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Baby Red Presents: 

Katie Clarkwall parked under the humming sodium lamps behind Cream City High School and stared at the dark, brick facade like it might answer back. The banners from last season’s playoffs snapped in the late-summer wind — scarlet, gold, scarlet — and the turf on the stadium field shone a slick green even this late. She had spent a decade crossing that grass. First as a kid, then as a captain, then as the graduate who could never resist dropping by between college classes to run cones with the team.

Tonight, she walked inside as Ms. Clarkwall, literature teacher, assistant coach, and keeper of a box of laminated lesson plans that still smelled like the plastic from OfficeMax.

“Katie!” Gloria Hernandez’s voice rose from the coaches’ office, warm and bright as it had always been. She stepped out in a CCHS windbreaker, her long brown hair twisted into no-nonsense boxer braids, her olive skin catching the fluorescent light. Same presence. Same steady eyes that could quiet a sideline with a look. “You’re early. That bodes well for the season.”

Katie laughed. “You trained me that way.”

“Flattery,” Gloria said, tapping the folder under her arm, “will get you through the first week.”

They reviewed tryout schedules, swap scrimmage opponents, and plan transportation. They discussed tempo and shape, specifically the up-back-through pattern that had led them to the final third the previous year, as well as the freshmen playing at top clubs. Gloria, as ever, toggled between head coach and meteorologist; if you gave her fifteen minutes and a whiteboard, she could explain the weather patterns of a match as crisply as any forecast. The entire time, Katie admired her former coach and now colleague. 
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