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I WILL DESTROY YOU, DEREK JETER
BY CHRIS RYLANDER
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“Derek Jeter must die,” I announced.

“Uh, Wes, don’t you think that’s a little extreme?” Nate said as he struggled to get his backpack off his shoulder without letting it smash against his right arm.

I stood up from our table in the school cafeteria and paced back and forth next to my seat. I considered what Derek Jeter had done to me, and also to Nate for that matter, his arm in a cast and sling. Then I thought about Jeter’s stupid smiling face after he got base hits that drove in runs and won games, and how he was able to go on with his life as if nothing at all had happened.

In case you don’t know who Derek Jeter is, which is unlikely, he is the All-Star shortstop for the New York Yankees, five-time World Series champion, former Rookie of the Year, beloved hero to pretty much all Yankees fans worldwide, the most liked and praised baseball player in the whole league for almost twenty years, and also likely the most overrated jerk ever to hold a baseball bat.

“Hey, catch!” someone called out.

An eighth grader, walking by with his group of friends, tossed me his pint of milk. It caught me by surprise and, despite my best efforts, bobbled around in my clumsy hands for a couple seconds before landing on the floor with a splat.

The kid and his group of friends laughed. And when other kids nearby saw it was me who had dropped the milk, they all laughed, too.

“Nice catch, butterfingers!” some kid yelled. “Someone check the internet, Jacoby Ellsbury might have just gotten his leg shattered.”

This was followed by more laughter, of course.

I sighed and sat back down. I looked at Nate. He was fidgeting with the top bun of his chicken patty sandwich with his lone functioning arm, trying to simultaneously pretend that he was just there by accident, that he wasn’t really my friend, and that that whole incident hadn’t actually happened. Like he always did.

“No,” I said to him.

“Huh?” Nate asked, barely able to make eye contact.

“You asked me if what I said was a little extreme. My answer is no. In fact, it’s not extreme enough if you want my honest answer. Derek Jeter must die!”

“Yeah, but you don’t really want him dead-dead, do you? I mean, that’s …”

“No, of course not,” I admitted. “But I am going to kill his career, ruin his reputation just like he ruined mine. Mark my words: Derek Jeter is going to pay.” Then I looked north in the general direction of the Bronx and said, while clenching my hand into a fist, “I will destroy you, Derek Jeter.”

The place smelled like stale cinnamon and boiled hot dogs. If I didn’t need help so badly, I probably would have turned and left right away. But as it was, curses aren’t something you can just give to people as easy as handing them a dollar. A trained professional was needed for these things.

“Hey, kid, do you have an appointment?” A man was sitting on a single chair in the middle of the room. He was wearing a white T-shirt with no sleeves that said THIS IS WHAT A COOL GRANDPA LOOKS LIKE, even though he was only, like, thirty years old. Also, he was greasy, like he wouldn’t have been out of place at all in some diner’s kitchen, flipping over giant piles of hash browns. To be honest, he wasn’t really what I’d expected.

Then again, I’d never been to a witch doctor before, so I didn’t really know what I’d expected.

The witch doctor stood up as we approached and then saw Nick’s cast and sling and shook his head. “Hey, I’m not that kind of doctor, you know.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said, handing him a printed copy of the confirmation email he’d sent me. “We have an appointment.”

He peered at it for a while as if he’d never seen it before.

The witch doctor went by the name Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz, according to his website. He had pretty good references and everything. Well, if you can count a couple of online reviews posted by people with handles like “spcehed111” and “nachosnachosnachos” and “tUbEmOnKeYgOaT” as good references, that is. And I tend to think you can.

I’d gotten the idea from the years of suffering for Red Sox fans I’d heard my grandpa complain about every Thanksgiving. The Boston Red Sox, who have been my family’s favorite team going way back to, like, my grandpa’s grandpa or something, had this curse on them for a really long time. The Curse of the Bambino.

Basically, this curse began the day the Sox sold Babe Ruth to the Yankees back in 1920. And for almost one hundred years, the Red Sox didn’t win a single World Series. Some Red Sox fans, like my great-grandpa, lived their whole life and died without ever getting to see them win a championship. But then this dude named Theo Epstein came along and became their general manager and broke the curse, and the Red Sox finally won a World Series in 2004.

Apparently, the Chicago Cubs have an even worse curse on their team. They haven’t won it at all since 1908! And it’s pretty much proven to be the result of something called the Curse of the Billy Goat. They still haven’t figured out how to break it. They stole away the Red Sox curse breaker, General Manager Theo Epstein, but even he hasn’t been able to crack that one yet.

Anyway, that’s where I got the idea to go to a witch doctor. I saw on some message board that secretly that’s how Theo was able to break the Curse of the Bambino. Some people say it was through good farm-system development, others claim it was a series of good trades, and most believe it was a combination of those two things plus truckloads of money used to buy up all the best free agents. But I found out the truth from this dude online who goes by the name BucknerMustDie86. He said his brother’s neighbor’s gardener’s cousin’s best friend’s wife’s masseuse’s former T-ball coach’s nephew’s mailman’s sister’s ex-boyfriend’s mechanic was old college roommates with Theo and that Theo Epstein actually visited a witch doctor at the start of the 2004 season. And that proof of this could be seen when the Red Sox came back to win from being down 0–3 in the Division Series against the Yankees, something no other team has ever done before or since in baseball’s 150-year history.

So I figured if a witch doctor can break a curse that powerful, then surely he could make a curse that powerful, too.

“Basic curses are fifty, and hexes are thirty-five. Payment up front,” Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz said.

“I want the full fifty.” I handed him the credit card I’d borrowed from Nate’s dad’s wallet the night before. His dad had dozens of credit cards for some reason, so he’d never even notice.

“Is this really your card?” he asked. “You look a little young.”

“Of course it is,” I said.

Of course we both knew it wasn’t. I mean, I was twelve. And I didn’t even look old for my age. And Nate looked even younger than I did. But at the same time, if the witch doctor called me out, then he wouldn’t get paid.

A short time later, after Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz had run the card and put on a hat that looked and smelled like it was made out of old KFC chicken bones, we went through a small door back into his “office.”

“Do you have an object that belongs to the subject?” he asked.

“Uh, I have this,” I said, and handed him the autographed picture of Derek Jeter that I’d gotten the day after he ruined my life.

Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz looked at the picture and was barely able to hide a grin.

“Close enough,” he said. “What do you want done? What are the specifics of your curse?”

“I want him to go into an epic slump,” I said. “I mean, like the sort of thing that forces him into retirement. I’m talking below-the-Mendoza-Line bad. I don’t even want him on the Interstate by the end of it; I want him way below that. Make him go one for his next eighty-seven at bats. No, one for the next hundred and eighty-seven! And throw in seventeen errors while you’re at it. I want him to cause the Yankees to lose every game in September and miss the play-offs. I want people to see him for the washed-up old hack he really is instead of some sort of treasured national hero. Send him into retirement where he belongs.”

“Jeez, kid,” Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz said. “Well, I guess you’re lucky I’m a Mets fan.”

Then he started chanting something in a language I thought I recognized as Klingon from Star Trek. I exchanged a glance with Nate, who made a face like he wanted me to call out Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz as some sort of fraud. But I didn’t. If I did, there’d be no curse.

The doctor finished chanting after a few minutes and then tossed some old chicken bones, a few feathers, and what looked like red hotels from the board game Monopoly into a wooden bowl. He set it on top of the autographed picture of Derek Jeter and said one final Klingon phrase.

“Okay, kid, you’re good to go,” he said.

“That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

“So, like, when will his slump start?” I asked. “Tonight?”

“Sure.” Doctor ZZ handed me my picture and showed us to the exit.

That night, Derek Jeter went 4 for 4 with two home runs, a double, and seven RBIs. And Boston’s supposed ace, Jon Lester, had been the starting pitcher. And Jeter supposedly had the flu that night, which had those saps at ESPN praising him even more than they already would have. I bet they have a whole room that serves only as a shrine to Derek Jeter at ESPN headquarters, and all the employees change into Yankee pinstripe uniforms and Derek Jeter masks and go in there once a day to light candles and sing the seventh-inning stretch song.

“I don’t get it,” I said to Nate the next day at lunch. “The curse was supposed to start last night!”

“Where did you find that witch doctor guy again?” he asked.

“The internet, remember?” I said.

“Oh, yeah …”

“Maybe it will start tonight?” I suggested, ignoring his cynical tone. When you’ve only got one friend left in the world, you have to make such oversights sometimes.

“Maybe,” Nate said, but I could tell he clearly didn’t think so.

And Nate was right, of course. Over the next several weeks, Jeter went on a hot streak of historic proportions. He hit an astounding .562 with seven home runs, eleven stolen bases, and nineteen RBIs. It was the best eleven-game stretch of his career. Maybe of anybody’s career, ever. There was even talk now on ESPN that Jeter might be in the running for MVP since he was doing all his damage in September, when it mattered the most considering the Yankees were right in the middle of the play-off race like always. If he did win, he’d be the oldest MVP in baseball history. As if he needed another record or more reason to be worshipped.

At one point, this guy on ESPN—a skinny, bald dude with three names—actually drooled all over his tie when he was showing highlights of Jeter hitting for the cycle. Which, yeah, he did hit for the cycle a few days after the curse supposedly started. I would have asked for a refund from Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz, but it wasn’t my money, and he’d already done enough damage as it was.

To make matters worse, somehow Nate’s dad did notice the charge on his credit card bill a few days after we’d placed the curse. Apparently, Nate got yelled at pretty bad and grounded for several weeks. And his dad took away his TV, which had to really stink since that was pretty much Nate’s only source of fun anymore with the broken elbow and being grounded and all.

But what mattered even more than all of that was that the failed curse meant I’d need to take this to the next level if I really wanted to get my revenge on Derek Jeter.

So, you may be wondering just what exactly had Derek Jeter done to me to deserve this kind of wrath? Well, I’ll tell you.

It was my birthday, and my favorite team, the Boston Red Sox, were in town for an important late-August four-game series with the Yankees. My dad had been lucky enough to score us some amazing seats about eight rows back, right off of third base. It was perfect; I’d get to see the Red Sox pulverize the Yankees in Yankee Stadium on my birthday with my dad and best friend, Nate.

And it was the night before my seventh-grade class voted on class president. The most recent polls showed that I was all but guaranteed to win. As class president, my popularity would get a major boost. I had already prepared my acceptance speech.

And to top everything off, Sara Hernandez, who I’d had a crush on since first grade, was sitting just a few rows behind us. As we sat down, she smiled and gave me a little presidential salute.

Basically, my life couldn’t have been more perfect that night.

Until the fifth inning, that is.

That’s when Jeter came up to bat for his third plate appearance. The score was 4–2; Boston was winning. Jeter was hitless so far. He fell behind in the count quickly, no balls and two strikes looking. Then the old, desperate man that he is, he just started swinging at everything. He fouled off four straight pitches. I was screaming at Lester to throw him a curveball or two. Or at least throw him something off the plate.

But he didn’t. Instead, he threw more fastballs, each just on the edge of the strike zone. Jeter fouled off one. He fouled off another. And then, on the third, he hit a towering foul pop-up that started drifting toward our seats. I quickly pulled out my glove. I’d been to several games before, but I’d yet to ever get a ball.

It was so high that I lost it for several seconds. But suddenly I had it again and realized it was coming right at me. I had it. I really did. I don’t even know what happened next, honestly, because I had that thing in my sights, I’m telling you. It was all but in my glove.

But as the replay showed again and again and again and again and again, I clearly didn’t have it. In fact, what happened was that, right after I nudged Nate out of my way so I could make the catch cleanly, I ended up missing the ball entirely, and it nailed me right in the face.

The blow sent me reeling backward, and my limbs flailed wildly. The chain reaction of events that I started in that one moment is almost too ridiculous to believe. In fact, if it wasn’t well documented by numerous TV cameras, I wouldn’t believe it had actually happened the way it did at all.

Anyway, first Nate tried to grab me to keep me from tumbling back into the seats behind me. But he wasn’t able to stop my momentum, and we both ended up spilling over our seats back into the row behind us. As we fell, I accidently knocked a guy’s full tray of nachos up in the air and spilled two full sodas all over two little kids, who promptly started bawling. The nachos landed on the team president’s wife’s head. (Yeah, about that, what was the team president doing down in the stands and not in a luxury box anyway? I guess he was trying to seem more like a regular fan instead of some big-shot rich executive, which is exactly what he was.)

When the nachos hit her head, the hot cheese sauce caused her to launch her full soda backward, where it splashed all over Sara Hernandez. She got a face and lap full of Coke and ice, likely ruining my chances of ever getting to even speak to her again without her punching me in the temple repeatedly.

Then Sara spilled her soda on an old guy in the aisle next to her. He was holding two sodas at the time himself, both of which proceeded to spill as well. It was like a rousing game of sodinoes (soda + dominoes). One soda ended up in the lap of an old war veteran who started having some sort of war flashback and spilled several more drinks on several other important people while air machine gunning everybody around him before diving across two rows of seats onto an imaginary live grenade. I guess if there’s one thing I learned that night besides the fact that Derek Jeter is an even bigger jerk than I’d always thought, it’s that the only people who can afford the good seats at Yankee stadium are generally pretty important people. And also that spilling beverages on old war veterans can be hazardous to your health.

Anyway, the second soda landed on the steps where a pretty heavy guy holding a huge tray of food just happened to be walking by. He slipped and went tumbling down the stairs, his food spraying across several rows of players’ family members. The tubby guy rolled all of the way down the aisle and somehow somersaulted right over the railing and onto the Red Sox dugout roof. He took out a $65,000 television camera, which shattered into a billion pieces that went raining down onto the field like some sort of cyborgian downpour.

Then the fat guy, the cameraman, and the last few chunks of camera went crashing over the side of the dugout and landed on top of Dustin Pedroia, the Red Sox’s star second baseman, breaking his leg in three places and pretty much ending the Sox’s play-off hopes.

Needless to say, this clip got tons of airtime on ESPN. They played it at least eight thousand times between all forty-six of their stations within the next twenty-four hours. The video went viral on the internet, getting over three million views faster than any other video in history. The fact that I’d been wearing Red Sox gear made the whole thing even worse.

Basically, I was a laughingstock. Not just of my school, but of the whole country. Plus, I got a black eye to remind everyone at school, or in the subway, or anywhere in public, every day for the next several weeks that I was, indeed, that kid.

“Hey, hey, aren’t you that kid?” they’d all say anywhere I went in public before laughing hysterically and mimicking my infamous whiff.

Furthermore, Nate’s elbow had basically shattered when he fell trying to hold me back. Which really sucks, because he was the school basketball team’s star point guard. And even though the basketball season didn’t start for a few months, his elbow wouldn’t be fully healed until after the basketball season was over, essentially ending our chances of becoming the first team to ever win three straight regional championships. Mr. Benedict, the basketball coach, was also my Social Studies teacher, which meant I could pretty much kiss my chances at getting an A, or probably even a C, in his class good-bye.

And of course I lost the election for class president by a landslide. A combination of spilling soda on a popular girl, killing our basketball season before it even began, and just generally making a fool of myself while embarrassing the whole school can have that effect. I think the final tally was: me 11 votes, the other candidate 297 votes. I still to this day can’t walk down the hall at school without people constantly throwing stuff at me and yelling, “Catch, butterfingers!” and then cracking some joke about me breaking people’s limbs.

To make matters worse, another video clip from the game showed Derek Jeter in the dugout watching the replay on the Jumbotron and then smirking and laughing with his teammates. Instead of getting derided for such cruelty (I mean, he hit a little kid in the face with a baseball!), the talking heads on ESPN just laughed right along with him, citing his great sense of humor about it all.

But I haven’t even told you the worst part. The worst part was what happened the evening after the game, right before the next game started. Because of the public reaction to what happened, Jeter agreed to do a meet-and-greet with me where he’d present me with a few autographed items and take some photos. I guess it was supposed to be an apology or something. Gatorade sponsored the event, and it got some media attention, but my name was hardly mentioned. Basically, all of the articles just went on and on about how great Derek Jeter was to forgive the poor uncoordinated boy for causing such a scene and what a great person he was. He didn’t even apologize to me personally during the entire ten-minute press conference. And I had to endure the angry stares of all the Red Sox fans in the room for wrecking Pedroia’s leg. Not to mention the melting glares the cameraman was giving me. Have you ever had to sit in a room with a bunch of grown-ups who all hate your guts? No? Well, let me tell you, it sucks.

And then some reporter guy asked me a question. “What’s it like to get to meet Derek Jeter in person?”

I looked at him. And I looked at all the faces of the people around him. And I thought about the election, and Sara Hernandez, and the Red Sox’s season, and the way Mr. Benedict looked at me in the hall that day for taking out his star player—the same way the Red Sox manager would probably look at me for taking out his star player, Pedroia. And I opened my mouth to answer. And then—I couldn’t help it—I cried. And the room was silent, just the sound of me crying, and then, well … I peed my pants. I wish I was kidding, but you don’t know what it was like. Have you ever had to sit in a room being forced to drink glass after glass of Gatorade while billions of cameras and microphones are pointed at you and making you relive the worst moment of your life over and over again in front of millions of viewers across the country? No? Well, okay then, maybe you would have peed yourself too, so shut up.

Of course, once that happened, Derek once again used my embarrassment for his own gain by cracking some joke about fish sticks that didn’t even make sense but that everybody laughed at so hard you’d have thought it was the best joke ever told in history. At least they stopped paying attention to me after his joke.

Oh, and to cap it all off, Jeter hit a two-run home run on the very first pitch he saw that night and wound up scoring what would ultimately be the winning run.

And, remember, it had been my birthday.

Clearly, Derek Jeter had to pay.

A few weeks into Jeter’s insane hot streak, which was also a few weeks after he was supposed to have been cursed, I decided that the baseball gods weren’t going to let me deliver Jeter’s comeuppance in the form of poor play on the field for some inexplicable reason. Probably Jeter sold his soul to them in the minors for eternal luck or something. Who knows?

Anyway, I decided I’d have to show everybody just what kind of person Jeter really is in another way. The perfect opportunity presented itself to me a few days later. Most kids were spending their weekends at the beach or something like that, enjoying the last few weeks of nice weather before fall really hit the coast, but I spent all my free time on the computer researching the best way to get back at Jeter. And I came upon something interesting on Saturday afternoon.

Derek Jeter was launching a new line of cologne as a part of some shameless sell-out million-dollar endorsement deal he’d made with Macy’s. The cologne was called Stolen, probably in reference to the fact that sometimes opposing pitchers let Jeter steal bases out of pity. A more accurate name for it would have been Hack or Overpaid or Worthless Jerk Who Everybody Loves for Some Reason Despite Being Nothing Better Than an Old Rusty Useless Puke Bucket.

Anyway, the point is, I came up with the perfect plan to ruin his big perfume event and probably make him look like an idiot in the process. Shoot, maybe if I got really lucky, he’d slip on a chunk of poop and separate his shoulder or something. Oh, yes, the plan most definitely was going to involve feces. Lots of it, with any luck.

I just needed to convince Nate to help me.

“Why are we doing this again?” Nate asked.

“You know why.”

“No, I mean, destroy Derek Jeter, yeah, I get that. I mean, what does my mom’s business have to do with getting back at Derek Jeter?”

“You’ll see,” I said.

Nate sighed. “I don’t like this.”

“Yeah, well, you should be behind me on this. Derek Jeter is also responsible for your shattered elbow, remember?” I said.

It looked like Nate was going to disagree with me about that for some reason, but then he just sighed and handed me his mom’s spare keys. We headed downstairs and then across the street to his mom’s kennel. She runs a daycare business for dogs. It’s crazy to me that people pay her to watch their dog while they’re at work every day. I mean, seriously, can’t you just leave your dog at home like most normal people? But I guess I should be happy that there are so many morons in New York City with extra cash and dogs. Because my plan wouldn’t have been a plan at all without them.

We went around to the back door. It was lunchtime, which meant all of the dogs were in their little kennels or cages eating separately while Nate’s mom was in her little office eating lunch herself and taking a break. Her assistant almost always left to go get lunch somewhere else.

I used the key Nate had given me, and we slipped in the back door. Luckily, the dogs were already crazily howling and barking, like always, so nobody heard us come in. We went into the back kennel area, and I grabbed a handful of leashes and got to work.

Ten minutes later, I had leashed up twenty-eight dogs of various sizes and breeds and was ready to head over to the event. Nate wanted to stay behind, partly because he wouldn’t be much help with only one arm and partly because he was whining about how he was already grounded for two weeks and if he got caught doing this it’d probably become two years.

But I made him come with me for moral support. And to try and help control the dogs a little bit until we got there.

I knew twenty-eight dogs at once were going to be a challenge, but I really had no idea. Walking the dogs down Sixth Avenue toward the gigantic Macy’s on Thirty-fourth did not actually happen. No, the truth was that they walked me down Sixth Avenue toward the gigantic Macy’s on Thirty-fourth.

People screamed and dove out of the way as my herd of dogs barreled down the busy sidewalk. It was probably the mix of big and small, hairy and naked, peeing and pooping that caused the most staring. Also the barking. Oh, and the fact that there were twenty-eight all tethered to one little kid, while his friend with a broken arm in a sling ran behind them desperately shouting about what a terrible idea this was.

One guy in a suit shook his fist at me as we swarmed past him, and I gave him a shrug before being yanked by the force of 112 legs attached to twenty-eight leashes. I half expected my arm to come right out of its socket, leaving me behind in the dust. To prevent that, I just walked, or ran that is, at the dogs’ pace.

But it was going to be worth it. I couldn’t wait to see Jeter’s face once I let this pack of crazed beasts loose onto his little event. There’d be shattered bottles of cologne everywhere, dogs barking, poop marinating in Derek Jeter’s new scent. I could just see the headlines: DEREK JETER’S NEW COLOGNE SMELLS LIKE POOP, LITERALLY. I was pretty sure that most journalists would kill to get to use the words “poop” and “literally” in the same headline.

And Derek would be so shaken by the whole ordeal that he’d finally go into the deep slump I’d cursed him with last week. People would call it the Canine Curse, probably.

By the time we got to Macy’s, the pack of dogs had amassed in their fur and mouths a nice amount of garbage and other junk they’d bowled through along the way. A Boston terrier and some sort of weird-looking naked miniature pinscher near the front of the pack were angrily fighting over a leather glove while a retriever beside them peed on a garbage can. This was going to be great, I could tell already.

I read that the event was going to be on the first floor, right near the main entrance on Thirty-fourth Street. Which would be perfect, since a kid with twenty-eight dogs probably wouldn’t get too far into the store before being Tasered or something.

As soon as we got inside, I saw that a crowd had gathered and was snapping pictures like crazy as Derek Jeter held up a bottle of his cologne and smiled. His giant dimples looked so ridiculously deep and hungry that I thought one of them might try to take a bite out of a nearby journalist.

“So, what’s the plan?” asked Nick. “We need to make sure that we can collect the dogs again and get them back to …”

“This is the plan,” I said as I took some beef jerky out of my pockets and whistled to get the dogs’ attention. I let go of their leashes and then threw the beef jerky right at Derek Jeter.

He caught the jerky in the air (lucky catch) and made a face as he recognized me. But a moment later he was buried by dogs. The room exploded with shouts, I heard the sound of breaking glass, and I knew my work here was done. I laughed and took off running, with Nate close behind me shouting about how we never should have done this. But he just didn’t know a good revenge plot when he saw it. As much as I’d have loved to stick around and see the chaos, to see my brilliant plan working like a charm, I also didn’t want to get caught.

“I’m out, I’m sorry,” Nate said.

“What? Now? When we’re so close to victory?” I had come over to his house to hopefully smooth things over with his mom for the whole dog thing. But we were out on the stoop, and it looked like he didn’t even want to let me into his building.

“Look, you’re losing your mind. And you got me grounded for six months for that dog stunt! I might not get to play basketball next year, either, at this rate. Plus, my mom might even lose her license! And where did it even get you anyway?”

He had a point. The fallout from the dogs was not what I’d expected. The whole thing had made headlines, of course, but not in the way I’d hoped. The next day there’d been a huge article in the New York Times about it, featuring a giant picture of Derek Jeter holding one small dog in one arm and hugging a huge Dalmatian with the other. I had stared at it for a long time, sure that his dimples were mocking me.

The article went on to glorify Derek Jeter as some kind of hero. I mean, sure, instead of freaking out, he actually ran all over the store helping to corral the dogs even though he could have just stood aside like most celebrities would have. But that still doesn’t make him a hero, does it? And, yeah, maybe he did run out into the heavy traffic on Thirty-fourth to snag a little Yorkie terrier right before it got flattened. But still, I mean, if I had done that, I probably would have gotten stoned to death in Central Park as punishment for holding up traffic. But because it was Derek Jeter, he’s now getting some sort of humanitarian award, and PETA was even quoted as saying, “Derek Jeter’s the best thing that has happened to dogs since nonkill animal shelters were started.”

And to top it all off, his cologne apparently got a ton of press and everyone bought it, and now I can’t walk down the street without smelling Stolen wafting off every guy I pass.

What gives? He could do no wrong!

I just didn’t get it. Derek Jeter could probably steal from poor people and then burn all their money right in front of them and roast a pig over the fire and not share any of it with them, and then, not only would people not be upset about it, but he would probably get awarded a Congressional Medal of Honor for it all.

It seemed the only way I could take down Jeter was to catch him in the act of doing something terrible. So that’s exactly what I planned to do.

“Just this one last time, please. Then I’m done, I swear,” I pleaded to Nate.

Nate sighed. “Wes, no. Let it go.”

Just then a racquetball bounced off my head, and someone walking down the block said, “Catch, Shin-Breaker!” at least two full seconds after it had already hit me.

Nate grabbed the doorknob with his one good arm and slammed the door closed. I sat down on his stoop and wallowed. I thought I saw an image of Derek Jeter’s face in the craggy concrete sidewalk the way some crazies claim to see Yogi Berra’s face in their toast. I picked up a dirty plastic fork lying on the ground and started jabbing it into Jeter’s face over and over again until all that was left gripped in my hand was a splintered chunk of dirty plastic.

The final plan would need to be epic. I mean, Derek Jeter had already made me the laughingstock of my school and ruined my chances of ever being class president or being able to get through a single day of middle school without getting taunted mercilessly. But since then he was now also pretty much responsible for me losing my last remaining friend. I hadn’t thought he could make my life any worse than he had a couple months ago, but I guess there really is one thing that Derek Jeter is good at: destroying kids’ lives.

So my next plan would need to be good. It had to work or else he would win like he always did. It also would need to involve a direct face-to-face meeting with Jeter. Luckily, I knew he had a soft spot for charities. It also helped that I had a lot of free time on my hands, thanks to having no friends and basically being a social leper at school.

Setting up a huge celebrity charity event isn’t as hard as you’d think. For one, I knew how to contact Jeter’s people due to the whole baseball-hitting-my-face incident that had started all of this. And I used the dog angle to hook him. I also called Nate’s mom and, after apologizing profusely and promising to get her business some much-needed positive publicity, she agreed to help me set it up. You see, she would be one of the sponsors, along with PETA, the Humane Society, and several other animal charities. Nobody with a soul can say no to animal charities. Luckily for me, Derek Jeter was good at pretending to have a soul.

I challenged Jeter to a charity race between him and me around the bases at Yankee Stadium. The race would be for fun and entertainment; the real winners, as far as most people were concerned, would be the charities. But I knew better. People would still be interested in the outcome of the race. And I was going to win the race, by any means necessary, and expose him as the old, slow, washed-up player that he’d become.

The race was scheduled for right before Game 1 of the American League Division Series. Because Jeter had pretty much been the Yankees’ star player ever since I’d placed that curse on him, he’d carried them right through to another appearance in the postseason. I think it was, like, the Yankees’ nine hundredth play-off series, but who even knew anymore? They’d won (or purchased, really) too many to count.

I cursed Doctor Zanzubu Zardoz. He and his stupid voodoo Klingon magic would likely win Jeter another World Series and his first league MVP, and thus another record to go along with them. It was no wonder that Derek Jeter was in such a great mood the day of the race.

“Hey, how’s the eye?” he said to me with a huge grin as we both approached home plate. People around us took pictures, the crowd cheered, and several kids with dogs on leashes near the dugout started chanting Jeter’s name.

I scowled at him. I’d show him soon enough. I’d show them all.

There was some media there, but not as many reporters as you might think, as well as the charity sponsors, the corporate sponsors who would be providing the money to the charity of the winner. Nate was there, too, which had surprised me. I mean, given that his mom’s kennel was one of the local sponsors and everything, it made some sense that he’d snag tickets to the game but he pretty much hated my guts now, or so he had implied when he decided to sit at another table by himself at lunch ever since the Macy’s incident, so I was still surprised. He stared at me from his spot near the visitor’s dugout, watching with a look on his face that I can only guess was morbid curiosity.

“Are you ready?” Jeter asked me with a smirk as we stretched on either side of home plate.

I said nothing. I could tell he wasn’t taking this seriously. Well, he would be soon enough.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll keep it close.”

I scoffed at him.

What Jeter didn’t know was that I’d been training for this nonstop for a week, running sprints in our apartment building hallway. Apparently, some neighbors eventually complained, and my parents were assessed a $250 fee. Just add that to the list of ways that Derek Jeter had screwed me over, I guess. But the point is, I was ready. I knew Derek wasn’t going to take this seriously; and before he knew what was happening, I’d have won, making him look like a fool. Right then, standing next to Jeter, I needed to just beat him at something.

“Everybody ready?” the host asked.

We both nodded. Instead of firing a starter pistol in the air, they had arranged for the sound of a ball hitting a bat to be played over the PA. The sound played, and we were off.

I fired out of the starting gates like a rocket. My feet had never moved faster. Heading into first base I was sure I had to have had like a ten-foot lead on him by now. As we rounded first, me on the inside and Jeter on the outside, I glanced over and saw that he was actually right next to me. I hadn’t left him in the dust at all. He was keeping pace with me, and I could tell that it was incredibly easy for him. Even with his, like, forty-five-year-old-man legs, he was merely jogging lightly to stay on pace with me.

What had I been thinking? It didn’t matter how many sprints I had done. He’s a professional athlete. Of course he was going to be able to keep up with me. The truth hit me like a baseball bat cracking my forehead, and nothing could have made me angrier in that moment. He needed to look clumsy, washed up like an old dishrag named Gormley that had too many holes in it to be useful anymore. Instead, he was going to look like the guy who let a little kid win a silly race for charity. A hero. Just like he always did.

So I did the only thing I could think of to make him look foolish.

I tripped him.

We approached second base, and I swung my right foot over subtly in an attempt to clip his heel and make him fall flat on his face. And I did clip his heel. But it was like kicking a hunk of iron. He hardly missed a step, whereas I went flying face-first into second base.

The crowd gasped, and then some of them laughed. He’d done it again! I couldn’t believe it. I lay motionless, facedown in the dirt, covered head to toe in embarrassment, listening to several thousand people shift awkwardly in their seats.

My life was over.

The crowd started applauding, and I looked toward home, expecting to see Jeter at the plate posing with the president’s daughters and accepting a special citation from the United Nations for services to humanity or something. But he wasn’t. He had stopped running and was standing next to me. He held out his hand.

“That was a pretty nice slide,” he joked. “But the race doesn’t end here.”

I could tell from the look on his face, on the faces of everyone in attendance, that they knew I’d tried to intentionally trip him. And yet here he was, acting cool as a cucumber about it, like we were best pals. My initial gut reaction, which had been to reach out and slap his hand away and try to kick him in the shin, faded into the dirt underneath me.

And for the first time since the whole ordeal began, I think I finally made a good decision.

I grabbed his hand and let him help me up. I smiled at him and then laughed like it was all just some joke. And the crowd laughed like they were all in on it, like we were all best buddies. Jeter and I finished the race side by side, touching home at the same time.

Then Derek Jeter did what he does best, which is to be the most beloved figure in all of sports. He announced that he’d personally be matching all money given to all of the charities involved, and then doubling it.

As music started playing over the loudspeaker and the grounds crew started getting the field ready for the game, Jeter pulled me aside.

“Listen,” he said, “I know you must still be pretty upset about the way that foul ball thing played out.”

“How could you tell?”

He laughed. “Right, well, I just want you to know that I am sorry. For the way I reacted in the dugout and the way the whole thing played out for you. And I know you’re a Red Sox fan, which I can deal with, but how about I hook you up with tickets to every Red Sox/Yankees game played here at the stadium for life?”

I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. So I just smiled and nodded dumbly. Then I said, “I’m sorry, too.”

Derek Jeter shrugged and smiled again, that stupid, likable smile, and then he walked away.

“Nice race,” someone behind me said.

I think Nate had meant for the comment to be sarcastic. But I just laughed and shrugged and said, “I think I’ve just realized something. Something huge.”

“What’s that?” Nate asked.

“That all of this hasn’t really been Derek Jeter’s fault after all. I mean, if I was down 0–2 in the count, I would have done the same thing. I’d have battled through every single pitch to keep the at bat alive. I can’t blame Jeter for hitting a foul ball. And how could he have controlled where it was going to go, or what it was going to do, after he did?”

For the first time in … well, probably since that night, Nate grinned.

“I was wondering when you might figure that out,” he said.

I nodded. “Yeah, and I think I’m beginning to finally realize whose fault the whole thing really is. I think I’ve known all along, deep down, but just didn’t want to admit it to myself,” I said.

“Good!” Nate said. “I’m glad you’ve finally realized that you’ve had no one to blame but yourself for all of this …”

“What!?” I said, shocked at his assumption. “No, not me!”

Nick gave me a look. I ignored him.

“This,” I said, “was all Jon Lester’s fault!”

Nate just stared at me.

“Yeah, this has all been Jon Lester’s fault all along! That idiot kept throwing Jeter fastballs. I mean, who does that when you’re up 0–2 in the count? It was Jon Lester who sparked the chain of events that ruined my social standing and made me the laughingstock of an entire country!”

I decided right then and there that Jon Lester must die.

I even announced it loudly with my finger pointed in the air to let everyone know I was serious, “I will destroy you, Jon Lester!”
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