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To Adam from Colorado, Anya from Massachusetts, Sam from Wisconsin, Isaac from Washington, DC, and all the other kids who’ve discovered the joys of reading through the Ballpark Mysteries —D.A.K.

To Bob and Kay. You guys rock! —M.M.

“People ask me what I do in winter when there’s no baseball. I’ll tell you what I do. I stare out the window and wait for spring.”
—Rogers Hornsby, Hall of Fame infielder and Texas native
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Houston, We Have a Problem

Mike Walsh stared out of a big white space helmet. His breathing echoed in his ears. He saw a spacecraft from the corner of his eye. It felt like he was walking on the moon.

Mike tried to lift up the helmet’s shiny gold visor so he could see better. But the thick rubbery astronaut gloves he wore made it hard. His fingers fumbled with the helmet.

“Houston, we have a problem!” Mike said to his cousin Kate Hopkins. “I’m trapped!”

It was spring break. Kate, Mike, and Kate’s dad were taking a VIP tour of NASA’s Johnson Space Center in Houston, Texas. They were in town to visit Mr. Ryan, a friend of Kate’s dad. Like Mr. Hopkins, Mr. Ryan was a baseball scout. He worked for the Houston Astros and had given them free tickets for the tour and the Astros game that night.

Kate laughed. “The only problem Houston has is you!” she said, shaking her head. Mike was always fooling around. Kate flipped up the gold visor on his helmet. “Commander Rice told us how to open the visor earlier.”

“Can’t hear you,” Mike joked. “We’re on the moon, remember? Sound waves can’t travel because there’s no air in space.”

Kate rolled her eyes and turned to watch Commander Rice, the tall, athletic astronaut leading the tour. Other than Kate, Mike, and Mr. Hopkins, the rest of the people on the tour were local business owners. Kate and Mike had met Sam Shine, a used-car dealer, Tex Rayburn, who owned a hat store called Fat Hats, and Manuel Lopez, an insurance salesman. The group was in a large training room filled with spacecraft replicas. Commander Rice was showing them how astronauts lived and worked in space. He picked up a chunk of black rock and held it out to the group.

“Is that a moon rock?” Tex Rayburn asked. He wore black cowboy boots and a black cowboy hat. His big brass belt buckle spelled out FAT HATS.

Commander Rice shook his head. “No, it’s just a model we use for training,” he told Tex. “Maybe I can show you a real one later. They’re very valuable.”

“Shoot. You can put your boots in the oven, but that don’t make ’em biscuits,” Tex said. “I reckon we can wait a little to see a real moon rock.”

Commander Rice put the rock down on a nearby table. Then he explained how astronauts take showers in space. Or how they don’t. In space, regular showers won’t work. Without gravity, water doesn’t fall to the ground. Instead, astronauts use damp towels to wash up.

“Where do y’all get the water from?” Sam asked.

“We bring water with us,” Commander Rice said. “Or we recycle it from the air and the water we use every day. We even have to recycle toilet water. Anyone want a sip?”

“YUCK!” Kate said, making a face.

Most of the members of the tour shook their heads. “No thank you,” Tex said. “I always drink upstream from the herd.”

Commander Rice laughed. “The filters make our water cleaner than any creek.” He checked his watch. “I still have time to show you the mission control room.”

Kate rapped Mike’s helmet with her knuckles. “Hey, take that off. We’re going to see mission control!”

Mike removed the helmet and placed it on a table. Tex slapped him on the back.

“Son, that helmet’s too hot for Houston. Stop by my store, Fat Hats!” Tex boomed. He handed Mike a business card. It had a picture of a ten-gallon hat on it. “We’ll fix y’all up with a proper Texas hat.”

Tex winked at Mike and followed Commander Rice through the door. Mike and Kate rushed to catch up. The commander led them to a building across the street.

After passing through security, they went up a flight of stairs and through a heavy door. To their side stood four long rows of metal desks, filled with old-fashioned computers. Five large screens hung on the wall at the front of the room. Pictures of the moon, the earth, and a map of the world played across them.
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“Welcome to NASA’s mission control,” Commander Rice said. “It’s the exact one that was used for the Apollo moon missions. Have a seat.”

Mike and Kate scrambled for one of the desk chairs. Mr. Hopkins and some of the other visitors stood against the wall.

“Mission control is where flight controllers keep an eye on spacecraft and astronauts after they lift off into space,” Commander Rice said. He explained how different people were in charge of different parts of a spaceflight. For example, a controller in the first row managed the spacecraft’s direction. A controller in the second row kept track of the crew’s health.

Commander Rice also told them about the Apollo rockets that traveled from the earth to the moon and back between 1968 and 1972.

Mike raised his hand. “Is that how we got the moon rocks?”

Commander Rice nodded and pushed some buttons at one of the desks. A picture of an astronaut flashed up on one of the screens. He was standing on the moon, holding a moon rock.

“On six missions, the Apollo astronauts brought back over eight hundred pounds of rocks,” Commander Rice told them. “Some were black. Others were white. And some were shades of gray.”

“Can we see one?” Tex called out.

Commander Rice checked his watch. “We’re out of time. Come to tonight’s game,” he said with a grin. “I’ll be signing autographs near the main entrance. I’ll also have a moon rock on display.” He led the group down the stairs and back to their bus.

“I hope to see you two at the game tonight,” Commander Rice said to Kate and Mike as they boarded the bus. “Mr. Ryan said you were extra-special guests.”

Mike gave him a thumbs-up and went to sit with Kate a few rows from the back. Mr. Hopkins sat in front of them. As the bus started up, he leaned over the top of his seat. “How’d you like that tour?” he asked. “I remember seeing mission control on television when I was younger.”

“It was great!” Mike said. “But I was hoping we’d get to eat freeze-dried space food. Or some of that space dots ice cream.”

“Real astronauts don’t eat space dots!” Kate piped up. She pointed to a page in the space book she had bought at the gift shop. It was filled with pictures of space food. “They don’t have ice cream in space. They don’t even have refrigerators or freezers. And guess what—NO pizza!”

“No ice cream? No pizza?” Mike yelped. “If I were an astronaut, I’d starve!”

“You won’t starve tonight,” Kate’s dad said. “We’re going out to dinner before the game with Mr. Ryan. Barbecue was our favorite when we worked together for the Dodgers.”

Kate’s father was a scout for the L.A. Dodgers. Kate didn’t see him very often because her parents were divorced. He lived in Los Angeles, and she lived with her mother in Cooperstown, New York. Mike’s house was just down the street from hers. His parents owned a sporting goods store in town.

The rest of the way back, Mike and Kate took turns pretending to be astronauts and controllers at mission control. Mr. Hopkins flipped through Kate’s space book.

That evening, Mike, Kate, and Mr. Hopkins met Mr. Ryan for dinner at Deano’s Bar-B-Que. Mr. Ryan was short and stocky, with frizzy black hair. He looked more like a wrestler than a baseball scout. But he sure knew a lot of baseball stories. While they waited for their food, Mr. Ryan told Mike and Kate secrets about their favorite players.

After dinner, they walked over to the stadium. Mr. Ryan had reserved seats right behind the Astros’ dugout. When they sat down, Mr. Ryan pointed out the ballpark’s movable roof. It was wide open. Lights from the city of Houston sparkled against the darkening sky.

“It gets very hot here in Texas. We have one of the few stadiums with a roof that opens and closes,” Mr. Ryan said. “You get such a nice view of the city when the roof is open.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair to admire Houston’s skyline.

“Hey, Mr. Ryan,” Mike broke in, “why is there a train up there?” He pointed to a huge black steam engine and coal car on top of the ballpark’s left-field wall. The train had big red wheels, a bright red cowcatcher, a headlight, and a large black smokestack.

“Trains are an important part of Houston’s history,” Mr. Ryan said. “And the Astros’ ballpark was built on the site of the old train yards. The whistle blows at the start of each game and for every Astros home run and win.”
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While they waited for the game to start, Mike tossed his baseball in the air. He always tried to bring one to games. Kate read through the program her dad had bought.

The announcer’s voice boomed over the loudspeaker. “Please give a big round of applause for our special guest tonight, NASA Commander Nicholas Rice! After throwing out the game’s first pitch, he’ll be signing autographs near the main entrance. Stop by and you’ll also be able to see a real, priceless moon rock!”

The crowd stood up and cheered. Everyone waited for Commander Rice to run out to the pitcher’s mound. The Houston Astros catcher crouched behind home plate. After a few minutes, he stood up. He looked from one side to the other like he had lost something. Both teams milled around by their dugouts.

Kate tugged on her father’s shirt. “Shouldn’t Commander Rice be coming out?” she asked.

Kate’s dad scanned the stadium. “Maybe he’s still getting ready,” he said.

Again, the announcer came over the loudspeaker. “Please give a big Texas welcome to our special guest, Commander Rice!”

The crowd cheered. The catcher returned to his crouch. The teams watched from the sidelines. But no astronaut came onto the field. The umpires huddled at first base. Several of them pointed to the clock on the scoreboard.

The loudspeaker crackled one more time. “Houston, we have a problem,” the voice said. “Our astronaut is missing!”
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