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PROLOGUE


My name is Steve, and I am a benchwarmer. Do you remember in King of the Bench: No Fear when I told everyone in the entire universe that I never get in a game unless it’s garbage time and the score is a hundred to zip?

I hope so, because it would be really pathetic if you already forgot. And if you haven’t even read the book yet, what are you waiting for?!

In No Fear, I also spilled my guts about a really humiliating personal problem that almost ruined my very first baseball season at Spiro T. Agnew Middle School, “Home of the Mighty Plumbers.”
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(No. Not that.)

In this book, I am going to tell you about a mysterious magic device that pretty much controlled the fate of the Mighty Plumbers’ football season.

It was a device so powerful that, in the wrong hands, it could have jinxed anyone it came in contact with in the entire world. And I’m not even exaggerating.
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Fortunately, the magic device was in my hands. Most of the time.

I won’t tell you any more details right now because—big, drooly duh—it’s a strict rule when writing a book that you build suspense first and don’t just spill all the “mysterious-magic-device” stuff right off the bat.

So just “hang on to your jockstraps,” as my football coach likes to say. I’ll get to the mysterious magic device when the suspense builds to the point where you can’t stand it a minute longer.

For now, you need to know that even though I’m a benchwarmer, I do have some excellent skills in football.

For example, I’m really quick on my feet. That’s a huge advantage if you are a running back and a linebacker tries to grab your head and shove your face into the grass.

So I’m not a total drooling dweeb, okay? And when it comes to sitting on the bench, I’m probably better at it than anyone else my age in the entire city—maybe the entire world.

End of the pine or middle of the pine, doesn’t matter. I pretty much rule the bench.

No brag. It’s just a fact.

I’m King of the Bench!
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CHAPTER 1


My encounter with the mysterious and powerful magic device happened on the first day of school after summer vacation.

I’d decided to take a detour early in the morning before classes started. Instead of diving straight back into the drudgery, I wanted to ease back into it along with my best friends, Carlos Diaz and Joey Linguini.

Joey is psychic. One time, he predicted a gory incident that became known in Spiro T. Agnew Middle School folklore as the Valentine’s Day Schnoz Massacre.
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Joey and Carlos are benchwarmers just like me. Mostly, we sit and watch the hotshot athletes run around and get all sweaty, which you probably already know is a huge chick magnet.

But we love sports. It’s our common bond. And we live in a sports lover’s paradise. There’s a stadium right smack in the middle of our neighborhood!

When we’re not in school or sitting on the bench, we practically live at Goodfellow Stadium. It’s got a domed roof that slides open and closed, so it can host pretty much any kind of sport in any kind of weather.

Goodfellow Stadium is really ancient, probably dating back to the early 1980s. My dad calls it a “storied venue,” which means it smells like moldy hot dogs and it’s practically a rule that you get all teary-eyed and kiss the bleacher seats when you walk through the gates.

On our first-day-of-school detour, my friends and I went to the stadium to visit a friend and to watch the Goodfellow Goons practice for the upcoming NFL season.

The Goons are a “doormat” football team, which means they hardly ever win games. But we don’t care. The players are so friendly they often will give you their used mouth guards, smelly socks, and other valuable collector’s items.
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The Goons are the hometown team, so we support them even when they lose a bunch of games by a hundred to zip.

The morning practice was open to fans who wanted to watch the Goons bumble their way through football drills, but it cost five bucks to get in.

That’s kind of a rip-off, although it’s better than paying a way higher price to watch an actual game where the Goons get clobbered by a hundred to zip.

Joey, Carlos, and I didn’t have to fork over five bucks, though. We entered Goodfellow Stadium in our usual manner: we helped the concession workers unload a truckload of supplies in exchange for free passes and a treat of our choice.

When we were done hauling boxes, Joey selected his treat—a churro, which is a deep-fried pastry smothered in sugar. Carlos went for a family-size bag of salted peanuts. He likes to suck all the salt off and then eat the peanuts, shell and all.

I chose an Eskimo Pie, which is my favorite stadium treat in the entire universe. Vanilla ice cream covered in chocolate. It’s nature’s near-perfect food.

After getting our snacks, we went to track down our friend.

Billionaire Bill (probably not his real name) is a bleacher bum, and I’m not even exaggerating.

Quick Time-Out about Bill



Billionaire Bill is a gonzo sports fan who actually lives inside Goodfellow Stadium in a tiny “apartment” right under the bleachers. In exchange for free rent, Bill works for the stadium as the official “pigeon-control officer.”

He patrols the upper aisles and blasts an air horn to scare pigeons out of the rafters of the stadium. It’s a very important job because if it weren’t for Bill and his air horn, the spectators would need umbrellas, if you know what I mean.

Bill told us he once was a very wealthy and respected man. I think he was either a brain surgeon or a Hall of Fame NFL quarterback. Maybe a cartoonist. I forget.

Anyway, Bill chucked the good life and now he hangs out in Goodfellow Stadium all the time.

Bill likes to give Joey, Carlos, and me valuable advice about everything, although sometimes his wisdom seems a little backward. Here’s one of those nuggets that I wonder about:

“If a girl kicks you in the shin, it means she likes you.”

Bill loves being a bleacher bum because he’s out of the rat race and in total control of his life.

Next to my mom and dad, Billionaire Bill is pretty much my favorite adult role model in the entire universe.

When we found Bill that day, he was in his tiny apartment beneath the bleachers. He was rearranging a shelf packed with collectibles and dancing to a song from the ancient 1970s.
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One particular item on Bill’s collectibles shelf caught my eye.

It was a relic from a forgotten time—the 1990s.
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Whoa!

Collectors like me know that an original Nintendo 64 game controller is hard to find. When newer models of the N64 came out, the old controllers usually were tossed in the trash and buried in landfills under tons of dirt, never to be seen again.

Bill’s N64 controller was a survivor, although it was sort of beat up, as if someone had been gaming with it day and night for twenty-five years. The buttons were stained a chocolate brown, and the cord looked like it had been gnawed off by a wolverine.

It was awesome!

Good ol’ Billionaire Bill could see that I was excited about the N64, so he offered me a trade: his beat-up antique for my delicious Eskimo Pie.

I didn’t even hesitate, partly because my concession treat was now a melted glob.

Bill didn’t care, though. He slurped up the Eskimo Pie in about two seconds, and I had the granddaddy of all antique video game controllers—the original N64.

Joey, Carlos, and I left Bill’s apartment under the bleachers to watch some of the Goons practice before we had to dash off to the first day of school. As we turned to go, Bill said something sort of mysterious.
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CHAPTER 2


We climbed up to the highest row of the bleachers and sat down to watch the Goons bumble through their scrimmage.

Joey had a hard time sitting still because the sugar from the churro had seized control of his entire central nervous system. Running is the only way for Joey to calm down.
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I told you he was quick.

Carlos scarfed the last of his peanuts, shells and all. Then he ripped an epic burp that echoed across the entire stadium.
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Everyone in Goodfellow Stadium, including the bumbling Goons down on the field, turned and stared up at us.

Carlos was very proud of himself. Who wouldn’t be?

After determining that the stadium was not being attacked by a ginormous bullfrog, the Goons got back to their scrimmage.

But I think they were rattled by Carlos’s megaburp because the offense had a tough time moving the ball. The running back tripped and fumbled and lost yardage. It was pathetic.

Out of boredom, I started goofing around with the N64 controller.

I’m actually very skilled at video games, by the way. No brag. It’s just a fact.

My favorite game is Bufo Combat, practically the most popular video game in the entire universe, and I’m not even exaggerating. I recently had reached Ultimate-Toad level, which is like getting to the Super Bowl in the world of video games.

Anyway, with the ancient, beat-up controller in my hands, I decided to pretend that the scrimmage was an actual video game and I alone was in control of the running back.

Like I said, I’m skilled at video games, but I had never used a primitive N64. So I sort of winged it.

On the next handoff, I punched the chocolate-stained buttons and worked the joystick with my thumb. The running back dodged and weaved.

I pushed the green button and the red button and waggled the joystick again. The running back—the same one who had fumbled on the previous play—juked and zigzagged.

Whah?

I shoved the joystick forward with my thumb and the running back broke through the line and sprinted ninety yards for a touchdown.

And I’m not even making that up!

I was about to tell Joey and Carlos about the freaky connection between the N64 and the running back, but then I chickened out. They would have thought I was gonzo.

I stashed the controller in my backpack. It was time to go.

Joey, Carlos, and I hustled out of Goodfellow Stadium and sprinted all the way to Spiro T. Agnew Middle School.

Quick Time-Out about the First Day of School

The first day of school after summer vacation is always the same old scene. Everyone greets one another dramatically, as if the break had lasted about a hundred years.

Smiling teachers in every class welcome students to another school year that is guaranteed to be jam-packed with valuable knowledge!

The only other day that you see teachers so
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