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A New Sport with New Rules—Can Laurie Come Through for Her Team?

With the girls’ softball season about to start, fifth-grader Laurie Bird Preston can’t decide what to do. Her friends are trying out for the team, but Laurie knows she’s no softball player—basketball is her sport. She helped lead her middle school’s girls’ basketball team to a state championship just a few weeks earlier. What fun will she have playing a sport she’s no good at and might not even like? But with patience, practice—and help from her friends and an eccentric old woman with a mysterious past—Laurie might just learn that she doesn’t have to be the best player to be part of the team.

Timothy Tocher lives in the Hudson Valley of New York State with his wife, Judy. His stories have appeared in Girls to the Rescue, Books #6 and #7, Newfangled Fairy Tales, Books #1 and #2, and Cricket magazine. His humorous poems have been published in Kids Pick the Funniest Poems and No More Homework! No More Tests!
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Chapter 1

Recruiting

“Yes! That’s game,” Laurie Bird Preston shouted as she watched her tenth—and winning—free throw fall through the net. She darted down the lane, scooped up the ball, and shot a lay-up.

A gust of wind, which was warm for late March in the Hudson Valley, blew her light brown hair across her face. Laurie tucked the hair behind her ears. “Want to play again?” she asked her two best friends, Li and Howard.

Li Tang shook her head, her shiny black ponytail swaying. “Nope,” she said. “Three games are enough for me. How about you, Howard?”

Howard Goldstein pushed his glasses back into place on his nose. “No way. I’m done being beaten by you two.”

“Besides,” he added, “there’s another game I’d like to play.”

Laurie’s eyes followed Howard’s gaze to a worn baseball mitt lying on the edge of the court next to his ever-present laptop computer.

“Not again, Howard,” she groaned. Ever since Laurie and Li’s basketball team had won the New York state middle school championship a few weeks earlier, Howard had been trying to convince Laurie to go out for the softball team. She couldn’t make him understand that just because the basketball season was over, she wasn’t going to stop working on her game.

Laurie caught Howard gesturing to Li, and she knew she was about to be double-teamed.

“C’mon, Laurie.” Li faced her friend. “Why shoot baskets by yourself when you could be playing softball with your friends?”

“The Cyclones are going to have a great team,” Howard added, tucking his laptop under his arm and pounding his fist into his mitt. He was going to help manage the softball team just as he had the basketball team.

“But basketball is my game,” Laurie countered. “If I’m going to be the best, I’ve got to practice year round.”

“Softball might help,” Howard coaxed. “You’ll stay in better shape if you’re working out with a team.”

“And how can you pass up the excitement?” Li asked, her dark eyes shining. “What could beat competing against other schools, maybe even winning another championship?”

Laurie shrugged. Howard and Li were right. Working out with a team would keep her in good shape, and having another chance to win a championship would be exciting. Still, Laurie couldn’t admit to her friends the real reason why she was reluctant to try out for softball: She was afraid she would embarrass herself.

Laurie had concentrated on basketball her whole life. She had played softball in gym class, but she’d never really been that good at it. Wouldn’t everyone expect her to be a great player after seeing her play hoops? Why wreck her reputation by playing a sport she wasn’t good at and might not even like?

“If you think Dawn and Jackie are good at basketball, you should see them play softball,” Howard raved. “They both made All-League last year. No one can hit Dawn’s fastball, and Jackie’s a great catcher. She can hit the ball a mile.” Howard took a mock swing and barely managed to grab his falling laptop before it hit the ground.

“Maggie’s going out, too,” Li added, “and Jesse, and Wheezy, and Angela, and Eileen—”

Laurie laughed, “I get the picture!”

All her friends and former teammates were trying out for softball. Did she want to spend the spring by herself while her friends had fun as a team? Laurie was beginning to think she didn’t.

“I know it’s not the coach keeping you away,” Li kidded.

Laurie’s father had coached the Cyclones’ basketball team and would run the softball squad as well.

“My dad has been great,” Laurie admitted. “He wants me to play, but he hasn’t put any pressure on me.”

Li and Howard focused their eyes on her, grins fixed on their faces. Laurie felt herself weakening.

“Oh, okay,” she sighed, tossing the basketball from hand to hand. “I’ll give softball a try.”

“All right!” Howard pumped his fist in the air.

“You’re going to love it,” Li promised. “Let’s warm up a little. The first practice is tomorrow.” She reached into her backpack, which lay on a nearby picnic table, and pulled out a softball and a mitt.

Laurie put a hand on her hip and cocked her head to the side. “You must have been pretty sure I’d say yes.”

“Yeah, well, I knew you wouldn’t want to miss any sports action,” Li managed, giving Laurie a sheepish grin.

They left the basketball court to play a game called pickle on the park’s open lawn. Howard tried to run between two bases while Li and Laurie threw the ball back and forth. When the girls succeeded in tagging Howard out three times, Li became the runner.

Between Li’s speed and Howard’s wild throws, Li’s turn might have gone on forever. But the low growl of a big truck turning onto the street caused the three friends to quit the game.

A moving van crawled to a stop in front of the brown and white house next door to Laurie’s grandmother’s. The house had stood empty for as long as Laurie and her dad had lived with Grandma.

“Someone’s moving in,” Howard said. “I wonder if they have kids.”

A small blue car pulled up behind the van. It had barely stopped when two girls shot from the back seat and ran across the overgrown lawn to the house. One was a preschooler, but the other, her long black hair streaming out from under a baseball cap, looked to be about eleven years old, the same age as Laurie and her friends.

A moment later a tall, athletic-looking man got out of the driver’s side. A slight dark-haired woman stepped out of the passenger’s side, then turned and reached into the back seat to bring out a baby in a car seat. The man draped his arm around the woman’s shoulder, and they walked toward the house together.

“Do you think that girl is in our grade?” Laurie wondered.

Before Li or Howard could answer, they heard a familiar voice calling Laurie’s name. Grandma Preston stood on the front steps, motioning for them to come to her. The three friends quickly gathered up their gear and ran across the street.

“It looks like our new neighbors are here,” Grandma said, watching the movers as they began to unload the van.

“You knew they were coming and you didn’t tell me?” Laurie asked, her eyes wide.

Grandma laughed. “It wasn’t a secret, Laurie. I’d just heard that someone had rented the house, but I didn’t know when they were moving in.”

“What’s their name? Where do they come from? How old are the kids?” Howard asked.

Grandma ruffled Howard’s already messed-up hair. “I know their last name is Sanchez and they’re from New York City. Take these muffins over and you can find out the rest.” She handed Laurie a basket covered with a dishtowel.

Laurie, Howard, and Li raced to the new neighbors’ house. They had reached the edge of the overgrown lawn when the girl in the baseball cap came out the front door, pounding a softball into the pocket of a mitt as she walked. When she saw the three friends approaching, she stopped and smiled shyly.

“Hi,” Laurie and Li said together.

“Welcome to Compton,” Howard added.

The girl stood a little taller. “I’m Carlotta.”

“I’m Howard, and this is Laurie and Li. Laurie lives next door,” Howard offered. “What grade are you in?”

“Fifth, and you?”

“We’re in fifth grade, too,” Li said. “Looks like you play softball. You’re just in time to try out for the middle school team. First practice is tomorrow.”

“I know. My dad called up the school last week.” Carlotta waved her arms at the grass and trees. “It seems weird having all this green right outside my door.”

Laurie wanted to know what it was like to live in such a huge city, but before she could ask Carlotta, a voice called out, “Carlotta, por favor.”

“That’s my mom,” Carlotta explained. “I’ve got to take care of my sisters while the movers are working. I’ll see you guys tomorrow.”

“Oh, here,” Laurie said, remembering the muffins. “My grandmother baked these for you.”

“They smell great!” Carlotta grinned. “See you in school.”

The next morning the guidance counselor brought Carlotta to Laurie and Howard’s classroom. Carlotta shook hands with their teacher, Ms. Brown, who then introduced her to the rest of the class.

Laurie remembered how awkward it felt being the new kid when she moved to Compton. Thank goodness she’d met Howard before the first day of school so she was able to recognize a friendly face. She raised her hand.

“Yes, Laurie?” Ms. Brown asked.

“Carlotta can sit here.” Laurie gestured to the empty desk next to her. “We’ve already met. We’re neighbors.”

“Thank you, Laurie, that would be wonderful,” Ms. Brown answered. Then she turned her smile on Carlotta. “You’ll know where to find every basketball hoop in Compton by the end of the week.”

The class laughed good-naturedly. Carlotta grinned at Howard and Laurie as she made her way to her seat.

There was no opportunity for conversation until lunch time. Laurie and Howard led Carlotta to their favorite table in the cafeteria, where Li joined them. Laurie opened her mouth to ask Carlotta why her family had left New York City, but Howard beat her to it.

“Was your old neighborhood dangerous?” he asked. “Drug dealers on every corner?”

Carlotta giggled. “Don’t believe everything you hear about the big city. Our building was great. Nice people and everybody helped everyone else. I even had four cousins to hang out with.”

“So why’d you leave?” Laurie managed to say before Howard could.

“My father’s job,” Carlotta explained. “He works nights, and commuting would take too long. We’d never see him.”

“What does your father do?” Li asked.

“He’s a shortstop like me,” Carlotta beamed. “He’s going to play for the Renegades.”

Howard choked on his milk, and Laurie had to whack him on the back.

“The Hudson Valley Renegades are my favorite team!” Howard shouted. “Is your father Lorenzo Sanchez?”

“That’s him. But how do you know his name? The season hasn’t even started yet.”

“The Renegades’ web site has the team roster,” Howard answered, tapping his laptop for emphasis. “Lorenzo Sanchez is supposed to be a big star for them.”

“He plays a sweet shortstop, if I say so myself,” Carlotta said. “And he’s teaching me everything he knows.”

“Then I’ll bet you’ll be a shoo-in for shortstop,” Howard said matter-of-factly.

Laurie wondered if she herself would be a shoo-in for anything.

 

Playing the Field

When the school day finally ended, Howard shot out of his seat and raced for the softball field. Laurie smiled. She knew he would have the equipment ready when the team arrived for practice.

Laurie walked Carlotta to her locker. Carlotta crammed her books inside and pulled her mitt and a baseball cap from the top shelf. Then they stopped by Laurie’s locker to pick up her gear. Laurie had borrowed Howard’s mitt, and her dad had given her a Cyclones’ baseball cap at breakfast that morning. She slapped the cap on her head and tucked the mitt under her arm.

Outside, when the girls rounded the corner of the building, Carlotta spotted the diamond and took off running.

“Race you!” she cried over her shoulder to Laurie.

Laurie sprinted after her and stopped when she reached the field, a step behind Carlotta. But Carlotta kept right on going, until she stood at shortstop. Then she began cleaning pebbles off the infield.

“Looks like Carlotta really wants to play shortstop,” said Li, her fingers wrapped around the wire mesh of the backstop.

“And she’s not afraid to let anyone know,” Laurie added.

The girls paired up on the sidelines to play catch while they waited for Coach Preston. Carlotta wouldn’t leave the shortstop position, so Li joined her on the field. Laurie was partners with Luisa “Wheezy” Lopez, who spent as much time sneezing from the pollen in the spring air as she did catching and throwing. Sneezing or not, Laurie thought Wheezy looked happy to be surrounded by her friends and teammates.

In a few minutes, Coach Preston pulled up in his Jeep. Laurie called Carlotta over so she could introduce her. Carlotta seemed reluctant to leave the shortstop position unguarded, but at last she placed her mitt on the ground to mark her territory and trotted in.

“Dad, this is our new neighbor, Carlotta Sanchez. Her dad plays for the Renegades.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Carlotta,” Coach Preston said, shaking her hand. “I hope you will get to love Compton as much as Laurie and I do.”

“Thanks, Coach,” Carlotta said, then she quickly added, “I play shortstop.”

“I’ll be trying several players at each position, but I’ll remember what you said,” he promised.

“Once you see me play short, you won’t need to see anyone else,” Carlotta said with a smile.

“Boy, is she cocky,” Laurie thought. But her dad didn’t seem to mind Carlotta’s confidence. He just grinned and called the rest of the team over.

Coach Preston briefly outlined the practice schedule before getting down to business. “We’ll start with some hitting. Returning players, stay in and bat. New players, take the field.”

Carlotta was like a runner exploding from the starting blocks. Before anyone else had taken a step, she was back at shortstop, pounding her fist in her glove and smoothing the dirt with her sneakers.
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