This story is work of fiction. The characters, incidents, places and
dialogue are drawn from the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and
are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales or
persons, living or not living, is entirely coincidental.

No part of this story may be used or reproduced in any manner
whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in critical articles and reviews.

This story is copy written and available for your personal enjoyment only.
It may not be sold or given away to other people. However, | am happy for you
to share this with another person. Thank you for respecting my work.

If for any reason you wish to contact the author (Mr. Fritz) you may send
an e-mail to fanzivino@sc.rr.com.

| hope you enjoy my story.
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Popcorn Lena
by

TJ Fritz

The young pitcher completed his dramatic wind-up, glanced toward first

base to force the runner to tag up, then blazed another fast ball toward the plate.

“Bal l three,” growled the teenage um

two away, runner at firs t

Logan guarded his shortstop position like a pro and punched his glove with
his fist. He pulled on the brim of his New York Yankee baseball cap and hoped a
hit wouldn’t come his way. He knew t he

next pitch.

While the pitcher again went through his fancy windup, the batter took a
few air swings, then defiantly shot a spit into the dust. This time a curve ball

zoomed toward the plate.

The batter took a wicked cut, caught a piece of the ball and sent it

bouncing violently between third base and shortstop. Instinctively Logan
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lunged for the ball and trapped it in his mit. He shot a quick glance at the
runner who was almost to second base. No chance for a forced out.

Logan’ s onl y pdtter who waaracing tawardfiest Logarh e
got his balance, took aim, and fired the ball to the first baseman. He heard
the balll smack i nto the first basema

runner’s foot hit the bag.

“Yerr OUT!” yelbedrthe ump. “Game

Thank you God, Logan said silently. Logan yelled out to his

t eammat es, “Ni ce game guys!”.

“Great throw, Logan, compl i ment ec

echoed the praise.

“Hey, guys, how ‘bout anot her game

Logan glanced at his watch . “No ti me. My newsp

soon. |l gotta go."” dmgad bhiuknp.ed O

guys tomorrow,” and he rode off to h
k ok ok
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Logan was enjoying his best summer ever. What more could a
twelve-year-ol d want ? Up every morning at
God. A quick breakfast. To the ballfield by 9:00. Play baseball with his
buddies until 3:00. Deliver the newspapers. Then supper, TV, prayers and
bed. That was perfect. With his paper route money he was able to buy a
great bike, go to movies with his friends, and get cool clothes and other

things. Fun. Friends. Spending money. Baseball. Life was wonderful!

That evening Logan sat at the supper table with his Dad and older

sister.

“You' ' re turn for dishes tonight,”

“Okay,” Logan said in a tone |ike
coul dn’t c 0 mp lyeartold, Sarah waxamn excallenf cook dnde e n
always made sure the three of them had a great dinner every night. Things

changed two years ago when mom got sick and went to heaven.

“Did you have a good game today,
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“Oh, vyeah.” L o0 g a n-wirinihgplaydohthelast b o ut |

out, and he felt proud.

“Still want to play shortstop for

“Absolutelyl!l” Logan i magined hi ms
Stadium. He was surrounded by 50,000 cheering fans. His lifelong dream

drifted to the backof hismindas he t hought of somet hi

Sometimes there’'s a strange | ady who
ball fiel d. I think she’'s retarded o
“What' s she |l ook | i ke?” Dad asked,

logandesc r i bed her as a woman about hi
and dressed almost like a man. She walked slowly, seemed to have a limp,

and she always pulled a wagon.

“That’'s probably Lena,” dad said i

going shoppingforher par ent s. I think she stil

“Who? Do you know her, dad?” Log

a)
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“Her name I S Lena. I went t o schoc
gi r | i n high school . I mean, you ju

away. Drop-dead gorgeous. She was a great ball player too. She could out

pitch any boy in the school. The gu
“l don’t get it,” Logan said. “Di
“There was an explosion in chemist

up. She was injured pretty bad. She had several operations, most of them

were for plastic surgery, and she was out of school for a year. When she

came back, kids picked on her constantly. Her mind was still sharp, but she
couldn’”t tal k ver ygomeTlhdkidscallelAmed her be

names | i ke ‘" Freak’ and Daughter of

much she finally dropped out.

Logan and Sarah looked at each other. They were silent and
continued eating. Logan could see that Sarah seemed bothered by the

story.

“Dad, that' s terrible. She stil]l
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“Yeah, |l guess. |l remember that v
tried to get her married off. Her dad actually put an add in the paper and

offered $10,000t0 any guy who woul d marry her

“Dad, that's sick!” Sarah excl ai me

Logan agreed. He was curious and

husband?”

“Oh, vyeah,” dad continued. “A | ot
picked one and there was a big wedding. At the reception, her father gave
the groom a box filled with $10,000 in cash. Before the evening ended, the

new husband di sappeared with the mon

“Oh, Dad, that’'s terriblel!” Sarah
“Sheawasce girl, Sarah. Life’'s be
“Why i1 s she always pulling that we

“She’' s probably getting groceries

Maybe she’s buying popcorn.
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“What ?"” asked Sar ah.

“In school she used to loveto eat popcorn. For lunch she always had

a popcorn ball or bag of caramel corn or buttered popcorn. Her nickname

wa s Popcorn Lena.

That night when Logan said his prayers, he asked God to watch over
Popcorn Lena. Logan felt bad that her life had taken such sad and tragic
turns, and he knew that it was probably difficult for her to be happy. He
couldn’”t i magine what it would be |
hopes and dreams and loads of promise, then have everything come
crashing down and change forever with one tragic accident. He thanked

God for hisblessings, hishopes and hisdreams.

At the ballfield the next day Logan stood guard at his shortstop

position and waited to defend his territory. The batter hit a pop foul
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toward the third base side. The ball hit the turf and bounced into the

dense jungle of trees that ran beside the ballfield.

“Oh, no!” someone yell ed.

“Run after i1t, quick!” yelled anot

Three boys chased after the ball and disappeared into the forest.

About fifty feet from the third base line was the border of the
Randall Park Hollow, a deep gorge with a million trees. It was a quarter
mile wide and several miles long. It ran the whole length of the ballfield.
Supposedly, the hollow was carved out by a glacier thousands of years ago.
At the bottom a hundred feet below was a stream that was either wide,
gushing and uncrossable, or barely a trickle, depending on the weather and
the time of the year. When Logan was younger he used to take hikes
through the hollow to explore its secrets. He soon discovered that it was
merely a gigantic forest in a long valley, a perfect haven for birds, small

animals and stray dogs.
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The three ball-chasing boys soon emerged from the hollow. One
held the missing ball high in the air for everyone to see. The young

ballplayers cheered and the game resumed.

After three innings the game was tied. From his position at shortstop
Logan saw the mysterious Popcorn Lena pulling her wagon as she made her
slow trek to wherever she was going . He tried to imagine her as a beautiful
teenage girl, the hottest gir!]l I n sc
slowly and she walked along the sidelines not interfering with the game,

not bothering anyone.

“Hey Retard. Get out of here! or
“Yeah, Ugl y! Take your wagon and

Several other ballplayers chimed-in with nasty remarks. Lena walked
on as if she heard nothing. Logan was angered by the insults made by his

friends. So much for the Golden Rule, he thought.
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“Hey guys, | eave her alone, Logar

anyone.

“l's that your girlfriend, kkogan?”

“Cut el Just your type.

“Yeah, Logan, someone el se said.

“Just stop it. Leave her alonel”
Lena, who was walking near third base, paused and looked at Logan. For a
second their eyes locked. Logan realized that she had heard everything. He
saw sadness and hurt in her eyes as she turned and continued walking,

pulling her wagon behind her.

Logan thought about what he had just done. He wondered if his
friends would think he was crazy for defending the strange woman. He
knew in his heart that they were wrong to treat her that way, and he felt he
had to defend her. Oh God, he prayed silently, help me to know what is

right and to have the courage to do it.
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At the top of the 7" inning Logan stepped up to the plate to bat. As
the pitcher wound up to throw, four older teenage boys suddenly appeared
from the edge of the hollow and charged toward the ballfield. They were
yelling, “Nobody move aysdywheeefjooady get

arel?”

The tallest attacker was carrying a long hunting knife. He grabbed
Logan from behind and held the knife

try anything or |71l slice your thro

Logan’ s heart wademauncbidng hweil tph nfee
prayed. He thought he could feel blood draining from his neck. He
imagined himself lying over home plate, bleeding to death. Logan was

shaken to the depths of his soul. “

and felt tears pouring down his face.
“What do you guys want?” Logan he

“We just want a few of your bikes

them sai d. “Don’ t screw with us and
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“Please...” Logan pl eaded. “Don’ t

“Shut wup!” said the teen holding t
jerked Logan tighter and Logan felt the sharp blade pressing into his neck.

He was sure he was going to die.

“LEAVE BOY ALONE!” demanded someor
voice. Logan opened his eyes. Through his tears he could see Popcorn
Lena standing near the pitcher’s mou

Lena growled.

The boy with the knife became enr ¢
cut youl!"” He t Inrde va nldo gd ma rtead tahlte Lgernaa
guys, | et’s get her!” The four teen

lead the way holding the knife above him as if it were a flaming torch.

Logan was sprawled in the dust at home plate. He held his neck with
both hands and watched the attackers rushing for Lena. Dear God, he

prayed. Pl ease help her. Don’t | et
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Wi th their fists I n the air t he f c

gonna die, Lady, one of them said.

Lena reached down to her wagon, ripped open a paper bag, gathered
an armful of potatoes, and with perfect precision began hurling them at the
oncoming enemy. The boy with the knife was hit square in the nose which
broke with a loud crack. As he grabbed his face the knife flew out of his
hand and | anded at Lena’'s feet. The
and he went down. The third attacker was struck in the eye and forehead.
And the last one took a large potato in his groin. He doubled over and was
hit again in the ear as he spun around and hit the dirt. The four attackers

huddled together on the ground. They were moaning, groaning and

bleeding.

“LEAVE HERE!” Lena screamed at t he
I nhuman. “GO NOw!” S h aheknikedydth ed dow
shining blade.

“No, Lady! NO!” yelled one of the
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“ SAY GO NOwWw!"” Lena snarl ed. St
back to hurl it with all her might. The four attackers rose to the feet, ran

into the hollow and vanished in the trees.

‘*NO COME BACK,” Lena warned, “OR |
heave Lena hurled the knife high int
knife spun end-over-end like a shiny propeller. It disappeared into the

treetops and stuck with a solid thud.

Lena | ooked down at Logan. “BOY?

Logan took his hands from his neck and looked for blood. There was

none. “ think so,"” he sai d. “Than

Everyone watched as Lena gathered the potatoes. No one moved.
No one helped her. Without another word, Lena picked up the wagon

handle and quietly walked away.

That evening at dinner after Sarah served them and dad asked the

blessing, Logan was unusually quiet.
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Her

Did you have a good game today?”
Uhuh."”

Dd you see Popcorn Lena?”

Oh, vyeah,” Logan answered.

You know?” dad went on. “Lena u

dad would take her t o

Cl evel and

Logan finished his supper without mentioning the incident at the

ballfield. That night as he said his prayers, Logan thanked God for saving

him that day. And he asked God to watch over Popcorn Lena.

The next morning Logan went to the field as he had been doing all

summer. But this day was different. There was not the usual noise, clamor

and

yelling. Some of the

pl ayers

at the edge of the hollow expecting to see knife-wielding strangers charging

out .

T h ithe garae. Magbe they neter would be.
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Halfway through the game as Logan stood at shortstop and adjusted
his Yankee cap as he had done a hundred times, Lena appeared. Unlike
yesterday, no one mocked her, no one called her names. Instead, there

was silence as Lena pulled her wagon along the third base side of the field.

When Lena got beside third base she stopped and looked at Logan.
She put down the wagon handle, took a paper bag from the wagon, and

walked toward Logan.

“Boy? You Yanknherodiwice?” she asked

“Yes,” is all Logan coul d say. T

for her courage and for saving him yesterday.

O

“This for you,” she said as she h

“Thank you.

Lena turned and walked back to her wagon. Some of the nearby
pl ayers came up to him and whispered

What' s in the bag?”
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Logan opened the bag and pulled out a wood and glass display case that
held an old baseball yellowing with age. The ball was covered with signatures

written in blue and black.

Logan began reading the names: Whitey Ford, Casey Stengel, Mickey
Mant |l e, Tony Kubek. : : “Oh, my gosh,”
pl ate on the wooden base, “1963 eNew Yor
“Roger Marris, Bobby Richardson, EI ston

” Logan knew that this must have been

He glanced up looking for her, but she was gone.

The End
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