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The California sun is shining on the damp, manicured grass of the field. The dirt around the baseball diamond is drying into the perfect color after its morning with the sprinklers. The baselines have all been chalked for a new day of play. The mere sight of the field in mid-morning is an evocative spark that conjures the anticipation of its future activity. One can almost hear the crack of the bat, the smell off the leather of the mitt, hear the nervous fidgeting of the fans awaiting the next pitch. 

It's spring training for the San Jose Braves, and the players are moving into their defensive positions on the field. Their uniforms are as white as they are new, and the promise of the upcoming season lifts everyone to their highest potential in their minds. The players have never been more ready to play, and the coaches have it all figured out.

Clay Hart is standing in the grass behind home plate, just a few yards from the batter's box. He chokes up on the baseball bat and takes a couple of smooth swings through the air. 

He's been hired by the new owner of the team to be the hitting coach during spring training. He doesn't know if the job will last beyond opening day, but he tries not to dwell on it. The season starts in just a few weeks, and he's not been asked to remain with the team into the regular season, but, at this point, he'll take whatever time on the field he can get. He just loves being part of the game again. 

These early days—before the season starts, when the mood of the team is at its highest and hope is everywhere—have always been among his favorite times to be around the ball field. There's something about spring and the sense of renewal it brings. There's a shared belief that everyone can be better than they've ever been. And, for Clay, after a year away from the game and feeling aimless on the East Coast, he's never been happier to look out onto the field and see those players looking to him for direction—a congregation waiting to hear the day's sermon. It's the only kind of service Clay's happy to attend. 

Today, Clay is running through bunting fundamentals. The team has a few speedy prospects this year, and Red, the Braves' manager, wants to utilize their speed on the base pads as much as possible. Clay was a better than average bunter when he was coming up, and he knows how to best approach it. He also understands the reluctance of some players to do it. It's not easy to lean in on a fastball. It's difficult to stick your hands in harm's way with the precision that's necessary to successfully aim a bunt. It's not the way hitters are accustomed to approaching a pitch. It doesn't feel natural to most hitters. Also, there's something about it that feels a bit like a cheat—a cheap shot. But it's the element of surprise, when you can get the mechanics and timing right, that makes it such a potent weapon in a batter's arsenal. 

Clay moves into the batter's box and crouches down into his stance. The pain in his thigh barks at him for the effort. There's still some German shrapnel in his thigh from World War II. It's always there to remind him of his limitations just in case he forgets why it is he can't play professional ball anymore. He figures, at nearly thirty-six, he'd just be winding down his once promising career in the big leagues had he not met a bullet in the winter of 1943.  

"When bunting, the element of surprise is important, but it's not paramount," Clay says to the players in the field. "Don't get too hung up on the timing of it at first. Some guys feel more comfortable telegraphing the bunt as the pitcher goes into his windup, and that's okay when we're just sacrificing a guy over from first. But if you're trying for a quick single when no one's on base, then surprise is critical. And, of course, in the event of a suicide squeeze, you don't want to give the defense a heads-up at all. Here, the art of deception is key.

"Some guys are good about moving into their bunting stance from their batting position in one quick motion, and that's where I'd like to see you get eventually. For now, if you don't feel comfortable initially, that's fine. Take your time. That's why I'm here to help. If it feels awkward, it's only because you haven't practiced enough. Most guys don't like to spend a lot of time practicing bunting. It's not what most of us love about hitting. We want to swing free and hard. But it's a tool you want at your disposal. It's effective, and, if done right, it's a valuable asset that you will use."

Clay can hear the players grumbling. He's gotten a feel for these guys after a couple weeks of working with them. They don't have a ton of patience for talk. Once these guys are on the field, they want action. They just want him to get on with it. He doesn't care, though. He's got a job to do, and this was a point of focus from the coach.

"The most important thing is to quickly get into your stance and have your bat right where you want it," he says, going into the motion. His thigh gives him a jolt when he gets into position, and it pains him to know that he's going to have to do this about a hundred more times before the day is through. But he tries to remember he's on a ball field again. He spends a lot of time trying not to take that for granted. It's a gift that he's here at all.

"Now, where are you putting the ball? You've got to know this before you get into position. I'm a lefty. My natural position is to push the ball toward 3rd base." Clay nods at the pitching coach. The coach sends him a pitch a little outside the zone, but Clay stretches a bit and pokes it up the 3rd base line. Luckily, it stays fair. 

"If the squeeze is on, however, my best bet is to go to first. In order to go to first, I've gotta really get in front of the pitch. For the right handers, this'll be easier for you." He nods to the pitching coach again. This pitch comes in a bit high, but he gets the bat around to poke it to the right. Stays in play.

Clay can see the batboy running toward him out of the corner of his eye. 

"Clay, Maggie says you have a call?"

"Tell her I'll call them back."

"She says it's urgent."

"It's alright, Clay. Go on," Red says from the dugout behind Clay. "We'll do calisthenics until you get back." 

"Sorry, guys. Won't be a minute," Clay says, as he moves toward the ticket office, where Maggie holds down the fort most days. 

Maggie is his fiancée. They've been engaged for the past year or so, and they were together for several years before that. Clay had been putting off asking her to marry him because her dad, who Clay was awfully close to before he died, didn't want Maggie to marry a ball player. Her dad, Henry, wasn't shy about expressing this wish to anyone who would listen, least of all to Clay. Henry seemed to insert his objection to Maggie being with a ball player in just about every conversation he had with Clay. He always felt that Henry knew he had eyes for Maggie, and that Maggie was equally sweet on Clay. Everyone else seemed to know it too, and Maggie and Clay weren't too shy about showing it either. 

After Clay was shot working a case last year, Maggie was keen to remind him that since he was spending his time as a private investigator, he was no longer a baseball player, and since he was shot—not for the first time—his playing days were well and truly over. He had to concede that her father's wish no longer seemed pertinent to their situation. Then, once he was out of the hospital, Maggie sold the team to the new owner, a California oil man named Frank Beattie, who seemed like an alright guy. Because the team also owned the San Jose Stadium (not much of a stadium, really), Maggie got more money from the transaction then most farm league owners would receive from a sale. Then, Maggie and Clay moved east to Connecticut with all Maggie's new money. They both wanted a fresh start, and she wanted to get Clay far away from anyone who might try and lure him back into the investigation business. 

Still, it wasn't long before they both got bored sitting around doing nothing but living off Maggie's modest baseball fortune. Luckily, Frank asked if Maggie could come back and manage the team's box office. It seemed like no one else could run the place as smoothly as she did, and they had a paperwork mess to sort out from the past season—the season Maggie was gone. Soon after they moved back, Red asked Clay if he had any interest in becoming the team's hitting coach during spring training. Clay wasn't convinced it wasn't a pity hire, but he didn't bother asking questions. He was too bored to worry about why he was asked. He was just happy to be asked at all. Once back at the park, it wasn't a minute before he and Maggie both felt right at home again. 

"Do you mind telling me what's so urgent?" Clay asks Maggie, leaning in through the box office door behind the home dugout.

"Don't ask me. Ask the hysterical woman on the phone crying about her husband."

"What's she want with me?"

"I didn't ask. I told her you were busy, but she went on and on about needing Mr. Hart."

Clay goes to the phone on Maggie's desk and puts his hand on the receiver. Before he can pick it up, Maggie puts her hand over his hand. 

"Don't agree to anything dangerous before you talk to me, please. Things have been going so well."

"Sure, Maggie," he says, picking up the phone. "Hello?"

"Mr. Hart?"

"That's me. Call me Clay."

"Mr. Hart, I hate to bother you, but I have an urgent situation. I didn't know who else to call," she says, her voice breaking with a kind of desperate sound that makes him uneasy.

"What's the problem?"

"My husband's passed away and the authorities say he committed suicide," she says, descending into a whisper as she said the last word, as if a shadow of shame hovered over its being uttered aloud.

"I'm sorry to hear that, but the police usually have a pretty good track record of knowing the telltale signs of that sort of thing."

"I understand that, and I have no question that they did their due diligence as far as they know, but I—"

"Miss, I'm sorry, but this sounds like a better call for the police detective on the case."
"You don't understand. I can't go to the police. It's hard to explain, but I have to be... tactful."
"Sorry, but I haven't been in the investigation business for over a year. I'm not even sure if—"

"Please, Clay," she says, and the sound of his name from that voice rings a bell of recognition in him.

"Have we met before?" he asks. "Do I know you?"

"Would you at least do me the courtesy of a meeting?" she asks, ignoring his question. "Just a drink. I'm in town today. Just for the afternoon. You can say no, obviously, but I'd like to see you face-to-face."

"I guess it couldn't hurt to have a drink. You know Eddie's bar?"

"That's where I'm calling from. Can you come?"

"Not this second, but I'll see if I can get away," he says, looking at Maggie, who is trying to pretend she's not paying attention. "I think I can be there within the hour, but I'm not making any promises about what I can do."

"I really appreciate it, Clay. I'll be waiting," she says before hanging up.

Clay stands there for a second holding the phone and staring out the ticket office window.

"What is it?" Maggie asks.

Clay turns from the window to Maggie, returning from some unknown reverie. 

"I'm not sure," he says.

"You’re meeting her?"

"Just for a drink."

"She has a job for you, I suppose?"

"Don’t worry. I'm not going to take it."

"That’s a relief," she says, sitting back in her chair and taking a breath. 

"I’ll meet her and listen to what she has to say. Then, I'll let her down easy by giving her the name of another investigator better suited to what she needs."

"What does she need?"

"Whatever it is, I'd be no help. I'm too rusty to do her any good."

"What’s troubling you then?"

"Who says I’m troubled?"

"Come on, Clay. Something she said got to you. I can tell."

"It’s not what she said. I just felt like I knew the voice. I just can’t place it."

"She did say that you and her went way back."

"She said that?"

"She did," Maggie says. "Any idea who it is?"

"Not sure," he says, but suddenly he was sure. Like a wave of recognition, her name crashes into him. It was Stella—his fiancée before the war broke out. 
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Clay first met Stella in Pennsylvania while he played for the Wilkes-Barre Barons during the summer of nineteen forty-one. They were both awfully young back then, and they thought they had the world all figured out. He was going to be a professional ball player, and she was going to be a professional ball player's wife.

She was a constant at Barons' games. Though she wasn't the biggest baseball fan in the world, she was a prisoner of her father’s baseball obsession. Her father had three daughters, and, as the youngest, Stella became her dad’s game companion after her two older sisters married and started their own families. She studiously sat beside him and kept her box score up-to-date, which she had been doing for every Barons' home game since 1936. That was the year her sister Wendy had gotten engaged and the baton of seeking their father's approval via baseball was passed to Stella.

Clay had moved up the ranks of the Cleveland Indians organization quickly. He landed in Wilkes-Barre for what he believed would be a brief sojourn until he was inevitably called up to the big league team. This was June of 1941. 

Stella met Clay like she met most the players, by trying to get his autograph. These signatures were ostensibly for her, but she really collected them for her dad. Still, it was an easy, convenient way of introducing herself to the players. For her, the game was easier to enjoy when she knew the players. And the players were all too happy to know her. She was a beautiful young woman and, once a player spotted her in the stands, it was hard to look anywhere else. 

Another player pointed her out to Clay in the stands during his first game with the Barons. After that, he had to fight the urge to look in her direction every at-bat. But whenever he got a hit, and he did hit (batting .326 that season), she was always the first face he’d look for in the stands. It was her reaction he most wanted to see. She was the fan he most wanted to impress. And she, in turn, was always looking at him, waiting for him to look at her. 

After one particularly good game against Poughkeepsie (Clay went 4 for 4 with a game winning walk-off double in the bottom of the ninth.), he left the clubhouse after a brief celebration with the team, and he looked for her face in the few stragglers that remained in the stands. He couldn't find her. Then, he heard a woman's voice call his name behind him. Stella was standing by the dugout looking hopefully in his direction. She asked him to sign her scorecard, and he asked her out on a date for the next off day. Then, he thought better of it and asked her to meet him for breakfast the next morning instead. She accepted. From that point forward they were pretty much together whenever he wasn't busy with baseball.

Of course, everyone was walking around in a strange haze of surreality during those days. War in Europe was on everyone's minds. Most people knew it was only a matter of time before the US would be dragged into it, and yet most people didn't really want to acknowledge any such thing out loud—at least not in Clay's circle. War was a thing happening an ocean away, and they treated it as if it were happening on another planet. It just wasn't talked about a whole lot. He talked baseball with the boys, and he talked about the future with Stella. Maybe talking about the future was one way of not contending with the shadow that was encroaching over their present.  

By August, it was becoming clear to everyone in Wilkes-Barre that Clay's days with the team were numbered. He was going to be called up to The Show. It wasn't a matter of if, but a matter of when. Stella knew it too. They didn't talk about it. For Clay, he was superstitious enough not to dare say it out loud, as if the very words could vaporize his lifelong dream of a career in the majors. And Stella didn't want to acknowledge the inevitability of his departure.

When he was called up in late-August, he was crazy enough about Stella that he bought a ring and asked her to marry him. She said yes. He was desperate for her to come to Cleveland with him, but since they weren't yet married, there was no way he could ask her to come with him. Still, there was only slightly more than a month left of the season, and they both knew they'd see each other again soon enough. He just wanted to be sure that she knew that he didn't have eyes for anyone but her. And he hoped the ring would mean no one else's eyes would linger on her too long either. 

In Cleveland, he felt homesick for her. They wrote letters and called when they could. No matter how many letters or how sweet the words, they were still much too far away from each other. Still, he was able to stay focused enough on baseball to hit .294 during his month with the Indians. And no errors at 2nd base. God, he loved those days. He felt like he was just hitting his stride. His career was only just beginning.

When he returned to Wilkes-Barre at the beginning of October, he was a hero in his small circle of baseball friends and Stella's family. And for a blissful fall, he felt like a hero with Stella on his arm. 

Then, December 7th happened. 'A day that would live in infamy.' For him, it would be an infamous day for more reasons than some, less than others.

He volunteered to join the Army and was shipped off right quick to basic training at Parris Island. After his training was complete, Clay was sent to North Africa. Most days in the desert were so grueling that by day's end all you wanted to do was collapse in bed. Some days Stella's letters, or the hope of a letter from Stella, was all that kept him going. When he did receive a letter, he kept it with him at all times until the next one arrived. The previous letter, having been worn down from repeated readings, would be put in his foot locker with the others. The few spare moments he had for his own thoughts, he'd compose letters to her in his mind. When he got to the pen and paper before lights went out that night, the words he'd spent the day composing would pour out effortlessly despite his exhaustion. 

Those months were terrible and terrifying. The unknown was out there waiting for every soldier, and they had no choice but to go find it. They knew they were the good guys, but it didn't mean all of them were eager for what was ahead. The Army spent good money convincing Clay he was a killer, but they never convinced him that war wasn't dehumanizing. Like most soldiers, he accepted that he had to fight, but he didn't have to be happy about it.

When his regiment started to move north, Stella's letters became more rare. It took twice as long to receive them as before, and the infrequency of receiving a letter reduced his morale. Days turned to weeks, and weeks turned into months. Fighting in the mountains of Tunisia was long, hard, devastating work. Those are days Clay doesn't spend a lot of time thinking about—not if he wants to believe in the goodness of humanity. 

After he was shot and sent to convalesce in Bristol, England, he received a letter from her that was a much needed gift of hope. If nothing else was going right for him, at least he'd be back at home with her soon. It was a new beginning for their life together—his only solace after the many dark days he'd spent before receiving her letter. Reading it, though, pulled him even lower than he thought he could go. She wrote him that she had met someone else. She wrote that she hated to break the news to him while he was so far away, but she didn't want to carry on 'a lie of love.' 

It was bad enough to be stuck in bed with a chunk of German metal in his once heathy, strong thigh muscle. But that letter sent him into a tailspin. He never really knew the full story of what happened. She wrote to him a couple more times after that, but he never responded. He didn't even read the letters she sent. He would stare at her handwriting on the envelopes, dying to open them, but he wouldn't allow himself to give into the hope they offered. He felt he couldn't afford more disappointment. He
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