipping the man's last moments on this earth before they planted
him in the ground like a pale, bitter root.

"I understand. But we could all use
the money from these games. The show has to go on, I'm
afraid."

Donaldson didn't look convinced. In
any case, I wanted to add, I doubted they would've let most of my
team inside the white funeral parlor so we could pay our
respects.

"Can't get paid if we don't play, I
guess," Donaldson said at last, watching me. "Probably what Mr.
Worrell would've wanted. So. You sure you're okay,
Coach?"

"Just thinking about who's going to
pitch tonight, now that we're short a relief pitcher."

I felt my smile melt away as the young
man gave me another one of his piercing looks.

"He was a good man, wasn't
he?"

"I'd like to think so," I said
quickly, but all I could recall was Worrell's soft, judgmental
voice. His patronizing tone.

That's quite enough.
Boy.

"For the most part," I added. "I just
wonder if he's at rest now."

"What do you mean?"

I suddenly wanted to check under the
seat to see if Worrell had left his bible with his name inscribed
into it, or if maybe Worrell himself was under there, hiding and
waiting for just the right moment to spring out.

The ball popped off of
Worrell's skull once more in my mind.

And then... silence.

"I keep speculating," I said, feeling
like a weight had been removed from my chest, "about what happens
when you die."

Donaldson sat up, stirring up wild
motes of dust.

"Coach, you got something to tell us
players? You're not sick, are you? We can't afford to lose you,
too."

"No, just wondering, is all." I tried
to keep a poker face as I asked, "What do you think
happens?"

This wasn't Mack, I reminded myself.
Donaldson has always been one to shoot straight.

"Well," Donaldson said. "I think a
person's got some explaining to do before they let him through
those pearly gates."

"Explaining? For what?"

He waved his hands, his long, delicate
fingers spread wide like nets. "All your misdeeds in your life.
Maybe you got to make amends. I heard some preachers talk about
that purgatory, which is probably a lot like riding this old bus,
on our way to the next game, 'cept we never know when or if we're
going to get there. Or maybe it's like prison, doing time for your
crimes."

"And then it's on to the harps and the
choirs of angels?"

"Oh, I hope so, Coach," Donaldson said
with a laugh. "And I hope there's some ball to be played up there,
too. Otherwise eternity could be one long, boring bus ride. And
just our luck, all us coloreds would have to ride in the
back."

That got a reluctant laugh out of
me.

"So if heaven is a baseball game,
what's hell like?"

Donaldson couldn't help but shudder,
which he tried to cover up with by shrugging.

"Beats me. Maybe it's just something
preachers and parents made up to keep us marching the straight and
narrow like those soldiers overseas, going off to the
war."

I rubbed my chin and thought of all
the dark headlines emblazoned across the front of Carrie's
newspapers in the past few days.

"Sometimes," I murmured, "I wonder if
hell isn't what people do to each other when they're
alive."

Donaldson's eyes widened for a moment
as he contemplated this concept. Was he thinking about the war as
well, or was he anticipating the cheap, rundown hotel in Shreveport
we'd be staying at tonight—if we were lucky—or the back rooms of
the restaurants we'd eat at before our first game
tomorrow?

"Maybe," he said with another quick
glance over his shoulder. I realized who he was looking out for,
now—our centerfielder. "Maybe you should talk to ol' Mack about it,
since he seems to know all about the future. Me, I try not to think
about dying too much. It's sort of like my fastball on a bad
night—out of our control."

I couldn't have said it better, so I
simply nodded.

Donaldson shook my hand and forged his
way back to his seat at the rear of the bus.

I took a long, deep breath of warm air
and gazed at the fading, peeling logo of the Barnum and Bailey
circus pasted on the makeshift roof of the bus. I felt like we'd
already left behind the cold Midwest and entered the warm humidity
of the South. And in the South, all the rules were different. Who
knew what was to come in the days and weeks ahead of us?

Out of our control.

Donaldson was right—I needed to talk
to Mack about these things.

But not right now. I didn't feel up to
Mack's random answers to questions I'd never asked.

Instead, I leaned back and closed my
eyes on the washed-out images of sword swallowers, camel riders,
lion tamers, and trapeze artists.

Within three breaths, I was asleep and
dreaming.

I was a kid again, running through the
fresh-cut grass while the hot Carolina sun beat down on
me.

I didn't even notice the heat, because
Nate had just knocked the ball over my head again, and for a few
shining moments, my entire world revolved around getting that ball
and throwing it back to Father.

I'd forgotten everything else: the
uninsulated shack I shared with my parents and two brothers along
with another family, the cuts on my fingers and arms from picking
cotton, and the chains worn at night by the bigger men on the
plantation.

Panting from the heat, I knew I was
smiling as I charged after the stitched, lumpy ball, now falling
from the air at the end of its arc.

"Look at that nigger boy run,"
a gravelly voice called from the side of the field by the tobacco
barn. "Like a damn jackal."

The world spun as my nine-year-old
self pulled up short at the sound of that voice. I stopped so
abruptly I nearly went sprawling into the summer-browned grass
ringed by the rows of cotton.

My breath went hot in my lungs, and I
became aware of my bare feet and naked chest, as well as the eyes
of the white men in their chairs over a hundred feet behind
me.

The ball never felt as heavy as it did
by the time I reached it, and my throw to my shirtless, shoeless
father took all the strength in my wiry left arm.

Mister Satler, the owner of the
plantation as well as all the slaves playing on this rough version
of a baseball diamond, sat on top of his wooden picnic table
watching the game in his dirty gray suit, orchestrating the players
like the Southern soldier he was trained to be.

On his left sat fat, white-haired
Mister Oldham, belting out his cackling laugh. Directly next to
Mister Satler was a colored woman wrapped up in a lacey white
dress, her back straight and her face expressionless. I never
learned her name.

While I was gaping at them, a third
white man, all skin and bones in a white suit, sauntered up to the
picnic table and sat next to Oldham, shaking his head as if he
couldn't believe such a sight. The three men were all laughing at
me and my father and the other slaves, as if we were no more than
attractions in a traveling side show.

All of this I could see without
squinting from the grass of the outfield that my father had cut
that morning behind the two Satler horses. To the best of my young
memory, the master had never beaten a slave, and the man had been
the first to show me how to play baseball. His oldest daughter had
been teaching me how to read, a skill I'd treasure almost as much
as my knowledge of this wonderful game.

But my mother and father hated the
man, so I did too.

I wanted to run from the flush of
shame heating my skin, yet I knew I'd never make it to the rows of
cotton that ringed the outfield: Mister Oldham had his rifle
resting across his lap like an lethal black cane.

I wanted to run and to keep on
running, but on that day, I went back to the field and continued
playing for the enjoyment of the white men watching us. I swung the
splintery bat with tears gathered in my eyes, and my bare foot bled
when I caught it on one of the metal bases.

In my dream, however, I
ran.

I turned my back on the white men and
the baseball game and sprinted toward the cotton field, determined
to escape down the countless roads leading away from here. I knew
that another world, a better one, had to lie beyond those rows of
prickly white cotton.

I ran, the wind screaming in my ears,
my body electric with fear. I just had to reach the cotton field,
and I'd be gone. I ran, and in the blurring of the fields around
me, I swore I saw other dark figures running as well.

First one, then three, then a dozen
dark figures, arms and legs churning. Maybe more. Following my
lead. We ran for all we had, for our lives.

"Shoot him," a harsh, scratchy
voice called from behind home plate. The voice of the third man,
the stranger. "Kill that coward. Shoot them all."

The other runners and I were ten feet
away from freedom when I heard the distinct click of a gun's
hammer. I wanted to look back, but I didn't dare.

I pushed myself until I thought my
heart would burst, the other figures screaming and running all-out
in my peripheral vision, but none of us could outrun the explosion
that followed.

My eyes snapped open with the booming
sound of the team bus backfiring.

The wheezing vehicle had come to a
rest at an intersection, but my heart continued hammering. My hands
were locked onto the seat edge under me, and I forced them to
loosen their grip as a wave of cold, dank air blew over
me.

I looked over at the window seat next
to me and felt a hand grip my heart through my
breastbone.

Worrell sat there, in his old spot,
staring at me.

An ugly blue and brown knot almost the
size of a fist bulged from his left temple, pulling his left eye
into a crooked squint. The stitches of a baseball wound through the
swollen lump of his fatal wound like train tracks on a map. His
normally white teeth as well as his uniform were stained with
blood.

Shoot him. The voice had been
soft and full of judgment and contempt. That had been his
voice. Shoot them all.

I made a feeble attempt to speak, but
my tongue was glued to the roof of my mouth. I very well might have
expired right there, unable to breathe in the sudden cold, if Old
Blount hadn't saved me by hitting another hole in the road. The bus
lurched and I closed my eyes involuntarily.

When I looked at the seat next from
me, Worrell was no longer there.

He'd been replaced by Mack, my
centerfielder, who was staring at me with a knowing look on his
dusky face.

Mack's strangely bright eyes widened,
just for a moment. Warm, fresh air blew over me from my cracked
window, and I got a whiff of Mack's coppery aftershave once
more.

I found myself waiting for an unholy
light to start spilling from Mack's eyes again. I wanted to duck to
avoid the baseball or bullet or explosion that was about to strike
home on me. Head, chest, or belly?

But all that happened was that Mack
gave me a quick nod before looking up at the makeshift roof of our
bus.

"I know, Coach," he murmured with a
yawn. He rested his head on the back of his seat and closed his
strange eyes. "I know."

A moment later, he was
snoring.

I lacked the energy to ask Mack any
questions about what exactly it was that he claimed to
know.

Instead, I breathed deeply until my
heart's violent beating returned to normal, only to feel a strange
heaviness fill my chest and arms. The bus still hadn't started
moving again.

No, I ordered my old body.
Don't give out on me yet.

Exhaling slowly, I leaned forward to
look outside the window next to Mack. I saw a pair of white boys
gaping at the bus as if waiting for tigers to burst from its doors.
Behind them was a tall store window with "Shreveport's Finest Hats"
emblazoned across the front, the words disappearing as the sun
pulled free of the clouds to ignite the entire pane of
glass.

A moment later, the boys were chased
away by the store owner, a rail-thin white man with pins and
needles sticking out of his mouth like tiny cigarettes, a hat in
each hand. He could have been Worrell's twin, especially the way he
gave the bus a disapproving look before storming back
inside.

Blount revved the engine, and we shot
through the intersection at last.

 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


"You know, Coach, this team will be
forgotten by history," Mack told me on the day we first
met.

This was in Kansas City, at the start
of the 1914 season. I'd been watching our team's head coach—two
coaches before Worrell—conduct batting practice from the pitcher's
mound, the rotund white man grunting louder with each pitch he
delivered.

I looked over at our new recruit. His
skin was pale as a boy off the boat from Ireland.

"Beg your pardon?"

"The World's All Nations," the young
man had pronounced, "shall perform feats that no person watching
our games can or will ever forget. But our accomplishments will be
lost unless something is done."

"Nice to meet you too," I'd said,
laughing. "So how can we prevent this, son?"

Mack simply stared at me instead of
answering right away, his brown eyes widening the slightest bit. I
wonder now if maybe I did see a touch of that strange white light
spilling out from them on that day.

"Do the one thing that all of us
disparate men do best—play ball together. As a team. That very well
may be enough. But we'll need your help. I'm telling you
this now to help prepare you for that eventuality,
Coach."

Then he simply wandered off to pick up
a bat and set up at home plate. That was the first time he'd left
me at a loss for words as well as at a loss for
comprehension.

The first time, but not the last, of
course. Not by a long shot.

 


* * * * *

 


Now, six years later, with the sun
smoldering high above us, Mack stood next to me again.

Our team had not been forgotten
by the world. At least not yet.

We were still around, in Shreveport
now, in the northwest corner of the boot that was
Louisiana.

Mack and I watched the infielders
practice while our two other outfielders played catch. Today Mack's
skin was brown as the dirt of the infield, and he was staring at me
once more.

"You've given up chewing tobacco," he
said at last, inhaling deeply. "Good. The air is much cleaner
around you now."

"Yes," I said after a pause. What the
hell was I supposed to say to that?

"You know, Coach," he said in the same
way he started all his predictions to me, "one day in the future,
most baseball games will be played at night. The ropes dividing the
stands will be gone. No colored stands and no white-only stands. No
Japanese or Chinese section, no Mexican or Philippine section. Just
Americans, watching their teams play a game of ball. So many teams,
and every one of them mixed, like ours. It will happen,
if..."

He trailed off, turning his gaze
toward the sun.

Tired of waiting for him to continue,
I looked away in frustration.

Now that he'd mentioned it, I wished I
had some tobacco, even if it the stuff did taste like dust to me
these days. I thought of Maddie's complaints after I tried kissing
her after a day of baseball and plug after plug of Red
Man.

"Oh, what the hell," I said at last,
skin prickling from heat and frustration. "What miracle will cause
this to happen, Mack?"

"If people can remember the example
this team is setting right now," he said, still staring right at
the sun, "or even just remember that it existed without any
of us killing each other, all us players from all over the world,
from hither and yon, then those people can continue what we
started. Baseball can belong to everyone. But if people forget us,
I sense the game will become a novelty, played only by whites. By
the end of a few decades, it will disappear. And something else
will be lost along with it, something precise and
beautiful."

I tried to laugh at all that, though
his words rang true.

Mack lowered his gaze and looked at me
with a strange grin.

"But it doesn't have to be that way.
We can bring dignity back to not just the game, but to humanity,
just by staying intact and enduring. This team. It must be
this team, Coach."

I thought once more of the light
spilling from Mack's eyes, wreathing his head. My heart
flip-flopped, and I blinked away the redness that tried to fill my
vision.

"Mack. Why must you give me
these hints about the future? Can you not share them with someone
else?"

He answered with a shrug, and then
silence.

Pop, pop, pop went the sound of
baseballs hitting gloves out on the field.

Pop went the sound of the
baseball hitting Worrell's skull.

"Can you tell me, then," I said in a
low voice, rubbing my chest once more, "can you tell me how much
time I've got left?"

"Coach." Mack stepped closer to me
inside the dugout, out of the sun, his skin darkening even further.
"If someone told you the exact date of your death, what would that
really accomplish? Would that knowledge have helped Coach Worrell?
And anyway. You've still got plenty of time, plenty of life yet,
and a great deal to teach us all. And more than a little bit to
learn, I think."

I was leaning over so close to Mack
that I could smell his too-sweet aftershave. He'd turned his head
from me again so he could stare up, unblinking, at the
sun.

"Tell me more," I
whispered.

Mack didn't even flinch. "I've made
enough predictions about you and the team for today," he said. "I
can't say any more, Coach."

I wanted to grab him and shake him
until the answers spilled out of him like stolen coins. But I was
suddenly afraid of what he might do in response. Those eyes of
his...

"Don't you have a game to get ready
for, son?"

Mack lowered his gaze and gave me a
quick half-bow before he spun on his spiked heel, leaving me alone
once more to try to digest all he'd shared with me.

What would that really accomplish?
And would that have helped Coach Worrell?

I thought of the strange apparitions
I'd seen on the darkened field back in Kansas City, along with the
other figures running with me in my aborted dream this morning. Had
they been running with me, or chasing after me, like Worrell seemed
to be doing?

I allowed myself one last shudder
before I turned my attention to the present again. It was almost
noon and I had a game to coach. I picked up a blank sheet of paper
and a pencil from the dugout bench, casting a quick look out at the
growing crowd behind me.

One glance was enough to tell me that
we were back in the South. We actually had two crowds.
Sitting on one side of the greasy yellow rope that separated the
crowds, behind home plate and the Shreveport Sports dugout, the
white spectators laughed with one another and called out
encouragement to the members of their team.

I even saw a white man holding up a
Brownie box camera with both hands, counting to eight as he made a
picture of the white portion of the crowd.

The clamor of voices from that section
felt too loud to my ears when I turned to the colored stands behind
our dugout. The people seated here were far quieter, though they
too were crowded elbow-to-elbow on the rickety wooden bleachers. A
few people nodded at me solemnly, while most looked
away.

It was an all-too-familiar story told
in blacks and whites.

I inhaled the clean scent of cut grass
and ignored the dull, familiar pain in my chest. Still trying to
put Mack's words out of my head, I watched a dozen baseballs cut
paths across the field as both teams warmed up for my first full
game as head coach.

Looking back at that day in
Shreveport, with the split audience and the rising heat, I
should've seen it coming.

But I was too busy fashioning my
roster and savoring all the details of the ballpark. I wanted to
remember everything about this moment. The grass was bright green
and freshly cut, and the chalk lines were sharp and straight.
According to J.L., this field had been built just two years ago,
and the twelve-foot-high outfield fence, coated in advertisements,
looked twice as tall as the fences we'd seen at countless other
fields.

"Going to put un béisbol over
that," Buddha Rodriguez said as my team filed into the dugout,
pointing a thick finger at the wall. He was answered by the
laughing jeers and rolling eyes of his teammates around him in the
dugout.

A loud rustle of paper caught my
attention from the white section of the crowd. A set of pale
fingers held up a newspaper that read "Germans Use Paris Gun to
Kill Dozens on Good Friday."

The words made my breath catch in my
throat and the smile evaporate from my face. I wanted to go out
there and grab that paper to read more of the horrific news of this
unending war.

Or, even better, instead of reading
the paper, I'd just grab it from the white man's hands and tear it
to shreds. People came to our games to escape the bleak dispatches
from Europe. How dare he bring that paper, and the war, to our
exhibition games?

I looked down at my roster, but
couldn't read it for the shaking of my hand. This damn war was
going to infect us all. It would take a miracle to keep my players
out of it. Or magic. Probably both.

Waiting for the tremors to leave, I
thought about how, back in the day, Maddie and I had carried on an
ongoing discussion—one that usually verged on becoming an argument,
especially toward the end—about miracles versus magic. Maddie's
faith was always stronger than mine, even in those early years of
our marriage when I had been filled with the zeal of a new convert,
so she remained quite emphatic about the likelihood of
miracles.

Miracles I had trouble with, but
magic, well, I could believe in that. I saw plenty of it in
baseball. Wondrous things happened on the diamond that I could
never foresee, whether it was a wild pitch smothered impossibly in
the dirt by our mostly blind catcher, or a home run foretold by our
centerfielder before he even got in the batter's box.

That's what kept me coming back to
this game I loved. The unexpected moments of magic.

Even if one of those moments almost
got us killed that day.

 


* * * * *

 


"Play ball!" the ump shouted, and I
forgot about Maddie and our discussions of the unknown as I turned
my attention, at last, back to the game.

I'm sorry to say that my team got off
to an inauspicious start. The Shreveport Sports were semi-pros from
the Texas League, and they should never have posed much of a
challenge to us. But three All Nations batters went to the plate at
the top of the first inning, and all three came marching back
without a hit. Even though most of us had slept last night on the
floor of the hotel kitchen downtown, this wasn't like my
team.

As the game progressed, I noticed a
tension in my team, especially my white players. Out on the field,
they kept ducking their heads at the slightest sound, as if caught
in the middle of an unsavory act more despicable than playing with
a mixed-race ball group. Maybe it was due to the divided crowd,
half of them too boisterous, the other half much too
quiet.

Carrie at second and Art at third kept
themselves busy inching forward, then creeping back, their eyes
hidden under the shadow made by their caps. The knot on Boles'
forehead had receded enough for him, perched on the mound, to pull
his cap down low over his flushed red face.

I swallowed hard as Boles' knot made
me recall the wicked bump on the side of Worrell's head that I'd
dreamed up a few hours earlier on the bus.

I nodded at No Small Foot behind the
plate, though I doubted the big man catcher could see the
gesture—he was mostly blind in his right eye, and his vision seemed
pretty questionable in his left—but he hunkered down behind the
batter anyway and began flashing signals at Boles on the
mound.

Soon I was caught up in the opening
strategies of the game, and I hardly noticed when Donaldson got up
and walked over to the jug of water. He took a drink from the
dipper and offered it to me.

After I took a quick sip—"Strike two!"
the ump called, to scattered boos from the white side of the
crowd—Donaldson took the dipper and sat next to me with it still in
his darn, slender hands.

We watched Boles rear back on one leg
before unleashing his towering fastball with a grunt. The Sports
batter didn't even get to finish his swing before the ball slapped
into No Small Foot's tiny mitt.

One out, bottom of the
first.

"They lynched a man here last night,"
Donaldson said.

I'd gotten so caught up in the game
that I found myself cheering on Boles the loudmouth, and I almost
missed what Donaldson had said. The smile froze on my face. Boles
made the second Sports hitter pop up to Buddha at first for the
next out.

Donaldson continued, not looking at me
as he spoke.

"A colored man. He was walking down
the wrong side of the street on a Friday night, and he looked at a
white couple in a disrespectful way. They strung him up at
the edge of town and hung him. Right here, in this town,
Coach."

At the far end of the bench, Mendez
had taken out his cornet, which he sometimes played for the crowd
after our games. His coal-black fingers tapped the trio of bronze
valves in a silent song. Old Blount was sawing logs next to him
with his feet up on the splintery bench, a line of drool leaking
from his mouth.

Old Blount. The man was
probably a decade older than me, though like so many of us former
slaves, he had no record of his birth. He may have been younger
than me for all I knew.

"Heard it from my aunt who lives down
here. Never mind today's paper. Wasn't in there. I
checked."

I once again noticed that there wasn't
a trace of the usual fun-loving behavior breaking loose from the
colored stands behind us. No shouting, no singing, no laughing;
just a strained silence.

Now I knew why. We were sitting on a
powder keg, waiting for someone to ignite it.

"Think you might've had a point about
hell, Coach."

The sharp crack of the bat kept me
from having to respond to Donaldson. The white crowd roared with
the hit, setting my teeth on edge.

The hit ball climbed in a sharp arc
toward deep center.

"It's going over!" a raspy, almost
hoarse voice shouted from the white bleachers. "Home
run!"

Judging by the angle of the ball, I
would've agreed with the owner of that voice—if Mack hadn't been
playing centerfield. As always, Mack was smack-dab in the middle of
the action. And with a cold trail of certainty running down my
back, I could see what he was getting ready to do. If I were still
the betting man I once was, I would've put my money on our
centerfielder, not the ball.

"Oh, Coach," Donaldson said, his voice
almost a moan.

"Yeah," I said. "Mack's got
it."

The ball was going to clear the fence
easily, by close to ten feet if my eye hadn't lost its ability to
judge distances. But I doubted the young white hitter from the
Shreveport Sports would get his four-base knock. Not on this
hit.

You see, the reason I put Mack in
center was that nothing ever got by him, no matter how hard the
ball was hit, no matter which part of the outfield the ball went.
Unlike Worrell, the kid never took his eye off the ball.

Well, I have to admit, almost
nothing got by Mack—only three batters in the past five seasons had
ever homered off his centerfielding magic, and Mack had claimed
that those three colored hitters would all end up in something he
called a baseball Hall of Fame one day. I'd only laughed at the
idea, then.

I wasn't laughing now as Mack charged
at the twelve-foot-high fence in deep center.

Mack's got it, I wanted to tell the
hitter. Maybe next time, kiddo.

"Better wake Old Blount," I said. "We
may need to get to the bus, soon."

Two strides away from the wooden
fence, Mack launched himself forward and upward. I leaned as far as
I could out of the dugout to follow the lithe young man's slashing
movements.

Mack planted the metal spikes of his
left, then his right, and then his left foot again into the wood of
the wall. His body surged up almost four feet with each vertical
planting, passing billboard-sized ads for Hunter Rye and Ajax under
his left foot, Cross-Cut Cigarettes and Bushmill's Whiskey under
his right.

Still moving as fluidly and
dangerously as quicksilver, he set his right foot on top of the
fence and propelled himself up until his gloved right hand stopped
the ball.

Ten feet above the fence, defying
gravity as always, he launched the ball toward Boles on the mound,
and then he kicked his legs over his head and flipped twice before
landing soft as a cat on the grassy outfield, knees bent and arms
flung wide.

Boles caught the ball on the fly and
dropped it, pulling his hand free of his glove and massaging it
from the impact of the throw, cussing the whole time.

The inning was over. The chaos in the
white section of the stands, however, was just
beginning.

The white men sitting closest to the
home dugout were already on their feet, shouting that they'd been
robbed.

I glanced back and saw a tall white
figure slipping through the crowd, his build somehow familiar to me
as he bent from one ear to another, gesturing at the field with his
long arms. Then the figure was lost in the clamor and chaos of the
other white men as they leaped to their feet.

"Circus act," they called Mack's
acrobatics, along with "Cheating nigger" and "Goddamn monkey" and
countless other insults we'd all heard so many times
before.

After a long moment of shocked silence
at what Mack had just done, the colored half of the crowd had burst
at last into spontaneous cheering and applause. At the sound of the
insults from across the bleachers, the colored men stopped clapping
and stood up as well. The wick leading to the powder keg had been
lit.

"You sure about that lynching?" I said
to Donaldson as the cheers faded and the shouting
intensified.

"'Fraid so," Donaldson said, giving me
a look of such sadness that the young man's face looked as old as
the one I saw each morning in my shaving mirror. Mendez, cornet in
hand, was poking Old Blount to wake him. "Should we make a run for
it?"

"Just wait," I said, watching Mack
approach us from centerfield, smiling, with a glint of light in his
eyes. Instead of filling me with dread, however, that light gave me
a surge of confidence. "Yes. Let's see how this plays
out."

By this time, all the members of the
All Nations had jogged back to the infield, but none of them had
made a move to the bench. They stood just outside the dugout, armed
only with their baseball gloves and their hard-traveling
ways.

The shouting white men pushed toward
us and the single entrance opening onto the field, which was right
next to our dugout. I thought I saw the rail-thin white man from
the hat shop in that crowd, tall as Worrell and looking just as
mean, his mouth still filled with needles and pins.

The white men were cursing and pushing
past women and children, as if their anger had been rekindled by
being reminded that colored men—not to mention men of other
backgrounds and nationalities—still existed in their world,
soiling it for them.

"Tear them apart!" a caustic
voice yelled, cutting through the other shouts and
curses.

The wave of anger spilling through the
crowd took me back to the days after the fourth of July of 1910,
back in Nevada, when Jack Johnson trounced Jim Jeffries to become
the first colored boxing champion of the world. Johnson's victory
was no miracle—the miracle was that he'd been able to hold up
Jeffries for as many rounds as he did.

All baseball games in the area were
postponed due to the fight, including the game for the colored team
I was coaching at the time. I got caught up in one of the riots,
and one of my players had been almost beaten to death in an
alley.

"Don't be too proud," the newspapers
had editorialized to us celebrating black men back then. "Don't let
your heads lift too high because of this lone victory."

Too proud. Can you believe
that?

I'd hoped such a thing would never
happen again, but then, I'd always been a fool. That same frenzied
look I remembered from the crowds in Nevada now filled the eyes of
the white men approaching our dugout.

"Have a seat, gentlemen, Carrie," I
said, stepping up to the entrance to our dugout with the tiniest
jolt of pain in my old knees. My voice sounded much calmer than I
could've hoped it would be. Or so I hoped. "This isn't our fight.
We're just here for the game."

As if spurred on by our brave stand, a
line of men formed in front of the colored bleachers. Faces that
ranged from night black to brownish-tan to high yellow now turned
to the outraged band of white men storming their way to the All
Nations dugout.

I quietly began passing out bats,
motioning for my players to keep them down, out of sight. We'd make
one last stand here, if we had to.

"Let 'em play, I tell ya," a deep,
drawling voice called out from the colored stands. I could have
sworn I'd heard that voice before, years ago.

That distinct voice sounded just like
Derby Molton, one of my former teammates from the deep south, but
that was impossible. Derby had died in a train wreck when we were
both in our thirties.

More voices joined that first deep
voice from the colored side. "It was a fair catch, can't argue with
that."

"Put away the rope for once," another
voice added.

"Let 'em play!"

All of my players held a bat except
for Mendez. I hadn't noticed until now that my burly pitcher from
Cuba had pushed his way out of the dugout and onto the field. He
now stood on the pitcher's mound, all alone. The sun glinted off
something metallic in his big, dusky hands.

I was about to yell at him to get out
of there, but then he took a deep breath, and a piercing wail
filled the air.

The angry voices were temporarily
silenced as everyone turned toward the field. When they saw Mendez,
my players dropped their bats at the same time, creating a
scattered drumbeat.

Mendez held up his shining cornet as
he gathered in another breath. When he blew into his battered
instrument this time, a spicy, New Orleans-style rendition of "When
the Saints March In for Crowning" covered the field with notes as
fat as Thanksgiving turkeys.

By the end of the first verse, which I
recalled had something to do with being reunited on a new and
sunlit shore, I could almost feel the air being released from the
balloon of indignation elevating the white fans. They coughed and
elbowed one another, as if waking from a tumultuous dream, and
started turning from the cluster of colored men blocking them from
our dugout.

Both groups inched back to their
seats, singing or talking about Mack's catch or nodding their heads
in time to Mendez's music. Many of them did quick dance steps as
they made their way back to their spots on the
bleachers.

Just like that, the situation was
defused.

Just like magic.

"O lord, how I wan' be in that
number," that deep, familiar voice belted out from somewhere behind
and above me.

I had to smile, thinking about my old
friend Derby. Maybe he had some kin in the Shreveport area. His
death had been so sudden and unexpected that none of us on the team
truly could comprehend that he was gone.

At the end of the third verse, Mendez
lowered his horn with a big smile. On his way into the dugout, he
walked past Mack, whose eyes were wide and white again, almost
glowing. I tore my gaze from my centerfielder.

"Hope you don't mind I played now
'stead of after the game, Coach," Mendez said, a nervous smile on
his coal-black face.

"Not at all," I said, patting him on
the shoulder as the rest of my players came up to do the same.
"Your timing was perfect, son."

"Play ball!" the umpire
shrieked.

Those familiar words brought more
relief to me than anything I'd heard in ages. I exhaled for what
felt like the first time in ten minutes and rubbed my throat,
imagining what the lynched man must have felt last night as the
rope pulled tight with a sudden jerk and the world went
black.

How would he have felt if the rope had
broken, or the knot had come loose, just in time? I had a pretty
good sense of how that may have felt.

I stood at the entrance to our dugout
and turned in a slow circle, trying my best to take it all in so I
could remember every detail—the shouted threats of war, the
impossible beauty of Mack's catch, the rage and determination of
both crowds, the shining sound of Mendez's cornet. I wondered at
all the things people do to each other when they're
alive.

Was it magic or madness? Miracles or
nightmares?

"I can tell you," a soft voice
tinged with anger—or was it frustration?—whispered from behind me,
turning the back of my neck cold. "I know, now. I can... educate
you, boy."

I almost spun at the sound of those
words, but I refused to take the bait again. My knees wouldn't
allow it.

"Don't bother," I whispered, thinking
once more of Mack's impossible catch. Luckily, my players were
still huddled around Mendez and didn't hear my mad chattering. "I
can figure this out on my own."

As the touch of cold on my neck
dissipated in the midday sun, I looked up at the bleachers behind
me and watched the men and women—whites on the far side of the rope
from me, the colored folk closer—talking and laughing as the game
resumed. Just a few minutes ago, the two sides had been ready to
tear into one another.

Maybe Maddie had been right about
miracles, after all. Maybe a miracle would be enough, a starting
point for something bigger here in the South, and perhaps even
everywhere.

Which made me wonder: what other
miracles and works of magic did the world still hold for this old,
worn-out, faithless man? What more did I have left to discover in
my dwindling lifetime?

As it turned out, my education at the
hands of the strange, unpredictable mix of the World's All Nations
players had already begun.

 


 


 



Chapter Four

 


One thing I've learned in my fifty
years of playing ball around this country was that if you put a
group of players together on a bus, dugout, or cramped hotel room,
they'll talk more than a bunch of hens waiting for a wayward
rooster to return. Gossip was often the glue that held a team
together in the long hours of travel and waiting between games, and
my All Nations players were no exception.

Apparently, Donaldson had told the
others of the discussion we'd had over a week ago on the bus about
Worrell, and heaven and hell. That had to be why, halfway through
our first game against the Elks of Rocky Mount, North Carolina, I
barely had time to flash signals to No Small Foot while my team was
outfield.

Donaldson's fellow pitcher Mendez
hound me, chattering the whole time in his staccato voice about his
beliefs regarding faith and the afterlife. Information I never
solicited, thank you very much.

"There is the Orisha, you see,
who serve Olorun, or Olódùmarè, and they protect us
like, well, like you hear people talk of guardian angels, right?
Maybe the Coach Worrell should've given an offering to the
Orisha. They are everywhere, you know. We see them in the
flash of lightning, in the stones, in rivers and lakes. All over
the world. Even right here in this baseball diamond.
Comprendé, Coach?"

I took off my cap and fanned myself
with it in the mid-May heat of the South. My eyes ached from lack
of sleep—my dreams had been especially unsettling last night in the
hot, crowded tent we'd set up on this very field last
night.

Something about falling from the sky
as fireworks exploded all around me, the same dream three nights in
a row. At least I woke up each time before I hit the
ground.

After watching Boles fire a fastball
across the plate that the batter tipped right into No Small Foot's
gloved hand, I turned around. Mendez was two steps behind me,
gazing at me with an expectant—and slightly impatient—look on his
dark face.

"Comprendé, Coach?" he asked
again, tugging down the bill of his cap.

I gave him a nod, but Mendez continued
following me and chattering away. One of these days, I vowed, I'd
get Mendez to teach me Spanish; something was surely getting lost
in translation here.

"You see now how the Orisha can
help us, if we give them the sacrifices they desire? They like
chicken, you see. Maybe we could call to an oracle to see how the
Coach Worrell and his soul is doing, or maybe we could hold a
ritual and sacrifice a chicken or two for good luck
someday—"

"Yes, of course," I said. I glanced at
the scoreboard with a barely stifled yawn and saw we had just a
one-run lead. The crowd was listless from the heat behind us,
clapping every minute or so as if doing penance.

"Sure," I added, with what I hoped was
authority.

My head ached from Mendez's theories
about the guardian angels of Santería, and my knees complained from
all the pacing I was doing to unsuccessfully avoid him. I was going
to have to have a talk with Donaldson for getting me into
this.

At last the third out was made on a
shallow fly to center that sent Mack sprinting infield, until he
was ten feet from second base. He beat both infielders, Carrie and
Phil, to the ball by half a dozen steps. Without pausing he jogged
on a dozen or so long strides, right into the dugout, grinning and
nodding at me.

I would've gladly listened to some of
his nonsensical predictions about the world in the years to come
instead of talking about religion with Mendez. All that talk
brought back too many memories of Maddie for me, not to mention a
growing sense of shame at the faithless man I'd become in her
eyes.

But I still wasn't out of the woods of
player confessionals.

I spent the tops of the fifth and
sixth innings talking—if you can call it that—with Phil the
Philippine, my shortstop. As Phil threw an impenetrable volley of
words my way in his native tongue, his breath smelling of fish and
tobacco, I looked around, wondering if maybe Mendez's Orisha
guardians were listening to this and, if they were, could they
possibly help me out?

I simply couldn't comprehend a word
Phil was saying. Something about walking down a winding path and
the sun shining in your eyes, I think. But I was just guessing; his
English wasn't so much broken as random as a handful of sand that
was constantly slipping through your fingers. Phil spoke the
wordless language of baseball, and not much more.

When he paused to take a breath, I
finally nodded at the long-armed man with the dark amber skin and
put a hand on his shoulder. Boles had just popped out to first for
our third out of the sixth inning.

"I understand now, Phil. Thank you.
You can go play ball. Go. Please."

At the top of the seventh, I was
starting to feel a bit ill from the heat and my fatigue, when
Charlie Grant sidled up to me, already talking.

"It all has to do with the Great
Spirit, you see," he began, as if continuing a conversation we'd
started a few minutes earlier. Giving off a rank odor of sweat and
unwashed clothes, Charlie ran a hand through the feathers I was
supposed to have demanded him to stop wearing. Knowing his history
and his slightly unbalanced mind, I just couldn't do it.

"The Great Spirit's who we believe in,
you see. He's to my people what God is to your people, of course,
except he visits me every now and then, in the shape of a giant
eagle. That's where these feathers came from. He dropped in on me
when I was in the majors, when I first realized my true
nature."

Charlie looked away, a sudden storm
brewing in his dark brown eyes.

"Before that bastard Cap Anson," he
spat, "and that fool Comiskey stuck their noses in my business and
had me kicked out, calling me a Negro, of all things. I've
never been so insulted."

"Now wait a moment—" I began, now
breathing through my mouth, but Charlie kept talking.

"I was going to be a real player, on a
real team with real transportation—the fanciest cars and best train
compartments—instead of all this." He waved a disparaging
hand at his faded uniform, the black letters on his chest worn away
by too many dives across right field, too many headfirst slides
into third. "Even my time with the Page Fence Giants was better
than this. Now those gentlemen knew how to travel. All we
have is our joke of a bus."

"Charlie," I said, smacking his arm,
but the man wouldn't stop talking. "Charlie! You're on deck! Get
out of here."

Without batting an eye, he grabbed a
piece of wood from the dozen bats spread out in a line in front of
the unfenced dugout.

"I just wanted to play ball," he
continued. "If they had to make me a redblood so I could play with
the best in the world, why, they could call me Chief. If I had to
believe in the Great Spirit and sleep in a teepee, I'd do it. I
tell you, Coach..."

"I give up," I muttered, turning away
from Charlie so I could watch Carrie Nation crack a line drive into
right. Her hit nearly took off No Small Foot's head as he barreled
from first to second. But somehow, our stout, mostly blind catcher
managed to duck under the screaming ball, round second, and chug on
to third.

"Tell you more later," Charlie said,
on his way to the plate, giving me a jaunty grin and a
wink.

Immediately, the crowd began taunting
him, hundreds of hands patting open mouths as they made crowing
battle cries. Wincing at the sound, thinking of Mack's words—"But
if people forget us, I sense the game will become a novelty"—I
flashed the signals to Charlie and No Small Foot for the suicide
squeeze we'd need for an insurance run. We'd give them something to
talk about after this game was history, something to remember us
by.

As far as I could tell, however,
Charlie was receiving his signals from the Great Spirit.

He neglected to bunt and instead swung
away, hitting a lazy pop-up to right to end the inning. No Small
Foot was left running down the third-base path toward home. A
thundercloud would have paled next to the furious expression on my
Cherokee catcher's face.

I gave No Small Foot a warning look
that I knew he saw, bad eyes and all, but doubted he would heed.
Luckily, Charlie was already in right field, pulling on his glove.
I could see his lips moving and his head shaking back and forth as
he talked to himself out there.

In the dugout next to me, No Small
Foot unleashed a low series of curse words as he retrieved his
beat-up mitt and homemade catcher's mask, which looked more like a
padded birdcage than a protective guard for his face.

The day grew hotter and more humid,
and the stands continued to fill with fans that had arrived on
foot, many of them carrying picnic baskets and blankets. All the
women wore their finest hats, and they led their men and children
to the grassy sidelines and the outfield, where the slope of the
land allowed them to easily see the action over the low, unpainted
fence. All of the spectators deserved a better game than we were
presenting them.

The Elks were a colored semi-pro team,
so the people in the stands and spread across the grass today were,
without exception, colored; whites rarely attended when we played
teams that were not also white.

I felt my usual sense of relief at
this, especially after the ugly scene in Shreveport last week. I
smiled at a pair of young kids, a girl and a boy, trying to keep up
as their parents headed for the grass on the first-base side. The
little girl's curly black hair stuck out on either side of her head
like a pair of Charlie's crazy feathers.

Lizbeth's hair had been even curlier
than that, I thought, tight corkscrews that Maddie was always
trying to tame with hats, brushes, and occasional
scissors.

I shook my head at the memory. Not
today, I told myself, not in the middle of a game. Even if I was
dog-tired and working on too many broken nights of bad sleep than I
could count. I couldn't take my eye off the ball again, not for a
foolish dream about reuniting with my family.

I had a sudden urge for a player to
come annoy me with some foolish talk about heaven, hell, or
purgatory.

But nobody spoke to me again until
just before the bottom of the eighth. With my team leading now by
two runs and every player sweating and gasping for breath in the
thick, humid air, No Small Foot stepped up and gave me a long look
with his good left eye.

"Where's your chew, Coach?" he said,
his constant squint narrowing even further. "Don't like Red Man no
more?"

"Must have left it at home," I
muttered.

No Small Foot inched closer and pushed
his battered catcher's mask to the top of his head, so that his
mask looked like a makeshift raft traveling down the dark river of
his long black hair.

"What's that fool Grant been talking
to you about? I know he ain't been listening to you coaching, the
way he left me hanging at third in the sixth. His mouth's been
running like a dog in heat."

"Personal beliefs, John," I said. I
figured an honest approach was best; I was too old to be sneaky
anymore.

"Shit," No Small Foot said.

He hit himself in the leg with his
catcher's mitt, creating a burst of dust that lingered in the air
like a cloud. He whisked it away with a wave of his gnarled
hand.

"He's no Cherokee. He ain't
from any tribe I ever heard of—hell, I can see that with my bad
eye!"

I smiled at No Small Foot and pointed
at home plate, where the ump was waiting for him so they could
start off the last at-bat for the home team. No Small Foot grunted
in response and pulled down his metal mask.

"Don't believe a single word," he said
before departing, his voice muffled but still loud enough for most
of the crowd to hear. He ended up jogging halfway to first before
the ump called him over to home plate. How the big man caught every
pitch and never let the ball past him remained a mystery to
me.

Boles ended the inning, and the game,
on a strikeout, a weak pop-up, and a trio of fastballs that the
last Elk hitter didn't even bother trying to swing at. We came away
with a win for the first game of our doubleheader, but my mind
wasn't on victory. I was thinking about that dry, whispering voice
back in Kansas City, and my haunted dream of the plantation as we
entered Shreveport.

Had that been Worrell each time? And
had he somehow been at the Shreveport game, inciting the white men
in the crowd? Or was I simply starting to lose what few marbles I
had left?

All questions, no answers in
sight.

Feeling a wave of fatigue roll over
me, I put away my roster and pencil. Instead of plotting out the
next game's strategy, I grabbed a seat down at the far end of the
dugout, closest to first base.

I had an hour before our next game. As
my players lined up for a chance at the water barrel or escaped the
dugout for some shade and possibly some local female companionship
under the magnolia trees behind the bleachers, I closed my eyes and
went immediately to sleep.

At first, I encountered only the
blissful dark of a dreamless, bone-weary sleep. I thought I just
might remain in that senseless state forever, but something began
picking at the fabric of my sleep, like a termite at the frame of a
house. Soon the termite had invited all his friends over, and they
brought with them strange images: falling eagle feathers, lines of
plucked and headless sacrificial chickens, and gods that slowly
rose up from the rocks of the path below me. Not a single familiar
icon among them—no crosses, no men with beards and mournful eyes,
not even a white lamb.

And as I dreamed, I once again heard
that voice that had been dogging my heels and ruining my rest ever
since our April Fool's Day game against the Maroons.

"Are you about done," that
voice said from somewhere ahead of me on the roadway littered with
rocks and feathers, "attempting to figure all of this out on
your own?"

There was a pause, followed by a
snide, drawling, "Coach?"

Turn away, I told myself in the dream.
He's not really here.

"Do you see any branches on this
road?" Worrell said with a dry laugh. "There's no turning
away."

He stood in front of me now, still
wearing his dusty uniform stained on the left side with blood. He
held a sticky, brownish-black baseball in his right hand. One
spiked shoe rested on top of a pile of dead, plucked-clean
chickens. The obscene lump on his temple was a garish purple and
red color.

I looked down and saw a trio of eagle
feathers in each of my hands. If only I could use these six
feathers to fly away from here, or to at least tickle myself into
wakefulness.

"This path is one-way," Worrell
continued, "and I daresay you are approaching its terminus. I am
certain your players have reassured you of what you will
find there, at the end of your road. Coach."

I didn't want to, but I had to look.
Behind me was nothing, the rocky road dropping off right at my
heels. I let go of the feathers in my hands, and they too were
eaten up by nothingness.

Worrell nodded and rubbed two greasy
fingers over the lumpy baseball in his hands. The bloody pile of
sacrificial chickens under him had turned into a pitcher's mound. I
clamped my mouth shut, refusing to let him goad me into speaking to
him and acknowledging his control over me.

I contemplated simply stepping off the
path and into the arms of Mendez's gods, but the blackness on
either side of me was too vast. I didn't dare.

"You have been continuing to win in
my absence," Worrell said, kicking a leg and leaning into his
windup. He froze like that, on one leg, and glared at me. "Not a
single loss this far. I wouldn't have given you credit for such a
string of wins, boy."

His unexpected, left-handed compliment
surprised the words out of my mouth.

"I didn't mean for you to get hit," I
blurted out, off-balance on the rocky path that seemed to grow more
narrow with each passing moment.

Somewhere in the distance, I could
hear footsteps approach, either from behind Worrell or behind me. I
was so disoriented, I simply couldn't tell.

Worrell let out a barking laugh and
twisted his lanky body through the rest of his windup, but he never
launched his greased-up junk ball at me.

"That's rich," he spat, holding
out his unpitched ball as if showing it to me. His voice was heavy
with disdain, but the expression had softened in his face. He
looked less certain of himself, for once.

At that point, I realized I could see
through him. A pinprick of white light grew behind him, growing
like a train approaching in the distance.

"Guilt isn't one of the seven
deadly sins, you know..." As he spoke, I could hear more
footsteps now, and the distant gurgle of many voices. "But maybe
it should be number eight."

"Don't get me wrong," I said, "I never
said anything about feeling guilty."

I was surprised at how good it felt to
speak my mind to Worrell. I should never have waited until he was
dead to start doing it.

Worrell made his best attempt at a
sneer, but only succeeded in looking like a spoiled child. He
continued fading as the light behind him grew brighter.

"I'm watching you," he said as
he pointed a nearly-transparent finger at me, and I felt my heart
clench. White light filled the void behind him and then engulfed
him, but his harsh voice remained.

"We're all watching you. And
I daresay... We don't... approve..."

 


* * * * *

 


I woke with a start, chin on my chest
and drenched in sweat. Next to me sat No Small Foot's discarded
mitt and mask, though he was nowhere to be found. I just hoped he
and Charlie hadn't run into each other out by the food stands,
unsupervised.

Worrell's strange words from my dream
echoed in my head along with the pounding of my blood. I blinked
sweat from my eyes and caught sight of Phil the Philippine sitting
under a magnolia tree, talking and gesturing emphatically to a
confused-looking Art Houdini and Jose Mendez.

Like walking down a winding path and
the sun shining in your eyes, I thought. Judging from my dream,
Phil just may have been on to something.

Behind me, the town band began playing
a gospel song, and I had to smile. It was a tune I'd first heard on
the plantation, except the band had sped it up so it sounded more
like a jig than a dirge.

"There is a balm in Gilead," a
pair of familiar voices sang out at my back, one low and baritone,
the other reedy and overloud. "To make the wounded whole. There
is a balm in Gilead—to heal the sin-sick soul."

As the song continued, I turned and
saw Donaldson and Boles perched on opposite sides of the bleachers
behind our dugout. Both of them were singing along with the band.
When they heard each others' voices, their mouths snapped shut
almost simultaneously, without looking at the other.

Listening to the music, I felt the
last dregs of my dream and my fatigue melt away. My sweat cooled me
in the mid-day heat, and I nodded as a capless Rodriguez walked
past me in front of the dugout. I sat up straight when I saw that
the big man was carrying four sausages wrapped in bread in one hand
and a greasy bag of popcorn in the other.

"Easy, there, son," I called out.
"You've got another game today, and it's starting soon."

"Tengo hambre," Buddha
Rodriguez said around a mouthful of meat and bread. "Hungry, Coach.
Need to stay strong. Mucho hambre."

I stepped out of the shaded dugout at
last and inhaled the familiar scents of magnolia blossoms and fried
food drifting over to me. My belly rumbled, though my appetite had
dwindled sharply in the past few weeks. Above me, the Carolina sky
was clear and bright, the air thick with humidity.

I took another heavy breath of the hot
air, amazed at how each park had the same feel, wherever it was
located. No matter how poor or small the community, the grass on
the field was always manicured, the lines always chalked with care
and precision, and the oversized signs on the outfield fences
always freshly painted.

All that changed from town to town
were the people in the crowd and the names and logos on the signs.
There was a sense of rightness to that.

Behind me, the younger male spectators
milled around, smoking cigarettes and flirting with the ladies,
while the older men puffed on cigars or took a quick pull from
small, hidden flasks.

One of the women still sitting in the
half-empty stands, most likely hoping to inspire the jealousy of
the lanky young man in a dark brown suit next to her, waved her
handkerchief at me with a big smile. I gave her a smile before
looking away, marveling at how long it had been since I'd properly
flirted with a woman.

Too long, old man, I told myself, my
old knees suddenly weak. Besides, you'd just embarrass yourself if
you tried. Maddie would laugh at my feeble attempt, if she were
here. I was still married to her, for all intents and
purposes.

Before I turned back to my roster, I
caught sight of a few white faces lingering at the edge of the
bleachers closest to our dugout. There, working his way back to his
seat and balancing a plate of pulled-pork barbecue in his hand, was
a familiar round-shouldered figure.

"J.L.," I called out. Usually the
owner of the All Nations team showed up at games closer to home, so
I was surprised to see him here. I certainly hoped he was scouting
for some new players. We needed them, badly.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23326
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

cover.jpg
THE ALL
NATIONS TEAM

MICHAEE JASPERg






