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			Batter Up!

			By Matthew Dunn

			On the Tigers team—the fifteen and sixteen year old boys division of the city of Sherrill’s youth baseball league—one member was in charge of stocking a ready supply of bubble gum and sunflower seeds and making sure the wrappers from said tension-relievers were not left scattered across the infield when the game was over. Except on the rare, wind-swept afternoon when a runaway cap could bring the game to a halt, it was a much-coveted position amongst the dozen clad in blue and orange jerseys. Along with the responsibility came a sizable budget in the form of a wad of five dollar bills handed to the lucky Tiger by the coach on the first day of practice, a life-altering occurrence akin to belting a homer in the bottom of the ninth inning to win the game. The sudden wealth brought power. The sudden power brought popularity. The sudden popularity brought Alex Dane something he had been chasing since his first year of little league: acceptance into the small cluster of boys walking home after the game with Derek Kicinski, the team’s shortstop and unrivaled baseball star of the city. Taking three steps for every two of Derek’s, Alex sidled up next to his idol and offered him the last bag of sunflowers seeds, innocent to how this ambition would soon lead him to the edge of ruin.

			Derek took the bag silently and kept walking, his purposeful strides seemingly aimed at some invisible target on the horizon. At six feet, two inches tall, and a hearty meal away from two hundred pounds, he was big for fifteen. A man amongst boys, the grateful fathers of his teammates would whisper to each other during pre-game infield practice. His uniform barely fit, straining to contain the muscle honed by years of farm work. A specimen of pure athleticism (the first baseman and team bookworm, Johnny “Arrowhead” Archer’s words), Derek could drive the ball deep into the creek fifty feet beyond the decaying left field wall, a patchwork of paint-peeling lumber salvaged from the now-demolished Creely house that for years sat on the edge of town like a buoy marking entry to the vast ocean beyond. No one on the Tigers had ever set foot inside the old place. No one except Derek, that is. When word got out the town had ordered it razed, Derek peddled the two miles in legendary speed, jumping off his bike and onto the front porch with the grace of an Olympic gymnast. Never hesitating, he went inside. He emerged twenty minutes later with stories of a legendary ghost and an aura that had only brightened in the years since.

			“It’s the same brand the Yankees have in the dugout at Yankee Stadium,” Alex said, as Derek tore the bag open with his teeth. Alex knew Derek was a huge Yankee fan and that he only tolerated playing for the Tigers as a favor to his uncle, the assistant coach. Alex too had been playing for Mr. Oleander ever since his mother first signed him up for baseball as an unconvincing seven-year-old. Alex was short and boney then, with big feet like swim flippers. He was six inches taller now, but next to his growth-spurting teammates, trailing behind Alex and Derek now like geese in formation, he was still short and boney. Worse yet, he still had big feet. Derek’s uncle didn’t have much use for sea lions, at least according to Arrowhead. Consequently, Alex had been riding the bench longer than most of the bird droppings fossilized over its eight-foot length. At least he had money in his pocket, which was something most of his teammates could not currently claim.

			“You sure you can get it?” Derek mumbled to Alex. His mouth was full, laden with half a bag of nature’s goodness.

			“Yeah, are you sure?” A skeptical voice chimed in. It was Lenny Hallmark, better known as “Card,” a nickname bestowed upon the centerfielder by the team catcher, Simon Johns. Simon had been catching since T-Ball and had a nickname for everybody on the team. Word was he had memory trouble, a result of being tagged in the head with one-to-many foul balls. Others thought he just liked to be a wise guy. Whatever the reason, if you played with Simon, you got a nickname, whether you liked it or not.

			“No problem,” Alex replied. He noticed Derek, Simon, Lenny and Johnny all eyeing him and instinctively, he looked away, straining to appear cool—aloof, as Arrowhead would say. 

			“I’m a man who can get things.” Alex said. “You think those seeds are easy to come by?”

			“You got any more?” Card asked.

			“Nope, Derek got the last of it,” Alex replied, happy to boast his calculated deed.

			Derek spit out a shell fragment, chewed, and then spit out another, never slowing his stride. “Alright then, the vulture oak in half an hour. Don’t any of you clowns be late.” Without another word, Derek skipped into a sprint and quickly disappeared, running around the house at the next corner.

			Damn, that guy is fast, Alex thought as he slowed to his normal walking pace. Within seconds, the rest of the group dispersed, leaving Alex walking alone along the tree-lined road. After the last boy faded out of sight, he pulled another unopened bag of sunflower seeds from the back pocket of his uniform. This was actually the last bag. Alex had taken two bags out before presenting a fresh box to the team at the start of the game—one for Derek and one for himself. He looked at it and smiled. Sure, they had won the game but this was his trophy. He had slipped it out right under their noses, Derek’s included. Putting it back in his pocket, he decided to save them for later. He had a second caper to focus on, and a very risky one at that. He had only thirty minutes to come up with a six-pack of beer.

			During the first trial run, the claw worked perfectly. Fashioned using a single pivot side-pull caliper brake he took off the rear wheel of his mountain bike, the design could not have been simpler, Alex thought as he studied his creation. No one would notice a thing. The claw would grab the six-pack while the candy box acted as a decoy, camouflaging his true intent. Leaving the garage where he anticipated his teetotaler stepfather arriving home from work at any moment, Alex headed toward the grocery store, confident that if all went as planned, he would be relaxing under the vulture oak when Derek showed, ready to hand him a cold one.

			A whoosh of frigid air greeted Alex as he stepped inside the Food Mart. It was always freezing inside the place, feeling like an icebox compared to the sweltering heat of summer percolating outside. Still in his stifling baseball uniform, at first it felt good to Alex , refreshingly cool, but as he walked up to the checkout counter, eager for his little game to commence, he felt a chill skitter through his body. If it was an omen, he paid it no notice. Alex Dane didn’t believe in omens. Before midnight that night, when the moon rose high into the black sky, that would all change.

			“Hello, Mr. Jones,” Alex said. Henry Jones was the store manager, as proclaimed by the stain-splattered nametag clipped to his equally stain-splatter shirt.

			“Hey, Alex . You boys win today?” Mr. Jones replied, barely looking up from the cigarette display he was restocking.

			“Yeah, we romped. Derek hit his usual two homers and a double off the wall. It looked like it might crumble after that shot, but it didn’t.”

			Mr. Jones let out a laugh as he nodded. “I’ve been talking to the city council about replacing that fence. One of these days, it’s going to fall on one of you boys and then they’ll all be sorry they didn’t listen.”

			Alex copied the manager’s chuckle and headed toward the cooler in the back of the store, unconcerned over the possibility of being crushed under a pile of termite-infested wood. He never played, so the odds of the left field wall killing him were exceedingly slim.

			The Food Mart was a small store. It carried a lit bit of everything but not a lot of anything. Housewife necessities like bread, fruit and People Magazine were up front, while the cold luxuries, as his stepfather called them, like beer, soda and Gatorade were in the back. On the ceiling, there were only two surveillance cameras. One rotated and one did not. The connected monitors sat on a desk situated inside a small half-walled perch toward the front of the store where the owner could survey his realm like a leery king. An easy dodge for a kid as smart as Alex , and only a quick jog away from the creek that ran behind the ball diamond before snaking its way into the golf course of the neighboring country club. That’s where the vulture oak sat, on the edge of the thirteenth hole fairway, its wind-battered branches hunched over the water as if the tree were waiting for something below to die.

			Stopping in front of the glass door to the cooler, Alex noticed the owner’s empty chair—throne as it was known—in the reflection. No one is watching the monitors; the store manager is guarding the castle alone. Perfect. He opened the door, reached in and pulled out a bottle of Mountain Dew. He then closed the door and snuck a peek at Mr. Jones. Still stacking Marlboros. Moving to his left, he then opened the neighboring door and quickly grabbed a six-pack of Budweiser cans before setting it on the floor. Alex knew Derek preferred bottles but the claw was designed for the plastic handle used to hold a half-dozen cans together. The city’s baseball star will just have to deal with it. After checking on Mr. Jones again, he then set the bottomless box he had carried into the store over the beer. He lifted the box slowly. It was too light—empty. He set it back down and adjusted his grip on the handle, squeezing the hidden wire a little tighter as he lifted the box a second time. His skinny forearm flexed under the weight. Gotchya! He headed for the checkout.

			“You know, I used to drink Mountain Dew when I was your age,” Mr. Jones said as he took the dollar bill from Alex ’s hand. “It was only a dime then and you got two cents back when you returned the bottle.”

			“Can’t buy anything for two cents,” Alex said. He kept his eyes diverted out the window, his thoughts on a clean escape. 

			“You could back then. A whole handful of candy, as I recall.” 

			The cash registered closed with a clang and before Alex realized it, Mr. Jones was starring at the box in his hand. Another chill skittered up his spine. The store manager was onto his lame scheme. Alex froze. His life flashed before his eyes: Derek calling him a loser; his teammates busting on him the rest of the summer; his stepfather grounding him until college; his mother’s disappointed tears. What was he thinking? He had never stolen anything before. Was Derek worth it?

			“You boys still selling Snickers for that trip to the Baseball Hall of Fame in Cooperstown?” Mr. Jones asked. “How much are you short? Maybe I could buy what you’ve got left and sell’em here. My delivery man was short this week on a few things I ordered, including candy bars.”

			“Ah, um,” Alex stuttered. His mind went blank. He hadn’t thought this detour through. The box label did suggest supporting the baseball league. That was the decoy. And now Mr. Jones was falling for it, only a bit further than Alex had expected. The problem was Alex didn’t have any Snickers inside the box to sell him. Only a cold six-pack of Bud—the Food Mart’s Bud.

			“How many you got in the box,” Mr. Jones was asking. 

			How many…how many…how many. The words echoed inside Alex ’s skull, swirling around like gum wrappers caught in the wind. He could see himself chasing after them, playful little butterflies darting back and forth, his hands stabbing at the air and returning empty every time. You’ll never catch us, they were saying…laughing…mocking.

			“Alex ?”

			“Ah, I can’t,” Alex finally stammered. He looked toward the exit. Just leave, his reeling brain was shouting. Don’t lose it now! One foot in front of the other. He then said something about a promise to Derek and moved away from the counter. He managed two hesitate steps but then stopped dead in his tracks. The storeowner was coming into the store. Alex was caught in a rundown, picked off first base with no hope of reaching second.

			“Henry!” the man shouted. “The crows are getting into the garbage again. Could you please run out back and shoo them away. There’ll be an awful mess to clean up by morning if you don’t. And make sure the lids are secure this time.”

			From the corner of his eye, Alex noticed Mr. Jones throw his boss an anxious nod before jumping into a jog toward the back of the store. First base was now open. Alex could return. Put the beer back. But he didn’t. He wanted second…and third. Mostly he wanted to cross home plate with a beer in his hand. The next few seconds dripped by like the last drops from a ketchup bottle.

			“Tigers win today?” Mr. Food Mart asked as he approached. Everyone called the storeowner Mr. Food Mart, at least everyone Alex knew.

			“Yes, sir,” Alex replied. His feet felt like they were stuck in mud. Make a break for second, stupid! But nothing happened. His legs would not move. It wasn’t until Mr. Food Mart brushed past him that the feeling in his toes began to return. Go!

			“You pay for that?”

			In the middle of his first getaway step, Alex paused as a familiar question stumbled from his mouth—his stepfather’s favorite response whenever Alex spoke his mind in the heat of a disagreement. “Excuse me?” he asked defensively.

			“That bottle of soda? Did you pay for that, son?” Mr. Food Mart asked.

			The Mountain Dew, he’s talking about the Mountain Dew in your hand. As his heart recoiled back into his chest, Alex assured Mr. Food Mart that he had indeed paid for the soda. Outside, it finally started beating again as Alex made a beeline for the creek.

			*****

			Nearly half of the team was fluttering impatiently along the side of the creek when Alex arrived, still buzzing from their win an hour before. A shirtless Arrowhead was tossing stones at an otherwise-apathetic duck. Simon “Squat” Johns was illustrating the finer art of the curve ball to Card using a muddy, waterlogged ball that threatened to splatter his prize Green Day concert tee-shirt. Billy “Billionaire” Gates, the only one still in his Tiger’s blue and orange, was standing off to the side like a statue while studiously watching the others, a skill he had mastered playing right field. Rarely during a Tiger game did a ball enter right field making Billy Billionaire the perfect player for that position. Derek was sitting patiently on a fallen log that doubled as the team’s improvised bench. Dressed now in hiking shorts and a muscle-flaunting tank top, he was the first to notice Alex. 

			“You got it?” Derek asked as he leaped up off the log.

			Alex already had a can out, ready to hand it to the team captain.

			Derek took the beer and wasted no time popping the lid before pressing the sweaty can to his lips. After a few long swallows, he exhaled a deep, satisfied sigh. “Damn, that tastes good. Nice job, Flipper. From now on you’re the team beer fetch.” 

			The sun was going down. The air was cooling and the mosquitoes were arriving, but the reward had been worth the risk. From behind his own can of Bud, Alex smiled.

			“Maybe we’ll start calling you Moonshine instead of Flipper,” Squat said. “The booze runner. Throw me a can.”

			Alex obliged. He then tossed the remaining three to Card, Arrowhead and Billy Billionaire, who fumbled the catch. 

			“Bring your glove next time, Billionaire,” Squat quipped as he pulled at the tab atop the can. His face twisted in anticipation, eager for the spray of refreshing foam. It never came. The tab broke off before the can opened. Like the delayed thunder that follows a bolt of lightning, the startled catcher unleashed a litany of obscenities to the applause of his teammates snorting laughter.

			After the thunder faded away, Squat asked if anyone had a belt.

			“A belt?” Derek asked. “What do you need a belt for?”

			“To keep his pants up,” Card said, stilling snickering. “When you’ve got no dick to speak of to hold them up.”

			“Or balls,” Billionaire chimed in, uncharacteristically.

			“You assholes are hilarious,” Squat responded. “No, seriously, I saw my uncle open a bottle with his belt at a family picnic one time. It worked like a charm.”

			“The leverage principal he applied will work on bottles,” Arrowhead said, “because he was able to place a fulcrum in the proper position.”

			“Ok, who’s got a falcon?” Squat asked. “Natural?”

			“He said a fulcrum, not a falcon you tit-head. It’s a pivot point, like second base during a double play.” Derek said shaking his head. “Man, you don’t know squat, Squat. Poke a hole in it with a pointed rock. And if you call me Natural again I’m going to break your throwing arm.”

			Thirsty, Squat let the threat bounce off like a wild pitch and began searching the ground for a stone that might do the job. After a few fruitless seconds, he cajoled his teammates into helping. With their heads earthward, scanning the creek edge for a can opener, no one noticed the all-too-familiar golf course security guard approach. His first words startled even Derek.

			“You boys know this here is private property,” the guard said. He was standing on a small ridge—the higher ground—with his hip cocked and his right hand resting on the holstered revolver strapped around his waist. Parked behind him sat a golf-cart, eclipsed by his short, bulbous frame. Rubbing his bald head with his left hand, he appeared content with his commanding position as he continued his lecture. “I’ve done told you that before. Young fellas like you shouldn’t be having memory problems yet. Seems to me you just don’t listen.”

			Derek, always calm under pressure, was the first—only—Tiger to respond. “My father asked us to come down here and fish out some golf balls. Two of his buddies dropped a few shots into the creek this morning. Brand new Titliests, the expensive Pro-V’s. Had their names printed on them. You know, like your badge.” 

			The guard snorted a throaty chuckle that made his belly ripple like a wheel barrel full of Jello. “I doubt your old man belongs here,” He said, mockingly. “And if he did, then your momma must be one sorry sack of trailer trash to spit out a piss-ant piece of snot like you.”

			Derek’s jaw tightened as his eyes steeled onto the grinning guard. His teammates knew the look—a hot, focused stare that burned like the afternoon sun during a long double-header. An ear-splitting crack of the bat usually followed and then a brassy trot around the bases. But there was no pitcher here to take the brunt of the clean-up hitter’s wrath; no stitched cowhide to send into orbit; only a fat, loud-mouthed security guard with a gun and questionable mental stability, as Arrowhead would later phrase it. Turning their wary eyes toward their captain, the team held their collective breath, knowing in their momentarily charley-horsed brains that this was not a ballgame but anticipating a base-clearing blast none-the-less.

			The guard flinched first. “I’m going to give you boys a break today. Leave the brew and clear out now and I won’t report you for trespassing.” No longer cradling his holstered weapon, he pulled a walkie-talkie off his belt and held it out, gripping it tightly as if preparing to throw a fastball under Derek’s chin.

			The team got the message. One by one, they slowly filed past the guard and headed back toward the park, setting there still-bubbling beer cans quietly at his feet as they went. Only Derek rebelled, swallowing every drop before tossing the spent container over his shoulder as he walked away. The inning was over, but not the game, Derek was telling the guard. The Tigers still had another ups.

			*****

			For the second time that day, Alex had stolen something. This time, it was from his stepfather. 

			If the Tigers were to mount a rally, Derek implored them after leaving the country club grounds, they needed to strike fast and hard. No small ball—single upon single with hopes they would bat around the order. Power shots up the alley and down the line capped off by a tape-measure-dinger over the centerfield bleachers. To do that, Derek said, they needed six cell phones. Arrowhead said he could get one, and Billy Billionaire too. Being four short, Derek turned to the guy who could get things: Alex “Moonshine” Dane.

			Moonshine handed the last cell phone to Squat who, like the rest of the boys, was now dressed in his Tigers uniform. The sun was long gone but the moon provided enough light to cast a murky glow over the private golf course.

			“I guess we should start calling you Sticky Fingers,” Squat said, excited by the gift he had just been given. “Where did you get them?”

			“My stepfather sells them on the sly,” Moonshine said.

			“Trading in hot merchandise; I guess it runs in the blood,” Squat said.

			“His stepfather is not his real father, Squat,” Derek chided. “Moonshine’s mom just sleeps with him. They’re not really related.”

			If Moonshine cringed inside at the bluntness, he did not show it, instead illustrating phone functionality with a resolute face. Finally, he was in the line up and there was no way in hell he was going to strike out.

			After everyone had a moment to play with their new toys, Derek commanded them all into a huddle.

			“There’s six of us and one of him,” Derek said, his determined look returning. “By midnight, that idiot guard will think we are a thousand.”

			“So?” Card asked. 

			“So, we make him think he’s seeing ghosts; uniformed ghosts,” Derek replied. “From a distance, in this dark, we’ll all look the same. We spread out all over the golf course and take turns popping out and then disappearing.”

			“How are we supposed to know where he is and when to show ourselves?” Card asked.

			“We use the cell phones to call out the batting order,” Derek said. “The first guy to spot him sends a text message to the rest of us saying Batter Up. These phones can do preset messages, right Moonshine?”

			“Absolutely,” Moonshine replied. “Push of a button.”

			“That tells everyone who’s at the plate,” Derek continued. “The first batter exposes himself and leads the guard toward the next guy before disappearing into the woods. The next guy up let’s numb-nuts see him from a distance which will start a new chase.”

			“Which means he’ll be tracking us all night and thinking the grounds are loaded with phantoms just like the old Creely place,” Arrowhead said, nodding in appreciation.

			“Exactly. And we’ll keep doing it all summer until the bastard decides to leave us alone,” Derek said. Even in the dim light, every Tiger knew he was serious, ready to play as many extra innings as it took to win. “Anybody who didn’t come to play, say so now and turn in your jersey.”

			A gusting breeze filled the ensuing silence as the serenade of lovelorn crickets rose like the buzz of a stadium crowd anxious for a hit. It was time to dig into the batter’s box and take your best cut.

			Derek dispatched his team with the confidence of a major league manager. He kept the Tiger lineup intact, sending the leadoff hitter, Card, to the fifteenth hole fairway where a hill crested above the guard shack. Batting second, Billionaire headed off to the third hole tee where a narrow cart path connected to the fifteenth green. The trees and thick underbrush lining the third hole fairway would provide perfect cover until he reached the green where Squat awaited his turn at bat. After a quick jog across the creek bridge, Squat was to then coax the guard down the fourth hole fairway where he and Arrowhead would play wack-a-mole under cover of the adjacent corn field, the two Tigers being the reappearing moles. Derek would bat last, the cleanup hitter.

			“What about me?” Moonshine asked after the others had sprinted off. Riding the bench every summer, he had never established a spot in the batting order.

			“While he’s busy chasing me,” Derek replied, his toothy grin shimmering in the moonlight. “You’re going to drive that asshole’s cart straight into the creek.”

			*****

			Crouching low in the sand trap where Derek had placed him, Alex stared at his cell phone, not-so-eagerly awaiting Card’s message. He was not thrilled with his assignment—his third criminal act in as many hours—and didn’t much like being called Moonshine. He thought about leaving, taking the long way home so he could think of what to tell his stepfather—a cover story to conceal the disappearance of four cell phones. They were stolen? How and when, his stepfather would ask. He sold them to friends? Hand over the money, would be the reply. Once again, Alex was caught in a rundown. 

			It happened. Batter up, the illuminated text message read. Play ball!

			The next hour went by in a flash. The messages came in a flurry, like homers off the bat of Barry Bonds during batting practice. Alex tried to relax but each cell phone quake only heightened his anxiety. Can I do this? If you don’t your off the team; out of the group; a loner the rest of the summer. Is that what you want?

			Alex didn’t have time to answer. Suddenly, Derek was at the edge of the sand trap, telling him to get ready. Can’t turn back now. Derek nodded to his right and then jogged off to his left in sniggering delight. Five seconds later, the huffing security guard staggered past the sand trap and onto the green in not-so-hot pursuit of Derek. He was on foot now, oblivious to Alex ’s presence as he ran by, his golf cart parked at the base of the green just as Derek had predicted.

			Alex dusted the sand off his uniform. Standing next to the vehicle, he considered his options. The worse sin a ballplayer could commit when caught in a rundown with a teammate aboard was to not advancing your teammate. Give him time to take the next base. That was the rule. Alex knew it. Had been taught it since little league. Knowing his teammates were counting on him, Alex jumped into the golf cart and headed toward the vulture oak and the deepest section of the creek.

			The first wrong turn led him into someone’s backyard, the second into a thorny thicket of blackberry bushes. The damn cart had no lights. The guard had used a flashlight to navigate the darkness, the same flashlight Alex now remembered seeing in fat fart’s hand as he chased after Derek. Miraculously, he got out of the thicket without a scratch and found a familiar path he knew led to the Derek-designated, cart-dumping zone. Rounding a corner cautiously, he saw the oak looming in the shadows ahead. Ninety feet to home plate. He accelerated.

			Standing behind the cart, two feet from the water’s edge, Alex understood one good push was all it would take. His stomached fluttered. It was a ticklish situation to be sure, akin to dashing off third during a suicide squeeze play. You might be the hero; you might be the goat. No way to know until it was over. He sighed, knowing he couldn’t do it, and gave the thing a frustrated kick. Before he realized what was happening, it rolled into the creek and floated on the surface like a dead fish. Alex ’s jawed dropped. All he could do now was slide into home and hope he was safe.

			From the other side of the creek, a beam of light fractured the gloom, casting a glow over the four-wheeled corpse now caught on a sunken tree limb directly under the vulture oak. Laughter ensued as the light traced along the bank of the creek until it fell onto Alex ’s puzzled face.

			“I didn’t think he’d do it, cousin,” a voice said. Even though blinded by the light, Alex knew it was the security guard. “I guess I owe you twenty bucks.”

			“Welcome to the Tigers, Moonshine,” a second voice said.

			Alex couldn’t see him, but he knew it was Derek, his hero. He was in, part of the lineup. So why then, he thought, do I feel like I’ve just struck out?

		

	

