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This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real
 people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters,
 places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and
 any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is
 entirely coincidental.
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 Hank Aaron,
 Vin Scully,
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THE BALLAD OF THE BALL










An early February morn




All bright and cold and clear,




Is where this well-worn tale was born,




So gather close and hear—




Yes, train your ears and hear.




 




The month was only six days old,




When son and father stepped




Into their yard to toss a ball




The second son? He slept—




A babe beside them. Slept.




 




Far up above this game of catch




An eagle circled nigh,




Then swooped, a flash of feathers, down




To bear that babe on high—




That bundled babe on high!




 






Woe and panic! Worry! Grief!




A father’s desperate scour




From evening through the dark of night,




Hour after hour,




Fruitless hour after hour.




 




Anon! The sun arose anew.




And misery descended




On a father, bound for home,




Down-hearted, empty-handed—




Distraught and empty-handed.




 




His wife, his elder son, and yes




His little daughter too,




clung to father and to hope,




And prayed for what to do.




What’s a broken family to do?




 






As the hours tumbled on




And day returned to night,




Mother, son, and daughter slept.




The father studied their plight—




Their sad and hopeless plight.




 




A sudden noise! Right then! A knock!




What news? What grief or bliss?




Then at the door a beggar stood asking




“Do you seek this—




This babe, do you seek this?”




 




Taking babe into his arms




The father met two eyes:




One cloudy as a stormy day,




And one a clear bright blue sky—




A brilliant springtime sky.




 






And as the thankful father stared




In shaken disbelief,




The dirty, tattered old man spoke




Of sorrow, pain, and grief—




Looming like a thief.




 




So please teach your children well




To stay close when they roam,




And closely watch what others don’t,




For that’s the beacon home—




The brightest beacon home.




 




The beggar then withdrew a ball




From within his dirty sleeve,




Tossed it up, then watched it fall.




“With this you will believe.




Hold this and you’ll believe.”




 






As the father held the ball




He thought he felt it quiver,




And seeing how it fit his palm,




Felt what it could deliver,




What magic it would deliver.




 




Amazed the father stood and watched




The old man turn and go.




An eagle’s cry then filled the sky,




Softened by falling snow—




Rare and wonderful falling snow.




 




And when the old man disappeared,




The father stood and cried,




Then took his miracle, blessed babe




To his family inside—




His mended family inside.
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PROLOGUE












July, 1899, Washington, D.C.




Why were you fighting with Mom?” Ruby asked Uncle Owen as he wheeled his chair down the stone path that led from his back porch to the wooden table in the middle of the yard.




Griffith helped align the chair and peered sharply at his uncle’s face, waiting for him to answer his younger sister.




“We weren’t…we weren’t fighting,” Uncle Owen stammered, absentmindedly rubbing the stump of his leg. “There were just some…Listen, I need to talk to you about some things, and we don’t have much time.”




Uncle Owen lifted the cloth from his lap, dipped it in the basin of water hooked to the armrest of his wheelchair, and dabbed his brow.




“There are some things you must know,” he continued. He faced Ruby and Griffith, seated side by side on the bench connected to the table. “And they must remain among us. No one else can know. No one.”




“You hear that, Grammy?” Griffith nudged his brother, who was sitting on the table.




“You hear that, Griff?” Graham mocked.




Ruby smiled and playfully patted Graham’s swinging leg. Their little brother always seemed to make her smile. Even at times like this.




She reached over and wiped his tear-stained cheeks. Whenever she had cried today—and her tears had flowed steadily—Graham had cried too, harder and louder.


[image: image]




Only Griffith hadn’t cried. Not once the entire day. It had made Ruby angry. How could you not cry at your own father’s funeral?




She flipped her hair off the back of her neck. The heat and humidity were unbearable. It had been like this all day—during the service at the church, during the procession to the cemetery, and then at the burial.






The storm afterward had provided no relief. But what a storm it had been: relentless, torrential sheets; streaked lightning igniting a charcoal sky; and ground-shaking thunderclaps. All that remained now from the storm were the fading flashes that still lit the trees and the leftover rumbles that growled in the distance.




“Uncle Owen, mind if I ask you a question?” Ruby said.




“Sure thing,” Uncle Owen replied, “but make it quick. Your mother will be coming to get you shortly.”




“Mother said we’re going to be barnstormers. What does that mean?”




“I’ll tell you.” Uncle Owen reached up to ruffle Graham’s hair just like their father always did. “Barnstorming is when folks travel around the country presenting plays, giving lectures, or performing exhibitions like dancing, tightrope walking, or baseball.”






“Baseball?” Graham asked.




“That’s right, partner, baseball. It can be lucrative. Very lucrative. Do you know what that means?”




“It means you can make a lot of money,” Ruby answered first.




“You sure can. That’s why a few of the Rough Riders from the war have formed the Travelin’ Nine. They’re barnstorming to raise money for your mother. A great deal of money.” Uncle Owen glanced back at the house, and then he drew them in closer, looking them each in the eye. “Your mother needs you. More than you can imagine. More than she can imagine.” He let out a short breath. “Now I have something for you. Wait here.”




He wheeled his chair across the yard to his garden. From around his neck and underneath his shirt, he lifted out a set of keys and leaned down to a large trunk that rested on the ground next to a picket fence. He unlocked each of the three locks, first the middle one, then the two sides. Using both hands and most of his strength, he lifted the lid. He peered inside and carefully removed a small metal box. He shut the lid and fastened the locks in the reverse order, first the sides, followed by the middle.




Uncle Owen rolled back through the puddles that dotted the yard, easing to a gentle stop in front of his niece and nephews.




“Your father wanted you to have this,” Uncle Owen said, speaking to the box resting in his lap. “But remember, you mustn’t tell a soul. No one can know.”




Slowly, Uncle Owen unhooked the clasps, removed the cover, and reached inside for an item wrapped in burlap. He placed the bundle in his lap and set the metal box on the ground. Then, gently, he peeled back the burlap and lifted out a round object.






Graham’s eyes lit up. “Is that my baseball?”




Uncle Owen nodded once.




“What happened to it?”




“War.” Uncle Owen looked them each in the eye again and then back at the object resting in his cupped hand. He leaned forward and as he did, Griffith took the ball from his hands.




The moment he touched the ball, Griffith felt a chill pass through him. He shuddered. He ran a finger over the stitching, teased a loose thread, and slid a fingernail into the nicks. Then he caressed the rawhide. It reminded him of his father’s calloused hand. In a way, it almost felt as if he were holding his father’s hand. Then he raised the ball to his face and peered into the hole.




“What happened here?” he asked.




Uncle Owen didn’t answer.




Griffith shook the ball gently. Whatever had caused the hole was probably still embedded within.




He passed the ball to Ruby.




She held it in her open hand like she would hold a small animal. Like Griffith, she was drawn to the acorn-size hole. She inserted her pinky, but when she tried to move it around, it was too snug a fit.




She handed the ball to Graham.




Just like Griffith had, Graham teased the stitching and slid a nail into the nicks. Then he lifted the ball to his eye and looked into the hole before gently shaking the sphere.




Graham brushed his tear-stained cheek with a shoulder sleeve and stared at his baseball in his hand. The last time Graham had held the ball was when he had given it to his father as he boarded the train to San Antonio. When he was leaving for the war. For some reason Graham had been convinced that the baseball—which for as long as he could recall had sat safely encased atop the end table beside his bed—needed to go with his father. Maybe he had been right. Unlike Uncle Owen, Graham’s father had survived the war whole only to die near home in a mysterious boating accident.




Graham leaned in and placed the ball back in Uncle Owen’s hand. At the very moment he did, the creaky patio screen door swung open and out stepped their mother.




“I’m sorry, kids,” she said as she hurried down the pathway. “Time to go. Uncle Owen’s kind neighbor has offered us a ride to the depot. If we leave now, we can make the earlier train.”




“Elizabeth, I need a few more minutes with them.” Uncle Owen tucked the baseball under his leg. “I need—”




“No,” Elizabeth interrupted flatly. “We must catch that train.”
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“Mom, please,” Griffith pleaded. He hated hearing the edge in her voice. “Uncle Owen’s telling us—”




“Griff, this is not for discussion. Whatever it is, it will have to wait. Say your good-byes.”
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