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CHAPTER 1

A Broken-Down Baseball Park

“I wonder why they call this place the Half Moon Inn,” said six-year-old Benny Alden. “I don’t see any moons. Only that picture of a boat.”

Benny and his big brother, Henry, were unpacking in their room in the country hotel.

“That boat is a famous ship, the Half Moon,” Henry replied. He was fourteen and knew a lot. “In the early 1600s, Henry Hudson and his crew sailed the Half Moon up that river outside.”

“The Hudson River!” Benny said.

A knock sounded on their door. Their sisters, Jessie and Violet, came inside.

“Aren’t you guys done yet?” teased Jessie Alden. At twelve, she was the most organized. “We’ve been unpacked for ages.”

“We’ve only been here thirty minutes,” Henry pointed out.

“No wonder I’m hungry!” exclaimed Benny. “We haven’t eaten since —”

“Lunch,” ten-year-old Violet said with a giggle. “Plus you asked Grandfather to stop at that roadside stand for strawberries.”

As if on cue, James Alden stopped by the open door. “I see the girls won the unpacking contest,” he said with a laugh. “I’m off to meet the town council. I’ll be back for supper.”

“Is it okay if we look around town?” Henry asked.

“Of course.” Grandfather gave him and Jessie some extra pocket money. “In case you want a snack.”

“I will,” Benny piped up.

Jessie put the money in her shorts pocket. Benny would never change!

Just that morning, after eating breakfast in their house in Greenfield, Connecticut, they waved good-bye to Mrs. McGregor, the housekeeper, and Watch, their dog, then piled into the station wagon. Hours later, they reached Pikesville, New York, a small town on the Hudson River. James Alden had been invited by the town council for his expert business advice on improving life in Pikesville.

“What a great summer day,” said Henry as they left the inn.

The weather was perfect. But sunshine did little to perk up the dreary streets of Pikesville. Row houses marched one after the other, many in need of painting. Boarded storefronts added to the gloom.

“It’s not very pretty, is it?” said Violet.

In fact, the town looked sad and neglected.

Henry agreed. “It’s like it’s been forgotten.”

“That’s why Grandfather was asked to come here,” said Jessie. “He’s helped places like this come alive again.”

Benny pointed to an old redbrick building in front of them. “What is that?”

“Let’s find out.” Violet led the way down the broken sidewalk. They crossed a vacant lot overgrown with weeds to the front of the long, four-story building.

Large double doors were framed by dozens of small windows. Wire screened the windows, but most of the panes were shattered.

“It’s a factory,” Henry figured out. “A very old factory of some kind.”

Jessie tapped a piece of chipped brick from the sidewalk with her sneaker. “It was probably nice when it was first built.”

Just then the children heard a roar from behind the factory. Kids were booing and cheering.

“What’s going on?” asked Violet, but Jessie and the others were already heading toward the back of the building.

They stopped in amazement at what they saw.

The factory had been built in an L shape. Nestled in the angle of the L was a ballpark!

“Neat!” Henry exclaimed. “What a great place to put a ballpark!”

A high fence with faded posters peeling from its crooked boards backed up against the brick sides of the old factory. The third side of the ballpark was bordered by the street, the fourth by a weed-choked empty lot.

Shaggy grass grew high in the outfield all the way up to the sides of the old factory. The infield was hard-packed dirt. A roofed grandstand had been built near the home base, where the corner of the empty lot met the road. The rest of the seats were splintery bleachers. Outside the foul line, beyond third base in the outfield, a rickety one-story clubhouse stood.

Teams of boys and girls were playing. A few people sat in the grandstand.

“Let’s watch,” said Jessie.

They climbed into the bleachers and sat next to a man about Grandfather’s age.

“Who’s playing?” Benny asked the gentleman.

“The team in blue shirts is the Hudson Half Moons,” replied the man. “That’s the home team. They’re playing the Catskill Eagles in the red shirts. Both teams are in the playoffs for the championship.”

“What’s the score?” asked Henry.

“The Catskill Eagles are leading,” said the man, shaking his head. “I don’t know how they’re doing it. Our team is much better.” He pointed to a girl a little older than Violet sitting in the dugout. “That’s my granddaughter. Her name is Emily.”

Emily had long brown hair worn in a ponytail pulled through her baseball cap.

“We’re the Aldens,” said Jessie. “This is my sister, Violet, and my brothers, Benny and Henry. I’m Jessie.”

“Carl Soper. Pleased to know you.” Mr. Soper shook hands with them all.

Violet said, “We play ball, too, back home.”

“And where might home be?” asked Carl Soper.

“Greenfield, Connecticut,” answered Benny.

The older man’s brows lifted. “That’s far away. Just passing through the Hudson Valley?”

“No, we’re staying here,” Henry replied. “Our grandfather is working with the town council to help restore Pikesville.”

Carl Soper grunted. “Restore! That’s all you read about in the Pikesville Star. If they hadn’t closed the hat factory, the town wouldn’t have died. Now the town council has all these newfangled ideas to make Pikesville into a tourist spot.”

“Don’t you think it will work?” Jessie asked.

Instead of answering, Carl leaned forward, intent on the play down below. “What’s going on?”

Jessie saw Emily Soper take a bat from the batboy. Emily swung the bat a few times to get the feel of it. Suddenly a man jumped off a bench. He wore a whistle around his neck and a red shirt.

“That’s Coach Jenkins,” said Carl. “He’s the Eagles’ coach.”

Coach Jenkins took the bat from Emily with an apologetic smile and gave her another. Emily swung this bat and nodded that it was okay. Even from the grandstand, Jessie could see Emily looked puzzled.

“That’s weird,” she remarked. “Why would the other team’s coach change Emily’s bat?”

“Who knows? But my granddaughter is the best batter on the team,” Carl Soper said proudly. “If anyone will win this game for the Half Moons, it’ll be my Emily.”

The pitcher wound up the pitch.

“Their pitcher looks pretty good,” commented Henry.

Carl nodded. “His name is Danny. He’s Coach Jenkins’s little brother.”

Danny threw the ball.

Crack!

Emily’s bat hit the ground and she raced to first base. Her ball was still in the air. Emily danced at first, then decided to go for second. It would be close. She would have to slide, Jessie decided.

As she dove for the bag, the second baseman put out his foot, preventing Emily from finishing the slide.

Instantly the umpire came between Emily Soper and the Eagles’ second baseman.

“Interference!” the Half Moons were yelling. The play was called fair and Emily was called out. The dark look on Emily’s face showed her anger and disappointment.

Then the coaches got into the debate. The two men argued hotly and the umpire called a time-out.

Emily Soper hopped into the stands. Her grandfather handed her a soda from the ice-filled cooler at his feet.

“Did you see that?” Emily said.
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