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* CHAPTER ONE *

T begar\ the dag as Dar\r\g Shine, invisible

seventh-qrade comic book qeck. When it ended,

T was the Guy Who'd Desfnogec( E\rer\gone’s Hopes

and Dreams. T was booed, jeered at, even spit

on — kids hated me so much, T needed a secority

quard just fo walk down the street.
Tt started at the All-City Baseball

Ckampionsf/\ilps.

My best Lriend, Jasp@r‘. and T were in the

Lront row at Hartman Field, a baseball stadiom

across Town, woid«ir\g bee—@g \'\_oc_lcs L\igl«-—ﬁive

cach other. For the Lirst time in 'fwer\'fg;-—Cive
years, Gerald Ford Middle School had a shot at
c_“nc_lf\ing the c_i'fg baseball title. GF had never

seen a_ winning season, Moch less a. championship.




ole school was brea: ss, askl

“Ts the "Corse of the Woodchocks finally over?”

Jasper and T covldn't care less.

“Why are we here aqain?” Jasper asked.
4 J 1

“Asia. O'Meilll qave me tickets” T wanted to

lceep explanaﬁons short. My crosh on her was so

secref, even Jasper didA't know about it. “She

couldn't vse them”

“Why dida't you just say we were busy?”

Jasper\ asked, 'fur‘r\ir\g the page of his comic
book. To qet him to come, T’d had to bribe him
with a rare Lirst edition of Rat Girl. T didna't

think he'd read it doring the qame.




“T just thought it would be a goo—@.” The

troth was feo embar\r\assing. A -@ew dags ago,

Asia. had come vp to me at [onch.

“Heg, Dar\r\g,” she'd said. “Want fo q0 to

All-City on Sonday?”

The coolest gir[ T knew was asking me to do

something This was so ofL the charts, T didn't

know how to process t.

“Y-yeah. Sore. /thsolu'fdg.”

“Oh, g00d.” She sounded relieved. ~See,

Jenna and T are 300\3 rock Lﬁmbing Sa‘fur‘da.g

and c,am/'f vse our 'ﬁc_lce'fs,"

wWHAT?

CRUD! T Lelt like T'd just been ponched.
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ST didA't even know if you liked baseball”
S[’\e SDJ&
“Uh . " T didA't want her to think T'd said

yes only becavse T thovght she was going. ~Yeah.
Totally. Sig £an”

“Good”

“Can't wait to see those stopid . .. other quys
get poonded,” T added.

\\‘Higl«\(ar\d, you mean,” she said.
\\Kiﬂl/\f.”

Jost r\emember\ing that conversation made

Me cringe. Now Jasper and T were sitting
behind third base, sorrovnded bg a sea of

Woodchock Lans wearing orange and bloe. Across

the field, maroon and silver {flags waved for
the Silver Hawks, the defending champs Lrom
snooty Highland Middle School. The stadiom was
a_nevtral site, but both schools had tons of

Lans there.




\\A“ 'H/\is !/\00‘0(0..” T saié, 'ft)r\ni/'\g 'fo Jaslper‘.

“What’s the ,poin'f? Tt's \'\,()s'f a bonch of overgrown

Lreaks hitfing a ball arocond” Tn My opinion, the

wrong things in [ife g0t all the attention:

IR emmmy,

‘—*

gpor‘fs ﬁipped abs

Good |ooks



\\ﬁigfz\f Nnow we Lould be [/\a\ring a James BOmi

Marathon,” Jaslper\ pointed ovt. On Saturdays, we

sometimes watched back-to-back movies or hong

at our Lavorite store, Comix Mation. “How long
does this g0 on £or?”

S Tt's only the first inning,” T said.

“S0, what, two More to 407"

“More like eight” T don't know that moch
about sports, but next to Jasper? T might as

we(( 106 the commissioner 0—@ baseba”.




\\In that case .. .” Jas’oer‘ Oper\ed UID his bag

to show a stack of comics. “Want some Pea&ing

material?”

Jaspeb dic{r\/'f care what peop(e ﬂ\oual«f.
which T admired. Hle just did his own weird

thing, whether it was fortle racing, designing

r*o‘oo‘fs, or whatever. ot T was too selL-consciovs

to sit in the bleachers and read, so T shook

My head.

“T quess we could stay ontil halftime,”

Jaspen said.
“Baseball doesn't have —

T didn't get to Linish. Someone elbowed me

to stand, and s()dder\(g We were swep'f vp A

“the wave.”

Sehind vs were a bonch ol obnoxiovs, Lace-

painted jocks from school. There was Tank

Friedman, a Lootball ‘pfager\ whose head was




shaped like a canned ham. Next to him were his

Lriends Kyle Larson and “Abs” Tanaka.

“HIGHLANMD REEKS!” Tank yelled, his

face half bloe, half orange. Tank represented

everything T dida't like about jocks. Rude, loud,

and cocky, he acted like he owned the scheol

He and Kyle were throwing freach Lries at

each other.




T tried to £ocus on the Lield. A Silver Hawk
batter came to the plate. “That’s Dex Van
Zandt) someone behind me said. “He's their
best hitter”

“STRIKE 'EM oUT!” oor cheerleaders

gelled. T spotted an enormovs coll oL hair with

orange and blve Leathers in it and r\ec_ognized

Chantal Davis, the bossiest diva in seventh qrade.

The cheering sfuad [eaped arovnd while Chantal

browbeat the Lans bg Meﬁalpb\one.




hear you!”

“Woodchocks are nomber onel” the crowd
chanted.
“People” Chantal shook her head. ~Show

these Highland clowns we g0t the skills to pay
the bills. You £eel me?”
“wooDCHUCKS ARE NUMBER ONE!”
“Got that right,” Chartal said. Seing a

cheerleader was the perfect job £or her. She

qot to bu“y peo‘ple on a. Mass scale.
As if to prove Chantal wrong, Dex hit a

long line_drive into deep left field. “coocoof])

everyone gqasped. Tt [ooked like a sure triple,
bot Loke Strohmer, oor leLt Lielder, made a

speafaaular\ ronning catch. Even Ja.s‘per\ [ooked vp.

Peop(e screamed, yomped, and woo-hooed.
“AWESOME CATCH!Y yelled Tank, practically

in_my ear. “Gold glove, dode!”




Loke was one of the school’s best athletes.

as alwaus br iy rolling do a

ac.c.@p'ﬁng high Lives, 3ir\ls 'fr‘ailing after him.

Now the whole stadiom was cheering like

crawey. T wondered i£ T should 10 i, bot T

didn't want to act like a domb sports £an.

T foolced at Jasper‘.

He had put away his comic book.




whenever T cat);ﬂ/\f a baseball qame on TV, it
droned on and on. [Sut this one was difLerent.

There were stolen bases, diving catches, even a

screaming arqument at second base.

And then something amazing happened. The

Silver Hawks were ‘aeaﬁng vs 3-2, when oor Lirst

baseman, Sroce “[Sroiser” Pekarsky, came to bat.

He Wit a home ron so Lar, it cleared the right-

Lield bleachers and bovnced off a car in the

parking lot. Everyone’s jaw dropped.




Tt was so cool, Jasp@f‘ and T were both

ge“ing as [Srviser crossed home ,Dla:fe. T didn't

even mind the \i’oc,lcs behind vs.

“Sweet!” they howled, bumping chests.

The air smelled ke wet grass and root beer,

and the mood was en\i.ogabfg tense. IT'M having a

aocod time, T realized with SUPPRISE.

Alter that, the Woodchocks were -aging

high. ‘Heaéing into the ninth, we were [eading

6-3. Bg coin £lip, we were officially the home

team, so we'd bat last. The way things were

q0ing, thovgh, we lpr\obabfg wouldn't even need

oor £inal torna.

The crowd was qoing craey. ALter twenty-

Live years oL (asir\g, the Lb\ampi0nsb\ip was jost

three Measfg outs away.

Three Meas(g ou'fs\.

The qame wasn't over yet, bot people

didn't care. They were a(r*ea.dg p(a.rming the
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via’far\g par\'fg. pouring soda on each other and

l«igk—-@i\ring.

Higkfa./f\&/s Lirst batter strock out.

“The Corse of the Woodchocks is Linished!”
Chantal shovted. “Dead! Gonel Six Leet vnder!”

Their second batter groonded out to second.

One out 1o g0. ..
“ey, Highland!” Kyle yelled to the other

team. He torned arovnd and pu“ed down his

panfs.




Talk abouvt wWoodchock Pride. Even Jaspen

laugfr\eé.

“one more out,” someone whispered. “One

more ovt .. "

That’s all it would take, and then

the Woodchocks would be All-City Saseball

Cb\a.mps.

But then Dex Van Zandt walked vp to the
plate, the Silver Hawks best hitter. woodchock




Lans qroaned. The whole stadiom held its breath
as Dex fovled of£ two pitches.

“One more strike!” T borst out.

The pitcher wovnd vp and threw. The
batter swong. CRA-A-A-A-CK! The ball
soared high above the third base line . . .

reached ifs pealc and started down ... heading
straight at os!

Two seconds [ater, T mMade the bigges'f

mistake of my [ife.






