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Chapter 1
Negotiations and Acquisitions
April 1954

Otto was flying.

He brought the wing of the “Sparky Duncan Flying Circus and Exhibition” Cub over at a steep angle until it was perpendicular to the ground and about a foot away from the grassy Wisconsin meadow which acted as a field for the show. He was grateful once again that the Cub’s stock engine had been upgraded to one capable of handling aerobatics, and that the frame had been reinforced for greater stresses as well. Having the wings peel off or plowing into the ground would not make for a good ending to the show. Otto was an experienced pilot, but he knew he needed more than experience, luck, and skill to continue to live to fly another day. He also needed good equipment, and Luis Viera, their ace mechanic, made sure the Cub stayed in top condition. José also happened to be an ace pitcher, as everyone found out that previous fall when he decimated the Wagoneers, the local Class A baseball team, in a charity game with the employees of the Flying Circus. Otto played shortstop and managed their team, which they had won by a score of 36 to 3. Viera simply struck out most of the opposing players with a fastball that most of them probably never saw. Otto smiled at the memory.

He brought the Cub level for a moment and then flipped it over on the other wing. Through his headphones he heard, “Four-seven Motel, come in.” His sister Mata, the financial genius who managed the FBO and the Circus, was calling.

“Four-seven Motel here,” he answered. “Go ahead, Mata.”

“Olson Base here.” Otto rolled his eyes. Of course he knew who it was, but Mata insisted on identifying herself with the call sign of the FBO. “Otto, are you about done practicing? Over.”

“Just finished. I’ll be on the ground in a few minutes.”

A long pause ensued. “Olson Base. Have you finished your transmission? Over.”

“Yes, Mata, I’m done, and I’m sorry I didn’t say ‘over.’ Over.”

“Olson Base. Good. Over.”

“Mata, what’s up?”

Silence.

“Over.”

“Olson Base. There’s a man here who wants to talk to you. Over.”

“What kind of man? Over.”

“Olson Base. Let’s just say he looks like he could be Wilson’s younger brother. Over.”

“Oh.” Otto thought back to Wilson, who had established the airfield in the 1930s and left it to them in his will when he died suddenly toward the end of World War II. They never found out exactly how he died, but Wilson apparently was involved with the mob in Minneapolis. They had no proof, but that was the rumor anyhow.

“I’ll be right down,” Otto called. “Four-seven Motel out.”

“Roger that. Olson Base out.”

Otto replaced the mic in its clip and turned toward the air field. He ran through the legs of the landing pattern and landed smoothly on the tarmac, taxiing up to the hangar where the Circus kept its aircraft. They had quite a collection at this point: a Beechcraft from their M & M Airline days, a DC-3 that had been returned to its military C-47 configuration and colors, a Stearman they used for an aerobatic segment of the show, a Waco glider that no one had gotten up the nerve to fly yet, and a twin-engine Cessna. Most of these aircraft they had acquired cheaply as surplus. Mata had a knack for sniffing out sales, and one of their pilots simply flew the new aircraft home after they bought it. 

He parked the Cub and cut off the engine. One of the ground crew came out to secure the aircraft. Otto waved to him and walked into the FBO office. Mata sat at the table in the front room and stood up as Otto came in. He raised an eyebrow and she pointed to the conference room. “I’d better go in with you,” she mouthed. Otto nodded.

Together they went into the room where they had signed the papers making M & M Airlines first a subsidiary of Northwest Airlines and then a wholly owned entity. The money from that sale enabled them to fund the flying circus.

A large man sat at the table, a sort of enlarged Wilson, Otto thought. He sported an expensive black pinstripe suit with a rich red silk tie over a pure white silk shirt. A huge gold Rolex watch adorned his wrist, and the fingers of both hands glittered with multiple rings. Mata said later she would have killed for that kind of jewelry.

The large Wilson was flanked by two tough-looking wiry fellows who looked like something out of a crime magazine. They dressed identically in cheap black suits, with black shirts and white ties. Otto could tell from the bulges under their jackets that they were armed with handguns. Large handguns. He wondered idly where his service revolver was. In his desk, he supposed.

The large fellow stood and offered a meaty hand. “Major Kerchner?” he intoned hoarsely.

Otto took his hand and shook it. It was like grasping an overripe melon. He didn’t dwell on the thought.

“Yes, Mr….?”

The fat man wheezed. “You can call me Benson. I have various names but for our purposes that will do.”

“Please have a seat, Mr. Benson.”

Benson took his seat with difficulty. Hope the chair doesn’t break, Otto thought.

“And your associates are?”

Benson waved his stubby-fingered hand. “Their names are not important. Pretend they’re not here.” He peered at Mata. “Is this your secretary or your doll?”

“Mr. Benson, let me introduce my sister Mata, who is operations manager for our airport and manager of our flying circus.”

Benson bowed in her direction. Mata went to offer her hand but thought better of it and simply nodded toward him. “No offense, Miss Mata, Major Kerchner, but I am not used to having persons of the female persuasion involved in my business deals.”

Otto took a seat, and Mata sat down as well. The two black suits put their hands into their jackets. Benson signaled to them, and they withdrew their hands.

“Mr. Benson, my sister manages all our financial affairs. She has my complete confidence and trust.”

Benson stared at him for a moment and then leaned back. “I meant no offense to either one of you.” The word came out “youse.” “I am simply not accustomed to dealing with women in positions of responsibility.”

“What is the nature of your business with us?” Mata asked.

Benson looked at her implacably again. I swear, if he calls her a dame, I’m going to throw him out, Otto thought, but Benson said quietly, “We have an offer for you. I think you’ll find it attractive.”

The hair on the back of Otto’s neck rose. Maybe he had read too many of Bob Donovan’s detective magazines, but usually when this sort of person makes an offer to someone else, it was trouble. He shook his head. C’mon, Kerchner, you’re not living inside some crime novel. This is reality.

“And what would that offer be, Mr. Benson?”

Benson put his enormous hands on the table and leaned forward. “I have been empowered by the group I represent to offer you ownership of the Pioneer Lake Wagoneers baseball team. If you can call what they play baseball.” He sat back, a satisfied look on his plump face.

Otto and Mata sat there in silence for a moment. Then Mata spoke. “Why does your group want to sell, Mr. Benson?”

Benson sighed. “Well, Miss Mata…”

“It’s Mrs. Peterson,” Mata corrected him.

“Please excuse me, Mrs. Peterson. It’s a business matter, a sad tale of profit and the lack thereof. My group is involved in various enterprises, and they reasonably expect a return on their investment. When they don’t make money, they are unhappy. Very unhappy. And so, they have entrusted me with divesting ourselves of certain unprofitable endeavors. I’m sure as a businesswoman you understand this principle well.”

Mata nodded.

“What sort of price are you looking for?” Otto asked.

“That is to be determined in further discussions. For today, I am here to obtain your answer and report back to my colleagues in Minneapolis.”

“I see,” Otto murmured. “Why did you choose us?”

“We know about you and how you work, how you treat people. We like that. We knew the late and lamented Mr. Wilson and he spoke highly of you. He had several connections to our little group.”

I bet he did, Otto thought, and couldn’t help asking, “Do you happen to know how Mr. Wilson passed away?”

Benson pulled a mordant face. “Let me just say that he had the misfortune of encountering someone with whom he disagreed. Words were exchanged and when the exchange was over, Mr. Wilson was no longer with us.”

He sounds like an undertaker, Otto thought. And I bet Wilson and his killer exchanged more than words. Probably hot lead flew, as the Western pulps put it. He looked at Mata. “If you wouldn’t mind, Mr. Benson, I’d like to consult for a moment with my sister. This is a large undertaking.”

Benson nodded. His “associates” relaxed noticeably. Otto and Mata got up, stepped into the office and closed the door.

“So, what do you think, sis?”

“I don’t know, bro. I do know I don’t want to get mixed up with the mob.”

“Well, we wouldn’t be joining the mob. We’d just be buying a business.”

“I wonder why they wanted to own a baseball team in the first place.”

“More than likely so they could shade games and bet on the Wagoneers losing.”

“People bet on baseball games?”

“Yes, oh naïve one, people bet on baseball games. People will bet on everything. When I was in the service, we had guys who would bet on where a fly would land in the mess hall.”

“So, did they win?”

Otto shrugged. “Sometimes they did; sometimes they didn’t. And that’s to say nothing about the card games. One lieutenant got drunk and tried to bet his bomber.”

“Did he lose it?”

“It belonged to the government, so it wasn’t his to bet. Like I said, he was drunk. The point is that we won’t bet on our own team to lose.”

Mata looked at him thoughtfully. “I think you want to manage the team.”

“The thought had occurred to me.”

“Let’s do it then! We can always stop at any point in the process. And I’ll have Joseph in to advise us legally.” Joseph Yeager had been the family lawyer for Otto’s wife’s family for decades. His judgment and knowledge of the law were impeccable. He had been asked to serve as a judge several times, but declined, saying he preferred to stay where he was and to continue to do what he was doing. In the past several years, he had taught some law classes at the U of W extension in Pioneer Lake. Mata had taken a course in corporate law and was quite impressed with Mr. Joseph Yeager, Esquire.

They stood and went back into the conference room. It looked like the three men sitting there had not budged since they had left. Benson started to stand, but Mata motioned him down.

“Thank you, Mr. Benson, but that won’t be necessary.”

“As you wish, Mrs. Peterson,” he told her and smiled. He sat down with an expectant look on his face.

Otto and Mata sat. “We’re prepared to enter into negotiations with your group to purchase the Wagoneers,” Otto said, and offered his hand to Benson.

Benson shook it briefly. “Excellent,” he intoned. “I’m sure you won’t regret it. I’ll return Tuesday with the proper paperwork and we’ll proceed from there. I’m sure you will have legal representation at our next meeting.” Mata nodded. “As will I,” Benson finished. “And now, we must make our way back to Minneapolis where there are other pressing matters of business I must attend to.”

I shudder to think what those might be, Otto thought. Benson stood. “I must bid you a fond arrivederci until next we meet, which is what arrivederci means in the first place. I hope you will forgive me for being repetitive.”

“No problem at all,” Mata returned, and Otto sensed an undercurrent of wonder in her tone. This fellow was a hard one to figure out. Well, they’d talk about him afterward.

Benson and his associates were making their way to the door when he stopped and turned to them. “Is there any place we could get some good Italian food? Some spaghetti or ravioli, perhaps? And a good Chianti to go with it?”

“About the only place in town is the restaurant at the hotel on Main Street downtown. You can’t miss it—it’s the biggest building in the city.”

Benson doffed his hat to Mata. “I thank you, ma’am, and I thank you, sir. Until we meet again.”

Mata and Otto lifted their hands in silence. They went back into the office and sat down at the table where they had just been.

“So, what do you think?” Otto asked.

“I don’t know; what do you think?”

“I asked first.”

Mata sat silently and then blew out a sigh. “I don’t know, Otto. All this is too close to something illegal. I’m not sure we should get into it.”

Otto was quiet for a moment. “It could be a way to get the team out from under malign influences.”

“True. Wasn’t Benson a funny fellow? So formal and polite in some ways, but I had the feeling I was sitting at the table with a very venomous and very dangerous snake.”

“You’re right. I had the same feeling.”

“Good thing there are no venomous snakes in this part of the state.”

“Not legless ones, anyhow.”

Mata laughed. Then she grew serious. “I have a feeling you’re in favor of acquiring the team.”

Otto nodded. “I think if things get too strange during the acquisition process we can bail out. And we’ll have Yeager to keep an eye on things.”

Mata looked up at the ceiling and then back to Otto. “Yeah, I’d like to see Yeager take on Benson.”

“My money’s on Yeager.”

“I thought you didn’t bet.”

“I might have just formed the habit.”

“Just don’t bet the farm.”

“We don’t have a farm anymore.”

“We do have an airport.”

“Don’t want to bet that.”

“Unlike your friend in the service, we do own the airplanes.”

“No, thanks. I like our airplanes.”

“Well, let’s do it, then.”

“All right,” Otto declared.

“I’ll call Benson this afternoon.”

“Good deal, sis. And so we’re off on another venture.”

“Yeah. You might almost say we’re going off into the wild blue yonder.”

Otto groaned. “Or at least the wild green baseball field. I hope it will be a good thing for us.”

“So do I, brother. So do I.”



Chapter 2
What’s in a Name?
April 1954

Joseph Yeager stood and pushed back his chair. “I believe this concludes the legal portion of our proceedings here today, so if you’ll excuse me, I will be on my way.”

Benson and Otto came to their feet as well. Yeager shook hands with Benson as if he wished he could stand further away. “Thank you, Mr. Benson. I wish you well on your future endeavors.”

“Thanks, counselor. You are a heck of a lawyer, I can tell that. Do you ever do criminal cases?”

Yeager’s expression was unreadable. “Unfortunately, Mr. Benson, no, I have not practiced criminal law since early in my career when I was counsel for a few local people charged with various small crimes.”

Benson took out his business card. “Well, if you ever decide you’d like to get back into the business, give me a call. My associates and I sometimes need to have our rights protected in a court of law, if you catch my meaning.”

Yeager took the card and looked at it as if it were an unattractive species of fish. “If it comes to that, I certainly shall be in touch. Good day, Mr. Benson.” He lifted his homburg from the table and nodded to Mata. “Good day, Mrs. Peterson; good day, Major Kerchner.” He picked up his briefcase and walked out the door, putting on his hat as he went outside.

Mata started gathering papers up. Benson leaned back in his chair. “That is some fancy dude mouthpiece. Do you think he would ever come to work for us?”

Otto’s mind formed a phrase with the words “hell” and “freezes over” in it, but said, “You never know what will happen, Mr. Benson.” 

“Indeed we don’t,” Benson said. “Who would have thought that a couple of fine folks like you would help a small businessman like me out? And I think this deal benefits both of us.”

Well, that’s a stretch to call yourself a small businessman, Otto thought, but you’re entitled to your opinion. He stood and offered his hand to Benson. The fat man shook it. “Nice doing business with you, Mr. Benson. We wish you well in the future.”

“The same here,” Benson rasped. “Youse are good people. I am a sterling judge of character and I know good people when I see them.” He nodded to Mata, who nodded back. “I’ll take my leave now. If you’re ever in Minneapolis, look me up.”

“We would be pleased to do that,” Mata answered. Otto thought, you lie through your teeth, sister of mine. Benson walked toward the door. One of his men went ahead of him; the other followed behind, as if, Otto thought, they were soldiers clearing a room ahead of and behind a dignitary. He would have bet that Benson sat in most restaurants facing the door. In fact, he had taken such a seat here. And they hadn’t had a gangland assassination attempt in quite a while. Ah, well, back to business then.

“Congratulations, part owner of the Pioneer Lake Wagoneers,” Mata offered.

“And to you, madam,” Otto answered.

“So what will be your first act as team part owner and manager?” she asked.

“I want to change the name before the season starts next month.”

“To what?”

“I don’t know. Let’s get Pete and Betty in here and see what ideas they have.”

“OK. Pete’s over at the snack bar talking to the employees. I can have him over here in a couple of minutes.” 

“I’ll call Betty and have her come over. She can bring the girls. They’re on Easter break from school.”

“Oh, good. I haven’t seen them for a while. How are they?”

“Growing like weeds,” Otto said.

“And we’ll call Polly in. She went to town to mail some things that had to go out today. She’ll be back soon.”

“All right. Why don’t we meet back here in half an hour? That way I can walk over and get Betty and the girls.”

“You got a deal, bro.”

“I’m not sure I can stand two deals in one day.”

“Do your best, Major O.K.”

“I will.”

***

Otto, Betty, Mata, and Pete sat around the table in the office. Polly brought over some drinks from the kitchenette and placed them in front of everyone. Marion and Maria were playing at Otto’s desk in his office, exploring the drawers and compartments of the ancient piece of furniture.

“I want to welcome everyone as the new owners of the Pioneer Lake Wagoneers Class A baseball team,” Otto announced.

Dead silence.

“Uh, normally, the co-owners of a new acquisition applaud that announcement,” Otto observed.

Pete clapped his hands once. Apparently that’s it, Otto thought. “So, why the lack of enthusiasm, my friends?” he wanted to know.

Betty jumped in. “It’s not like they’re a championship team or anything. We proved that last year when we trounced them in the charity game.”

“This will be our chance to improve the team,” Otto said.

Betty looked at him. “Dear husband of mine, have you gone completely around the bend?”

Otto exhaled loudly. “Not completely. I think I can help this team to be a winner. We can have a lot of fun with it. It would be a great addition to the circus.”

“Weeell, all right.” Betty looked doubtful.

“But we’ve called you here to help us rename the team.”

“Why?” Pete asked. “A sorry team deserves a sorry name.”

“Agreed, the name is weak,” Mata affirmed. “But an exciting name could make for an exciting team.”

“I was thinking of something to do with aviation since we’re all involved with it.” Otto looked around at the others.

“How about the Fortresses?” Betty asked.

“Hmm…” Mata mused. “Sounds a little heavy. We want something fast and light-sounding.”

“The Lightnings?” Pete ventured.

“Light and fast, all right,” Otto said. “But I think most people will think of P-38s when they hear that name.”

“What about bird names, like the Cardinals or Orioles?” Mata looked thoughtful. She certainly knew a lot about birds.

“Yes, we could name the team the Robins after the Wisconsin state bird.” Betty smiled.

“Robins are not exactly fearsome raptors,” Otto reacted.

“The Raptors?”

“The Hawks?”

“The Eagles?”

The names came thick and fast.

“The Chickenhawks?” Pete’s suggestion occasioned hearty laughter around the table. Then silence settled over the group.

“Who says it has to be an earthbound name?” Mata asked. “What about something natural in the sky?”

“The Moons?” Pete grinned. Mata balled up a piece of paper and threw it at him.

“The Suns?”

“The Supersonics?”

“In honor of our friend Colonel Yeager?” Otto raised an eyebrow.

“On second thought, it’s a silly name for a sports team,” Mata confessed.

“We’re just throwing out ideas here,” Betty told her gently.

“What about the Meteors?” Pete asked.

The immediate silence told them they had a winner. 

“I like Meteors,” Otto nodded.

“As do I,” Mata added.

“Me, too,” said Betty.

“Meteors it is, then,” Otto declared.

“I have an idea already for a team logo,” Mata announced excitedly. She jumped up and went over to her desk, took some colored pencils and paper out of a drawer and began sketching rapidly. In a couple of minutes, she put the finishing touches on her drawing and brought it over to the group. “It’s only a rough sketch but it gives you a general idea.”

She showed them an image of a baseball trailing a fiery trail like a meteorite. The other three nodded their approval. “Describe it to me,” Pete began.

“Okay,” Mata returned. "You've seen meteors dozens of times. It's amazing how they travel millions of miles through space and give us a spectacular display. It's like a gift of fireworks from God."

“More description, less theology,” Pete teased.

Mata stuck out her tongue at Pete. "And don't stick out your tongue at me, Mata. I know you too well." Mata shrugged and stuck out her tongue again.

“Okay, Mr. Science, it's a baseball moving at a downward angle with a fiery orange trail.”

“That's wrong.”

“What's wrong? The color of the trail?”

Pete shook his head. “That's not a meteor. Meteors are space junk floating through the universe. When they encounter an atmosphere and burn up, then they're meteorites. And the Pioneer Lake Meteorites just sounds goofy.”

There was a moment of silence, and then Mata spoke. “Honestly, Pete, who would know the difference except you?” Mata sounded slightly exasperated.

“Yes, I don’t think most people will notice,” Betty added. “If they do, we’ll tell them you were right, Pete.”

The group laughed. Pete threw up his hands. “I give up. Meteors it is, then.”

“All right,” Otto pronounced. “Mata, would you start the paperwork to change the name with the league office and work with the present equipment manager, whoever he is, to order the new uniforms and anything else with the new team name on it.”

“Yessir,” Mata answered. “What number would you like on your manager’s uniform, oh great leader?”

Otto pulled a face. “What about number 17 for the Mata Maria?” He had named his bomber in the war for his mother and sister.

“In that case, yes,” she said.

“All right.” Betty stood up. “Done and done.”



Chapter 3
Nibbling at the Edges
April 1954

Mata sat at the table studying some papers related to the Meteors. Otto would hold the first team meeting over at the stadium the next day. He looks so good in his new orange and red Meteors uniform, Mata thought. But then, he’s always looked good in a uniform.

The door opened, and Betty came in. She carried an envelope and had a set look on her face. She handed the letter to Mata and said in a tight voice, “This came for you at our house.”

Puzzled, Mata studied the envelope. It was from England via air mail, addressed to her at Otto and Betty’s address. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said to Betty.

“Certainly,” Betty said frostily as she sat down across from Mata. 

Mata opened the letter and looked at the signature. It was from Alice. She folded the letter and put it back into the envelope. “I’ll read it later.” She smiled weakly at Betty.

“I’m sure you will,” Betty snapped and slammed the door.

Otto came out of his office looking alarmed at the noise. “What happened?” he asked Mata, looking at her anxiously.

“Nothing,” Mata told him, sliding the letter under a document.

“Didn’t sound like ‘nothing,’” Otto observed. “Who’s the letter from?”

“You don’t miss anything much, do you, brother?”

“That’s why they called me ‘Eagle Eye’ in the service.”

“I thought they called you ‘Lieutenant O.K.’”

“They did, but ‘Eagle Eye’ was my secret code name.”

“Uh-huh.”

“So who sent the letter?”

Mata pulled it out from under the sheet of paper. “It’s from Alice.”

“Oh.”

“She sent it to me but addressed it to your house.”

“Oh.”

“Betty brought it over…”

“Uh-oh…”

“She was not happy.”

“I bet. Well, enjoy your letter.” He turned to go back into the office.

“Don’t you want to know what it says?”

“No. It wasn’t sent to me. It’s your letter.”

“I can tell you what it says.”

“Mata, I. Am. Not. Interested.” He went into his office and closed the door.

Mata sat there for a while, then opened the letter and began reading:

April 5, 1954

Mendlesham, Suffolk

Dearest Mata,

I want to thank you for being so kind to me when I visited lately. We had a good, if tiring journey back to England, but I am happy we came and got to meet the rest of the family. I know it was quite cheeky on my part to show up that way, as if I were a close friend or family, but I had to satisfy my curiosity about what had happened to Otto.

Betty was also very kind and, in fact, as I told you, welcomed me when Otto did not want to talk to me. He eventually came around, and I thought we had a good visit. I also hope my presence did not present any difficulties to anyone.

I would like to correspond with you, if you would care to be my pen pal. Please know that any and all of you are welcome to visit here anytime you’d like. I’d enjoy showing you around, and you could also see what’s left of the base from where Otto flew his missions along with all the other brave lads.

I wish you well and hope to hear from you soon.

With all my best wishes and hopes,

Alice Dodgson

Mata sat thoughtfully for a few moments, folded the letter, and put it back in the envelope. Then she turned back to her papers.

***

Otto went home for lunch as usual. He and Mata had stayed busy with their respective tasks, so neither one of them said anymore about the letter. Mata drove home, where Pete would have lunch ready for her after he had tended little Hans all morning. Hans was about ten months old, and Peter did a remarkable job taking care of him, using senses other than sight to locate the little fellow and take care of him. They got along well.

Otto pushed through the door into the kitchen. Betty was just setting lunch out. The twins came in, full of talk about their morning in kindergarten. They were excited about finishing out the year and going into first grade in September with the other “big kids.”

The family ate quickly, with Betty and Otto listening to the children talk about their morning and asking them questions about what had happened. When they had finished, Marion and Maria asked to be excused and skipped off to play in the back yard. Otto helped Betty to clear the table. She fixed coffee and they sat down at the table.

“So, what do you think?” Otto asked.

“About what?” Betty responded.

“About the letter from Alice to Mata.”

Betty set her face in a hard look Otto had never seen before. “I wondered what she was doing writing Mata.”

“I don’t know,” Otto said flatly.

“Didn’t she read you the letter?”

“No.”

“Didn’t you want to know what she said?”

“No, I don’t.”

“Well, what did you think?”

“I think Mata can have a pen pal if she wants to. I don’t care if she does, and I don’t care who she corresponds with.”

Betty sat quietly for a moment.

Otto stood up. “You and Mata welcomed her, and I tolerated her being here. I think she felt a connection to Mata. You were being polite, and perhaps she mistook that for friendship. That’s what I think.”

Betty came over and kissed him. “That’s my Otto. Thank you.”

He kissed her back passionately. “Thank you, Mrs. Kerchner. I’ll show my gratitude later on.”

“I’m sure you will, Major,” Betty laughed. “Now get back to work.” Otto walked back along the short path to the airport office, thinking, Life certainly does take some odd turns sometimes. Well, he not only had a flying circus to run, but also a baseball club to manage, so he’d better get to it.



Chapter 4
Practice
April 1954

Otto surveyed the young faces gathered around the room. “Gentlemen,” he began, thinking that his new Meteors uniform scratched him all over, “allow me to introduce myself. I am Coach Kerchner, and I’m here to make sure we are a winning team this year.” He paused for cheers and applause and instead was greeted by dead silence. The players looked as if they had been sentenced to several years at hard labor in prison. Otto hesitated and then went on. “All of you played for the Wagoneers last year, and, frankly, you weren’t very good. We’re going to change that. We’re going to learn basic skills. We’re going to learn to play with our heads as well as our muscles, and we’re going to learn to play with heart. That’s what it takes to win, and we will achieve it.”

No one spoke. These guys are truly beaten down, Otto thought. “All right, then,” he called. “Let’s get to it. Everyone out on the field for exercises and stretches.” The team started to amble toward the door. Otto stopped them in mid-shuffle. “Here’s where it changes,” he told them. “When you leave this locker room, you don’t meander along like your grandmother going for her prune juice. Nossir, gentlemen, from now on we run! Go back to where you were! Let’s go! Move like Meteors do! Quickly! Move it! Move it! NOW!”

The players increased their gait to a slow trot. Otto sighed as they cleared the room. He had a lot of work to do. He followed them outside into the warm sunlight. “OK!” he shouted. “Let’s run some laps.”

The players stood in a group and stared at him.

Maybe they hadn’t heard him.

“I said, ‘LET’S RUN SOME LAPS!’”

Nothing. Finally one player, a burly catcher whose name Otto thought was Perkins, rasped, “We never had to run laps before.”

Otto looked at him coolly. “Now you do.”

“I don’t want to.”

“You’re off the team. Turn in your equipment.”

“What the—” Perkins sputtered.

“You heard me, Perkins. Get going, now! You’re finished.”

Perkins lumbered off, muttering under his breath. The other players took off like a herd of startled deer. Well, that took care of that, Otto thought. He had thought that the team’s problem was one of attitude, and he hoped he had just gotten rid of the main negative attitude generator. He went over to the equipment bag and pulled out a bat and several balls. When the team had completed several laps, he called them over. “All right, we’re going to have some fielding practice. Take the positions you played last year. If there’s more than one man to a position, line up and take turns fielding the ball. I’ll call the location of each hit before I make it. Now take your positions!”

A scrawny young fellow stayed in. Otto looked at him. “Take your position.”

“Sir, I am at my position.”

“Don’t call me ‘sir’—call me ‘coach.’”

“Coach, I am at my position.”

Suddenly Otto understood.

“You’re the backup catcher. I remember you from the game last year.”

“Yessi—I mean Coach. And personally I’m glad you canned Perkins. He’s a bully—bad for morale, if you know what I mean.”

“I do, and what’s your name?”

“Lewis, Brad Lewis.”

“All right, Brad Lewis, get your mitt and stand here and catch the throws from the fielders.”

Otto hit grounders, line drives, and flies for about half an hour. It was clear that the players were not used to moving fast and also lacked basic skills and techniques. “Two hands!” he shouted repeatedly. “Catch the ball high! That way, if you drop it, you’ll have a chance to recover it! Get in front of the ball! It won’t hurt you that badly! C’mon, outfielders, hustle! The ball won’t run to you!”

Finally, he could stand the inept play no longer and called the team in. “Take your positions again, and we’ll have batting practice. Pitchers, line up and throw ten pitches each. Nothing hard, nothing fancy. I just need to see how you guys hit.”

The players who were not in the field lined up and took turns swinging at any pitch which came near the plate. As with the fielding, there was a lot of work to do there. Otto shouted advice: “Swing level! Level! You’re not playing golf! Follow through! Keep your eye on the ball! Just meet the ball! Don’t try to kill it! You’re swinging late! Start your swing sooner!”

After a half an hour of this, he started a scrimmage. The play was rife with errors, overthrows, and base-running mistakes. Jeez, no wonder these guys never won a game, he thought. He was going to have to conduct a baseball school. He needed some coaches. Maybe Mata and Betty would like to help. He would have to ask them.

The one bright spot was Lewis, who seemed to have some skills and good sense. He took command of the situation when his squad was on the field, and made quick, accurate throws. Otto called the group together once again. “Let’s hit the showers! Practice tomorrow at nine. I need to figure out what to do with you guys.”

Lewis lingered after the other players had left. “Coach, don’t be too hard on the guys. They’re just not used to anyone demanding something out of them. Sometimes I think our other coaches wanted us to lose. They didn’t tell us as much about playing in one season as you did this morning. Keep it up. We’ll respond.”

“Thank you, Lewis. Did you play high school ball?”

The young fellow brightened. “Yes! I was varsity catcher at the high school for three years. My dad caught some in the minor leagues, and he started early teaching me early.”

“Would he like to help me coach?”

“Wow! I bet he would! He retired recently and he’s about to drive my mom crazy hanging around the house. I’ll ask him.”

“If he’s interested, tell him to report here at eight AM tomorrow.”

“Will do, Coach! Thanks!” Lewis ran off in the direction of the dressing room. Otto put the bat and a couple of stray balls back in the equipment bag, went back through the locker room to close up and drove out to the airport.

***

The next morning, he walked in on Mata looking over some papers. “Good morning, sister,” he greeted her. “Every time I come in, you’re looking at paperwork.”

“Good morning, brother. There’s a lot of it. I could be taking a nap if you’d prefer.”

Otto waved his hand as he went to pour himself a cup of coffee. “No, stick with your paperwork. What’s new?”

“Not much. I should tell you that Betty has seemed cold to me since I got the letter from Alice.”

Otto pondered that for a moment. “Yes, she’s not pleased, but I think she’ll get over it. Maybe you and she could have a little heart-to-heart about what she’s thinking. I have no interest in the subject so I don’t want to get involved.”

“So I gather.”

“You gather correctly.”

“How did practice go?”

Otto sighed. “To say they’re mediocre players would be to grossly overstate their abilities. They can’t hit, can’t throw, can’t catch, can’t run the bases, and most of them have a defeatist attitude. No wonder we beat them so badly last year. No wonder they lost so often.”

Mata looked thoughtful. “I wonder if they were gently urged to play badly.”

“I’m sure they were. And it became a habit.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

“Besides give up and sell the team, you mean?” Mata looked surprised momentarily and then laughed when she realized Otto was joking. “There is one bright spot, a young fellow named Lewis who is the backup catcher. Or was the backup catcher. I let the main catcher go, so our young friend Mister Lewis is now the primary catcher.”

“You are a harsh master,” Mata smiled.

Otto shrugged. “I have to start somewhere. Anyhow, Lewis’ father is a former minor league player who’s coming in tomorrow morning to meet with me. He taught his boy about baseball, and from what I’ve seen of his son, I think he’ll make a great assistant manager.”

“That would work well since I’m busy here. So is Betty, so we won’t be of much help.”

“I understand. And I’m sorry for the friction between you two. I feel responsible for it.”

“Well, you did start it.”

“You have such a great way of making a guy feel so much more rotten, sis.”

“Just another service I offer.” She grew serious. “Betty and I will work it out. I know we will.”

“In that case, I’ll let you get back to your work. I have some to do myself.”

“Ah, yes, it’s that German work ethic that drives us so hard.”

It does indeed, Otto thought.

***

The next morning, Otto sat at his desk in the office at the ball field, looking over his notes from the day before. There was a soft knock at the door, and he looked up to see a small man dressed in a neat gray suit with a white shirt and dark tie. He held his hat in his hands and twisted it nervously. “Coach Kerchner?” he asked tentatively. Otto stood up and offered his hand to him.

“Yes, I’m Otto Kerchner, and you must be Mr. Lewis.”

Lewis motioned downward with his hat. “Please, call me Frank. Mr. Lewis was my father.”

“Good to meet you, Frank. Thanks for coming in.” They shook hands. “Please, have a seat.” He indicated a worn wooden chair across from the desk.

“My boy tells me you think I might be of some use to the team. I’m grateful you got rid of that other catcher and are giving my son a chance.”

“To tell the truth, Frank, Brad looks to be the only real baseball player on the team.”

“Thank you. I worked hard with him.”

“Brad tells me you were in the majors.”

Frank sighed. “Yeah, I was with the Braves’ AAA team for the most part. I did fairly well there, and they sent me to the bigs at the end of one season for a cup of coffee. I proved I couldn’t hit a curve and that I was slow. Even for a catcher. So I quit that and got what my dad, rest his soul, called an honest job. I worked in a machine shop until last year when I retired. I miss working, but they were cutting positions, and some of the younger fellows had families. So here I am before I drive my wife crazy.”

Otto smiled. “I think I know what you mean. You must have worked with Brad on his game.”

Frank smiled. “Ever since he could walk. His mom didn’t want him to be a catcher, but I guess I pushed him in that direction, consciously or not.”

“So he did well throughout his career?”

“Yes, he played Little League and then all through high school. He caught on with the Wagoneers after his senior year, but they didn’t play him much. Forgive a father’s pride, but he is a much better catcher than that big clumsy fellow Perkins was. It was like the coaches wanted the team to lose. That’s why I was so excited when Brad came home and told me about the first day of practice with you in charge. I thought, now here’s a fellow who understands baseball and motivating players.” Otto nodded. “I had heard of you and your airline business and of course everyone around here knows you were a war hero—”

Otto waved a hand. “Just doing my job, like so many others.”

“You’re being modest, Coach. We all know what you did.”

“Be that as it may, the war is over and we’re here to get a team ready to play. Would you like to be my assistant manager?”

Lewis looked startled. “Wha’? Why, I mean, yes, of course. I can get you some references from my former place of work and from my church. Father Dominico will vouch for me. He used to play before he became a priest.”

Otto smiled. “References won’t be necessary, Frank. I can tell all I need to know about you from talking to you. And do you think Father Dominico would be interested in coaching?”

Lewis grew animated. “Thank you, Coach! You can count on me. And I’m sure Dominico would love to get back into the game. He was a pitcher for the Catholic League. Had a darned good fastball and a nifty curve, or so I’ve heard. I’ll go see him on my way home from here.”

“All right. Can you start now?”

Lewis gulped. “I suppose so. I’ll need to call my wife. May I use your phone?”

Otto gestured toward the phone on his desk. “Help yourself. Dial ‘9’ to get out. I’m going to go look at the field.”

As he walked down the hall, Otto overheard Frank exclaim excitedly, “Agnes! I got the job! I’m going to be a coach…I’ll need to stay for practice, and I’ll be a little late for lunch…No, I don’t know how late…”

Otto reached the soft green expanse of the field. Things are decidedly looking up, he thought.



Chapter 5
Baseball Days
June 1954

Otto studied the field from his vantage point atop the dugout steps. The Eau Claire Dragons had two men at the corners, with one out in the top of the sixth inning. They led 4 to 2 and were
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