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—Kate Messner, award-winning author of Breakout,
The Seventh Wish, and All the Answers


“Midsummer’s Mayhem is a delightful confection of a family story full of heart, magic, and a baking championship with mysteriously high stakes! LaRocca takes an almost-throwaway reference in Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream and reclaims it by having a multiracial Indian-American family at the center of her tale. Mimi’s pluck, gentle courage, and knack for combining flavors will capture readers’ hearts, imaginations, and undoubtedly, taste buds!”
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—Barbara Dee, author of Star-Crossed and Halfway Normal


“Laugh-out-loud funny one moment and mouthwateringly delicious the next, Midsummer’s Mayhem is an utter pleasure to consume from the very first page! LaRocca’s debut novel entices and bewitches—I dare you not to fall under its spell.”
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“Absolutely scrumptious! I fell in love with this book and devoured it in one day. LaRocca crafts a spell of tricky fairies, lovable mortals, and heartfelt magic. Mimi is determined, resourceful, and unfailingly kind. Perfect for aspiring bakers, younger siblings, or anyone with a passion.”


—Anna Meriano, author of the Love Sugar Magic series


“Rajani LaRocca has concocted a delectable story about family, friendship, baking, and magic that readers are sure to devour! Relatable, lovable Mimi is easy to root for, and LaRocca brings the whole cast of characters to life with her deft descriptions and realistic dialogue. Readers will delight in Midsummer’s Mayhem!”


—Erin Dionne, author of Lights, Camera, Disaster


“An absolute delight—LaRocca’s delectable debut is whimsical, frothy, and so much fun. An inventive take on a classic comedy, Midsummer’s Mayhem is a sweetly told tale of family, friendship, and following your passion. This is a book for the dreamers and doers alike; effervescent, full of heart, and ultimately joyful.”


—Olugbemisola Rhuday-Perkovich, author of
Two Naomis and 8th Grade Superzero


“This riff on A Midsummer Night’s Dream is heartfelt and ridiculously fun. Mimi, sweet as sugar with a heart of gold, creates as many problems as she solves, but readers will be cheering for her and her family the whole way.”


—Booklist


“An entertaining and epicurean retelling of A Midsummer Night’s Dream . . . Strikes a perfect balance between the pleasant and the melancholy, as sweet and savory as one of Mimi’s confections.”
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CHAPTER ONE


TRISH


BASEBALL IS MAGIC


Baseball is magic. Time stops between the instant the ball is released and when it makes it over the plate, between the whack of the bat and when the ball finally touches earth again. And this summer, I was holding on to that magic for dear life.


The threads tying me to everything important had snapped, and I was a balloon, floating, flying away on the breeze with nothing to tether me. I was in a new town surrounded by new kids, yanked away from everyone who knew and accepted me.


My brother Sanjay and I were playing catch on a stifling June afternoon in the backyard of our new home. “You’ll never be the strongest, so you need to play the smartest,” he said as he threw me a scorcher. Sanjay’s in high school, and he throws hard, but I got used to hand-stinging catches a long time ago. I’d already run my two miles and finished my push-ups and sit-ups for the day. Physically, I was ready.


“What if no one wants me on the team?” I asked, tossing it back. I’d just left a town where the boys were used to seeing me on a baseball field, but I didn’t know what to expect here.


Sanjay caught the ball and laughed. “You’re a great teammate, not to mention an amazing ballplayer,” he said. “You hit, you run, you deserve a Gold Glove for fielding, and you already throw four-seam and two-seam fastballs. If you can make that circle changeup motion look exactly like your fastball, you’ll be a hero.” He tossed the ball high in the air, and I moved a few steps to get under it. Sanjay was my hero. And he believed in me, no matter what.


The ball smacked into my glove. “I’m just so . . .”


He waited for me to finish, but I didn’t want to say the word out loud. Lost.


I supposed I could always quit. That might make Mom happy, at least.


“Trish!” Dad called from the garage. “We need to leave now if you want to be early.” I tossed the ball back to Sanjay and waved goodbye.


“Ready to meet your new team?” Dad smiled and squeezed my shoulder, but that didn’t stop my pulse from pounding in my throat.


“Yeah.” I took a deep breath. I had to be the best. That’s the only way I’d ever be accepted. So that’s what I was going to do this summer.


Mom was at work at the hospital, of course. When she’d landed the chief of cardiology job at Boston General Hospital, it was too good to pass up. Dad could run his graphic design business from anywhere. So we uprooted ourselves from our little town in New Hampshire and moved to Comity, Massachusetts. While Sanjay and I weren’t thrilled about changing schools, we didn’t have a choice. I knew my brother would be fine. He was so smart, and cute, and hilarious. I was already weird as a girl baseball player and a math kid—well, I used to be a math kid—and now I had to make friends with a team full of strangers.


I’d missed travel team tryouts, but I was fine playing in a casual town league. No long trips to games for any of us. And the games were all on weekends, so I hoped that Mom could come to at least a few and not worry about taking too much time off work. Although I knew she’d bring her laptop and would need to keep asking what the score was.


We pulled into the parking lot fifteen minutes before practice was supposed to start.


“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?” Dad asked.


I shook my head. “I’ll be fine.” I needed to make an impression on my own. “I’ll see you in a couple of hours.” I smiled in what I hoped was a convincing way as I picked up my bag and climbed out of the car.


I knew it was my last season playing ball. Twelve-year-olds like me play Little League on a sixty-foot diamond, with forty-six feet between the pitcher’s mound and the plate. But in the spring, we move up to the big diamond, which is the size of a Major League infield—ninety feet between bases, and sixty feet six inches from the pitcher’s mound to home plate. Lots of boys were already bigger than me. They were growing every second, becoming faster and stronger overnight without even trying. I had serious doubts I’d be able to compete in the spring on the big field. And that was so hard, even harder than moving.


I stopped to survey the baseball fields at Bailey Park. There were two smaller fields and one full-sized diamond where some older players were warming up. The smell of fresh-cut grass and lilacs floated to me. I took a deep breath. There was something in the air. Something that hung like the moment when you take a breath to blow out your birthday candles, and you’re not sure what you want to wish for.


I approached the big field where a boy wearing a remarkably sparkly green baseball cap stood at the plate taking practice swings. That hat was incredible. If a baseball cap married a glittery unicorn toy, this would be their baby. As the pitch came in, the boy swung gracefully and was rewarded with the crack of the ball meeting the sweet spot of the bat. The ball sailed over center field, over the fence, and dropped onto the street behind it. If this guy could hit like that—with a wooden bat, no less—he could wear a wizard hat and nobody would care.


An outfielder hopped the fence to retrieve the ball, and everyone else turned back to the boy at the plate, who nodded for another pitch. The pitcher wound up and let go.


Crack. Another perfect swing, and another perfect shot that sailed over left field and bounced off a parked car. It sounded like it left a mammoth dent.


Then the kid switched to a lefty stance and nodded. The pitcher laughed and shook his head, but then wound up and threw again.


This time, the ball sailed over right field and into a dog park, where a golden retriever grabbed it and ran, tail swinging.


How in the world was that boy hitting home runs from both sides of the plate with every single swing? Statistically, that was impossible. If this was the level of talent here in Comity, I was in trouble. I hurried on my way before I lost my nerve completely, and soon arrived at one of the smaller fields, where a coach and a boy were setting up for practice.


“Hello there,” said the coach, reaching out and shaking my hand. He was tiny and redheaded, like a slightly oversized elf. “I’m Coach Tom, and this is my son David.”


“Nice to meet you, Coach. Hi, David,” I said. “I’m Trish.”


“Happy to have you on the team this summer,” said the coach.


My breathing eased up a little. Apparently, Coach Tom didn’t care that I was a girl.


“You two can start warming up while we wait for everyone else,” he said.


David, who was already half a foot taller than his dad, nodded and held up a baseball. I ran out onto the field and he started firing throws at me.


After a few minutes, David lobbed a ball way over my head, and it landed on a dead patch and rolled into the woods. I went in after it, and saw a boy there, crouched behind a tree with his eyes squeezed shut. He looked as nervous as I felt.


“Here for practice?” I asked.


The boy opened his eyes and glanced at me, and I couldn’t believe it.


I recognized him immediately. Ben. The brilliant math kid who challenged me to do better than ever at the New England Math Puzzler regionals a couple of months ago. He’d been the only sixth grader on his team, just like me. And the best kid on his team, just like me.


I had seen the challenge in Ben’s eyes, and I was sure no one could beat him. Neither of our teams won the tournament, but I couldn’t believe it when they said I’d gotten the highest individual score. Ben had only missed two points in the final round. But to my surprise, I’d only missed one. Or so I thought.


Standing there in the woods with sunlight filtering through the trees around us and the birds making a riotous racket, I could tell Ben didn’t recognize me. No surprise there, since I’d chopped off all my hair since I last saw him. He was dressed for baseball and carried a sports bag big enough to hold a bat. My mind whirled. I didn’t think I’d ever have to face him again. I pulled my cap lower over my eyes.


Ben picked up the ball and tossed it to me underhand. It landed a couple feet in front of me.


“Sorry,” Ben said, turning red.


“C’mon,” I said, scooping the ball and trotting onto the field.


My mouth went dry when Coach Tom called us all in. We stood in a circle while the coach handed out our uniforms. Ben stood next to another kid, and they put their heads together and whispered and laughed easily. I wondered if I’d ever have a friend like that here in Comity.


“A new local business has donated our jerseys to support the league, so our team name is the Comity Salt Shakers,” said Coach Tom. I glanced down at the shirt he handed me: green, blue, and white with a salt shaker logo. Lucky number 7. Too bad I didn’t believe in luck. Hard work was the only way to success.


Our team had thirteen eleven- and twelve-year-olds in total. Everyone took turns introducing themselves. Ben’s friend was named Abhi. The other players included David and the Mitchell twins, Mike and Garrett. Mike was almost as big as David, with blond hair that reached his shoulders, while Garrett was short, skinny, and dark-haired, with a ratlike nose and a bored expression.


The other two seventh graders on the team were Campbell, a blond kid with braces who never stopped smiling, and Brad, who announced to everyone that he could ride a unicycle, like that had something to do with baseball. There were five tiny soon-to-be sixth graders—this included two boys named Aidan and a freckle-faced kid named George.


And then it was my turn. I swallowed hard. “I’m Trish. I’ll be in seventh grade next year.”


I looked around, hoping desperately that someone would say something, or smile, or nod. But no one did. Not David, who already knew who I was. Not Ben. He seemed stunned, like a line drive had clocked him in the forehead. Did I look that much like a boy? Or had he finally recognized me from the Math Puzzler tournament?


I crossed my sweaty arms and stared each of them down in turn. “I just moved here from South Ridgefield, New Hampshire. I’ve been playing ball since I was three. I have three pitches, and I was first in my team’s rotation this spring.” I’d learned the hard way that you can’t show weakness on the field or in the classroom.


Coach Tom smacked his fist into his glove. “Who’s ready to practice? Let’s start with grounders. Come with me and I’ll explain the first drill.” We all followed him onto the field.


By the time practice ended, I’d caught every pop-up that came my way, hit line drives into the outfield, and shown off my two-seamer. When we gathered in the dugout, George the freckle-faced sixth grader tipped his cap at me, the mismatched twins studied me with interest, and Abhi gave me a crooked smirk.


Ben stared at me with his bright blue eyes and I felt exhilarated, like I was back at the Math Puzzler tournament. He’d flubbed some easy catches, though, and most of his throws had been either too short or way too long. I guessed his nerves had gotten the best of him.


As we packed up to leave, Garrett went up to Ben. “Cool shirt.”


It was a cool shirt. I’d noticed it right away, and it had made me smile—on the inside, at least. It said, There are 10 kinds of people: Those who understand binary, and those who don’t.


“Thanks,” said Ben.


“Did you bring your calculator?” Garrett asked.


Ben zipped his bag and looked at him. “Why would I—”


“Maybe it’ll help you estimate where you need to stand to actually catch something,” said Garrett. He and his brother snickered and walked away.


What a jerk!


“Like the toad; ugly and venomous,” Abhi said to Ben. “Don’t worry about him. You’re just rusty because you haven’t played in a couple years.”


Ben shook his head and mumbled something I couldn’t hear.


“You’ll be fine,” Abhi said. “You just need more practice. Come over and we can throw the ball around after dinner.”


“I told my mom I’d eat at home tonight. Maybe tomorrow?”


“Sounds good.” They bumped fists. Then to my surprise, Abhi turned to me.


“I can no other answer make but thanks, and thanks; and ever thanks,” Abhi said, bowing like I was royalty. Was he making fun of me?


Ben rolled his eyes. “Is this really the right situation for that quote?”


“Of course. If Trish hadn’t won the Math Puzzler Championship this spring, you wouldn’t be playing ball this summer. She’s a good luck charm already. Right, Trish?” Abhi gave me a grin as my face heated up.


What did that mean?


But before I could ask anything, Abhi took off to the parking lot.


Ben finished packing up. Was he as nervous as I felt? Maybe I could help him. I needed to try. Ben and I both loved math and baseball; I hoped we could be friends.


“Is your glove broken in? Maybe that’s the problem,” I said.


“I don’t have a problem.” Ben shoved his batting gloves into his bag. “Just because you’re a star pitcher and math champion doesn’t mean you know everything.” He hoisted his bag and sprinted to the woods as I spluttered word fragments to his retreating back.


I wondered if he resented having a girl on his baseball team, or if he was still upset about the math tournament. Maybe both?


I plodded to the parking lot to wait for Dad. I needed to find a way to feel good in my skin and on the field and, eventually, in the classroom.


And there was Ben. The boy whose brilliance pushed me to be my best. My math motivator.


He hated me. And he didn’t even know all of why he should.


I wasn’t going to be able to keep my secret for much longer.


Baseball was magic. And this summer, I needed that magic to work for me.
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CHAPTER TWO


BEN


THE SIGN


Baseball’s full of numbers, but that doesn’t mean I can play it. I’m good with numbers. They make sense and flip themselves around into patterns in my head so the answer to most problems becomes obvious. Like Mom always says, numbers have sequence and order. Numbers don’t lie. Numbers never let you down.


Baseball has stats for everything. It has batting averages, OBPs, and ERAs. But nothing flipped into place when I played baseball. Baseball didn’t make sense, at least not to me, not anymore. And baseball let me down. Or, I should say, I let baseball down.


It was the morning of our first game of the summer. I took the last few bites of bagel and reluctantly put down my book on the golden ratio. I’d put baseball off for two years, but now I had to play.


I let my dog Fib lick the last crumbs from my fingers and then bent down to put on my cleats. Fib was a mutt, and to me he was perfect. Ears halfway between floppy and perky, long reddish-brown body turning to gray, and a bushy fox-like tail that never stopped wagging. Fib thumped his tail against the kitchen floor, laid his paw on my leg, and looked at me hopefully.


I scratched him behind his ears and traced the faint white spiral in the soft fur on the top of his head. “We’ll bring you, boy, but you need to stay in the shade. It’s super hot today.” I wished there was something I could give him that would make him able to run like he used to, before his arthritis kicked in. “I’m freaked out, Fib. If only there was some way to magically make me awesome.” Fib licked my fingers again and rested his chin on my hand.


Dad walked into the kitchen, and I ducked to retie my shoe.


“Ready to go?” he asked.


I didn’t answer right away and started on the second cleat. “Yeah, in a few minutes.”


“If we get there early, I’ll volunteer to help your coach. I’m going to grab my glove from the shed.” Dad slid open the back door and stepped outside.


I frowned and hoped we wouldn’t be in time.


Abhi had wanted me to sign up with him for the town’s summer league, “just in case” I wanted to play the next spring. I had no intention of playing in the spring, but Abhi wouldn’t let it go. And so we’d made a bet: If I won the Individual Prize at the New England Math Puzzler Championship in April, he wouldn’t mention baseball again. But if I didn’t win, I’d sign up for summer ball. It was low risk, because I was the best math student in my whole middle school.


But I didn’t win. Trish saw to that. I still hadn’t gotten over my shock.


I wasn’t going to go back on a bet with my best friend. I thought I’d just go to the first practice, then quit. But then Trish showed up. Once I realized she was on the team, I couldn’t let her humiliate me again. I was stuck. So here I was, heading straight toward the last thing in the world I wanted to do: play ball.


Trish had messed up the Math Puzzler tournament for me, and now here she was in my own town, ruining everything again.


“Break a bat, Ben,” my big sister Claudia said as she breezed into the room.


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


“Just trying to wish you good luck, silly,” she said, ruffling my hair like I was eight instead of twelve. Claudia’s got four years and a good nine inches on me, but still.


“When someone’s about to go on stage, you never say good luck, because that would be bad luck,” she continued. “So you say the opposite: Break a leg. I tried to think of something similar that was appropriate to baseball.”


I rolled my eyes. “You could just say good luck. Not that it will help me. I’m going to be terrible.”


“So what?” asked Claudia.


I gaped at her. She meant it!


“I mean, isn’t that what sports are all about? Bonding with your teammates, having fun, making friends? Why does it always have to be about being the best?”


I sighed. “You don’t understand.”


Claudia laughed. “You’re always so serious, little brother. Lighten up a little. Acting is collaboration, not competition. Maybe you can learn something from me, even though you’re the family genius.” She curtsied and bowed her head like I was nerd royalty.


“Stop it,” I said. I didn’t need her mocking me, not today.


“Okay, Ben. Off I go to dress rehearsal,” said Claudia. “Only one week until—”


“Opening night. Yes, I know. The whole world knows.” Claudia had a major role in the Comity Community Theater production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, and it was all she could talk about for weeks. It had something to do with fairies (yuck) and lovers (double yuck) and mysterious happenings in the woods (which did sound somewhat cool, but I wasn’t going to tell her that). And she was as excited about this play as I was about solving tricky math puzzles.


“Break a leg,” I said.


“Little brother, you do care, after all!” said Claudia. She ruffled my hair again before she sauntered out the door.
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For our first game, we were playing one of the two Bridgeton teams—the Bridgeton Cheese Shop Camemberts. The atmosphere became stifling as we drove to Bridgeton, like the other team’s hot air was already trying to smother us. I remembered Grandma Beth’s advice. Two, three, five, I thought to myself. My heart felt as parched and dusty as the infield dirt. I missed her so much.


“Are you excited, Ben?” Dad tried to catch my eye in the rearview mirror. But I wouldn’t look at him, and instead concentrated on finishing the bag of sour cream and onion chips in my lap as Fib panted in my ear from his spot next to me.


“I’m so happy to see you play again, Ben,” said Mom in a bright voice for the 124th time. “It’s a beautiful day for baseball.”


“A beautiful day for a massacre,” I murmured to myself. Bridgeton always creamed us.


Seven, eleven, thirteen, I thought. I began to feel calmer. Seventeen, nineteen, twenty-three, twenty-nine.


We pulled up to the field and I grabbed my bag and headed to our dugout. My stomach flipped 3.14 times and resettled itself upside down.


Dad shook hands with Coach Tom. “Good to see you, Tom. I can help out if you need someone.”


“I’ll take you up on that, Joe,” said Coach Tom. “How about third base coach?”


“Sounds good.” Dad turned to another dad who’d volunteered. “I’m Joe Messina, Ben’s dad.”


“Pleasure to meet you, Joe. Deepak Das. I’m first base coach today. That’s my daughter Trish warming up out there.” I glanced at him. Trish had her dad’s big dark eyes.


“Your daughter? That’s fantastic,” Dad said.


“Trish and Ben already know each other, from April’s Math Puzzler Championship. She was from South Ridgefield Middle School in New Hampshire. Trish couldn’t stop talking about Ben’s amazing performance at the tournament.”


Huh? I fished around in my bag and pretended to look for something. I had to hear more of this.


“What?” Dad said in surprise. I hadn’t mentioned Trish to him. “She’s the other sixth grader, the one who won the top prize? This is amazing—what are the chances that they’d end up on the same baseball team?”


Mr. Das chuckled. “We should ask the kids to calculate that. It’s beyond me.”


“Me, too. My wife’s the math parent in our family. I’m just the baseball guy,” said Dad.


I thought for a moment. I couldn’t calculate the odds specifically, because there were too many unknown variables: the number of middle school Math Puzzler team kids in the region, the overlap between math and baseball, and the chances that any kid would move from one town to the other. But it was a very, very small chance. It was clearly fate. Unfortunately, it was a bad fate.


Dad was still talking, but I’d heard enough. I jogged onto the field to warm up.


I couldn’t help enjoying the sound of kids calling to each other, the sight of balls arcing from hand to glove across a blue summer sky, and the feel of the sun beating on my head. After two years of not playing, it felt like coming home.


Maybe playing ball wouldn’t be that bad.


In our league, we played six innings instead of nine, eighteen outs per side instead of twenty-seven. But that didn’t mean our games were short. There’s no clock in baseball. Time runs differently, and the space between outs can be lightning fast (good if you’re the defense) or the span of several lifetimes (good if you’re the offense).


As the visitors, we batted first. Their pitcher looked like he needed to shave. How could he possibly be twelve? And the catcher looked like a brick wall who’d somehow been turned into a baseball player.


Trish led off for us, and I knew from practice that she had a fast bat and great running speed. But the gigantic pitcher threw serious heat and had a nasty curve, and Trish could barely get her bat on the ball. She fouled off a few, but eventually struck out looking. Abhi went next and didn’t do any better. David batted third and just missed legging it to first base on a decent swing. The top of the first was over in the blink of an eye.


Next it was the Camemberts’ turn at bat. The coaches had put me at first base, which shocked me, since it’s so important. As a lefty, I had fewer choices in terms of fielding position, but I figured they’d just stick me in the outfield. Had they been talking to Dad? I peeked at him from under my cap, but he was sitting in the dugout waiting for the first pitch. Thirty-one, thirty-seven, forty-one, I thought, to chase the nerves away.


Trish was our starting pitcher. She appeared totally calm and composed on the mound, just like she had at the Math Puzzler tournament. She struck out the first two guys like it was nothing. I had to admit she was excellent. Too bad she was such a know-it-all.


I glanced at the stands and saw someone familiar. Sitting next to an old man with long silver hair was none other than the Home Run Kid I’d seen at our first practice. He was still wearing his sparkly psychedelic baseball cap. What was he doing here? Maybe he had a brother on one of the teams?


I had to remind myself to pay attention to the game. The third batter was another huge guy the size of a grown man, but with a grinning raccoon face. He swung and hit a weak grounder between second and third that was fielded by Abhi at shortstop. He had plenty of time and made an easy throw to me. I was ready. I had a foot on the base, and reached out just like I’d practiced. But the ball hit my glove at an odd angle and bounced off into foul territory. I scrambled to go after it, but the batter had already reached first base. My stomach flipped and flopped irregularly. I’d done this before; I knew disaster was around the corner. My whole team, Dad, Mom, and even Home Run Kid and his dad would get to watch me single-handedly tank the game.


But Trish struck out the cleanup hitter. I’d totally messed up, but she prevented Bridgeton from scoring.


Things went along decently until the third inning, mainly because of Trish’s awesome pitching. There were a few hits, but no one scored. We even turned a double play once—Abhi stepped on second base and tossed the ball to me. I didn’t have time to think, and the ball miraculously landed in my glove and stayed there.


Back in the dugout, I kept flipping my coin.


“Watcha doing?” asked George. He was my neighbor from two streets over, but we’d never been on a baseball team together. I could feel Trish looking, too.


“It’s my lucky coin,” I said.


“Cool,” George said. He pulled up a pant leg to reveal a gray sock. “I’m wearing my lucky socks. I was wearing them during a game when I stole five bases. Do you have to flip your coin for luck, or is it enough to just hold it?”


“It tells the future. If it turns up more heads than tails, we’ll win,” I said. “Right now I’m looking at the best of fifty-one.”


“You know it’s going to turn up close to fifty-fifty heads/tails,” Trish interrupted. “That’s how probability works.”


I looked at her coolly. “This coin predicted the outcome of the last two World Series.”


“Although, to be fair, so did most of the country,” Abhi said, laughing.


I gawked at him.


Abhi straightened up and put on a serious expression. “But yes, Ben’s lucky coin is eerily good at predicting the outcomes of baseball games.”


“What does it say now?” Trish asked.


I flipped the coin a final time. “Twenty-seven to twenty-four, tails,” I said.


Not a good sign.


We were up to bat again in the top of the third, but the giant Bridgeton pitcher seemed invincible. Our first batter, one of the Aidans, struck out on three pitches. I took a few nervous practice swings on deck as George got up to the plate. He bunted a perfectly placed ball and rabbited to first base. Now it was my turn to bat. Forty-three, forty-seven, fifty-three. I took a breath and stepped into the batter’s box.


It was like I entered another dimension. All I could see was the pitcher’s Neanderthal glare under his unibrow. With something that scary in front of me, how could I possibly pay attention to the ball? One second, it was in his meaty paw, and the next second, it slammed into the catcher’s mitt. I kept missing the part where I had a chance to swing. After two strikes looking, I was desperate to make contact. On the third pitch I swung wildly and the bat connected. I sprinted to first base only to be confused when I found George still there. “Foul ball,” he said. “Go back.”


I jogged back to home plate and tried to psych myself up. I can do this. Fifty-nine, sixty-one, sixty-seven. Trish was taking warm-up swings like she might actually get to bat after me. Was Home Run Kid still in the stands? I cringed thinking of a guy with that much talent watching me fail at the plate.


The next pitch was a ball up near my helmet, and I didn’t swing. One ball, two strikes. One more pitch hurtled toward me, and I threw my hands out and connected again. It was a weak ground ball. The shortstop grabbed it, stepped on second base, and tossed it to first. A double play. I had blown our chance to score. I glanced over at Dad standing near third base. He shrugged and frowned.


I kicked the dirt. I’d ruined our chances with a single swing. I walked back to the dugout in a daze.


“Good try,” Trish said as she followed me.


“You don’t have to rub it in.” I scowled at her and stalked away.


And then came the bottom of the third. Trish was pitching to the meat of their order. She got two strikes on Brick Wall with her first two pitches, and on the third swing the batter popped one up between the pitcher’s mound and the first base line. It was my ball. I scanned the sky. Seventy-one, seventy-three, seventy-nine. There it was! Nothing existed but the ball—I shut out the brightness of the sun, the sweat dripping into my eyes, and the murmur of the people in the stands. I kept my eye on the ball and scurried to where I thought it would come down. Eighty-three, eighty-nine, ninety-seven, one hundred one.


In the sky, a flock of black birds formed a spiral, then moved in a feathered wave, flying off like they’d all received the same instructions. I stopped focusing on the ball for a split second. It was a sign! But of what? Was luck on our side or not?


My head collided with what felt like a block of cement. I tripped and fell, stepping on something soft.


Suddenly, the sound in my world got switched back on. “Get off!” I heard as someone shoved me. A pair of feet thundered past me. I found myself lying in a heap on top of Trish and scrambled to get off her. Apparently, she had been trying to catch the ball, too. Dimly, I saw David, the catcher, grab the ball that had rolled from underneath us, but not until the runner had already reached second base.


I hurried to stand, but Trish stayed on the ground. She held her wrist and peered up at me, grimacing and squinting into the sun. “Why’d you keep going after that ball? Didn’t you hear me call it?”


I shook my head numbly. I had been paying attention to nothing but the ball, just like everyone had always told me. Okay, the birds had distracted me, but that was for just a second.


Coach Tom called time and came over, and the rest of the team converged.


Trish’s dad held her wrist to examine it, and she winced when he pressed on the outer part. He moved it around gently, and she gritted her teeth. “How’s your head?” he asked.


“Fine,” she said with a grimace.


“I don’t think your wrist’s broken, but it might be a nasty sprain. We should wrap it up and ice it right away. We’ll get it x-rayed after the game.”


“But Dad—”


“I agree,” said Coach Tom.


“Okay.” Trish closed her eyes again.


Trish’s dad turned to me. “You okay? Anything hurt?”


I shook my head. I was fine. I had just incapacitated our best player, but there wasn’t a scratch on me.


The coin had been right.


Trish’s dad helped her up, and she walked to the dugout holding her wrist as everyone in the stands applauded her.


Coach Tom called the team in. “Okay, guys, keep your head in the game. Mike, you’re in to pitch,” he said. “Start warming up.” Mike nodded and went to the mound.


When I got back to first base, Brick Wall gave me a gigantic grin and a thumbs-up from his spot on second base.


He was right. I was the biggest gift our opponents could hope for.


That was the end of any chance we had of beating the Bridgeton Camemberts. They scored five runs that inning alone. They ran around the bases, chanting, “CHEESE ALWAYS WINS! CHEESE ALWAYS WINS!”


Even worse, their coach kept telling them to steal bases and run up the score. It turned out that the players weren’t the only goons on that team.


The final score: 11–1 Bridgeton. Another baseball game I managed to destroy single-handedly.


Baseball was a team sport, but it only took one Ben to lose.
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