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CHAPTER 1
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Silence, random kid!

I’m not in the mood to blurt out juicy plot stuff yet, so you’ll just have to wait.

And wait.

And wait.

And . . .

Ha! Just goofing.

I’m in the mood now.

In the first game of the Spiro T. Agnew basketball season, I literally stumbled upon a ritual that could change the momentum of a basketball game and result in an amazing comeback victory. And I’m not even exaggerating.

But before I can tell you about the first game of the season, I have to back up a minute. Sorry. I guess you’ll have to wait a little bit longer after all.

Twenty-three students had tried out for the Spiro team, but Coach Earwax had chosen only eight to be Mighty Plumbers—including my three best friends and me.
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Quick Time-Out about My Friends



Becky O’Callahan is a hotshot athlete, but she doesn’t have that hotshot attitude my dad calls “entitlement.” That’s when someone expects to get a free ticket to a movie or the best seat on the team bus or a passing grade in math simply because they are a hotshot athlete.

(My dad knows all about hotshot athletes because he was one before the ligaments in both of his knees snapped like rubber bands, ruining his chance to earn billions of dollars playing professional sports.)

Becky is by far the best athlete at Spiro. Baseball, football, soccer, basketball, track, hockey, golf. Doesn’t matter. She’s the best.

And she has Nature’s Near-Perfect Smile.

My other two friends and I are not gifted athletes. Not even close. But we love everything about sports, except when Coach makes us do a million push-ups or run wind sprints until our lungs practically explode.

Even sitting on the bench for hours at a time can be fun if you love being around sports. Joey, Carlos, and I kill time by cracking jokes or pulling pranks or seeing who can hold their breath the longest without blacking out and keeling over onto the floor.

Joey is a small guy, and I’m talking teensy, but he can run faster than any other middle school student in our entire city. Maybe even the entire world. It’s a survival skill found in all tiny creatures. Joey is like a flea. If you blink, he’s gone.

He’s also a psychic, and I’m not even making that up. Joey can predict stuff like if a basketball player is going to dribble to the left or the right or pass the ball to a teammate cutting to the hoop.

Carlos is the opposite of Joey. Carlos is slow and sort of big-boned. And he’s a grouch. He’s a good guy, but Carlos never stops complaining. He’s the official Mighty Plumbers team grouch.

Carlos does have one amazing talent. He can burp and speak at the same time. I’m talking entire paragraphs in a single belch!

Carlos’s belches are morale builders. Like if our team is getting creamed, he burp-speaks so loud the sound waves can shatter glass.
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With so many students trying out for the basketball team, it was miraculous that Joey, Carlos, and I made the cut. But Coach Earwax actually begged Becky to play on the team, which is a humiliating thing for any coach to do.
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Coach didn’t even have to beg, though, because Becky loves basketball and was looking forward to the season.

Meanwhile, Coach Earwax didn’t even know that Joey, Carlos, and I wanted to try out, because we forgot to put our names on the sign-up sheet beforehand.
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Coach has a hearing problem due to a serious blockage.

He frequently digs huge chunks of wax out of his ears with his car key, then rolls them up and sticks the wads under the bench like spent chewing gum. If Coach didn’t dig the wax out of his ears, it would back way up into his brain and block his ability to make brilliant coaching decisions.

After Coach finally heard our pathetic begging, he let Joey, Carlos, and I try out. Joey was quick as a flea, Carlos used his big-boned body to play good defense, and my leaping ability helped me block a few shots.

And just like in every other sport, we barely made the cut for Spiro’s basketball team.

But there was one guy who made the starting lineup without even showing up for tryouts.
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CHAPTER 10

The Mighty Plumbers’ next game was played at Stanford Middle School, home of the Green. That’s their team name. A color. And it’s not even plural. Just Green.

(Coach told us Stanford’s nickname once was the “Raging Robins.” But school officials changed it because they were worried that opponents would be frightened by the image of an enraged yard bird, which I’ve always thought was the whole point of a sports mascot.)

The Spiro basketball players got to skip our last-period class. Most of the team lucked out because they missed math class.

But Stephanie Jennison and I missed literature, which is one of my favorite classes—and one of the few subjects where I get above-average grades.

Ms. Katinsky teaches literature. She also teaches theater and, on the side, coaches a couple of Spiro teams in order to earn a few extra bucks to pay for personal expenses. Stuff like food and rent.

In case you don’t already know, schoolteachers work hard, but they don’t exactly rake in a lot of cash like other professionals.

That seems backward. If it weren’t for teachers, the world would be crawling with people who can’t count or spell or sit quietly at a desk all day.

I personally think the world should be more like this:
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Maybe in some other universe.

Anyway, Stephanie and I skipped last period. I grabbed my basketball gear out of my locker. It was in a sports bag my dad had used when he was a hotshot athlete back in the ancient 1980s. It’s an actual leather bag. Not one of those wimpy synthetic bags that every kid in middle school drags around.

The Spiro basketball team gathered in the parking lot and lined up to get on the van to our game across town at Stanford Middle School.

I probably don’t even need to explain this, but the primo seats on trips to away games are in the back of the van.
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No players ever actually choose to sit up front.

Joey, Carlos, and I lined up with most of the other players at the van doorway. But Jimmy Jimerino and his kiss-up posse member, Skinny Dennis, barged past everyone and took over the primo seats in the back of the van.

Jimmy sprawled out on the back bench seat and told lame jokes loud enough for the entire van to hear. Skinny was obligated to laugh his rear end off even though he’d already heard the same jokes about a million times.
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(I thought it was ironic that Jimmy would tell that particular joke.)

Meanwhile, my friends and I ended up sitting in seats next to Coach at the front of the van.

Carlos sat next to Coach Earwax. He was totally trapped into silence and non-shenanigans. Joey and I sat in the seats across the aisle so we could at least talk to each other.

On the ride to the game against the Green, I thought about leaning across the aisle and asking Coach Earwax if he could figure out some kind of rotation system for seating on van rides to away games.
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But the timing wasn’t right.

He was busy cleaning wax out of his brain so he’d be able to make brilliant coaching decisions during the game.
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