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For Mom and Dad, finally




 First Inning: Play Ball

Manhattan, New York, 1845




 1

Nine months ago, Felix Schneider was the fastest boy in Bremen, Germany. Now he was the fastest boy in Manhattan, New York. He was so fast, in fact, the ship that had brought him to America arrived a day early.

Now he stood on first base, waiting to run.

“Put the poreen just about here, ya rawney Dutchman!” the Striker called. English was difficult enough for Felix to understand, and almost unintelligible when spoken by the Irish. But the “Dutchman” at Feeder—another German boy like Felix—didn’t need to understand Cormac’s words to know where he wanted him to throw the ball. He lobbed it toward the plate and the Irish boy slapped the ball to the right side beyond first base.

Felix ran full out. His legs churned in the soft mud, but his shoes gave him traction, propelling him toward second base. He was a racehorse, a locomotive. The world was a blur when he ran, and he could feel his blood thumping through his veins like the steam pistons pounding out a rhythm on  the fast ferry to Staten Island. Felix flew past the parcel that stood for second base and dug for third.

“Soak him!” one of the boys called. Felix glanced over his shoulder just in time to see an English boy hurl the baseball at him. He danced out of the way and the ball sailed past him, missing his vest by less than an inch. Felix laughed and charged on to third, turning on the cap there and heading for home.

“Soak the bloody devil!” one of the other Irish boys cried. The ball came at Felix again, but this time the throw was well wide. He pounced on the rock at home plate with both feet and celebrated the point.

“Ace!” Felix cried. “Ace, ace, ace!”

“No it weren’t,” called one of the buckwheats, a boy just back from the Ohio territory. “You missed second base!”

Felix ran straight to second base to argue, and was met there by the boys on both teams.

“You’re out, ya plonker!” said one of the Irish boys.

“The heck I was!” said Felix. He stepped forward to challenge him, and the boy laughed.

“You sure you want to get them fancy ones and twos there muddy, Dutchman?”

He was on again about Felix’s shoes, which were better than everyone else’s. Felix’s father, a cobbler, had made them for him—sturdy brown leather lace-ups with good thick heels. They were the only thing he still had to remind him of his family back in Bremen.

The boys looked down at Felix’s shoes. That’s when they all saw Felix’s footprints in the wet earth. He’d missed second base by a foot.

“Three out, all out,” the buckwheat said.

Felix snatched the ball from the boy’s hand and plunked him hard in the shoulder with it.

“Run!” Felix cried.

The lot became a battlefield as both teams went back and forth, tagging each other and dashing for home to see who would earn the right to bat next. Felix had just ducked out of the way of a ball aimed for his head when someone grabbed him by the ear and stood him up.

“Felix Schneider!” his uncle Albert yelled.

The game of tag ground to an abrupt halt and the boys shirked away as Felix’s uncle laid into him.

“I knew you would be here, you worthless boy! You should have been back an hour ago! Where is the parcel you were sent to deliver?”

Felix glanced meekly at second base.

“You’ve buried it in the mud!?” Felix’s uncle cuffed him. “If you’ve ruined those pieces, it’ll mean both our jobs! My family will be out on the streets, and you will never earn passage for yours. Is this why you stowed away aboard that ship? To come to America and play games?”

“N-no sir.”

Uncle Albert dragged Felix over to the parcel.

“Pick it up. Pick it up!”

“I didn’t step on it, see? I missed the bag—”

His uncle struck him again, and Felix said nothing more. With his speed he knew he still had plenty of time to deliver the fabric pieces, and time enough to go to the Neumans’, pick up their finished suits, and get them to Lord & Taylor by the close of business too. He also knew his uncle wouldn’t want to hear it.

“Now go. Go!” Uncle Albert told him. “If you were my son, I’d whip you!”

And if I were your son, thought Felix as he dashed off with the parcel, I’ d run away to California.

Felix ran to where the Neumans lived on East Eighth Street off Avenue B, in the heart of “Kleindeutschland,” Little Germany. Their tenement stood in the shadow of a fancier building facing the street on the same lot. The Neumans lived on the fourth floor, two brothers and their families squeezed into a one-family flat with three rooms and no windows. Felix hated visiting there. It made him think of those preachers who stood on street corners throughout Kleindeutschland yelling warnings of damnation and hell. As much as he disliked his uncle, Felix knew that but for Uncle Albert’s job as a cutter, their own Kleindeutschland flat would look like this. Or worse.

One of the Neuman boys, not much older than Felix, met him at the door. Felix only knew him from deliveries and pickups—he’d never seen any of the Neuman boys playing on Little Germany’s streets or empty lots.

“Guten tag,” the boy said.

“Good morning,” said Felix. He held out the parcel. “I’ve got your new pieces.”

The boy let Felix into the room. It was hot and dark, and Neumans young and old sweated as they sewed cut pieces of cloth into suits around the dim light of four flickering candles. Herr Neuman, the family “foreman,” came forward to take the package from Felix.

“Danke schön,” Herr Neuman said.

“You’re welcome,” Felix said. “Bitte.”

Herr Neuman set the parcel on a table and opened it, counting out the pieces. He nodded to let Felix know everything was in order.

“Do you have anything for me to take back?” Felix asked.  “Haben Sie noch etwas fertig?”

Herr Neuman held up a finger and went into another room. Felix waved to one or two of the women who looked up at him with weak smiles. Felix knew this wasn’t what they had expected when they’d come to America. It wasn’t what any of them had expected. Felix’s own father had talked of New York as a promised land, where everyone had good jobs and plenty to eat. “Manhattan is a city of three hundred thousand,” he’d said, “and half of those are men who will need a good pair of shoes.” Herr Neuman, a skilled tailor, had probably said the same thing to his family about the men in Manhattan needing suits.

What neither of them knew, of course, what none of the  tailors and cobblers and haberdashers had known, was that those hundred and fifty thousand men needed only five men to sell them suits and shoes: Mr. A. T. Stewart, Messrs. Lord and Taylor, and the brothers Brooks. The five of them owned the three largest clothing stores in New York, massive, three-and four-story buildings Felix had gotten lost in more than once. Each had separate departments for men, women, and children, an army of clerks and fitters, and tables and tables of clothes, each outfit made not by a single tailor but by teams of men and women paid a fraction of what the suit cost. Felix, his uncle Albert, the Neumans, they were all just cogs in the great department store machine. Uncle Albert did nothing now but cut cloth all day, but he was better off than the Neumans, who sewed collars by candlelight sixteen hours a day, seven days a week. If they worked quickly, the Neumans might make twenty dollars a week sewing suits. Uncle Albert earned that by himself as a cutter.

Herr Neuman returned with a package of finished suits tied up with a string, and Felix left quickly, telling them he had to hurry the parcel back to Lord & Taylor but really just wanting to get away from there.

Felix ran past Tompkins Square Park to the Bowery, leaving Kleindeutschland and its crowded tenements and beer halls in his wake, but when he hit Broadway he slowed. This was Felix’s favorite part of the city. Here the pigs being driven to market strutted down the sidewalk alongside flashy American women wearing their big, brightly colored dresses  and ribbons. Gentlemen in serious gray suits hurried by with pocket watches in hand while b’hoys with curled mustaches and red shirts and black silk ties mocked them from painters’ scaffolding and butcher shop doorways. Newsboys and street preachers shouted over each other on the corners. Buildings were torn down and rebuilt faster than Felix could keep up with them, and shootouts sometimes erupted in the streets. This wasn’t the New York of the Germans or the Irish or the English, it was the New York of Americans, and Felix tucked his package under his arm and fell into step with the bustle of the young city.

Uncle Albert had warned him not to dawdle on the way, so he hurried along—fully intending to do his dawdling on the way back. At Lord & Taylor Felix delivered his package and picked up another, then made his way farther north on Broadway, adopting the American swagger of the lords, ladies, and swine. Felix found it easy to lose himself in Broadway’s foot traffic, to be swept up by the rush and hurry of Manhattan, to hear the clatter of iron horseshoes on cobblestones and the catcalls and insults of the city’s famously rude cabbies like a lullaby. On Broadway Felix was not a poor German Jew from Bremen walking the streets of a strange metropolis. Here, he was a New Yorker.

Felix made his way up Broadway to Madison Square, then down East Twenty-seventh Street to the corner of Fourth Avenue, where the New York Knickerbockers played baseball. He had found them by accident one day, following an oddly dressed man wearing blue woolen pantaloons, a white flannel shirt, and a straw hat, and now he went by the lot every time he ventured this far north in case a game was under way.

Felix had been overjoyed to discover grown men playing at the same game he and his friends played—only it wasn’t  exactly the same game. The Knickerbockers played three-out, all-out, but with more gentlemanly rules. For one thing, they didn’t chase each other in between innings to see which team would bat next. For another, they didn’t “soak” runners, but instead tried to deliver the ball to the next base before the runner could advance.

A game was under way when Felix arrived, and he joined three other spectators on a bank nearby, using the parcel with the cut cloth pieces as a seat cushion. The Striker at bat called for his pitch and smacked it to the outer field, where it was caught on the bounce.

“Hand out!” the Feeder cried, and the Striker tipped his cap and jogged merrily back to the sidelines.

Felix would have given all the sauerkraut in Kleindeutschland to be out there on the field with them. A new Striker took his place, and Felix imagined himself standing there in the blue and white uniform of the Knickerbockers, ready to deliver a base hit for his team.

The Striker bounced the first feed wide of first base, but didn’t run.

“Foul ball,” the Feeder called, and the Striker returned home to bat again.

This is new, Felix thought, and he watched as the Feeder pitched again and again until the Striker was able to hit the ball in the field between first and third base. Letting “foul balls” go would certainly save a lot of chasing, Felix realized, and let the fielding team concentrate its defenders in front of the batter, instead of all around him. There was still a catcher, he noted, but mainly to receive the pitches the Striker chose not to hit.

This was less and less the three-out, all-out Felix knew, but he liked it.

The next Striker put a well-placed ball in between two of the outlying fielders and scampered toward second. The ball was thrown back in quickly, and appeared to reach second base at the same time as the runner. Neither team could tell whether the Striker was out or not, and the top-hatted judge at the table beyond third base admitted he hadn’t a clue. The judge came forward to examine the evidence, then threw his hands up in exasperation.

“Let us ask the young squire with the very nice shoes,” one of the Knickerbockers said. With a start, Felix realized the player was talking about him. The judge and three of the players came over to where he sat.

“I—I think the ball beat the Striker,” Felix told them.

“There we have it then,” said the Feeder.

“Agreed,” said the man in the top hat. “Umpire’s decision: hand out.”

“Three-out, all-out,” the Feeder said, smiling. The Striker tipped his cap and jogged out onto the field to take his position at a base, but the Feeder remained on the sidelines and extended his hand. Felix shook it.

“Alexander Cartwright,” the Feeder said. “And on behalf of the New York Knickerbocker Volunteer Fire Fighting Brigade, I’d like to thank you for your honest and impartial observation. I’ve seen you here before, haven’t I?”

Felix didn’t answer. He was transfixed by something over Cartwright’s shoulder, a towering plume of smoke billowing up from the rooftops of the city to the south of them.

Manhattan was on fire.
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Church bells pealed across the city, and Cartwright and the rest of the volunteer fire brigade abandoned their game and raced the few blocks to their station to ready their wagon. Felix followed behind, watching the smoke thicken. The smell of it was already heavy in the air, the way Aunt Jenell’s stove smelled when first lit each morning. At the fire-house the ballplayers were quickly joined by other men who stripped off their suit coats and collars and ties and changed into the colorful blue jerseys of the Knickerbocker Volunteer Fire Fighting Brigade before taking their places around the engine. The brigade had no horse, so the cart would have to be guided by hand.

“I’m fast,” Felix told Cartwright. “I can help you push.”

Cartwright considered Felix’s offer, and looked like he might say no. In the distance, a bigger, deeper bell started to sound over the church bells.

“If they’re ringing the bell at City Hall, it’s a big one. You’re probably safer with us than without,” Cartwright  said. He tossed a blue shirt to Felix. “Put this on so we’ll know you’re a Knickerbocker.”

Felix worked himself into the oversized shirt and grabbed hold of the wagon.

“All together now, lads,” Cartwright called. “And, push! ”

The cobblestones made the going rough at first, but as Felix and the others built up speed he felt the wagon bounce along without too much trouble. Turning was difficult, though, and as they ran the men debated the straightest path through the city.

“Fourth Avenue to Union, then Broadway south!”

“No, Broadway will be jammed! The Bowery.”

Felix pushed with all his strength, but the cart had to stop as often as it started. Everywhere men and ladies poured into the street to see the smoke, making the already clogged avenue even worse. Cartwright rang the bell on the wagon and they nudged on, sending curious gawkers scurrying for the sidewalk.

And then they hit Union Square. The traffic was at a dead standstill.

“Make way! Make way! Emergency!” one of the firemen called.

But no one could move. The streets were so hopelessly packed it was almost impossible to cross the square on foot. Horses reared in the close quarters. Carriages scraped the sides of cabs and omnibuses. Men yelled obscenities at each other. Across the square a fistfight broke out. Cartwright  gave the bell an angry clang and slapped his hat on the tank. Through the tree-lined hills of Union Square, Felix could see their destination—the open expanse of Fourth Avenue south of the Bowery.

“Mr. Cartwright,” Felix called. “The park!”

At first Cartwright didn’t understand, but then he nodded and smiled at Felix and went to work again on his bell.

“Let us through! Make way! Push on to the park, lads!”

It took them a full quarter of an hour to ford the frozen river of carriages the short distance to the corner of Union Square Park, upsetting an apple cart and managing to turn another carriage completely around on the way. Felix wondered if they’d just made things worse, but it was the fire, not the traffic, that mattered now. The closer they got, the more Felix worried the fire was in Kleindeutschland. The entire skyline to the south was grayish black.

At last the Knickerbockers pushed their engine up the curb into the wooded expanse of the park. One or two of the stranded drivers close by cursed them, but Felix thought they were probably just sore at not having thought of it first. With a heave, the volunteer firefighters started their shortcut across the square. A couple of the men near Felix gave him smiles and patted him on the back.

The smiles soon turned to scowls, however, as none of them had ever reckoned how difficult it was to run up a park hill with a cast-iron tank. Felix dug in with his good shoes and gave it all he was worth, and with great effort  the brigade slogged its way up and down the rolling hills of the park. An explosion to the south—a gas line, one of the men guessed—brought screams from the ladies caught in the throng of carriages around the square. Felix redoubled his efforts. There was another sea of vehicles to cross when they reached the other side of the square, but like a needle through leather they eventually found their way through, and the angry glares from the volunteers became smiles and weary pats on the back again.

South of Union Square Felix and the Knickerbockers were back at a trot, the streets clear of everyone now but rescue workers. Everyone else had fled farther north.

“The size of that smoke cloud, three or four buildings must be on fire,” one of the company guessed. “Perhaps a whole city block.”

The sky was black as coal as they drew near, and to Felix’s relief it wasn’t Kleindeutschland that was on fire. It wasn’t three or four buildings that were burning, though. It wasn’t even three or four blocks. All of lower Manhattan  was on fire. Local fire brigades were already on the scene, and more poured in from all over the city: First two, then five, then nine, then fourteen, and more, but Felix began to despair that there would never be enough. Buildings burned down Water Street as far as Felix could see.

The heat from the flames was blistering as the Knickerbockers searched for an unoccupied cistern to drop their hose in. The air itself wobbled, as though the fire was melting it. Against the overpowering heat was the strange sensation that it was snowing, and Felix watched as burned-out cinders the size of quarters fell on everything, turning the Knickerbockers’ bright blue uniforms to the color of thick gray ash. He could taste it too; it was like he had licked a stovepipe. The heat and the ash made Felix’s eyes water, but his tears evaporated almost as quickly as they came.

The Knickerbockers pulled to a stop as the blaze rose from the roof of a five-story building beside them. The wind off the East River carried the fire like swirling leaves across the street, where it set the canvas awnings of another building ablaze. Suddenly the fire brigade was not on the edge of the inferno, but inside it.

Felix spun. Fire was everywhere around him and he panicked. His family seemed very far away from him now, more than a passenger ticket away, more than an ocean away. He felt sealed off from his family back in Bremen by a wall of flame, and for the first time in his life he thought he might die before seeing his mother and father again.

A hand on his shoulder stopped his spinning.

“Keep your head,” Cartwright told him. “I never meant you to come this far, lad, but I’ll see you safely home.”

The Knickerbockers pushed on to William Street to escape the blaze, but the air there was too thick to breathe. One of the men collapsed, choking and gasping, and Felix helped haul him up onto the cart before they retreated to Hanover Street, where one of the company knew a cistern  could be found. No brigade had yet laid claim to it, and the Knickerbockers pried off the lid to the underground reservoir and snaked down their hose. Two of the brawniest members of the brigade took to the hand pump, and soon water was gushing through the network of hoses Felix helped put together. Water splashed from the nozzle into the broken windows of a clerical office, but after half an hour it was obvious to Felix that they weren’t doing any good. If anything, the fire was getting worse.

From the look on Cartwright’s face, he thought the same thing.

“The fire’s too strong,” he yelled over the clang of the bells, the rush of the water, and the roar of the flames.

“What can we do?” Felix asked. His skin was coated with a thick film of sweat, and his tongue tasted like burned matches.

“Maybe farther back—Wall Street, or Pine—”

Glass shattered and rained down on the sidewalk as the fire ate its way down through the floors of the warehouse behind them.

“The dry goods!” Cartwright yelled. “Salvage what you can before the buildings collapse!”

Men traded out places at the hand pumps to keep the water coming while the rest of the brigade smashed their way into warehouses with axes and hooks. Felix stood back, waiting until the doors were knocked down and the entrances sprayed with water to rush inside with the others. The first storehouse  Felix entered was filled with bolts of cloth—suit material like the kind he ran back and forth to Lord & Taylor. He and Cartwright began heaping the stuff in the middle of the street. Rolls of cottons, woolens, and silks joined bags of coffee beans, mounds of lace, stacks of paper records, bottles of liquor—anything and everything that could be saved.

Conditions grew worse and worse. One team barely escaped a vicious backdraft. Another became trapped when a second story fell in, and the men had to be rescued with axes.

“That’s it, young squire,” Cartwright told Felix. “You’re confined to the wagon.”

A man in a fire chief’s hat rode up on a horse before Felix could argue.

“The fire’s out of control, Mr. Anderson,” Cartwright said. “We’re doing all we can to save the goods in these warehouses, but—”

Felix saw the fiery piece of debris fluttering down toward the pile of stores in the street before anyone else, but there was nothing he could do—nothing any of them could have done. The moment it touched down the lace caught fire, then the cotton, and almost at once the mountain of dry goods was a blazing bonfire that drove them off the street.

“Fall back!” the fire chief called. “Retreat!”

The fire truck was trapped on the other side of the pyre, but the pumpers ran it through, singeing themselves and the cart in the process. Cartwright and the others turned what  was left in the tank on the boys who’d come through the flames to make sure they were extinguished, and then everyone fell back to Wall Street.

“The glow and the smoke are so strong that crews from Philadelphia and New Haven turned out in their own suburbs, thinking the blaze was in their own cities,” the fire chief said, his horse dancing backward, the only one among them with the sense to run. “The Pennsylvania and Connecticut crews telegraphed to say they’re on the way, but they’ll not be here in time to prevent the conflagration from jumping Wall Street.”

Felix knew what that meant. Lower Manhattan was all businesses and warehouses, but beyond the road where a real wall had once stood were residences. Apartments. People. The thirty thousand souls who called the island their home. If the fire blew north, it could overtake City Hall and the Five Points slums. If it blew to the northeast, it might spread as far as the crowded tenements of Kleindeutschland—Felix’s home.

“Powder then?” Cartwright asked.

The fire chief nodded. “Some of the boys are already rowing across to the Navy Yard in Brooklyn, but they may not be in time.”

“We’ll round up what we can from the groceries,” said Cartwright.

“Godspeed,” Mr. Anderson told them, and he rode off to find the next brigade.

“We need powder, and lots of it, lads!” Cartwright announced to the Knickerbockers. “Take it from wherever you can, and meet back here!”

Felix ran with Cartwright, ignoring the command to stay with the wagon.

“Powder, sir?”

“Gunpowder. We’ll blow up the buildings that have not yet caught fire and deprive the inferno of its fuel.”

The idea sounded crazy to Felix. Fight fire with gunpowder?

They found a grocery on Pine Street and another on Nassau where they collected small amounts of gunpowder. What he knew to be only a few minutes’ run felt like a lifetime to Felix, the heat and howl of the fire at their heels like some kind of wild animal. Soon though they rejoined the other Knickerbockers, and the buildings up and down the block were divided up by team. Cartwright took their small barrel of gunpowder and Felix followed close behind.

“We’ll want to place it near a supporting column,” he told Felix. “We need to bring the whole building down before the fire reaches it.”

Felix held the cask while Cartwright broke down the door with an axe. Inside it was dark and cluttered, with crates and boxes stacked on the floor and behind counters.

“Can we at least empty the stores first?” Felix asked.

“No time,” Cartwright said. “If any of these buildings catches fire before they all go up, none of this will do any  good. There—there’s a post near the back. We’ll put the gunpowder against that and—”

And Cartwright was gone, dropping from Felix’s sight with a cry and a cracking thud. Felix felt a foot step off into nothing, then caught his balance and stumbled back before he fell. As his eyes adjusted, he saw the large black hole in the floor.

“Mr. Cartwright!” he called. “Mr. Cartwright, are you all right?”

There was a soft moan from below, then a match struck, illuminating Cartwright’s pained face.

“Basement storage,” he grunted. With the light, Felix could see ropes dangling on pulleys. The hole was built to haul crates up from the hold below.

“Do you—do you need me to pull you up?” he asked.

Cartwright shook his head, wincing. “There’s a staircase. Near the back. But I think I’ve broken my ankle.”

Felix worked his way to the rear of the building, sliding one foot in front of him the whole way to avoid any more pitfalls. He set the cask of gunpowder by the support beam and found the stairs, taking them two at a time. Cartwright waited for him at the bottom. Felix helped him to his feet and supported him as they climbed back upstairs.

“We’ll have to send someone else in to light the charge,” Cartwright told him. “I’ll never be fast enough like this.”

Explosions thundered nearby as Felix helped Cartwright hobble outside. Clouds of wood and dust blasted from the  collapsing structures, shattering the windows and shredding the awnings of the buildings on the other side of the street. One by one the warehouses came toppling down into heaps, the fire behind them flinching back from the detonations.

Felix dragged Cartwright into the lee of an alleyway across the street, and together they watched as bright sparks landed on the roof of the building they’d just escaped.

“Hurry—tell the men—”

Felix plucked the box of matches from Cartwright’s vest pocket. “No time!” he called, already running back toward the building. Cartwright yelled for him to stop, but Felix knew that by the time they could find someone else to run inside and light the charge it would be too late. The line had to be drawn here, now, and like Cartwright said, if one building survived, the fire would push through.

Felix dashed inside, slowing around the hole in the floor and then running to where the small powder keg sat on the floor. It wasn’t enough to let the fire outside reach the explosive and blow it up—by then the flames would have spread from rooftop to rooftop and crossed Wall Street to the businesses and homes on the other side. It had to be done now, and it had to be done quickly.

Felix eyed the long fuse on the keg, then bent it double so it would ignite twice as fast when he lit it.

“I am the fastest boy in Manhattan,” Felix whispered. “I am the fastest boy in all of New York.” He struck a match  and readied himself like he was a runner on first base. “I am the fastest boy in America.”

Felix lit the fuse and ran. He ran harder and faster than he had ever run in his life. The fuse hissed furiously behind him. Felix made the turn around the hole in the floor like he was rounding third base and he sprinted for the dim light of the front door like it was home. He was almost there, almost there, almost—

The blast lifted Felix off his feet and threw him into a headfirst slide over the sidewalk. Ace! Felix thought, and then he hit the ground and his world went black.
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