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ONE

Erin Priestly stood on the mound and waited for the catcher to show her the sign. He flashed two fingers for the curveball and dipped his mitt to bring it low.

Erin nodded, went into her windup, and released the ball, her long, slender fingers spinning it with such a tight rotation that it cut sharply downward. It bounced off the plate and hopped over the top of the catcher’s outstretched glove.

“Ball!” barked the ump.

“That’s her third ball in a row, and it’s only the first batter,” Coach Daniels  snapped from the dugout. He lifted his 250-pound frame from the bench and paced back and forth. “Priestly!” he hollered. “Front and center.”

Jack Priestly, the pitching coach, hopped up. “Yeah, Coach?”

“I thought you said your daughter was ready to pitch today.”

“She is.”

“Does she realize this is the junior high state finals and I already have half a dozen parents chomping on my butt for starting a girl at the DBAP?”

Durham Bulls Athletic Park was home to the AAA affiliate of the Tampa Bay Rays. The ten-thousand-seat stadium had opened in 1995, and the Bulls, founded in 1902, were one of the oldest and most recognized teams in baseball, thanks in part to their trademark snorting bull. The Union Rebels’ coach had more than a championship game on the line. He had taken a huge risk in starting a girl pitcher for the final showdown of the season, and it wouldn’t go over well if she failed.  

“Want me to see what the problem is, Coach?”

“You tell her for me that if she walks that lead-off batter, I won’t hesitate to pull her even though it’s the first inning. I have everything on the line just for starting a girl, y’know.”

“Got it.” Jack bounced up the two concrete steps to the field, trying not to stare in awe at the vastness of the stadium or the thousands of fans, munching their hot dogs slathered in hot mustard, slurping their wide-mouthed sodas, and spitting sunflower seed shells on the concrete decking. This was the first time in North Carolina’s history that a girl was pitching at the DBAP. And that girl just happened to be his only kid, Erin. No way was he going to tell her he’d pull her if she didn’t start throwing strikes. That wasn’t how he and his daughter operated. It wasn’t—as he had learned the hard way—how to motivate any female athlete. No, something was bothering her, and it was up to him to find out what.

“Time, ump.”

“Time!” The umpire pointed at Jack, giving him the all-clear signal to proceed to the mound.

As Jack stepped over the broad white chalk marking the first baseline, he glanced up at the Blue Monster in left field, and the giant bull standing tall above it. “HIT BULL, WIN STEAK,” the sign read. “HIT GRASS, WIN SALAD,” read the sign just below the bull’s pawing hooves. No one would be hitting that bull today, he vowed—at least, no one from the Charlotte United Trinity Redbirds, whom his Chapel Hill Union Rebels were pitted against.

“Hey, kiddo, what’s up?” he asked his daughter.

“Nothing. Nerves, I guess.” She lowered her head and scraped the rubber with her right cleat, not meeting his eyes.

“Nerves, huh? I don’t think so. You thrive under pressure.”

“It’s too embarrassing to say.” Erin stepped off the mound and rubbed the ball between her palms.

“C’mon, something’s up. I can’t recall the last time I saw you throw three balls in a row.”

“Okay, then. You see that kid on one knee on the on-deck circle?”

Jack turned his head toward the Redbirds’ dugout.

“Dad!” Erin tugged at his arm and hissed, “Jeez, don’t make it so obvious!”

“Okay, okay. I know who it is. It’s Jake Manley. So what?”

“It’s my butt.”

“Yeah, well, it will be if you keep throwing beach balls up there.”

“No, seriously. He keeps staring at my big, fat butt. Man, I told the coach I needed bigger pants, but I didn’t get them, so now that pervert Jake is ogling me, and I don’t like it.” Erin pulled at her pants to try to loosen them a bit, but they seemed as stubborn as she was.

“You’re right—I never saw that one coming.” He lifted his green cap.

“That’s because you still want to believe I’m your baby girl.”

“You’ll always be my baby girl.” He stared hard at her. “It’s my job to protect you from guys like Jake.”

“I’ll get through this, you’ll see.” Erin grinned, revealing her braces with the red, white and blue elastics.

“Your mother—I still can’t believe she let you get those. It looks like you’ve got a U.S. flag stuck in your mouth.”

“Woo-hoo!” Erin cheered quietly. “Go, U.S.A.!”

“Coach!” the umpire shouted, walking toward the mound. “Let’s wrap it up!”

“Yes, sir.” Then he turned to Erin and commented, “I guess the ump doesn’t appreciate father-daughter discussions. Must not have been breast-fed as a baby.”

“What should I do, Daddy? Jake’s had my number ever since Little League.”

Priestly grabbed his daughter’s muscular shoulder and leaned in close so only she could hear him. “Okay. What you should do is strike out this lead-off batter, because you don’t want to give him a free ride. What I have to say next, I think you’ll appreciate.”

“What?” Erin asked with an impish grin. “What should I do to get back at Jake for being a perv?” Sweat beads sprouted like dandelions on her petite nose. She smiled with anticipation.

“Okay. When Jake comes up to bat, you’ve got my permission to throw one at his ear. That should set him straight on who owns the inside corner.”

“Cool beans,” Erin said, and her smile flashed as she seized the mound like a victorious general. 

Jack walked off the field and took a seat back in the dugout.

“Your time, Erin,” Coach Daniels cheered, clapping his hands in a flurry.

Erin brushed the sweat off her forehead and wiped it on her pin-striped jersey. She rolled her tongue, collecting enough juice to spit to the side of the mound. With the sun beating down on the back of her neck, she stepped back on the rubber and watched the catcher for the sign.

The catcher placed a single finger on his right thigh, signaling her to throw the heater, and inched his way to the outside of home plate. 

Erin rolled the ball in her gloved hand until her index and middle fingers rested comfortably along the two closest seams, then moved her right thumb so it just barely touched the bottom seam. She opted for the two-seam fastball, knowing that it moved away from a right-handed batter almost like a screwball. Releasing it, she put more pressure on her top two fingers to give it more backspin.

When the ball shot toward the plate, the batter opened his eyes wide, believing that Erin had lobbed him a gift. A home run or triple for sure was what he thought. Although he’d been told to take the pitch, it was just too enticing. He swung hard just as it hooked the outside of the plate, just beyond the stretch of his bat.

“Ste-rrrike!” the ump called.

Erin then threw an inside curveball for the second strike. With the count full, she stepped off the rubber to collect herself. Then the catcher called for the fastball, just as she had predicted. She launched a four-seam inside fastball that caught the batter backing up on his heels.

“Strike three!”

The batter retreated to the dugout. Erin’s first strikeout. A group of her girlfriends sat a few rows up from home plate. Her best friend, Kara, flipped over the first broad “K” painted on white poster board.

Next, Erin’s nemesis, Jake, was standing at the plate, bearing down on her. She had faced him a dozen times, and somehow, the brute had always found a way to get on base. But this time the power hitter wasn’t looking for a single or a walk. No, this was the DBAP. The big leagues. And Jake knew that on hand today were hungry coaches looking to fill the rosters at their private schools. He intended this to be his coming-out party, to prove he was one of the best eighth-grade players in North Carolina.

That was why, when Jake Manley dug his back foot in on the left side of the plate, he didn’t just crowd the inside corner. No, his arms actually hovered over home plate as if he were bear-hugging it, trying to squeeze the life from it. This wasn’t a test—this was a blatant show of force. This was about a guy proving to a girl that she wasn’t welcome competing against boys on this or any other field

“What’s he doing?” Erin said softly. I own the inside corner.” If she didn’t at least attempt to move Jake back from the plate, she would appear weak, and the batters up after him would also crowd the inside corner. 

Erin turned toward her dad, now sitting on the dugout stairs. He had his legs crossed, and his head was down as if he were taking a catnap. It was his way of showing her he had complete confidence in her. She wanted to please him because she loved him so much, and she wasn’t about to let the oaf crowding the inside corner prove he was the better ballplayer today. The state championship was on the line.

The catcher signaled her to throw the fastball inside—way, way inside.

Erin was being tested. She could have thrown the first pitch at Jake’s ear, and no one would have the right to blame her if she did knock him down. Her fastball had been clocked at seventy-eight miles per hour. No sane player would purposely try to get hit by a hardball moving that fast. Lights out for sure if the ball plunked him on the helmet. But what would that prove? She knew that her father didn’t want her to bean Jake intentionally. That wasn’t how he had taught her to play the game. The pitcher-batter duel was about matching physical might with mental finesse. And as the pitcher, she wanted Jake to know she was the one who controlled the rhythm and flow of the game. Not him! His bold move wouldn’t psyche her out as he’d hoped.

Erin shook the catcher’s sign off until he signaled her to throw her patented inside circle changeup.

As a further sign of disrespect, Jake grabbed his crotch. He opened his stride leg a little farther and gave Erin a nod, believing her fastball was coming his way. It didn’t matter, though. No way was a girl going to blow one by him. All year long he had hit safely off her. It might have been okay for her to play Little League ball when she was twelve, but this was junior high baseball, and young ladies of fourteen were supposed to be playing fast-pitch softball with the girls. A prestigious scholarship was on the line, and Jake intended to send her packing on her first hittable pitch.

Erin took a deep breath, slowly exhaled as she visualized the zone, and stepped back with her left foot to shift her weight. Then she turned her right foot sideways, kissing the inside of the rubber. She held the ball loosely in the palm of her hand, and when her hands broke she arched with her elbow slightly above her shoulder.

Then Erin skillfully released the ball with such quick arm action that Jake believed it had to be her fastball. His hands moved forward through the strike zone too early. By the time he realized she had thrown him an inside changeup, he got caught with his weight shifted too far forward. His swing had spent all its power, so when he made contact with the ball it was a weak dribbler to the second baseman. 

Jake ran only halfway down the line before the first-base ump motioned him out.

Coach Daniels asked Jack, “Hey, Pops, what did you say to her?”

“I told her to take his head off.”

“Spoken like a true father.” 

Daniels walked over toward the steps and took a seat beside his pitching coach. They watched as Erin struck out the third batter with her cut fastball. Another “K” went proudly up behind home plate. 

* * *

After Erin pitched three more perfect innings, the Redbirds’ coach opted to play a game of cat and mouse with her, hoping to rattle her. To try to gain the upper hand, he placed his batters up closer to the front of the plate. Erin had seen this strategy before, during a summer Junior Olympics tournament. The Japanese batters she’d faced had attempted a similar ploy. They thought that moving the batter forward gave him a chance to swing at a breaking ball before it broke over the plate.

As her counterattack for cheating forward in the batter’s box, Erin shifted her back foot on the rubber, to the right corner for a left-handed hitter and to the left corner for a righty. Though it was a few inches left or right, it gave her a better pitching angle and made it easier for her to hit the back corners.

It turned out to be a disastrous move by the Redbirds. Erin continued hitting her spots and racking up strikeout after strikeout—now fourteen in all. By the top of the seventh inning, her Union Rebels had taken a slim one-nothing lead. It was a real nail-biter that kept the fans glued to their seats and away from the concession stands. Thus, it had turned into a profitable day for barking vendors hawking their Italian lemon ices and ice-cold Cokes.

The Redbirds still held out hope. The top of their order was due up for the final inning, with Jake as the second batter. The lead-off batter tried to bunt his way on base, but the third baseman barehanded the ball and whipped it sidearm across his body to the first baseman. His blistering throw beat the runner by a half step. Erin was two outs away from a historic perfect game at the DBAP. It was now Jake Manley’s turn to see if he could end the Redbirds’ drought. He turned toward the Union stands, where a row of “K’s” on white poster board stood out like a prison fence.

To most anyone else, that many “K’s” would have seemed intimidating. But to Jake they only upped the challenge, and he stuck his tongue out at the partial crowd. This got the Union students up on their feet to cheer for Erin.

Jake gave ground and backed off the inside corner of the plate. No more trickery, he thought. This time it would be her best against his best.

Erin stood on the mound, exhausted from the battle she had waged. The heat had taken its toll on her, making it tough for her to stand steady. She chomped on a tiny rubber band that had popped off her braces. The catcher flashed his sign, suggesting she start Jake out with an inside changeup to catch him off guard again. While that maneuver had worked his first at-bat, Erin knew he wouldn’t fall for the same trick again. She shook the sign off, wanting the fastball—she still had enough zip left on it to throw Jake off stride.

The catcher gave in to her demand. When the fastball headed straight down Broadway, Jake could hardly believe the meatball she was serving him. He swung with such force, he could barely hold on to the smooth handle of the bat. The ball had so much spin that it cut sharply downward, like a barn swallow cutting across a fresh-mown hayfield in search of leafhoppers.

“Str-r-rike one!”

The catcher let out a chuckle, seeing the Redbirds’ power hitter all twisted like a wrung dishrag, with one knee planted on the ground. He lobbed the ball back to Erin and hollered, “Easy batter!”

Fuming, Jake picked himself up, brushed the sand from his knee, and gasped so hard that a strand of spittle blew from his mouth.

Erin remained perched on the hill. She retreated casually, picking up the rosin bag and bouncing it up and down in her pitching hand. Then she grew bold, stepping back on the rubber and rolling her shoulders once. Her mind raced. Now what? Maybe another fastball?

Coach Daniels touched the tip of his nose, suggesting she should throw a curveball.

Man, no way, Erin thought. She had Jake backpedaling, and a curveball would be like her way of giving in. In a bold, defiant move, she brushed the coach’s signal off.

“Why, I oughta . . . ,” Coach Daniels spluttered. He could pull her right now for such insubordination.

Erin’s father stepped forward and said, “Yours to win, Erin. You make the call.”

Daniels spoke up, “You know what this means, going against me?”

“I don’t care. This is her moment, not yours. Let her finish it her way.”

“Fine, Daniels growled. “If she somehow slips another two fastballs by Jake and then gets the third out this inning, she’ll have that perfect game. But then you both might as well pack your bags, because I’ll make damn sure she never pitches for another Union Rebels team again. Not on my watch.”

“Typical,” Jack said. Then he smiled at his daughter and clapped his hands.

Erin was somewhat confused by the slight delay from the dugout, and the mixed signals she’d received, but luckily, her arm still felt fresh and she still had good control of her fastball. This time when she went into her windup, the catcher scooted over to the outside corner of the plate. To throw a fastball that tailed away from a lefty batter, she’d have to place a reverse sideways spin on the ball—not a natural motion for a right-handed pitcher. When she released the ball she turned her wrist counterclockwise and immediately felt the odd sensation of her biceps tearing. Her right arm fell numb to her side. 

Jake had a good bead on the ball, and he extended his arms as he swung with all his might at the tailing fastball. The ball caught the tip of his bat and careened toward his team’s dugout. A player hit by the foul ball yelped as if he’d been plugged by a musket ball. Their coach called time, and the ump walked over to investigate. 

The commotion gave Erin a few precious seconds to squeeze her right fist, to try to get blood flowing through her arm again. Her fingers tingled as if she had hit her funny bone, and the pain was too excruciating even to try lifting her pitching arm.

Luckily, the player hit by the foul ball recovered quickly—at least, there was no call for an ambulance or a stretcher. 

The ump lobbed Erin a fresh ball. She caught it in her glove but doubted she could fully grip it with her throwing hand. The intense pain shooting down her arm was hard to conceal from her father’s ever-watchful eye. If he thought for one minute that she was hurt, he’d pull her even though she was this close to a perfect game. She could hear the rumors already: “Didn’t I tell you a girl wasn’t strong enough to compete against the boys? This should prove why young ladies shouldn’t be allowed to play baseball against men.”

It was 1931 when female ballplayer Jackie Mitchell struck out Babe Ruth at an exhibition game in Chattanooga. Erin memorized the words that the Babe had told a local reporter: “I don’t know what’s going to happen if they begin to let women in baseball. Of course, they will never make good. Why? Because they are too delicate.”

Shortly after that, the baseball commissioner banned Jackie Mitchell—and all women—from playing professional baseball. That ban remained in effect for sixty-one years, until 1992. Erin may have been a happy-go-lucky teenybopper, but she understood the significance of her playing this game at the DBAP. This was why she willed herself back to the top of the mound. Gritting her teeth, she tightened her grip on the ball and bit back the stinging pain.

Just you and me, kid. It was her father’s voice ringing inside her head. What always helped Erin relax was to picture her father kneeling behind the plate, encouraging her, telling her she could do it. Each time he crouched down behind the plate, she could see the pain writhing on his face, but he never complained about his bad hip or the heat or anything else. He kept his attention focused on her, assuring her that she would be the first woman to play minor league ball at the DBAP, against the guys. “Picture it,” he’d tell her. “Picture that day and you’ll know it was well worth all the hard work.”

Erin lifted her leg and willed her arm into the throwing position. No injury was going to keep her from earning herself a perfect game. This was her moment to shine.

TWO

Reginald Stokes thumbed through his Charlotte Observer until one boldface headline on the front sports page caught his eye: “Girl Pitching Phenom Mows Down 21 Boys for Perfect Game.”

The photographer had caught the cute baseball player’s image as she held the state trophy high over her head, with her teammates holding up a we’re number one finger next to her jubilant face. He was immediately attracted to this teen and her story. It was only fair that this Erin get the chance to pursue her baseball dream, just as so many young men at his prestigious institution were given the chance to pursue their sports dreams.

It wasn’t like Reginald Stokes to have such sentimental feelings. Thirty-two years old, he had never been attracted or attractive to women. He had never had a girlfriend, not a single date in high school or college. It could have been his pale skin the color of Elmer’s glue. Or it could have been his bristly cowlick, which only a sizable dollop of hair gel could keep down. Or it could have been because he parted his hair on the right, which gave him an outdated 1950s style. His one attractive feature was his straight, white teeth. And while better looks and personality might have helped his cause, females were frivolous and a sure distraction from his most cherished goal: money—lots and lots of money. 

And yet, as Reginald Stokes closed his eyes, he couldn’t erase the young teen’s image from his mind. Her courage had touched him in an uncharacteristic way. She was a champion, a superstar who had taken on the boys and proved she could compete with the best of them. And compete she did—a pioneer like Jackie Robinson. This was a young lady who could make history, turn the whole game of baseball upside down. Getting Erin to the pros—he could be recognized as an innovator just like Philip Wrigley who founded the All-American Girls Professional League in 1943. 

* * *

The door to Stokes’s office opened, and Chief Principal Hartley burst in. “I can’t believe it,” he said. “Cannot believe it!”

“What, sir?”

“They’re set to destroy everything I created.”

“Who, sir?” Stokes asked, primly folding his newspaper and lining it up just so with the corner of his desk.

“The board is who. They’re seriously discussing going coed! To bring in more revenue into my school.”

“Quite frankly, sir, considering our current financial state, I can’t believe the board has waited this long.”

“You’re my chief financial officer, Stokes. You’ve got to tell me how we can stop them from making such a disastrous move . . .  My legacy’s at stake.” 

Stokes affected his best attentive look. As chief principal, Hartley was responsible for managing the day-to-day activities of the Colonies, and that included running Lakeland High School. His class of 1949 had been the first graduating class, and he had spent most of his life at this renowned institution. Before then, the Colonies had housed orphans, but orphanages had fallen out of fashion. Hartley had been promoted to chief principal in 1984, and under his leadership, the Colonies had thrived as both a leading manufacturer of knitted goods and one of Charlotte’s major tourist attractions. But textile manufacturing had changed. Cheap imports from China made it nearly impossible to compete globally. Hard work just wasn’t enough to remain profitable anymore. The mill might as well gift-wrap a fifty-dollar bill with each bundle of material shipped, because that was what they were losing per order.

“What would you like to hear, sir?” said Stokes. “That our textile mill is losing five thousand dollars a day at its current production? That our alumnae endowments are off by thirty percent? That our year-end projection has us losing one-point-six million dollars? There is no silver lining—just a bleak forecast if we don’t move fast.”

Hartley lowered his head and peered down at Stokes. “I promised the board last year that I’d balance the budget. We’re not Washington here. We’re a private institution without the luxury of deep pockets. So I am told why the board hired you five years ago without my prior consent: to bring us back in the black. I agreed to cut the fat, but not the bone, damn it! You know by how vehemently I fought to save our Lakeland Games, but the board squashed them, based on your recommendation.”

“That move saved us two-point-three million dollars.”

Helping himself to the only other chair in the office, Hartley said, “Ever hear of Nate Pruit or Willie Jones?”

Stokes thought carefully before responding. “Nope,” he said. 

“I wouldn’t think so. Always got your nose in those books, scheming. Our mission at the Colonies is to turn a profit so we can turn good athletes into superstars. Our own Nate Pruit is sure to go quickly in the first round of the MLB draft. And there’s talk of our Willie Jones in the running for the Heisman this year. While playing here for the Rams as our star quarterback, Jones set an all-time high school state record for number of yards passing that will be tough to beat. You want to guess how I recruited them.”

“Oh, let me think on this,” Stokes said drily, “would that be from the Lakeland Games?”

“Yup, both of ’em attended the Lakeland Games. Liked the school so much they decided to take us up on our scholarship offers. Now, thanks to Lakeland High School, they’re world-class athletes who stand to gain millions.”

Stokes fidgeted in his chair. “You’re placing me in an awkward position, sir,” he said. “I only did what the board hired me to do: look for the low-hanging fruit. If you want me to stop suggesting programs to cut, then you must raise our revenues so we can grow our way out of our current cash flow crunch.”

“And how do you propose I grow our current revenue?”

Picking up the sports section, Stokes rocked to his feet and pointed to the headline about Erin. “What if we talk to this girl? Offer her a scholarship. I’m sure the board would be pleased at our taking the initiative on our own.”

“How can one female athlete help us grow our revenue?” Hartley asked. He gazed down at his watch, as if to say this wasn’t a conversation worth having. A girl attending Lakeland would change the whole dynamics of his all-male institution, which had racked up more state sports championships than any other school in North Carolina.

“At fourteen, she’s already on the front sports page of the Observer. Imagine the press coverage she’ll receive if this girl pitching phenom helps you win another state title.” Stokes quietly handed his boss the article.

Not one to let a good sports story go by, Hartley skimmed the article. Stokes knew his boss well. He had to find the young girl’s feat nothing short of amazing. Still, it was an unsettling proposition. In Hartley’s day there had been no scholarships for female athletes at even the most expensive coed universities. There was no need for scholarships, because women’s sports were incidental—they weren’t there to generate revenue. 

Hartley handed the paper back to Stokes. “So what. She pitched a perfect game against a bunch of prepubescent boys. Everyone knows girls at that age are a few years ahead of the boys. I’d like to see her try pitching a perfect game against my starting high school varsity squad.”

“Then why not give her a shot? Become the first private school that endorses a girl to come join their all-male baseball team. Gender equality is huge now that women are outpacing the guys in college graduation rates. It’s becoming a woman’s world with no glass ceilings. Better hop on the bus and get used to it.”

“What’s gotten into you all of a sudden, Reggie?” 

Stokes could almost see the wheels turning in his boss’s head. It wasn’t like Stokes to take an active interest in Lakeland or its school policies. He was a numbers guy—unemotional, unattached. But for some reason he couldn’t quite articulate, he had developed a soft spot for this Erin Priestly. And for the first time, his boss was seeing human weakness in his CFO. 

“Think of the additional crowds we could generate having the first girl in Lakeland’s history compete on our varsity baseball team! She’d be a point of interest, with half the spectators there to cheer her on and the other half paying the same money to see her fail. The buzz would definitely get us national attention—and the chance to bring in an even larger student body.”

“I can’t have girls running amok around this fine institution, enticing my male athletes. Think of the problems we’d have.”

“One exceptional girl is all I’m asking for, sir, not many average girls.”

Chief Principal Hartley pitched the paper back onto Stokes’s desk. “Do you understand completely what you’re asking of me? You’d have to get her parents’ approval. You’d have to watch over her while she attended school here. There’d be no more Monday-morning quarterbacking. Are you prepared to take on such a huge responsibility by yourself?”

“I am. What would you require from me in return for your approval?”

Pushing his chair back and standing up, Hartley said, “For starters, start following the chain of command around here. Consult with me before going over my head to the board, as you’ve been recently inclined to do.”

“Agreed.”

“It would also be nice to finally see you become a team player. We’ll begin with the month-end report—have it ready for review before lunch so I can get a start on it before I talk to the board.”

“Does this mean I have your buy-in?”

“I’d like to talk to her in person before offering her a scholarship. I need to find out if she’s tough enough to last even a year here.” 

Hartley was out the door before Stokes could even reply. A four-year education at Lakeland High cost over a hundred thousand dollars. The school had many alumnae who donated funds to keep its elite sporting programs a winning tradition. “Giving back” was, after all, what had been drilled into them as the Lakeland way.

The vast majority of high school athletes at Lakeland had parents who paid the staggering sum without batting an eye. Most parents didn’t mind the steep price, because their gifted athletes usually went on to receive scholarships at prestigious private universities. NCAA had rules against sports agents contacting athletes until after the start of their junior year in college. And yet, the competition to sign potential superstars was fierce.

For example, about a thousand sports agents were certified by the NFL. Of this thousand, six hundred represented only one client each. With only thirty-two first-round draft picks each year, thirty-two of the top football athletes must select from a pool of a thousand sports agents vying to represent them. It was like thirty-two goldfish swimming in a pool of a thousand ravenous sharks.

This was why it was key for a sports agent to find the “triggerman” for a potential top pro athlete early. The triggerman was the athlete’s mentor or trusted friend, who helped the future superstar manage his personal business affairs. There were no rules or regulations to stop a potential agent from contacting this triggerman in the beginning stages of an athlete’s career. This was why, when Nate Pruit came to Reginald Stokes and asked for guidance as his triggerman, Stokes was more than willing to offer his business savvy to the former Lakeland High School baseball standout. 

Mary, Stokes’s personal assistant, buzzed just then to let him know that Bruce Pollis was on the line. He pushed in the blinking light. “Mr. Stokes.”

“What’s up?” Pollis asked.

Stokes refused to respond. He thought it undignified to respond to such casual speech.

“Hello, hello. Dude. Sound off if you’re there,” Pollis rambled on.

“What?” Stokes finally managed to say.

“Are you sitting down?”

“Of course I’m sitting down! I’m at my desk working.”

“It’s a figure of speech, dude. Don’t get your knickers in a knot over it.” Pollis was quite the character. For several months he’d called almost daily and started up with these pointless remarks. At first it was amusing, but months had passed and still Pruit hadn’t received a written contract from the St. Louis Cardinals.

“I’m busy. Please, get to the point,” Stokes insisted.

“Point? How does a five-million-dollar sign-on bonus grab you?”

“Five million?” Stokes felt light-headed. He swallowed hard, did some quick mental calculations regarding his finder’s fee, and said, “Does this really mean I’ll earn a hundred thousand from this one transaction?”

“You can take it to the bank.”

Growing up dirt poor, Stokes had always seen the possibility of his ever becoming rich as a pipe dream. And yet, having Pruit place his trust in him had gotten him a quick hundred grand for doing next to nothing.

“That’s just the start of what you’ll earn,” Pollis rolled on. “In three years at two percent, Pruit is sure to make you a millionaire. Let’s keep the ball rolling, champ. Any other future prospects you got there at Lakeland I should know about? There’s a two-percent finder’s fee in it for any additional recruits you throw my way.”

“I don’t know,” Stokes said, but he was thinking too quickly and was still reeling over the thought of a six-figure payday coming his way. Who else could he recommend? Jones? No, not yet. Jones’s stock was sure to go up even more if he won the Heisman. Perhaps Hartley could introduce him to Jones. He’d have to find a way to bring his name up in a conversation.

“Do ya love me?” Pollis asked.

“I suppose I do,” Stokes said matter-of-factly. Then he thought about the girl he had read about in the paper. “What about a girl baseball player?”

“Girl? No can do. Unless she’s on her way to becoming the next Lindsey Vonn. Is she stunning?”

“Stunning?”

“Ya know. Would she turn heads in a skimpy bathing suit?”

“Erin is only fourteen. Your thinking of her turning heads in a skimpy bikini is insulting—and creepy.”

“Lighten up, Reggie. I didn’t know she was a kid. But your not knowing Vonn was the 2010 Female Athlete of the Year tells me you’re not ready to get into the game. And you should know, Vonn’s made millions in endorsements from wearing skimpy bathing suits and sexy undergarments. She’s what we call a hard body. It’s commercial endorsements that add up to millions for top athletes. Who’s your gal and what’s her sport?”

“Priestly. Under my guidance, she just might be the first female athlete to attend Lakeland High. And maybe she could become the first female to play on a major league team.”

“Priestly, huh? Tell me about her.”

“She pitched a perfect game in the state finals.”

“Oh, yeah, Erin Priestly, now I remember her. You should know the odds are slim that she’s got the stuff to make it to the bigs. Maybe a double-A team like Borders if she’s good enough, but highly unlikely for her to make it to the Show. My hat goes off to her, though, for making her stand. Trust me. It’s all for naught.”

“That’s a bit harsh . . . and quite chauvinistic.”

“Hey, I’m the deal maker, not the dream maker. Best remember that. I’ll tell you what: get me a couple more Pruits, and in a couple of years, who knows? Maybe I’ll take a serious look at your gal. If she’s good enough to one day pitch in the pros and wins twenty games her rookie season, no doubt she’d vault to the top as the highest-paid athlete of all time. We’re talking possibly a billion in endorsements from hawking everything from feminine hygiene to hair and makeup products.”

“A billion—that’s with a ‘b’? Are you sure?”

“Yeah, buddy. Do you have any idea how long pro sporting agents have been searching for that female holy grail? Gotta go.”

Reginald Stokes hung up the phone and kicked his feet up on his desk. A hundred grand! Millions more taking Erin under his wing! He liked the sound of those numbers ringing inside his head. He had his eye on a black Audi, and he could ride over to the dealership after work and pay cash for it. Trade in the five-year-old Toyota Camry; get something with style and prestige finally. 

“Reginald . . .” Mary’s voice came over the intercom interrupting his thoughts. “Mr. Hartley to see you.”

“Oh, hell’s bells!”

Hartley shoved open his door. “Reggie, what is the meaning of this?”

Stokes lifted his feet from his desk and dropped them to the floor.

“We had a deal! Where’s the month-end? I told you I need those figures asap.”

“Sorry, sir.” Apparently, he wasn’t quite as in with Hartley as he’d thought—at least, not just yet. He had just gotten an important reminder: As long as Hartley remained chief principal, Stokes was under the man’s control. If he was ever going to receive his just rewards, he’d have to find a way to oust the old dinosaur. And that, he saw all at once, had to be his priority.

THREE

Standing out of the light sprinkle that pattered against the metal porch roof, Jack Priestly handed Mrs. Pendleton her copy of the fuel oil bill. She slipped on her overlarge plastic-rimmed glasses. “Twelve hundred dollars!”

“Yes, ma’am, and I’m afraid the prices will keep rising as winter sets in a few months from now. I’d lock in the price now while the rate is still down.”

“Down? You call four bucks a gallon cheap? Well, you tell that Ed Ross he’s nothing but a damn crook. Stealing money from an old lady. I’m on a fixed income, you know.” 

Mrs. Pendleton went on complaining while Jack, as usual, took it in stride. She stood there in a faded flannel nightgown, with her bluish-gray hair flattened from lying with her head smashed against a pillow and watching the Oprah Winfrey Network. He could see the thermal cotton underwear she wore underneath her nightgown. 

Jack’s skin itched just thinking about wearing that extra blanket of clothing on a wet, hot August day. A curtain of rain brush-stroked the hot mountain air a steamy blue as it drove toward him from the south. He had lived in North Carolina all his life and still didn’t understand how it could be raining with the sun still shining.

“Good day to you, sir,” she said, slamming the heavy wooden door in his face.

Jack stood there scratching his head in frustration. Sure enough, he’d be back out delivering fuel oil to her in December when her fuel tank was empty, and at a price closer to four fifty a gallon. He hated to think what she would say then. Just don’t shoot the messenger. 

Of course, Ed Ross didn’t care—he would make his percentage either way. Ross Fuel Emporium serviced Raleigh, Durham, and Chapel Hill, and delivering fuel paid Jack well and was a pretty secure job. It was risky business, though, driving up and down the Blue Ridge Mountains in winter. You couldn’t always see the black ice, and the mountain passes were steep and treacherous. He tried brushing aside Mrs. Pendleton’s comments. After all, he was in the same boat—just because he delivered fuel for Ed Ross didn’t mean he got an employee discount.

Jack walked back out through the blustery rain. It pelted his back and shoulders as he tucked the hose back into its holder and pulled down on the spring-loaded door until the safety latch clicked. It was four o’clock, and he was close enough to home to call it a day. It wasn’t like him to get home before six, sometimes seven. He usually worked overtime because he needed the extra money. Keeping his daughter at the top of her game wasn’t cheap. The fifty-dollar-an-hour pitching lessons, countless thousands of dollars for new equipment, and traveling to and from summer baseball tournaments all added up. He didn’t mind paying the freight, though, because Erin was a top-rated player.

The guard at the shack waved Jack through the entry gate of the private lakeside community where he lived. After descending the long, steep incline, he turned left onto his graveled lane. Jack took great pride in his cozy saltbox house with its tidy lawn and flower beds filled with a profusion of colored annuals. From his front porch with its pair of rockers and slatted bench swing, he had a clear view of Lake Tennessa. The snow melt flowed in early spring, triggering the fish to spawn, and the healthy browns and lake trout were plentiful, stocked once in spring and again in fall. The prettiest fish in the lake, though, were the palomino, the color of a really big goldfish, and the best eating were the perch, especially when filleted and deep-fried in peanut oil. Last spring, Jack had pulled out a cagey two-pounder where the dam ran off into Skully’s Creek.

Four hundred homes, some full-time residences and some vacation digs, surrounded the pristine lake, which was three miles wide and eight miles long. It was a close-knit community, with its fair share of retirees and all sorts of clubs for outdoor enthusiasts to join. During summer, he would set up a nylon tent, which he and Erin would sleep in and where he would tell her the same ghost stories his Scoutmasters had told him around a roaring campfire in his youth.

Lake Tennessa was a good, wholesome place to raise a family. In the morning, a couple of deep breaths of its mountain air scented with loblolly pine cleared his mind and reminded him why he loved living in the Tar Heel State.

As he pulled his tired, aching body from the cab of the truck, he caught hold of Erin, standing on the metal runner. She waved an envelope in his face.

“Guess what came in the mail for me today?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” he quipped. “Another VISA bill for yet another pair of neon Nike shoes you so desperately had to have?”

“Don’t be silly, Daddy.”

“Then what is it, kiddo?”

“Oh, no! I’m not telling you. Read it for yourself.”

“All right, then.” Jack hopped down to the ground and flung his arm around Erin’s waist. As tired as he felt, he was interested in his daughter’s surprise letter, so he stood in the driveway and unfolded the heavy cotton paper. 

He could hardly believe his eyes. “No way,” he murmured.

“Yes, way! And I want you to wear the new suit to the banquet—the one Mom bought you two years ago for Aunt Beverly’s wedding.”

“Lakeland High School! Scholarship! Do you have any idea what this means, young-’un?” Jack asked, beaming.

“Yes, I do: that I could be the first girl to graduate from that puky all-boys school. You know they’ll tease me—call me a hermaphrodite, like they do already.”

“Aw, c’mon, boys are barely even human—you know that. This could be the lucky break we’ve been waiting for. I read that Lakeland’s Pruit just signed with the Cardinals for five million. Can you even imagine a check written out to you for five million dollars?”

“Well, don’t get your hopes up too high,” she said. “The letter also says I’ll have to pitch in front of the head baseball coach and be interviewed by some dude named Chief Principal Hartley.”

“That I am looking forward to. Where’s your mother? We’re going to celebrate. It feels like an Arby’s night, don’tcha think?”

“No can do. Mom already made one of her meatloaves with stuffed cabbage. You know how she gets when we skip her suppers for fast food.”

“Yeah, I know. How about this, then?” Jack looked up at the hazy sun, peeking through a spotty raincloud. “After we eat, let’s get some practice in. The nineteenth doesn’t give us much time to get you ready.”

“That’s okay. I’m good.” Erin rolled her pitching shoulder and stretched her biceps. “It’s still stiff. Best rest it until Friday’s showdown.”

“C’mon, Erin, you know better than that. A runner runs to stay in shape. A pitcher throws the long ball to keep the arm strong.”

“On one condition . . .” Erin flashed her father a practiced smile.

“Fourteen and already making demands. Okay, you got my attention.”

“How about Lumpy’s afterward? You know, ‘Just a scoop away from a smile’? Best take Mom with us. I think she’s feeling kinda neglected.”

“That’s my girl—always worried about her mom and dad, with never a thought for herself,” he said, hissing.

Erin put her hand in her father’s. “Pretty please?”

Jack strolled leisurely toward the sliding glass door. The recent rain shower had washed away the fine layer of dust that had settled on the cedar picnic table and chairs, and the air smelled fresh and pure. “Sure, why not?” he said. 

Jessie had one foot out the door when she bumped into Erin and Jack, who were still holding hands. Her sexy garb caught Jack’s attention at once: red silk dress, with her small cleavage accentuated and held in place by an underwire push-up bra, and black stiletto heels that added a few inches to her petite five-foot-two frame. She wore blush and red lipstick, but it was the dark eyeliner and eye shadow that brought out the sparkly blue in her eyes.

“That’s hardly the outfit I’d have selected for Lumpy’s,” Jack quipped.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“I’m sure Erin told you her terrific news.”

Jessie gazed down at her watch and flipped the bangs from her eyes. “Yes. Yes, she did.”

“Well, then, come celebrate with us!”

“It’s very tempting, but I have a previous engagement.”

“C’mon, Mom,” Erin said. “Dad’s offering to take us out for a night out on the town.”

Jessie rubbed Erin’s chin. “No can do, sweetie. You two go ahead and have yourself some fun.”

“Really?” said Jack. “Do we have to go through this in front of Erin?”

Erin quietly took her cue and moved into the house, leaving her parents alone to hash out their differences. 

“Since when has it been important to include me? I mean I’m really happy. Happy all the money, all the time and effort you’ve spent together is finally paying off for our daughter. What about me, Jack? What’s my reward for staying home alone all these years while the two of you have fun?” 

Jack sighed. “Honey, it’s not about you.”

“I’m painfully aware of that.” Jessie turned and started to walk away from her husband.

Jack grabbed her arm and pulled her back toward him. “Where are you going dressed like that, anyway?”

“None of your damn business.” She yanked her arm away.

Jack stepped closer to his wife and lowered his voice. “Suppose I make it my business.”

“You do that, and I’m leaving for good.”

“Don’t, Mom!” Erin cried out from her listening post inside the house. “Don’t ever leave us!”

“Come here, sweetie,” Jessie said, her voice suddenly soothing. “You know I’d never leave you.” 

Erin came out and fell into her mother’s outstretched arms. She kissed the top of her head and then looked up at Jack. “If you must know, Harvey had an opening for a personal assistant at his office. He invited me to dinner to celebrate his hiring me. So that’s why I’m dressed up. I was going to tell you my good news just as soon as I knew the starting salary. You’d best go eat now—dinner’s on the table.”

“Sorry,” he mumbled. 

She nodded and tried to smile.

“Don’t stay out too late.” He worried about Jessie. In a way, she was a lot like Erin, believing she was worldly when she wasn’t, and still trying to discover herself, which left her vulnerable. He might have pampered her too much as a stay-at-home mom, and this had left her susceptible to guys like Harvey. Anything else he said might come across as preachy, so to keep the peace, he let it go. 

Jessie hopped into the silver Honda Accord that Jack had bought for her on her thirty-third birthday. He had paid cash for it. Got a second mortgage on the house—at only 5 percent, no less! He didn’t tell Jessie about the loan—didn’t feel he needed to, because as the man of the house, it was his duty to provide for his family. Besides, he had lots of opportunities to work overtime if the bills started stacking up too high. 

As they retreated back into the house, Erin asked, “What’s going on between you and Mom?”

“I don’t know, honey.”  

“She’s lonely, Daddy. Maybe if you showed her more attention. Give her a reason to get dressed up, go out on a real date with her, like at a fancy restaurant. No cheeseburgers. Let her know you need her as much as she needs you.”

Jack opened the sliding glass door. “It’s not as simple as that, champ.” He let his daughter enter the front room first. Jessie called it the “great room” because of the high-pitched cathedral ceiling and massive brick fireplace in the center of the room. He thought again about what his daughter had said. He wasn’t so sure he liked this new, independent Jessie. She had just walked past him the way she’d walk by any stranger on the street. 

They had met his sophomore year at Duke. He was the team’s starting catcher, with a dream of one day playing in the pros. Jessie was a freshman majoring in communications. She worked at the hot dog stand during home games, and he was fascinated by her upbeat smile. One day he walked up to the counter and asked, “How are the soft pretzels?”

“Stale and dry as ever,” she joked.

He was taken aback, unsure whether she was talking about the pretzels or about his lame way of coming on to her. Seeing that she had embarrassed him, she relented and placed a soft, doughy pretzel on a paper plate. “Here. My treat,” she said.

Then she squirted a narrow, squiggly band of hot mustard over the top of it, adding, “This’ll give you something hot to remember me by.” The nervous way she bit her lower lip, and the blue of her eyes in the midday sun—that was when he realized there was more to life than just baseball.

* * *

Jack realized he had been standing by the open door. He slowly closed it and turned toward his daughter. She had already put his plate of food in the microwave and was warming it up for him. She poured them each a glass of whole milk and told him to wash up for supper, saying he smelled like yucky fuel oil.

So Jack went upstairs, shucked off his green uniform, and hopped into the shower. In five minutes, he was back in the kitchen, in worn-in jeans and a T-shirt.

Erin was sitting and eating at the table when she noticed her dad coming down the stairs. He was in such a hurry, he hadn’t even combed his wet hair.

“Honestly, Daddy,” she said. “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you.”

Before he even sat down at the table, she handed him a bottle of ketchup because she knew he had to have ketchup on his meatloaf. She grabbed a brush from her bedroom and brushed his hair as he ate.

In between bites, he said, “I thought about what you said about your mom and me.”

“And?” She patted the top of his head.

“She’s coming with us to Charlotte for your baseball tryouts. No ifs, ands, or buts will be accepted. Trust me on that one. She’ll be there.”

“Good. I’d like that very much.”

Jack cleared his throat and pushed himself back from the table. “Now, to make sure you get in, we’ve got to get you ready.”

She grinned in red, white and blue. “While you were in the shower, I put a bucket of balls and your catcher’s mitt in the trunk.”

“Then what are we waiting on?”

Erin put the food in some Tupperware containers before stacking the dishes in the dishwasher, then pulled on her blue and orange Durham Bulls hat and grabbed her glove off the counter. She couldn’t believe how excited she was. Practicing with her father was a daily ritual, and sometimes, she had to admit, she dreaded it. But today’s letter from Lakeland had changed her whole outlook.

Charlotte was a three-hour drive from Raleigh, so that meant, if she went to Lakeland, her evening practices with her father would come to a grinding halt. She felt honored by the sacrifices he had made for her, and even a little guilty for having taken so much of his free time. Time that he should have been spending with her mother.

Jack turned his car around and waited for his daughter. She raced toward the red Cavalier and tried opening the passenger door, but it stubbornly refused to budge, so Jack gave it a forceful shove from the inside. The ancient Cavalier was Jessie’s old car, and when Erin turned sixteen it would probably become hers. It was showing signs of wear—the red paint was dull and sun faded in spots, and duct tape was all that kept the left taillight lens from popping out. He had thought about trading it in during the “Cash for Clunkers” program, but it got over twenty miles per gallon, so it didn’t qualify. Though it burned a quart of oil every seven hundred miles, it was more or less reliable and got them where they needed to go.

They practiced at Buffaloe Road Athletic Park, off I-540. There were five lighted fields, an eight-lane running track, and a walking trail used mostly by dog lovers. Jack knew the facility manager, who had given him an open invitation to use an empty field whenever he needed one.

Despite Erin’s perfect-game pitching performance, no traveling summer league team had picked her up. When she was in Little League, she had dozens of local teams begging her to pitch for travel ball. But now that she was entering high school fewer traveling teams sought her out. Jack was sure it had to do with playing time. By high school, the varsity baseball team carried only fifteen players. What father, what mother, would openly admit that a girl should have a starting spot over his or her son on the boys’ varsity team?

The Lakeland letter could not have come at a better time. It gave Jack and Erin renewed purpose, and hope that someday soon Erin would be pitching once again at the DBAP. And that was a nice start. But pitching for the Lakeland Rams was not the main thing—someday Erin would pitch for the Durham Bulls.

When they arrived at the park, it was six o’clock and already two of the diamonds had men’s summer league softball games in play. Two other fields had high school fast-pitch softball teams competing in the annual Sluggerfest tournament. Several of the local college coaches were no doubt snooping around, scouting for local high school standouts. 

That left the Priestlys only one field. Even though they didn’t really need lights yet, Jack flicked them on. The fresh-cut grass glowed spring green in the artificial light. The infield had recently been dragged smooth, and the mound had a generous layer of fresh dirt packed tight. It was perfect.

Once they stepped out on the playing field, they exchanged few words. To Jack, the game deserved his full concentration—even reverence. He was a taskmaster, and Erin knew without being told that she had to run a lap to warm up her legs. Then a series of wind sprints from home plate to first base, then leg kicks and squat thrusts for another fifteen minutes to strengthen what Jack called her glutes—that part of her anatomy that gave her more speed and control on her fastball. 

Before picking up a ball, Erin still had to work with an elastic band to strengthen her long muscles. Then came a long toss. Jack was tough and didn’t often give in to his daughter’s demands to shorten her warm-up time. He knew that for her to succeed, the accuracy of her pitches had to be spot-on. The days of relying on speed to blow a pitch by a batter were gone since Little League.

Recently, Erin’s motivation for controlling her throws came from remembering how close Jake had come to smashing one out at the DBAP. He had reached for her outside fastball, but luckily for her, the pitch had moved just enough outside that Jake connected with the end of his bat and sent the ball crashing into the Redbirds’ dugout. A couple of inches closer to the center of the plate, and it would have been bye-bye, birdie.

After some fielding drills, it was finally time for Erin to take her spot. She felt comfortable standing on the rubber, gripping a ball in the palm of her hand. Pitching was her trade, her craft. A warm rush of spine-tingling memories flooded through her.

The heat of the day had given way to balmy, soothing breezes. Erin heard cheers wafting over from the hard-fought neighboring games, and she smelled the hamburgers and hot dogs roasting over red-hot coals. Maybe she should have eaten more dinner, but her parents’ arguing had taken away her appetite. 

And yet, once her father crouched behind the plate, offering her the sign and putting his glove where he wanted her to throw the ball, all outside distractions left her. Pitching a baseball was what she was born to do. It was what made her feel alive and what she felt she had control over. 

Erin released the ball. It blazed toward her father and whapped into the soft padding of his outstretched glove. Her throw had been so precise, his glove didn’t move an inch. Slipping off the mitt, he blew on his index finger, letting her know the pitch stung and that her arm had healed after the state finals. She wasn’t sure, but her fastball may even have gained another three to four miles per hour. He flipped the ball from his glove to his throwing hand, shifted his weight to his left knee, and whirred a bullet back to her. 

Then he called for the inside curveball. 

Erin rolled the ball in her glove, feeling the raised stitching where she wanted it. She motioned into her windup, raising her arm a little higher over her right ear, and as she released the ball the threads spun clockwise. Like a pro bowler’s bending roll toward the pocket, her curveball arced gracefully downward into his glove. The ball had dipped only slightly. It was just the way her father had taught her to throw a curve: tight and compact, with just enough of a drop to throw the batter off stride.

The art of pitching wasn’t about striking out a batter. The goal was to entice him to swing at a ball slightly out of the strike zone, because a low pitch count was crucial to keeping the pitcher’s arm fresh. It took three pitches to strike out a batter, but only one perfectly placed ball to throw him off stride for an easy ground out or fly out. 

Jack jockeyed his catching position inside and outside, and only once did he call for the ball down the middle of the plate. It was for the changeup that cut down hard in the dirt like a drop ball. It was artwork—a thing of beauty, watching Erin work her magic. There was no greater bond in the game of baseball than that between pitcher and catcher. And she and her father had been pitching and catching together for so long, she could guess about 80 percent of the time what pitch he would call for next. These were the perfect moments to Erin. Yeah, the perfect game was important, too. But nothing was more precious to her than the time she spent with her dad on this field—her spiritual place, her cathedral.

After twenty-five minutes of intense focus and control, Erin stepped off the rubber. The salty sweat stung her eyes, but she didn’t let it affect her emotionally, because she was having too much fun. A crowd of curious onlookers had gathered, attracted to the father-daughter duo playing the ultimate game of pitch-and-catch. It wasn’t often fans caught a glimpse of anyone, male or female, who could throw a baseball with Erin Priestly’s speed and accuracy.

Erin and her father could have made a fairly decent living traveling the country and barnstorming from town to town. It was still an oddity to witness a young lady pitching overhand with such ferocity. Erin didn’t mind the attention. In fact, she welcomed her fans, especially young girls who told her that their dream was one day to become a fine baseball player just like her.

Erin drew strength from the crowd. Her arm felt so good, she could have gone on another thirty minutes, but she could see her father grimace after each pitch. His hip was flaring up from crouching for so long. He got the injury in a collision with a base runner tearing down the third baseline. It was a tight collegiate game against the LSU Tigers, who were favored to sweep the doubleheader against Duke. Jack refused to budge from home plate, because Duke held a bare 3-to-2 lead coming into the ninth. Despite the violent clash, he held on to the ball for the third out and the win. But he had landed hard on his right hip and felt muscles and tendons tear like cheap wrapping paper. Even after surgery, he walked with a slight limp because he couldn’t put his full weight on his right side—the pain was just too intense. 

Unfortunately, the injury had ended Jack Priestly’s amateur career. He didn’t have much time to mope, though, because Jessie told him she was pregnant. That was part of why he decided to drop out of college. Jessie was having his baby, and he needed to find a job—one that paid well, with benefits. He would soon be a dad with a kid to raise. So he had given up the sport he loved for his new bride—at least, he thought he had given it up.

That changed when Erin, at six, approached him and asked him if he could teach her how to play baseball. That was like asking him to teach her how to breathe. Because of his daughter, the dream came alive once again within him. And now Erin was being recruited to become the first girl to play for Lakeland High School. Perhaps luck and good fortune did skip a generation, but he didn’t think about it too much—he was having too much fun spending time with his daughter. 

* * *

During their cool-down, Jack suggested that they catch a Bulls game. Durham was playing the Norfolk Tides, and Norfolk was trying out a new pitcher from Iowa who had pitched for the Hawkeyes.

Erin was all for it. As they made a mad dash toward the parking lot, Erin encountered a handful of well-wishers who asked her why a girl was throwing overhand. When she told them that she was a baseball player, one enthusiastic boy asked for her autograph, which she was all too happy to provide. He asked her to sign his shirt with a permanent marker that his mother had provided. Moms were Erin’s biggest fans, because she was cordial and polite—a perfect ambassador for the game of baseball. People just seemed to fall in love with her infectious smile and genuine personality. Jack was beginning to feel that she just might bring a whole new audience of admiring fans out to the ballpark.

FOUR

It was 7:10, and game time was 7:15, so they would have to step on it. Jack hopped on I-540 South, exited onto I-40 West, then he took the Durham Freeway to the Mangum/Roxboro Street exit. After going straight for two blocks, he turned right onto Willard Street for their first glimpse of the stadium. It was lit up like a beacon leading them to the promised land.

The game was already on when Erin and her father arrived at the stadium. They could hear the roar of the crowd in the parking garage as they slid into one of the few remaining spaces. Then Riggsbee, the PA announcer, proclaimed, “A Bulls game is the greatest show on dirt.” 

Erin’s heart raced as she rushed toward the ticket entrance. It was the same antsy feeling she got arriving late for church and having to march up the main aisle with all eyes on her, judging her for her tardiness. Since the Tides were one of the Bulls’ fiercest rivals, the game might already be sold out.

* * *

Heading toward the front of the rust-colored brick stadium, Jack felt mesmerized by the words DURHAM BULLS ATHLETIC PARK. It was like walking toward the pearly gates of heaven.  

When it was finally Jack’s turn to step up to the ticket booth, he plopped down a twenty-dollar bill. The ticket seller managed to get them good seats in the Terrace 212 section, on the upper deck. They’d have a good shot at catching a hard-hit foul ball.

They trotted eagerly up a flight of steps leading them closer to the field, and suddenly they were engulfed by the boisterous crowd near the Carolina Brewery concession stand.

“What can I get you?” Jack asked Erin.

“An Italian ice.”

Erin held on to her father’s shoulder as he waded in toward Rita’s Italian Ice. He ordered her a raspberry ice and, since she hadn’t eaten much supper, a cheese slice from Ricky’s Authentic New York Pizza. He got himself a Dillard’s pulled-pork sandwich and, because he felt a little thirsty after all the drilling on such a warm night, a cold beer. Ice chips dripped down the sides of the wide-mouthed plastic bottle.

Moving through the festive throng of fans, they finally found their seats. Jack took a long swig of his cold brew, and his eyes watered from the cold carbonated sting. Erin slurped contentedly on her half-melted sweet ice. Gazing down at the pro athletes, she hoisted her knees up on the seat in front of her and said, “Man, it doesn’t get any better than this.”

“Got that right.” Jack focused in on the game. The Bulls had runners on the corners, and their right-handed cleanup batter was stepping to the plate. The beefy Iowan from the Tides took his spot on the rubber. Easily six-eight or -nine, he towered above the other players. He stared down at the Bulls’ hitter, who swung his bat with confidence.

Wool E. Bull hopped up on top of the Bulls’ dugout and threw his hooves high in the air, and the stadium erupted in a cheer: “Bulls! Bulls! Bulls!”

The Iowa native grasped the ball lightly with his right hand. It would take a miracle for him to get out of this inning unscathed.

“What do you think he’s gonna throw?” Jack asked around a mouthful of tangy barbecue.

“Fastball—in on his hands,” Erin said, her mouth full of cheese pizza.

The pitcher brought his hands together and paused. He scanned the runner on first and then the runner on third, lifted his left leg high, and released the ball with such velocity that he fell awkwardly off balance toward his left. The ball sailed high and headed straight for the batter’s head. Not worried at all, the Bulls’ hitter rocked back on his heels, and the ball brushed past.

“Boo!” screamed the crowd.

“Send ’im back to Iowa!” Jack shouted, laughing.

“Okay, Erin,” Jack continued. “You got the first call right. Just a little wild, though. What’ll he throw next?”

“Without a doubt, curveball, outside.”

The catcher whipped a new ball back to the pitcher. The pitcher pulled off his glove and thrust it under his armpit. After rubbing the fresh ball with his bare hands, he climbed back on the mound and positioned himself for the next pitch. The hitter had inched his way back into the batter’s box, and the Durham crowd came alive again, incited by the Bulls’ dancing mascot.

Jack leaned over to his daughter and said, “If the pitcher throws him an outside curveball, then bye-bye, birdie.”

“Really?” Erin said, her eyebrows scrunching. “How can you tell?”

“Look at the hitter’s lead foot. See how he has his left toe pointed toward the outside of the plate?”

Because they were pretty high up in the stands, Erin stood up to get a better view of the hitter’s lead foot. “Okay,” she said. “It does look like he has his front toe pointed slightly toward the first baseline.”

“He’s opened himself up to get more power on the ball. A home run for sure if the pitcher throws him a hanging curveball.”

“Let’s just see how smart you are, Pops.”

The pitcher lifted his leg, and when he released the ball it hung high in the air like a floating Frisbee.

The batter swung with such conviction that the ball was there and then, suddenly, was gone. By the time Jack’s eyes caught up to its flight path, it had drifted over the outstretched hands of the partygoers standing on their tiptoes in the Budweiser Picnic Area.

The mechanical bull’s eyes lit up in right field, and its tail waved up and down as steam snorted from its nostrils.

“Like I said, bye-bye birdie.” Jack took another swig and put his beer in the cup holder. 

The Bulls took a comfortable three-nothing lead. In appreciation of the batter’s 450-foot home run blast, the fans rose to their feet and gave him a standing ovation. The balmy evening air and festive mood was electrifying. Being this high up in the stadium was like standing on the summit of a tall mountain and looking down with the whole world before your eyes. 

Jack bumped up against his daughter and said, “Just think, someday that could be you out there in a Bulls uniform.”

“That’d be swell!” Erin tore off a piece of chewy pizza crust and popped it in her mouth. With her mouth full, she mumbled, ”Did you ever get to play at the DAP?”

Durham Athletic Park was where the Bulls played their home games from 1926 through 1994. Bull Durham was filmed there, and college baseball teams such as Duke still played their home games there at the old stadium. 

“Yeah. But nothing stands out—nothing like your perfect game at the DBAP.”

“I don’t know, Daddy. When I think about it, it seems next to impossible. I get scared just thinking about how much further I have to go.” She swallowed her bite of pizza crust. “Did you ever get scared?”

“Sure. Lots of times.”

“What got you through it?”

“Have you ever heard of ‘finding Bull Durham’? I can tell you, that slogan has gotten me through some pretty tough times.”

“Next, you’ll be telling me to breathe through my eyelids like Nuke LaLoosh.”

“That’s the made-up Hollywood version. But regular folks like me know, ‘Bull Durham’       

means something more, because of one enterprising tobacco farmer.”

“Really.” Erin took her eyes off the game. “What’s it mean?”

“During the Civil War, near Bennett’s Place, soldiers from both the North and South raided John Ruffin Green’s brightleaf tobacco crop, wiping out his field and leaving him near bankruptcy. But after the war, when both sides returned home to their families, the soldiers never forgot the mild flavor of Green’s tobacco. So they sought out the poor farmer and wrote to him, asking if he would send them more of his flavorful tobacco. Green was only too happy to oblige, and after partnering with W. T. Blackwell, he sold bundles of tobacco for a handsome profit. Word quickly spread about the Bull Durham Tobacco Company they created. The snorting bull on the can was an instant hit, and Bull Durham went on to become the biggest-selling tobacco brand in the world.”

“Okay, I get the history lesson,” she said, laughing. “But you never said what ‘finding Bull Durham’ means.”

The crack of the bat turned their heads back to the game. A high foul ball was heading their way. They rose to their feet in anticipation. Unfortunately, the ball landed a few rows below where they were seated. A lucky fan raised the ball up to cheers from those around him.

After they settled back into their seats, Jack continued his story. “Well, think about it. The soldiers did wrong by stealing Green’s tobacco, but because of his tenacity and business skills, he turned his financial disaster into the number one tobacco sold in the world. Making more sense to you now?”

“Sort of.” Erin wiped some pizza sauce from her chin.

“Think of it this way. You’re just a moment away from accomplishing the goal you were put on this earth to complete. Finding Bull Durham is the reason I get up every morning and try again. Because I love you and your mom. That love will never go away, never. No matter how far apart we are, no matter the circumstance that separates us, I’ll always be close by, watching over you.”

The Tides kept the Iowan in the game, and after his hanging curveball blunder he settled down and got the next three batters out. The Tides fought back, and the score was tied at three after six innings of play. Then came the seventh-inning stretch, which gave the grounds crew a chance to smooth out some divots around the bases. The organist played “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” Erin and her dad stood up with the rest of the crowd and rocked back and forth singing, “For it’s one, two, three strikes you’re out, at the old ball game . . .”

She reached for his hand and gave it a squeeze, and he bent down. “You’re the reason I try so hard, Daddy,” she said. “I know it makes you happy when I do well. You’re the Bull Durham who gives me hope.”

Tears welled up in Jack’s eyes, and he turned his head a little so she wouldn’t see them. He couldn’t bear the thought of saying good-bye to his baby girl. But at least he had taught her well what his father had taught him: to put in an honest day’s effort and the let the chips fall where they may. And always to hold out hope for a better day ahead. 

* * *

When Jack pulled into their gravel drive, not a single light was on in their little lake house, which meant Jessie was still out with the slick-talking real estate man. He put the car in park and cut the engine, the only sound the ticking down of the hot engine.

“Do you think Mom’s okay?” Erin asked.

He stared ahead at the dark house. “Yeah, kiddo, I think so,” he said. “But mark my words: I’m not going to sit by and watch Harvey Tate take advantage of your mother. Justice will be served. That you can take to the bank.”


