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God’s Gift

 

Auburn C. Piper


For Jody, Cord, and Aidan, who make my life an adventure. And for those who never, EVER give up! Even when Mr. Filch catches you with a petrified cat.


Chapter One

Gods and Monsters

I am a God.

My kingdom is Friday Night, and it spans fifty-by-one-hundred yards. In that space, I perform miracles and astound my following, who are legion. Game night fanatics awash in a sea of black-and-white streamers, pom-poms, and foam fingers. Zealots whose church is a stadium, who worship a scoreboard. They scream for points and lust for victory. They bring me offerings: free fill-ups at the Gas & Go, free food at the cafes and Dairy Queen, straight As on all my report cards. The followers of Friday Night tell me I’m strong and fast and smart. They say I’m the best they’ve ever seen, and there’s no limit to my talent. They worship me, want to be me, parents want their kids to grow up just like me. Their babies wear tiny football jerseys with my number on them. Lucky number 13. They video my games, post highlights on YouTube, Instagram, and Facebook. Thousands hit those vids, including college coaches from across the nation. It’s not arrogance. It’s fact. The God’s gospel.

I can part troubled seas and walk on water.

And to keep the faithful happy, all I have to do is win.

And that’s what I do. It’s all I know how to do.

Because I am a God.

A Friday Night God.

*

I never used to keep track of my stats during a game. It used to be all about the team. Eyeballin’ your numbers isn’t cool. But I know I have more than fifty pass attempts already and maybe close to five hundred yards, maybe more. Some may think that’s a good game. Some may think that’s a helluva game! But to the football learned, it means something is up; there’s a reason you’re throwing so many passes. Our reason? We have no defense, and my offensive line is worthless. Yeah, I know I got a lot of numbers up, but I’m bleeding and hurting like hell too. I look at the faces around me in the huddle. They’re young kids now, mostly freshman and sophomores, all of them wide-eyed and full of fear and fire, praying they won’t screw up too much. I look up at the scoreboard, 62–42. That’s a big score, and there’s only eighteen seconds left. No, they haven’t screwed it up too much. The blocking might have been better, maybe a lot better, but I guess these boys have done all right for themselves, at least offensively. Defensively, well, I don’t worry about that too much. I haven’t played on defense since my freshman year. Defense is the coach’s worry.

“All right! All right! Everybody pull it in! Pull it in close, time-out’s almost over!” I yell at them. The youngbloods gather close, surrounding me, waiting for the words that will inspire them, fill their hearts with fury.

“OK, now, y’all stand up straight while I do this.” I bend over in the center of the huddle and heave. Hot, frothy puke spews out of my mouth and through my face mask. I feel better.

Someone says, “Shee-itt!”

I’ve got liquid goo hanging from my face mask and oozing down the front of my bloodstained white jersey, and the faces looking at me now are full of wide-eyed terror. No worry. I always chunk at least once before or during a game. If I didn’t toss my guts, I’d worry.

“Jesus, guys. Don’t shit your pants. Remember, Gatorade is thirst aid. It’s for that deep-down body thirst,” I say.

No one laughs.

If Hollis were here, he would laugh. But Hollis isn’t here. Man-mountain Hollis Strahan—our 300-pound, all-world right tackle and my best friend—is on the sideline nursing a high-ankle sprain and didn’t even dress for the game. Big Hol, that’s what everybody calls him, is pure mean and loves to make people hurt on and off the field, more so off. In a street fight there are no refs and no rules, and Hol never plays by the rules. I’ve seen him make people bleed before, hammer a guy so hard blood spurts out of all his holes. I’ve seen him stand over ’em, too, laughing and smiling after he’d beat them down, then spit on ’em or call their momma a bad name. But Hollis is my boy, best friend since way before we were in school. He keeps me safe in the pocket. When Hol is playing, I never have to worry about getting blindsided and broken.

It’d been a game-time decision to hold Hollis out. Coach Steele told the reporters it wasn’t necessary for him to play, made a big deal about him resting up for the next game. Fine with me. The team we’re playing, the Paducah Dragons, are in a down year anyway. They’re 2–6 and at the bottom of our district. Going up against us, the mighty Plains Plainsmen, state champs three years running, they didn’t have a chance in hell on paper. But like I always say, the game ain’t played on paper, it’s played between the hash marks. To be honest with you, someone else said that. I just like repeating it.

The Drags are a small team but fast, and they came up with a good game plan. They’d let us score as much as we wanted, but they make us bleed for every point. That’s no lie. They’ve been blitzing all night and laying their D-backs off deep. Every damn play there’s been a linebacker or a safety in my face. And without Hollis watching my blind side, it’s been puredee hurtin’ hell. I’ve already been sacked more tonight than I have all season, and I’ve been pretty much on my ass after every throw. But I’m making them pay too. Our receivers are quick as shit and open on almost every play. I hit my boys on ropes. Up and down the field we go, scoring at will. After the first quarter, when Coach Steele understood what their game plan was, he didn’t even bother with trying to run the ball to keep ’em honest. He told me, “Robert Lee, light ’em up.” Again, I never keep stats, but I know I’m having a big night. Even if I hurt like a sum’bitch.

As bad as their defense is, their offense ain’t too shabby. They’re pretty fast, maybe as fast as us, and they have this short Mexican kid for a quarterback who can run rings around lightning and put a BB through a pinhole at fifty yards. Their receivers are beating our secondary almost as bad as we’re beating theirs, and “shorty” is having a career night. But I look up at the clock and see only eighteen seconds left. Speedy’s big night is almost over.

I look at my boys, shake my head. Too damn young!

I say, “How the hell that dumbass reporter picked us to win state after graduating six seniors is beyond me. You boys ain’t nothin’ but babies. Hell, we may be able to score a hundred points, but what good is it when the damn defense gives up two hundred? Eventually, somebody’s gonna come up with a defense that’ll stop us. If I know that for a fact, you know every coach in 3A ball knows it!”

I wonder if what I’m saying is even getting through or if they understand the forces at work here. Nah, ’course they don’t. They’re all dumb jocks, and this game, this season, well, it’s a tangled web, a battle of wills and wants. The Plainsmen machine I’d led for the last three years is gone. This squad, this version of the mighty, is nothing but a shadow of those teams. Those were teams of destiny—three state titles, no one even coming close to us. The perfect pieces and the perfect players that only come along once in a lifetime. No, this isn’t the same team, but I figure it can still be a team of destiny, only a different kind of destiny. A personal kind. This team is a machine, but it’s my machine. I mentioned I never kept stats, well, I didn’t, at least not until this year.

I know damn well there isn’t a chance in hell we’re going all the way. There’s not enough experience, not enough senior vets. Hell, that was obvious to me at the beginning of the season. No, this year is going to be all about me. It’s time to drop my pants and show people the shine on my ass. To show all those recruiters from those big schools this quarterback from a one-horse town can move and throw with the best of ’em. To do that, I’ve got to come up with a big one. I have to throw up a number so huge those big schools can’t possibly ignore me.

The national single-season passing record.

Yeah, that’s my big fish. My marlin. It’s what this season is all about.

I watch Wade Adams, a skinny-ass freshman who plays tight end, sprint from the sideline with a play from Coach Steele. The referee blows his whistle telling us the Drag’s time-out is over.

Wade squeezes in next to me. “Coach says, sit on the ball and run out the clock. That was their last time-out.”

I shake my head. It’s been like this all year. It’s those forces at work I was talking about. The only thing that can get in the way of me putting up big numbers is a chickenshit coach who doesn’t want me to put up those big numbers. A coach who wants me to think our three titles are due more to his genius game plans than my All-Star play. Well, I know better.

“I’m changing the play.” It gets quiet, and everybody looks at me all nervous like.

“Huh? What was that, Robert?” says Ivan Ortega. Ivan is half Mexican, half Black, and all stupid. He weighs as much as Hollis, but he’s about six inches shorter. A real fat fart. But with Hollis out, he’s our best lineman. He’s got quick feet for a fat guy and doesn’t ask questions, simply does as he’s told. Big, loyal, mean, and dumb. The perfect offensive lineman.

“I’m changing the play, you fart-knockers.”

Ivan nods and smiles. “Whatever you say, King.” He calls me King. I kind of like it. The rest of ’em still seem all shook up. They’re like, “Uh, you sure about that Robert, ’cause coach said…”

“Yeah, I’m sure about that! Thirty-four Walleye! Y’all got that!? Thirty-four Walleye! Now, we’re going on two, and when the ball snaps, you all come off the snap real slow, like I’m going to sit on the rock. Only I’m not.”

I look over at Freddie McGee. There are several Black guys on our team, but Freddie McGee and Shadrick Mosley are the only starters. Shad’s our main running back, and Freddie’s my go-to guy at wideout. Freddie’s magic, and that’s what we call him. He’s fast and fearless, and if I can get it close to him, he can catch it. He doesn’t ask questions either ’cause he knows what I’m after and he wants it too. The better I look, the better Freddie looks, and the better chance Freddie has of getting a scholarship and getting the hell out of Plains.

“You up to pissing some people off, Magic?” I say. Freddie smiles; his white teeth almost glow in his face. Freddie’s the blackest Black kid I’ve ever seen in my life. Like a burnt match, no kidding.

“I’m with you. Let’s light it up, baby,” he says, grinning from ear to ear.

I look at the rest of them. “Remember, come off the ball slow like we’re going to sit on it. I’m going to act like I’m taking a knee. Only, I’m going to come up, and Freddie here’s going to run downfield like his balls are on fire.”

They laugh, finally getting into it.

“Coach is gonna bitch ’cause they’re gonna post some nasty things about him and us and running up the score and all that shit, but these dicks deserve it. They’ve been taking cheap shots at me all night.” It’s no lie. Those blitzing backs have plowed my dick in the dirt.

“And when Freddie starts running and they get a sniff of what’s going on, you hand-jobs better block like your lives depend on it, because let me tell you, brothers and sisters, they do.” I give them all my “stink-eye” glare, making sure they understand where I’m coming from.

We break the huddle, screaming “PLAINSMEN!!!” and trot to our positions.

I feel sick to my stomach, that nervous kind of sick. I know coach will catch hell for what I’m about to do, and in turn, he’s gonna give me some of it, but this is my year. I’ve given him three state titles on a silver platter, so I figure I’m owed.

I look around, make sure everybody’s set, and slide under my center, Eddie Pulski. “Sweaty Eddie” we call him. I can feel the heat and sweat of Eddie’s crotch on my hands as I push them up in his joy basket. In the stands, the fans are screaming. The fans, Friday Night football addicts. They roar, chant, beg me to make something happen, to show ’em the magic.

I look over the Dragon defense. Hammered shit, every one of them. Tongues out, shoulders slumped, some are just now getting off their knees. They’ve been chasing me, Freddie, and Shad around all night, so I know they ain’t got nothing left. The followers of Friday Night are in for a show.

“Black 42! Black 42!”

I begin my count, watch the linemen snap down, see Freddie go into motion. “White 42! White 42!”

My heart pounds, muscles vibrate.

A team of destiny. My destiny.

“HUT! HUT!”

I am a God. A Friday Night God, and damn, sometimes I play so good it makes my dick hard.


Chapter Two

The Ride

I don’t catch a lot of shit from Coach Steele. Fact is, he’s happy to get out of the game with a win. He tried not to show it, but those Dragons had him scared. My showboating did almost get him into a fistfight with Paducah’s coach during the after-game handshake. That got him all fired up and pissed off, and he told the papers, sports pods and bloggers, and the Amarillo TV reporters who came down for the game that he’d called the play.

“I’ll be honest with you,” he rumbled, his barrel chest all puffed out. “Them boys were roughing Lee up something awful, and I can’t have that. I’m not saying they played dirty ball. All’s I’m saying is if we want to go anywhere in the playoffs, we’ve got to keep our quarterback healthy. That’s all I’m gonna say on the matter.” Coach Steele is a whore for the vid-clip or sound bite. He’s one of those good ole boy coaches who reporters love. Quick with a joke and a quote. He’s good content, and all of ’em know it. To me, he’s like a bad meme.

After the game, I head out quick for the locker room, then exit the field, dodging the fans. I didn’t feel like giving any interviews, and since all the media found out about me shooting for the record, it’s all they want to talk about. The thing about the stats, hey, it’s not so bad, but catching all the face time on the news and social media, man that’s sinful. I can’t have my team mad or jealous about shit like that, so every time I get on the news or someone’s channel or podcast, I make sure some of my teammates make the show. Look, I’m a cocksure dick sometimes. Not cocky. Cocksure! There’s a big difference. Sure, I may come off as a tool to some, but those who know me know I don’t say or do anything I can’t back up. And I know football is a team sport. Without my boys around me, I wouldn’t look like a superstar. Simple as that. So I take care of them as best I can. I’m the team leader, team captain. “With great power comes great responsibility.” Great words from Uncle Ben.

So, me, Lloyd Sagger, and Joe Earl King pile into Hollis’s big ole burnt-orange 4x4 and head to Amarillo after I slip into my Wranglers and boots. It’s time to unwind, and you gotta dress comfortably when you do it.

Plains ain’t a big place, about fifty-five hundred people is all. But it is the home of the Plains’s Petro-Chemical Processing Plant, the biggest petro-chem plant in the Panhandle, owned by the Continental Oil company. Plains is a company town, has been ever since Continental put its steel-and-poison monster here in the fifties. Half the people in town work there.

I hate the place. I hate Plains. The fumes from the plant wash over the town most of the time, and it makes a god-awful stink. It’s the kind of smell that stays with you, even when it’s not there. Seems like it’s always on your skin. There isn’t anything to do here either, unless there’s a dance over at the A.C. “Arb” Piper community center or VFW. No dance tonight, so we’re making the eighteen-mile trip to Amarillo to kick up some trouble. Amarillo’s the biggest city in the Texas Panhandle, sort of the hub of the great high plains. It’s where we go when there isn’t anything else to do.

Hollis hands me a beer. Hollis always has beer.

“Goddamn, that was a good game,” he says, foam spilling out the side of his mouth. “Can you believe those Drag fags put up a fight! That midget wetback they had at quarterback has been playing corner all year. They moved him to quarterback last week.”

I twist off the top of a bottle of cold beer, take a quick sip, and say, “If they’d started him there all season, I bet they would have made the playoffs.”

Hollis smiles, then drains about half his bottle in one long gulp. “Naww,” he says around a nasty burp. “Their defense got no heart. They gave up in the third quarter. They got tired of chasing you, and them two ni—”

I shoot Hollis a hard look before he can finish his sentence. I know what he’s about to say, and he knows I won’t have it. Hollis ain’t big on brains, but he feels me. He smiles that big baby smile of his and pooches out his lip. “I’m sorry, daddy. I mean…African Americans.” He doesn’t mean it, and it’s slimly with sarcasm. I love my boy, but he’s a complete idiot and die-hard racist; there’s no getting around it.

“You were on tonight. Balling! But you’re always on, aren’t you, brother,” he goes on.

I don’t like Hollis dropping N-bombs on Freddie and Shadrick. Not that they’re such good friends. I mean, we’re friends and all, but we don’t hang out or anything. Hollis, I figure, has a lot to do with that. They hate Hollis, but they know he’s my boy. I can’t blame them. Again, Hollis is a racist supreme. Redneck and white trash to the gills. I’d long ago given up on lecturing him with the “we’re all the same under the skin” speeches. Besides, he’s simply too goddamn big to mess with. I keep Freddie, Shadrick, and Hollis from killing one another and keep the team together. That’s about all I can do. You gotta pick your fights. Know what I mean?

Lloyd leans over from the rear seat of Hollis’s crew cab and opens the cooler sitting between me and Hollis. Big Hol slaps his hand hard and pushes him back.

“Pussy! You ask for a beer. Don’t be a grab-ass. I had to pay double to get one of them 6666’s cowboys to buy it for me.”

“Aww, come on, Hollis. Give us a beer,” Joe Earl begs.

“Come on. What’s the magic word?”

“Pleeease!” they both whine.

Hollis lets them get a beer, and they both settle down in the back and get to working on a hard drunk.

It kinda scares me when we drink, going to Amarillo. Yeah, it’s the top of the stupid pile, I know. But you got to cut loose sometimes, or you get stale. Hollis is the scary one. He’s a speed freak, and he’s always pushing his truck to the limit. He’s got a radar detector for the Super Troopers, but it still pitches fits with me. It wouldn’t do to have Robert Lee, the pride of Plains, stuck in an Amarillo drunk tank overnight. For one, the college recruiters are always looking at that kind of stuff these days. Used to be if you were a baller, it didn’t matter if you were turd-knocker or not. Now, they look long and hard at jocks. They check your grades, interview your teachers and coaches, and screen your social media posts looking for bombs you’ve dropped about anyone’s sex, race, or religion. You never know what will get you into trouble. I play it safe. I don’t post or upload anything. I mean anything! If you look like you’re trouble, they might be somewhat leery about signing you. Not that they wouldn’t, but I’m a small-town prospect, so there ain’t any sense taking the chance. Besides, my dad’s a real hardass and doesn’t like me drinking. Hell, he won’t even let me have a Facebook account. The “Devil’s Playground,” he says. I’ve got Twitter and Instagram, and I only got that by telling him I needed them for schoolwork. But if he had to bail me out of jail because I got caught with beer and a man-mountain maniac—and in a moving vehicle!—all the slack would be jerked out of my ass.

I say, “Hollis, slow the hell down,” and Hollis lets go a rebel yell and punches the gas. My head snaps, and I pray to God, Jesus, and Mother Mary this night doesn’t go to hell.


Chapter Three

Chasing Strange

Hollis is pissed off, and the more he drinks the more pissed he gets.

It’s about 2:00 a.m., and I’m ready to go home. We’ve been cruising the boulevard and the theaters since about eleven, and nothing’s happened. We’re lucky so far. No cop problems and no problems with the local student body jocks from Amarillo High or Tascosa High. Hol is dead set on stopping this carload of girls we’ve been tailing for the last two hours. There’s five of ’em in this big shit brown Yukon. We stopped them once, outside the UA theater as the last flick was letting out. Rich prick-teasers, all of them. I don’t want anything to do with them, but Hol is on a quest to stop them, chat them up.

“Rich pussy,” he says. “Ain’t nothing sweeter.”

Hol has a girl; her name is Tammi. A short, cute, chunky sophomore with big tits. She looks ridiculous standing next to the big bastard, coming a head or two past his waist. She loves him, and he says he loves her, but damn, when we go out by ourselves, Hol hunts strange like a hound dog hunts coon. He says Tammi knows about it, and as long as she doesn’t know who he’s riding, it’s all fine with her. Hollis says she tells him it’s what guys do, and she understands. I don’t know. It’s a pretty screwed-up way to think if you ask me.

I kinda got a girl. Her name’s Jodi Moore. She’s the principal’s daughter, and he only lets her go out one weekend a month. Jodi says he wants her to concentrate on her studies, wants her scoring a scholarship to one of those big Ivy League schools. She says the once-a-month thing doesn’t have anything to do with dating me. It’s bullshit, and we both know it. He hates me. Hey, I can’t tell you why; I’m a great guy. Honest to God! But it’s not a problem. I hate him, so it’s all cool. Jodi is into grades, though, and spends all her time with her nose in the books. She told me once she wants to be a doctor, so she has to be better at everything than everyone else. She’s first in our class and already has scholarship offers from all over the place. I don’t know if any of those offers are from Ivy League places, but I’m sure she’ll land one. The thing is, I understand the way she thinks. It’s the same way I feel about football. I guess it’s why we get on so well. We’re a lot alike. We both want the same kind of things out of life. Although I know there’s no real love there, and it’s a high school thing, we have a lot of fun together. No sex, but we get damn close and have fun doing it. I got no problems with it. Hell, the last thing I need is a tiny bundle of joy on the way. Football is first for me; she understands. Grades are first for her, and I understand. See, no pressure when you know what your relationship is all about.

But these Amarillo girls are different, and I’ve no idea why Hollis is so set on ’em. They know we’re following them, and they laugh and wave and flash us some skin every once in a while. They’ve got Hol worked up something fierce.

“Come on, Hollis,” Lloyd says from the rear. “I gotta go to work tomorrow. Leave ’em alone.”

“Nothing good’s gonna come of this, Hol. They’re jackin’ us around,” Joe Earl adds. Both of them are ready to go.

Hollis shakes his head. “You two are a couple of snatch wagons,” he spits. “We’ll go when I get good and ready to go.”

I guess it’s up to me. Hollis is constantly reminding everyone who makes the rules, the biggest and the baddest. Hollis is a scary, overgrown man-child, never been too smart. No one gives him any grief though, not even the adults. Fact is, I’m about the only one who has any kind of control over him.

“All right, Hollis,” I say. “I think it’s time to go, don’t you?”

His bottom lip sticks out, and his forehead wrinkles all up. Hollis pouts when he doesn’t get his way, and it’s a helluva sight to see. A sulking three-hundred-pound muscled-up baby. It’d be funny if it wasn’t so goddamn scary.

“Aww, Robert, come on. I’m only having fun.”

“I know, I know. But we can give it another go next week. I’ll buy the beer next time too.”

He brightens up. Hollis is a beer drinking fool. Hard stuff, too, whiskey and moonshine. He’s got a grandpa who stills the stuff somewhere over in Bushland, and he always has a pint or two for Hollis. I’ve tried it once, and it’s like drinking pure fire. I told Hollis if his granpa ever brewed up a bad batch, it’d make his dick fall off, but he doesn’t care. I also think maybe Hollis has been experimenting with other stuff. Weed, I know, maybe some meth, not much. I’m damn sure he’s been taking steroids. I mean, his kind of big just don’t come naturally. I don’t know where he’s getting the stuff, if he is, and I don’t want to know. Sure, we’re best friends, but shit, I’m not his mother.

“You’ll buy me some Early Times?”

“Stuff will kill you.”

“Come on. It ain’t as bad as my grand’s ’shine.”

“No. I guess not. Sure, I’ll get you some.”

“Whoooeeeee!!” Hollis guns the motor and does a U-turn right in the middle of the street. Cars are honking and swerving all over the place. Joe Earl and Lloyd scream.

Honestly. Sometimes I don’t know why I put up with the big bastard.


Chapter Four

Bashing

On the edge of town, we zip into a Gas & Go. I need a water, and Lloyd and Joe Earl both gotta pee and get a burrito. Hollis is still kinda pissy about the girls and says he’s going to wait in the truck. We’re on the east side of Amarillo, the barrio, kind of a scary place. But as long as you keep to yourself, you’re all right.

I go in, get my water and a can of snuff. I don’t dip too often, just a pinch now and again between cheek and gum for that full tobacco flavor. Shit, I know it’s bad for you, but you can get a good buzz going with a lip full, and I get a shaking crave for it when I drink. It takes the “after-game” edge off. There’s no problem getting sick mixing it with the beer. “Stay in control” that’s my motto. I never drink enough to get good and gone. Besides, someone has to watch over Big Hol. The thing is, when Big Hol is drinking and getting crazy, you got to watch him real close.

When I come back outside, all hell’s breaking loose.

Hollis is standing at the corner of the store, out of the lights, and he’s got two guys pushed up against the side of the building. They’re both young, maybe a year or two older than us, skinny, and wearing tight-fitting tank tops, ragged, faded jeans, and sneakers. First thing I do is wonder what these guys are doing in this part of town this time of night. But then what the hell are we doing in this part of town this time of night? It doesn’t matter, Hollis is right in their faces screaming like some kinda deranged circus freak, and I know I gotta break it up before something bad and ugly happens.

“Faggots! What’d you say to me you faggots?”

His big ham-sized hands are squeezed into fists, and it’s only a matter of time before he starts using them on these poor bastards. Shit! And we were almost out of town.

“Hollis. What the hell are you doing?” I say real calm and easy like; no need to set the big boy off any more than what he is already. Besides, all we need now is for Amarillo P.D. to slide by while I’m trying to pull Hol off these two. When Hollis looks at me, I can tell he’s gone. His eyes are big and white and crazy, like the showroom has wired him all wrong. He’s sweating and shaking all over. I figure he’s taken something while we were in the store, something mean and shitty.

“Hol, what are you doing?” I say again and grab his shoulder. It’s like he doesn’t even know me, doesn’t understand a thing I’m saying. I shake him hard and scream in his face. “Hollis!”
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