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INTRODUCTION




THE FIRST TIME I TOUCHED A BASEBALL CARD, I FELT A strange tingling sensation all over my body.

It was sort of like the feeling you get when you touch your fingers lightly against a television screen when the set is on. Static electricity jumps off the glass and onto your skin, or something like that. I’ll never forget it.

I must have been four or five the first time this happened, but ever since then I’ve felt that feeling whenever I touched certain baseball cards. It’s kind of creepy.

I never got the tingling sensation from football cards or basketball cards. A plain old piece of cardboard wouldn’t do it (believe me, I tried). Only baseball cards, and only certain baseball cards. Old cards worked best.

I never knew what was going on with these baseball cards, but I always thought there was something—oh, magical—about them. Then something happened to me that made it all clear. And that’s what this story is about.

Joe Stoshack
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PLAYING HARDBALL




“HEY! ELEPHANT EARS! WHEN YOU WALK DOWN THE street, Stoshack, you look like a taxicab with both doors open!”

The words burned in my ears, which do stick out a little from my head, I must admit.

I was at the plate. It was two outs in the sixth inning, and I was the last hope for the Yellow Jackets. We were down by a run, and the bases were empty. Their pitcher was only eleven, but he’d already whiffed me twice.

That crack about my ears threw me off, just enough so that I tipped the ball instead of hitting it with the meat of my bat. That was strike two.

Behind me, I could hear some of the kids on my team already packing up their equipment to go home. There wasn’t much chance that I was going to smack one out of the park. I hadn’t hit one out of the infield all season.

It’s not that I’m not strong. My arms are really big, and people tell me my chest is broader than any other seventh grader they’ve seen. I’m short for a twelve-year-old and a little stocky.

I’m actually a pretty good ballplayer. But those insults really get to me. The last time up, I struck out when they said my legs looked like a pair of parentheses. You know—(). Bowlegged? I guess I’m kinda funny-looking. If I wasn’t me, I’d probably be making fun of me, too.

Nobody likes to make the last out. I sure didn’t want to strike out looking at the last pitch whiz past me. I was ready to swing at just about anything. The pitcher went into his windup again, and I stood ready at the plate. The pitch looked good, and I brought back my arms to take a rip at it.

“Hey Stoshack!” their shortstop shouted as the ball left the pitcher’s hand, “Is that your nose or a door-knocker?” I’d never heard that one before. It threw off my timing. It felt like a good swing, but I hit nothing. As usual.

“Steeerike threeeeeeeeeeeee!” the ump yelled as the ball smacked into the catcher’s mitt.

Again. My third strikeout of the game. Did I swing over it? Under it? Too early? Too late? I couldn’t even tell. All I know is that I wanted to shrivel up and fade away. The other team hooted with glee. Even some of my teammates were snickering.
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THROWING MONEY IN THE GARBAGE




“JOEY, I’M HOME!” MOM SHOUTED AS THE SCREEN DOOR slammed behind her. “How was the game?”

“Lousy,” I reported honestly. “I fanned three times and let a grounder go between my legs to let the winning run score.”

Mom threw her arms around me and ran her fingers through my hair.

“You’ll get ’em next time, slugger.”

She flopped down in a chair. I could tell she was exhausted. Mom is on her feet most of the day. She works as a nurse in Hazelwood Hospital here in Louisville.

“So what did you make me for dinner?” she asked with a smile, “I’m beat.”

“Oh, Mom, let’s go out to eat tonight.”

“Negative,” she replied. “When you sign your big league contract, you’ll take me out on the town. ’Till then, we’re on a tight budget.”

“Fast food?” I suggested hopefully.

“Ugh!” she replied, holding her nose. “I’d rather starve.”

 

I wouldn’t say we were poor, but I sure wouldn’t say we were rich either. We never had a lot of money, but things got really tough after my parents split up two years ago. My dad lived in Louisville too, in an apartment. He came over to visit from time to time.

Money was always a problem. When I was a little kid my folks used to argue a lot about it. Dad always seemed to have a tough time landing a job. When he found one, he never seemed to be able to hold on to it very long.

I’ve always thought that if only my parents had had more money, they wouldn’t have split up. Mom said that was ridiculous. Money had nothing to do with it, she told me. Besides, she said, money doesn’t make you happy.

But how would she know? She never had any.

I always wished I had a million dollars. At least I could see if she was right or not. Even a half a million would have been nice.

Until we win the lottery, I’d try to make a few dollars here and there doing odd jobs. Yard work. Raking leaves and stuff. The winter before, Kentucky got a lot more snow than usual, and I made a bunch of money shoveling people’s sidewalks and driveways. I gave some of the money to my mom. The rest of it I spent on baseball cards.

 

Dad gave me his baseball-card collection and got me started collecting cards when I was seven. I may not have been a great hitter, but I knew more about cards than any kid around. I put together a complete set of guys who played shortstop. That was always my position.

Mom says buying baseball cards is like throwing money into a garbage can. But I figure a kid should be allowed to have one harmless vice. It’s not like I drink or take drugs or anything.

And besides, my baseball cards actually saved us money. When I got holes in my sneakers, I would slip a card inside so I didn’t need to buy a new pair right away. I always used lousy cards, of course. I wouldn’t think of stepping on a card that was worth anything.

 

“I got you some work today, Joe,” Mom said as we chowed down on leftovers.

“Oh, yeah? What?”

“Miss Young needs her attic cleaned out. She’ll pay you five dollars. I told her you’d take it.”

“Oh, man!”


Amanda Young is this really old lady who lives next door. I know she’s way over one hundred, because my mom showed me an article from the paper that talked about Louisville’s Century Club. She’s pretty peppy for an old lady. Her skin is really wrinkly, though.

Miss Young never had any kids, and she was never married. I don’t even think she has any relatives who are still alive. She’s been living by herself in that dilapidated old house for as long as anybody can remember. She never comes outside. Her groceries are brought in.

My mom stops over to Miss Young’s now and then to see if she’s okay. I guess that’s how I got this job.

It’s not like I don’t appreciate the work or anything. It’s just that Amanda Young is kinda weird. I’ve run a few errands for her, and she starts talking to me about nothing and she goes on and on. I can’t understand what she’s saying half the time. I nod my head yes to be polite.

Sometimes, I must admit, I pretend my mom is calling so I can go home. Miss Young doesn’t hear very well, so she can’t tell I’m lying.

I’ve never seen Miss Young smile. She seems really sad, as if somebody did something terrible to her a long time ago and she never got over it.

I’ve heard kids say that Amanda Young is a witch, and that she murdered some kid once. Kids always make up stories like that. I think she’s just a lonely old lady. I feel a little sorry for her.

Cleaning out Miss Young’s attic isn’t my idea of a fun afternoon, but five bucks is five bucks. Fleer is coming out with a new set of baseball cards next month, and I can use the money to buy a few packs.

I’m sure I would have felt differently about the job if I’d known what Miss Young had up in her attic.
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A PIECE OF CARDBOARD




WE ONLY HAD A HALF DAY OF SCHOOL THE NEXT DAY, SO I thought it would be a good time to go over to Amanda Young’s house. The shutters were hanging off the windows at an angle, and the place hadn’t had a coat of paint in decades. You could tell home maintenance was not very important to the old lady.

Miss Young was in worse financial shape than we were. My mom said she could barely live off her Social Security checks.

After I rang the doorbell, I didn’t hear a sound inside for a minute or two. I was afraid that maybe Miss Young was hurt or something, but then I heard her shuffling feet coming toward the door. She was really small, so when she opened the door a crack I could barely see her.


“Come in,” she creaked. “Why Joseph Stoshack, you’re getting to be so big!”

Inside, the house was like one of those historical houses some famous guy lived in and has been preserved just the way he left it when he died. It was filled with antiques, though I don’t know if stuff is still called antique if somebody never stopped using it. The walls were covered with hats and dried flowers and old guns.

I couldn’t imagine Miss Young firing a gun, but you never know.

“Pirates, eh?” she said, peering at my baseball cap. “Are you a Pittsburgh rooter?”

“No, I just like this baseball cap, Miss Young.”

“I used to root for the Pirates when I was a girl,” she said. “Well, one Pirate anyway.” She stopped for a moment and let out a sigh before changing the subject. “We didn’t have television back then, or even radio. But we used to pore over the newspaper. Did you know that the manager of the Pirates invented those flip-up sunglasses outfielders wear?”

“Really?”

Miss Young had never brought up baseball the other times we’d spoken. For the first time, she had my interest.

“That’s right,” she continued. “His name was Fred Clarke. He’s a Hall of Famer, you know.”

I had heard of Clarke, but I didn’t know too much about him.


“And the baseball bat was invented right here in Louisville, Joseph. There was this fella named Pete Browning. He broke his bat one day, and a little boy took him home and carved Pete a new one on his daddy’s lathe. His dad was a woodworker you see, who made wooden butter churns. Do you know what a butter churn is, Joseph? Oh, of course not. You’re too young. Well, anyway, Pete took his new bat and got three hits the next day. Naturally, his teammates all wanted new bats. The woodworker stopped making butter churns and went into the bat business. And that’s how the Louisville Slugger was born. Of course, that was before my time.”

I couldn’t imagine anything being before her time.

“I want to show you something, Joseph.”

She put on a pair of old-lady glasses and opened a drawer in the bureau in her front hallway. After sifting through the junk in there for a minute, she pulled out a photo and held it under a lamp. It was an old-time baseball player. The image was fuzzy, but I could make out the word “Louisville” across the chest of his uniform.

The photo looked like it had originally been larger, but it was ripped in half. There was a white border at the top, bottom, and left side, but the right side had no border and the edge was jagged.

The picture had been taken in a garden. The ballplayer was facing the camera and his left arm was extending out to the jagged edge, like he was holding hands with someone. It was impossible to tell who the other person was, because that half had been ripped off.

I looked up and saw there were tears in Miss Young’s eyes.

“I was supposed to hold onto this half of the picture until we saw each other again,” she said softly. “I waited and waited. But he never came back.”

She handed me the picture abruptly. “Throw it away with the rest of the junk upstairs. It’s worthless.”

I’m a collector. I never throw anything away. Who knows? A ripped picture of an old-time ballplayer might be worth something to somebody. It certainly meant something to Miss Young a long time ago. As I stuffed the picture in my backpack, I wondered why it had made her so upset.

 

Miss Young led me upstairs and told me she wanted me to take everything out of the attic and put it on the street for the garbage men to take away. I figured she knew she wasn’t going to live forever, and she wanted to clean up her affairs while she was still around.

As soon as I stepped up into the attic, I knew it had been a mistake to take the job. It was dark, filthy, and it looked like a junkyard. This was no five-dollar job, I thought to myself.


But a deal is a deal. I started picking through the trash and hauling it out to the street. The whole time I was thinking I should have gotten a paper route or some other real job.

Being a collector and all, I couldn’t resist peeking into a few of Miss Young’s old boxes to see what kind of stuff she had decided to hang on to all these years. But it was exactly what she said it was—worthless junk. Broken candlesticks. Old clothes. A set of encyclopedias. I chucked it all out.

 

After a couple of hours I had cleared the entire attic except for a few boxes. I was dog tired, and I picked up the next box without holding it from the bottom. The box had deteriorated with age, and the bottom ripped open in my arms. The contents spilled all over the floor. I was angry at myself for not being more careful.

I decided to take a short break before cleaning up the mess, so I lay down on the dusty wooden slats and stared at the rafters. In a few minutes I felt rested and rolled over on my side to look at the junk strewn across the floor.

It was papers, mostly. Nothing too interesting. Bank statements and tax returns from a long time ago. I started picking them up and putting them into a pile. When I picked up the stack, a single piece of cardboard fell out and fluttered to the floor.


This is what it looked like…

[image: image]

It didn’t register at first. But when I picked up the card, I felt a strange tingling sensation.

I turned over the card and looked at the other side. I couldn’t believe my eyes.
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ALL MY PROBLEMS ARE SOLVED




IT WAS A PICTURE OF A MAN’S FACE. I GASPED. INSTINCTIVELY, I looked around to see if anybody was watching. Of course nobody was there.

The man in the picture was a young man, with short brown hair parted in the middle. He had a solemn expression on his face, with his head swiveled slightly so he was looking off to the left. His shirt collar was navy blue, and the shirt was muddy gray. It had four white buttons.

On the right side of his chest were the letters “PITTS” and on the left were the letters “BURG.” There was no H.

The background of the card was burnt-orange. There was a thin white border on all four sides. Across the bottom border, centered in the middle, were these magic words…

 

WAGNER, PITTSBURG

 


My breath came in short bursts. I suddenly felt warm. My heart was racing. My brain was racing. The tingling sensation was all over me, and stronger than I had ever experienced it.

No doubt about it. I had just stumbled upon a T-206 Honus Wagner card—the most valuable baseball card in the world.

 

Every serious collector knows the legend behind the Wagner card. These early baseball cards were printed by tobacco companies and were included with their products. All the players agreed to be on the cards except for Honus Wagner, the star shortstop of the Pittsburgh Pirates.

Wagner was against cigarette smoking, and he didn’t want his name or picture used to sell tobacco. He forced the American Tobacco Company to withdraw his card—but they had already started printing them. A small number of the cards reached the public before the card was discontinued.

That’s why the Honus Wagner card is so valuable. Only about forty of them are known to exist in the whole world, most of them in bad condition.

I just found No. 41, and it was mint. Nobody had touched it in over eighty years.

I knew the piece of cardboard in my hand was worth thousands of dollars, but I didn’t know exactly how many thousands. I remembered that a few years ago some famous athlete had bought one at an auction, but I couldn’t recall who he was or how much he paid for it. It was a huge amount of money, that was for sure.

All my problems, I suddenly realized, were solved. Or so I thought.

 

I slipped the card in my backpack, being careful not to bend any of the corners or damage it in any way. A tiny nick in a card this rare might decrease its value by thousands of dollars.

Quickly, I gathered up the rest of the junk in the attic and hauled it out to the curb.

I had almost forgotten about Miss Young, but she called me over just as I was about to run home.

“Aren’t you forgetting something, Joseph?”

She held out a five-dollar bill and shakily placed it in my palm. She grabbed my other hand and looked me in the eye.

“Thank you for helping out an old lady,” she said seriously. “And because you did such a fine job, I want you to have ten dollars. I bet that’s a lot of money to a boy your age.”

Ten bucks? In my head I was thinking that I had a fortune in my backpack.

“Yeah, I could use ten dollars,” I sputtered. “Thanks Miss Young.”

“Buy something nice for yourself,” she called out as I dashed away. “Money won’t do me any good.”


“I will,” I called out as I left. “Believe me, I will.”

 

Mom wouldn’t be home from work for an hour or so. I grabbed my bike, hopped on, and started pedaling east on Chestnut Street past Sheppard Park and Founders Square.

As I cruised down the streets I was filled with an overwhelming feeling of joy. Happiness washed over my body. Nobody could touch me. Nobody could hurt me. Nobody could tell me what to do. It was a feeling I had never experienced before.

I didn’t know if I should tell the whole world about my good fortune, or if maybe I shouldn’t tell anybody in the world.

As I whizzed down the street, I felt like everyone was looking at me. I felt like everyone must somehow know what had happened to me. They knew what I had in my backpack. It was as if the news had instantly been picked up on CNN and broadcast around the globe.

 

Those feelings lasted about a minute, when a different feeling came over me. A bad feeling. The baseball card wasn’t mine to take, really. It was Miss Young’s card. If anybody deserved to get rich from it, it was her. She had been nice enough to pay me double for cleaning out her attic, and I had stolen her fortune.


Almost as quickly, my brain came up with reasons I shouldn’t feel badly. Miss Young herself said that money wouldn’t do her any good, so why shouldn’t I keep the card? After all, she told me to throw the stuff away. If I hadn’t found the card, she wouldn’t have found it. It would have ended up buried in a landfill someplace, worth nothing to anyone.

Finder’s keepers, right?

And besides, I thought, Miss Young isn’t going to live much longer.

I felt bad, again, thinking that last thought.

I was feeling very mixed up. Deep inside I knew the right thing would be to give Miss Young back her baseball card.

But that didn’t necessarily mean I was going to do the right thing.
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“I’LL GIVE YOU $1,000 CASH. RIGHT NOW.”




BIRDIE’S HOME RUN HEAVEN WAS A COUPLE OF MILES EAST from my house, in River City Mall on Broadway in Louisville. I pulled into the parking lot and skidded my bike to a stop in front of the door. The neon lights behind the window spelled out “COMICS,” “COLLECTIBLES,” and “BASEBALL CARDS.” Below was a sign that said, “BUY…SELL…SWAP.”

“I need to speak with Birdie,” I told the teenager working the counter.

“Birdie’s busy,” he said with a snotty tone in his voice. The teenager obviously thought he was hot stuff because he had a job in a baseball-card store.

“It’s important,” I shot back.

Ordinarily, I’m a pretty shy kid, but somehow having the Honus Wagner card in my backpack was giving me a surge of confidence.


The teenager went in the office and came back out with Birdie, a burly guy with glasses. Birdie Farrell is pretty famous around town because he worked as a professional wrestler for awhile before opening Home Run Heaven. He was a “bad guy” wrestler, and when he was getting beaten up, the crowd would chant, “Bye Bye Birdie.”

I never really liked Birdie, and I don’t think he liked me either. One time me and a few other kids were in the store looking at cards, and Birdie accused me of shoplifting. I hadn’t stolen anything, but he would watch me like a surveillance camera every time I came in. It seemed like Birdie took one too many head butts in his career, and it made him paranoid or something.

I tried to avoid the place if I could, but the nearest baseball-card store besides Birdie’s was too far away to get to by bike.

Besides, Birdie would be able to authenticate the card for me. Somebody told me he used to have a T-206 Honus Wagner card framed on the wall of the store. When baseball-card prices were just starting to skyrocket and word got around how valuable the card was, Birdie took it down. I guess he sold it or swapped it or put it in a safe or something.

“What can I do for you, Stoshack?” Birdie said. I could tell from his voice and the look on his face that he really meant, “Why are you bothering me, Stoshack?”

I didn’t say anything. I just opened my backpack and carefully took out the Honus Wagner card. I placed it on the counter and watched Birdie’s face.

His jaw dropped as soon as he saw it. His eyes opened wide, his eyebrows arching upward. I could see beads of sweat appear on his forehead.

“Where’d you get this?” he demanded.

“Found it.”

“Found it where? Just lying on the street?”

“Sorta.”

The teenager who had been snotty to me was now looking at me as if Elvis had walked into the store. He leaned over to get a good look at the card, but Birdie took out a magnifying glass and pushed the teenager’s head away roughly.

Birdie peered at the card for nearly a minute. He carefully turned it over with a pair of tweezers and examined the other side. Finally, he lifted his eyes and met mine. He had regained his composure.

“I know what you’re thinking, kid,” he said to me. “You think you found a 1909 Honus Wagner T-206. Well, you’ve got an authentic Wagner here all right, but it’s Heinie Wagner, not Honus Wagner. Heinie Wagner was another Pirate in the same card set. I hate to bust your bubble, but there are thousands of cards just like this one floating around.”

My heart dropped like a bungee jumper.

“Are you sure?” I asked, almost pleading for him to say no.


“Positive,” Birdie said. “Tell you what. You’re a nice kid. I’ll give you ten dollars for it.”

I was crushed. I had already begun making plans for how I would spend the thousands of dollars I would get for the card. And then it turned out to be worth next to nothing.

I considered Birdie’s offer. Maybe I should take the money, I thought. Ten bucks is ten bucks, and that would make twenty dollars I’d earned for the day. Not bad.

“So do we have a deal?” Birdie asked, sticking out his hand for me to shake. The snotty teenager watched silently.

I looked Birdie in the eye. He was sweating like crazy. I could see it right through his shirt. Why was he acting so nervous about a simple ten-dollar deal? I wondered.

Suddenly, I realized that Birdie was lying to me. Heinie Wagner wasn’t on the Pittsburgh Pirates. He played for the Boston Red Sox. The guy on this card had “PITTSBURG” across his chest and the only Pirate of that era named Wagner was the great Honus Wagner.

“No,” I finally said. “I think I’ll see what another dealer has to say.”

“Wait,” Birdie said urgently. “I’ll give you one hundred dollars.”

“I thought you said the card was worth ten dollars.”


“One thousand dollars,” Birdie said desperately. “I’ll give you one thousand dollars. Cash. Right here, right now. I’ve got the money in the back.”

“Thanks for your honesty and your generous offer, Birdie,” I said in my best sarcastic voice. “I’ll just take one of these protective cardholders.”

I flipped two quarters on the counter and carefully inserted the card between the two sheets of clear plastic. I slipped the card inside my wallet and put the wallet in my backpack. Birdie was watching me carefully, fuming. He doesn’t like it when twelve-year-old kids make a chump out of him. But I didn’t care. Having the card gave me the confidence to turn down Birdie’s offer.

As I was leaving Home Run Heaven, the snotty teenager followed me out the door.

“Hey kid!” he yelled as I threw my leg over my bike. He came over to me and leaned close to my ear.

“Let me give you some advice,” he said. “Word’s gonna get around. Put the card in a safe place, and do it fast. That’s the most valuable piece of cardboard in the world, and a lot of people would like to have it.”

I didn’t like the sound of that.
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FLOATING ON AIR




I FIGURED THAT BEFORE I DID ANYTHING ELSE WITH THE card, I’d better do some homework on Honus Wagner. I pedaled south down Third Street to the Ekstrom Library at the University of Louisville to see what I could dig up.

There weren’t any books about Honus Wagner, but almost every baseball book mentioned him. I knew Wagner was a Hall of Famer, but I never knew how great he really was.

Just for starters, he was one of the best hitters in baseball history. He hit over .300 for seventeen straight years. He won the National League batting championship eight times, and four times in a row.

Despite his size, he could run like a scared rabbit. Wagner stole 722 bases over his career, and led the league in stolen bases five times. Ty Cobb stole more bases, but Wagner averaged more steals per time reaching first than Cobb did, .213 to .207. Those are stats the average fan would miss.

He could field like an octopus. Shortstop is the toughest position to play, so managers usually put their best fielder there. Every baseball book said that Wagner was undisputably the greatest shortstop ever.

His hands were enormous, nearly as big as the gloves they used to wear in those days. Wagner would charge ground balls like a bull and scoop them up like a shovel. He grabbed handfuls of dirt along with the ball, so when the throw reached its target, the first baseman would be pelted by rocks and pebbles. It was like the tail of a comet.

They say his throws were always accurate from wherever he threw. He would pick up grounders down the leftfield line that got past the third baseman, and then throw the runner out at first with time to spare. One book said he threw out baserunners while lying on his back.

In 1908, Wagner totally dominated the National League. He won the batting title with a .354 average, when the entire league hit just .239. He also led in hits, doubles, triples, runs batted in, on-base average, total bases, slugging percentage, and stolen bases. Just about the only categories he didn’t lead the league in were runs and home runs. He finished second in those.

Some season!


In fact, many baseball experts think Honus Wagner was the greatest all-around player in the history of the game.

Interestingly, almost every baseball book mentioned that Wagner was funny-looking. He was sort of ugly and awkward. He didn’t look like a typical ballplayer.

He reminded me of me a little bit. I wondered if kids made fun of him when he was growing up. I wished I could meet him and ask him.

 

There was one last thing I wanted to look up—the value of the T-206 Honus Wagner baseball card.

The Louisville Library gets The New York Times, so I scanned the index for WAGNER, HONUS. There was nothing listed for 1995, 1994, 1993, or 1992, but in 1991 the paper ran one article that mentioned Honus Wagner. The index said it appeared in the March 23, 1991 edition. I went to the microfilm department and put in a request for that date.

A few minutes later the librarian gave me a reel of microfilm. I threaded it through the machine and advanced the film to March 23rd. I turned to the sports section of that day, and there it was…


Honus Wagner
 Baseball Card
 Goes to Gretzky

By RITA REIF


A multicolored baseball card depicting Honus Wagner, the great shortstop for the Pittsburg Pirates, was sold yesterday for $451,000 to Wayne Gretzky, the Los Angeles Kings hockey great, and Bruce McNall, the club’s owner. The purchase, at Sotheby’s in New York, represented the highest price paid at auction for sporting memorabilia, about four times the previous record, set in 1989 for another Honus Wagner card.

Issued by tobacco producers in 1909 and 1910, the Wagner cards are scarce because Wagner opposed smoking and objected to his name being linked to the cigarettes advertised on the backs of the cards. Only 40 cards depicting Wagner are known to exist; the one sold yesterday was described by Sotheby’s as being in “mint condition.”



A noise came out of my throat that must have sounded really weird, because everybody in the library turned to look at me.

Four hundred and fifty-one thousand dollars! I never would have dreamed the card was worth that much.

Alongside the short article there was a picture of the baseball card Wayne Gretzky had purchased. It was identical to the card in my backpack. I was sitting on almost a half a million dollars.


I’m not quite sure if I pedaled my bike home from the library or if it just floated on a cushion of air.

What could I do with a half a million dollars? Well, first I’d buy my mom a house in the nice part of town, and a car that didn’t break down every few months. I would finally get a computer for my room, and some cool software. I could put some money away for college. My mom could quit her job, of course.

Without any money problems, Mom and Dad would probably fall back in love and we’d be a family again. We’d hire some servants to do the shopping and cooking and cleaning and all the other stuff Mom hates to do.

And after all that, I’d buy every baseball card that was ever printed.

As I pedaled home, I felt like the luckiest kid in the world. I also felt a funny feeling all over. It was the tingling sensation, but more than that. I felt a presence, a mysterious feeling that somebody was with me. I couldn’t quite figure it out, but I would soon.
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ONE LAST PEEK




I WAS DYING TO TELL MOM ABOUT THE CARD, BUT I WASN’T sure how to handle it. Mom’s a bit of a goody-two-shoes about doing the right thing all the time. She might do something crazy like force me to give the card back to Miss Young. I almost busted a gut trying to hold back the news during dinner.

“Is something bothering you, Joe?” Mom asked as we scraped our plates off into the garbage.

“I’m just excited about my ballgame tomorrow, Mom,” I lied.

“Who are you playing?”

“The Galante Giants.”

“Those lunatics?”

“Yeah.”

I did my homework and watched some TV after dinner before crawling into bed. Just before clicking off the light, I opened my backpack and took out the Wagner card. I wanted to look at it one more time before I went to sleep.

The tingling sensation started as I held the card in my hand. It was a pleasant, buzzy feeling, like a cat purring in my ear.

My eyes felt droopy. I was thinking about Honus Wagner and what a great player he was. I was wondering if he was that good when he was a kid, and if the other kids made fun of him because he looked funny. I wished I could meet him.

That was the last thing I remembered before dropping off to sleep.

 

Sometime during the night there was a stirring in my room. I thought for a moment it was the house creaking, but the sound was loud enough to make me sit up in bed out of a deep sleep.

I jumped. Air escaped from my mouth in a startled gasp. I brought my hand to my mouth to cover it. My eyes were wide and they strained to adjust to the light from my night table.

There was a man in my room. He was sitting in the chair at my desk, calmly watching me. He didn’t look like he was a thief robbing the house. He was wearing a baseball uniform.

“Who are you?” I asked, dumbfounded.

“Who are you?” he replied softly.

“Joe. Joe Stoshack. My friends call me Stosh.”


“Then that’s what I’ll call you. Pleased to meet you, Stosh.” He stood up and stuck out his right hand to shake. The hand was enormous, about the size of a canned ham. It enveloped mine completely, but gently.

I looked the guy over. He was a big man. Not tall, but solid. About 200 pounds. He must have been in his mid-thirties, sort of weird-looking, with big ears and a big nose. There were bags under his brown eyes, and a tinge of sadness in his face. He somehow reminded me of Abraham Lincoln.

As he sat back down in the chair, I could see his legs were bowed like mine, but even worse. His chest seemed to be as big as a barrel. There was plenty of room on it for the letters PITTSBURG. There was no H at the end.

“Honus…Wagner?” I whispered, rhyming “Honus” with “bonus.”

“Honus,” he said, rhyming it with “honest.” “My friends call me Hans. It’s from the German name Johannes.”

“Am I dreaming?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe I am. Sure doesn’t feel like a dream though, does it?”

“No. I just went to sleep, and when I woke up you were sitting here in my room.”

“And I was at the ballpark shagging flies, and the next thing I knew I was here.”
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He was sort of weird-looking, with big ears and a big nose. There were bags under his brown eyes, and a tinge of sadness in his face.


Wait a minute! Shaking the sleep from my eyes, it occurred to me that this had to be some kind of trick. I’m no fool, and I know not to talk to strangers. I glanced around the room trying to locate my baseball bat. Maybe I could defend myself with it if I had to.

“Who are you, anyway?” I demanded.

“I already told you, Stosh,” he replied gently. “Hans Wagner.”

“If you’re really Wagner, let’s see you prove it,” I said. “Show me some identification.”

“Stosh, I don’t carry my wallet in my uniform,” the guy said calmly. “I have no way to prove to you who I am.”

“Well, I do.” I pulled my copy of The Baseball Encyclopedia out of the bookshelf and furiously flipped the pages until I reached the entry for Honus Wagner. “Okay Honus, or whatever your name is. What was your batting average in 1900?”

“That was my best year,” he answered proudly. “I hit .381.”

He was right.

“Yeah, well what’s your birthday?” I asked.

“February 24th,” he replied. “1874.”

Anybody posing as Wagner would know that. I looked down the column for a more obscure statistic. “How many errors did you make in 1909?”

“That’s easy,” he said. “Forty-nine. But at least ten of ’em should’ve been scored as hits, if you ask me. I couldn’t have reached ’em with a butterfly net.”

I still wasn’t convinced the guy was Honus Wagner. “How many home runs did you hit in your career?” I asked.

He thought about that for a moment. “I can’t answer that one, Stosh.”

“If you’re really Honus Wagner, why don’t you know how many home runs you hit?”

“Well,” he said, shaking his head. “I haven’t hit ’em all yet. I hope I haven’t anyway. I was countin’ on playin’ for a few more seasons before this old body is too beat up to hit homers.”

“What year do you think this is?” I asked him.

“Why, it’s 1909, of course,” he responded. “What year do you think it is?”

I went over to my desk, picked up my calendar, and handed it to him.

“Jumpin’ Jehoshaphat!” He was genuinely shocked.

“Are you saying you traveled through time from 1909 to now?”

“I didn’t say nothin’, Stosh. But it sure looks like it.”

“I thought time travel was just something on TV.”

“TV?” he said, puzzled. “What’s TV?”

“Never mind. Why are you here?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Stosh. All I know is, somethin’ very powerful brought me to you. You and me gotta figure out what it is, and we gotta figure it out by tomorrow ’cause I got a big game on Saturday and I don’t want to miss it. I gotta get back to 1909.”

 

This guy put on a good act, but I still wasn’t entirely convinced it was Honus Wagner. It was just too weird to think that he traveled through time and landed in my bedroom.

Suddenly, I remembered the card. Where was it? Frantically, I pulled the blankets off my bed. It wasn’t there.

“Where is it?” I almost yelled at him.

“Where is what?” he replied gently.

I turned around and threw my pillow aside. The card was right there, still in its plastic case.

Honus looked at the card, shook his head, and chuckled as he watched me. “You okay, Stosh?”

“I know.” I turned to him slowly and pointed my finger at him. “You were trying to steal my card! That’s what happened. You dressed up as Honus Wagner, snuck into my house, and tried to trick me into thinking I was having a dream! Who hired you, Birdie Farrell?”

“Hired me? Stosh, why would anybody steal a baseball card?”

The way he said that, it was obvious he honestly didn’t know the answer.

“This baseball card could solve a lot of my problems,” I told him.


“Son, no piece of cardboard is gonna solve a man’s problems, unless it’s to keep a draft out of his window.”

“What if I told you this card was worth a half a million dollars?”

“I’d say you’re loony,” Honus said. “They give those things away for free.”

“Maybe in 1909 they did,” I explained. “Today they’re worth a fortune.”

He laughed again, like I was putting him on.

“Do you have any idea how much they pay baseball players today?” I asked him.

“Oh, I don’t know, Stosh. The cost of everything is always going up. $20,000? $30,000 maybe?”

“The average major league salary is a million dollars a year. If you were playing today, you’d get six million. Maybe more.”

“Now I’m sure you’re loony. Son, when I broke into the majors, I was paid two hundred fifty dollars a month. And that was good money! Heck, a mug o’ root beer only cost a few pennies. Last season I held out until old man Dreyfuss coughed up $10,000. With that, I’m satisfied. Ten grand is as much money as any man should be paid to throw and hit a ball.”

I sat back down on my bed. This guy actually was Honus Wagner, I realized.

 

I always had a special feeling about baseball cards, and now I understood what that feeling was. A baseball card, for me, could be like a time machine. With a 1909 Honus Wagner card in my hand, I wished I could meet Honus, and he traveled through time to fulfill my wish.

Cool!

If a baseball card could be a time machine, the possibilities were unlimited. I could get a Ty Cobb baseball card and bring back The Georgia Peach. Or Jackie Robinson. Or “Shoeless” Joe Jackson.

Why, I could bring Babe Ruth to my bedroom to talk about his glory years with the Yankees! I could bring The Sultan of Swat to school for show and tell! I’d just need his baseball card.

Honus interrupted my reverie. “You play ball, Stosh?”

“Yeah, but I’m no good,” I admitted. I told him how kids made fun of the way I look and how it throws me off when I’m trying to hit or field.

“They used to give it to me bad,” Honus said, putting his hands on his bowed legs. “Kids used to say that I was the only person in the world who could tie his shoelaces without bending down. They used to say that if I ever straightened my legs out, I’d be seven feet tall. That sort of thing. One guy said you could roll a barrel through my legs. But let me tell you something.” He leaned closer to me. “They could never roll a baseball through my legs.”

“What did you do when kids said that kind of stuff?”


“Simple. I’d hit a single. Then I’d steal second. Then I’d steal third. Then I’d steal home. Then they’d shut up.”

“That’s easy for you,” I said sadly, “You’re Honus Wagner.”

Honus leaned over to me again. He was almost whispering. “Y’know, Stosh, you remind me a little of me as a boy. You even look like me. You’ve got the tools to be a good player. You just have to convince yourself.”

“Sure…”

The old pep talk. I’d heard it a million times. I was sick of it. Some people are just born athletes, I had convinced myself, and others are born to do something else. I was born to do something else.

“Stosh, do you want to know the one secret to bein’ a great ballplayer?”

“Don’t tell me, let me guess,” I said. “Keep your eye on the ball?”

“Nah, any monkey can do that,” Honus said. “The secret to bein’ a great ballplayer—” He looked around the room as if he didn’t want anyone else to hear, “is to trick yourself into thinkin’ you already are one.”

“Huh?”

“It’s the same with anything, Stosh. The secret to bein’ a great barber is to trick yourself into thinkin’ you already are one. The secret to bein’ a great salesman is to trick yourself into thinkin’ you already are one. And once you think you are one, you become one. See what I mean?”

I couldn’t say that I did. But who was I to tell the great Honus Wagner he wasn’t making any sense?

Honus went on, spinning old baseball stories late into the night. I felt myself getting drowsy, but fought it off the best I could. If this is only a dream, I thought to myself, I don’t want to miss a minute of it.

Eventually my eyelids became too heavy, and I fell into a deep sleep. I hadn’t even thought to ask him for his autograph.
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DAYDREAMING




WHEN I WOKE UP IN THE MORNING, HONUS WAS GONE. “IT must have just been a dream,” I thought to myself.

But if it was a dream, it was the most vivid dream I ever had. The Baseball Encylopedia was on the floor next to my bed. It was open to the page with Honus Wagner on it.

I stuck the Wagner card in my backpack and got ready for school. I wasn’t about to let the card out of my sight for a second.

 

It was impossible to concentrate at school. I couldn’t get Honus or the card out of my head. Should I sell it? Keep it? Give it back to Miss Young? Did I really have the power to bring people through time with baseball cards, or didn’t I? I didn’t know.

I was daydreaming about all this stuff during math class when I suddenly heard Mrs. Kelly call my name.


“Mr. Stoshack, can you tell us the answer?”

“Uh…” I guessed. “Four?”

The class roared with laughter.

“Joe, the question was, ‘What is one-tenth of two thousand?’ I’m going to assume that you knew the answer but your mind was elsewhere, okay?”

“Thanks, Mrs. Kelly.” She was a pretty-all-right lady for a teacher.

“Good, Joe. Now let’s try and focus on what we’re doing.”

But I couldn’t. I don’t think I learned much at school that day.

 

“Nobatternobatternobatternobatternobatternobatter…”

The Galante Giants are a strange bunch. The team is sponsored by the Galante Funeral Home. The black uniforms don’t bother anybody, but they make a big show out of carrying their bats to their games in a fake coffin. People decided the Giants were really weird when they started bringing a tombstone to their games and putting the name of the opposing team on it.

The Giants are also really good players. With most teams, every time there’s a fly ball to the outfield, three or four guys run out there, bonk heads, and the ball drops right between them. The Giants are careful to call “I got it.” They know their signals. They always throw to the right base. They never forget how many outs there are.

They had us 7–4 going into the sixth inning. Our first two guys struck out and the game looked hopeless. But their pitcher walked a couple of guys, and Billy Shields cracked a double down the rightfield line to score both of them. That made it 7–6. Billy was on second base. A single would tie it up.

Johnny Conlon was due up, but he had a dentist appointment and his mom took him home at the end of the fifth inning. Coach looked up and down the bench for a pinch hitter. I hadn’t been in the game yet, and every kid is supposed to play at least one inning.

I slunk down into my seat. I had fanned to end the last game, and I didn’t want to make a habit of it.

“Stoshack,” Coach yelled, “Grab a bat.”

Shoot!

Somebody groaned when Coach called my name, and I couldn’t say I blamed him. Everybody knew I couldn’t hit. Putting me up there in this situation was like throwing the game away.

I decided I wasn’t going to swing no matter what. If you don’t swing, you can’t miss. Maybe he’ll walk me, I figured. He’s walked two guys already this inning. Somebody else can make the last out.

The Giant’s pitcher looked in for the sign, nodded, and threw. It was right down the middle of the plate, nice and easy.


“Steeeerikkkke one!” yelled the ump.

Maybe he’s on to me, I thought. He knows I’m not swinging, so he’s going to throw it right over. I swung my bat menacingly and put a determined look on my face. Gotta pretend I’m gonna take a rip at this one.

Once again the pitcher got the sign and threw a marshmallow right down Broadway.

“Steeeerikkkke two!” yelled the ump.

Two strikes. I stepped out of the batter’s box. He definitely knows I’m taking all the way. He’s gonna lay it right over the plate again. That’ll be strike three and the end of the game.

That’s it, I said to myself. I’m swinging.

I thought about what Honus had told me. The way to be a great player is to pretend you already are one. I closed my eyes and tried to imagine I had hit a home run in my last at-bat, and I was the league’s Most Valuable Player. Nobody could throw a pitch by me.

I got back in the box and gave the pitcher my meanest glare.

“Drive me in, Stosh!” Billy hollered from second as he stretched his lead.

“Tie it up, Joe!” somebody yelled from our bench.

“Stoshack, we’re gonna bury you!” one of their guys screamed.

“We’re gonna murder you!”

I let all the air out of my lungs to get relaxed. My bat was nearly straight up and down. I held it firmly, but not so tight that I wouldn’t be able to turn my wrists. My weight was on my back leg.

The pitcher looked in for the sign, but I knew what he was going to throw. A cream puff right down the middle. That’s exactly what I saw—a big, fat, juicy, slow ball, just right for whacking over a wall.

“Hey!” somebody yelled as I pulled the trigger, “Noodle nose!”

I brought my arms around, swiveling my hips, shifting my weight forward, and whipping the bat head across the plate. Bat and ball met, with the bat kissing the ball an inch below its equator. The ball soared almost straight up in the air.

“Run, Stosh!”

I took off for first. Billy, running on anything, dashed for third. It looked like it would be a fair ball, and it looked like it would never come down.

The Giant’s catcher ripped his mask off his face and tossed it aside. He took two steps forward into fair territory and planted his feet. The ball reached it’s highest point and started coming down. I reached first and turned around to watch. Billy was steaming around third and charging home. If the catcher makes the play the game is over. If he can’t hold on to the ball, Billy scores and we tie the game.

Plop.

The ball settled in the catcher’s glove. Three outs. Game over. We lose. At least I didn’t whiff, I thought, as I trudged back to the bench.

“Woulda been a home run,” the catcher said as I passed him, “if we were playing in an elevator shaft.”

 

The team got in a line, shook hands with the Giants, and everybody scattered to go home. I packed up my duffel bag with my bat, glove, and a bunch of balls. I was about to leave when I heard somebody call to me.

“You’re overstriding,” a man’s voice said. “That’s why you got under the ball.”

I turned around. It was Honus, sitting on the steps in street clothes, with a dog on each side of him and a bag behind him.

“It wasn’t a dream!” I shouted, giving him a big hug. “You’re really here!”

“Or if it was a dream, we must both still be dreamin’.”

I was so happy to see him. I was bursting with questions. “When did you leave last night? Where did you go? Where did you sleep?”

“Whoa! Slow down, Stosh. I guess I was borin’ you with my stories, ’cause you fell asleep right in the middle of one of ’em. So I climbed out your window. I walked the streets a bit and I slept right here.”

“You slept in the field?”

“Stosh, I slept in plenty of fields in my time.”
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I turned around. It was Honus.


“Where’d you get those clothes? You look pretty good!”

“Thanks. Somebody was throwin’ ’em away and I grabbed ’em just before the garbage man came down the street. Thought I’d look pretty strange walkin’ around in my uniform.”

“You must be starved, Honus. When’s the last time you ate?”

“In 1909,” he laughed. “I could use a bite.”

There was a little luncheonette around the corner, and the dogs followed us there. I got a sandwich to go and a Pepsi to wash it down. He devoured the sandwich in about ten seconds as we walked by a vacant lot.

“Hey Stosh, wanna play some ball?”

“With you?!”

“Well, Ty Cobb ain’t here, is he? Grab your glove.”

I handed him my bat, and he looked at it strangely. “Ain’t they got wood no more?” he asked.

“Yeah, but in Little League we use aluminum.”

“Can’t stop progress, I guess.”

I ran out to the middle of the lot and Honus slapped a grounder at me. I scooped it up and fired it back to him. He smothered the ball in his huge hands. He slapped the next grounder a little to my left so I had to reach for it, and then another to my right so I had to backhand it. Each time I handled the ball cleanly.

He hit about a dozen grounders my way, and then a bunch of high pops. I nabbed nearly all of them, and when I didn’t he’d shout, “Get down on the ball!” or “Charge it!”

“Not bad, Stosh,” Honus shouted when he saw I was out of breath. “Now let me see you hit the ball.”

I grabbed the bat and drew a strike zone on the cement wall with a rock.

“You can pitch?” I hollered as he paced off sixty feet.

“Heck, I twirl a few games when the regular pitchers are worn out. I don’t have much of a curve, but I throw hard. They say if I ever hit a batter they should send for an undertaker, because it’ll be too late for an ambulance.”

Honus went into his windup and whipped the ball over. I could barely see it.

“Whoa! I’m only twelve, y’know!”

“Sorry!” He slowed it down a little on the next one, but all I hit was air. “Don’t twist your body all up! Keep your feet planted!”

He threw another one and I fouled it off to the right.

“You’re jerkin’ your swing, Stosh! Smooth it out!”

After thirty swings or so, I was hitting the ball pretty good, and Honus was shouting, “Good!” “Better!” and, “Now you’re hittin’ like you mean it!”

 

We flopped down in the grass by a fence. Honus pulled up a big piece of grass and chewed on it. I did the same.


“Y’know, you ain’t half bad, Stosh,” he said. “You got a nice stroke. Who taught you to play, your dad?”

“Nah. I don’t see my dad very much.”

I told Honus about my parents splitting up, and how they used to argue about money all the time.

“At least you got two parents,” Honus said. “My ma died when I was young. There were nine of us—five boys and four girls. There was no money to fight over. We were poor as dirt. By the time I was your age I was workin’ in the coal mines along with my dad.”

“They let kids work in coal mines?”

“Let ’em?!” he laughed. “Made ’em! During the winter we hardly saw daylight. We’d go in the mines before sunrise and didn’t come out until night. There were rats all over the place, and they could sense when a cave-in was coming. When they ran for their lives, we ran for ours too.”

“I bet it didn’t pay a lot.”

“Seventy cents a ton. It wasn’t much, but it made me strong up here.” He pounded his chest with his hand.

“So if you worked in the mines all the time, how did you become a ballplayer?”

“In the summer we brought our gloves with us, and at lunchtime we’d play a game. My brothers poked fun at me because I was clumsy. But I got better and grew bigger, and soon I was as good as any of ’em.”

“Did any of your brothers make it to the majors?”


“Well Butts did for a year. But then he banged up his knee, and he was finished.”

“Your brother’s name is Butts?!”

“His real name’s Albert, but everybody calls him Butts. It was Butts who got me into professional baseball. He was with Steubenville in 1895, and he told his manager that my other brother, Will, was a pretty good ballplayer. Will wasn’t interested in playing ball professionally, but I was. Anything to get out of the mines. So when they offered Will a tryout, I hopped a freight train to Steubenville and took his place.”

“They didn’t know the difference?”

“Nah. Me and my brothers used to switch places all the time. We all pretty much look alike. Anyway, the manager didn’t want to sign me, but Butts said he’d quit the team if I wasn’t on it. So I joined the Steubenville team. I even signed the contract with Will’s name. We played against teams like the Kalamazoo Kazoos. I hit about .400, stole a few bases, and played every position on the field.”

“How did you get from Steubenville to the Pittsburgh Pirates?”

“Word got around about me, I guess. One day a bunch of us were chuckin’ lumps of coal at an empty hopper across the Monongahela River. We spotted a guy watchin’ us. We thought he was a cop, so we ran like the dickens. Turned out he was Ed Barrow, a scout.”


“He signed you?”

“Not right away. I played cute, pretendin’ I wasn’t interested. Finally, Barrow says to me, ‘Isn’t there somethin’ I can do for you? Isn’t there somethin’ you’d like to have?’ I told him I’d like to have a bag of bananas. So he ran out, bought a bag of bananas, and gave it to me. How could I refuse him? I signed for thirty-five dollars a month and a bag of bananas. Next thing I knew I was in the big leagues playing for the Louisville Colonels.

“You played right here in Louisville?”

“For three years. They sold me to Pittsburgh in 1900, and I’ve been there ever since.”

“What’s it like playing in the big leagues, Honus?”

“Like bein’ on the highest mountain, Stosh. It’s all I ever dreamed of. I’d rather be shortstop for the Pittsburgh Pirates than President of the United States.”

“That’s my dream, too,” I confided. “To play in the big leagues. Even if it was just for one at-bat. I just want to know what it feels like.

“You got the tools, Stosh.”

“Do you have a dream now, Honus? Is there anything you want that you don’t have?”

“To win the World Series,” he said right away. “I played in the first one, in 1903. We won three of the first four games. But then our pitchin’ gave out, and I couldn’t hit a beach ball. Made six errors. Boston whupped us.”
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My brother Will was a pretty good ballplayer. Will wasn’t interested in playing professionally, but I was. So when they gave Will a tryout, I hopped a freight train to Steubenville and showed up in his place.


His face suddenly looked serious.

“Y’know Stosh,” he said, “as much as I enjoy your company, I can’t stay here forever. We ain’t figured out how to get me back. And I’ve got a game to play tomorrow.”

“Well, I used the baseball card to bring you here,” I said, “I should be able to send you back the same way.”

“I was thinkin’ about that Stosh. Can you go through time yourself, or just bring people back from the past?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’m still kinda new at this. Why?”

“Oh, I just had this crazy idea that I’d like to show you my time, if you could find a way to get there—and if you wanted to visit, of course.”

“Me, go back to 1909?” I marvelled. “That would be cool! Let’s try it.”

“When?” he asked.

“Tonight, at my house. My mom will be asleep by ten o’clock.”

“Ten it is.” Honus stuck out his big hand and I shook it.

“Hey, what are you going to do until ten, Honus?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he replied, “Go see a movie show or something.”

“Do you have any money?”


He fished a few dimes out of his pocket and showed them to me.

“You can’t buy a pack of gum with that, Honus!” I stuffed some bills in his hand, and he thanked me. Before he walked away I pulled my notebook out of my backpack and handed it to him with a pen.

“How much do you charge for autographs?” I asked.

“Charge?” said Honus, wrinkling his nose. “I figure kids should charge us ’cause they’re nice enough to come watch us play.”

He took the pen and wrote, “To my friend Stosh, Here’s hoping both our dreams come true.” And then he signed it…
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Honus turned to walk away again, but I called out to him.

“Hey Honus, is it true that once you hit a ball that went under the pitcher’s arm and then it sailed over the centerfield fence for a home run?”

“You like that story?”

“Yeah.”

“Then it’s true. But that’s nothin’. I
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