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This novel takes place during the 2013–14 season, around the same time I was wrapping up my collegiate quarterbacking career. A lot has changed since then.


Or has it? 


William Faulkner once wrote, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Close your eyes and let your mind rewind to the “glory days” of college football, prior to the College Football Playoff, the transfer portal, or the NIL. Before “student athletes” could legally receive payments of any sort. Now picture a coach feeding his team that same Faulkner line after a frustrating loss. 


Can you hear him? 


A multimillionaire coach, trying to motivate his unpaid players. Do you see the connection between America and its most beloved sport, a contest held on surrogate battlefields where flagship universities clash every Saturday in the fall? 


If not, that’s okay. This game’s just getting started.


E.C.
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FIRST QUARTER


Work hard, never quit, and 
good things’ll happen.


—Chuck Johnson, Arkansas football coach
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Rae Johnson said, “The one with his hands up, number four? He’s what’s called the quar-ter-back,” taking it slow as she explained the rules of American football to Madeline Mayo instead of mentioning her first week as a federal agent, her rookie case. “Hear him? He’s calling out the snap count. UCM just got a first down—”


“I know quarterbacks, but first downs?” Mad said, frown framed in a light blue window on the left side of Rae’s laptop screen. “How many points are those worth again?” 


Rae rolled her eyes a couple inches to the right, studying the college football game she had going there, ignoring her own face displayed in a smaller window on the Skype app. The screen made Rae’s hair look redder than it really was. Almost orange, like it’d been back when she was a girl. No makeup. Not even any eyeliner. She hadn’t showered once over the last six days. Her armpits reeked, a funky, locker-room tang, but Rae wasn’t even in the game. She was trapped inside an unfurnished studio apartment with pizza boxes everywhere, bankers boxes and accordion files too. 


“Touchdowns get you six points,” Rae said. “Field goals three. Two-point conversions, two, obviously, and a PAT is just worth one.”


Mad said the letters “P-A-T?” like a question.


“It stands for point-after-touchdown. Sorry.”


“This is crazy. You know that, right?”


“What? No. This is football, and it’s—”


“—not the first time you’ve tried to explain it to me,” Mad said, a scrim of smoke drifting up from the bottom of her display. “Me. Your best friend who also happens to make a living decoding complex computer systems.”


The former roommates were ten minutes into their Skype call and still not getting anywhere. Rae’d first tried to explain basic football rules to Mad sometime around the end of the FBI Academy’s eighth week, a hellacious five-day span chock-full of pass-or-fail firearm, academic, and athletic tests. There’d been a college game on that Friday, two mid-majors duking it out in Idaho, or maybe Iowa. Rae couldn’t remember. The teams didn’t matter. Neither did the score or the fact that Madeline Mayo was too high to get it. 


The drug test the next morning was the only test Mad ever failed, but it was enough. She was back home in Missouri that same night. The infraction almost took Rae down as well. She’d pissed clean, of course. Too clean. “Diluted.” That’s the word they’d used. The instructors in charge of drug testing didn’t want to hear why some New Agent Trainee was overly hydrated; they wanted tickets to the Smithfield Commonwealth Clash, the Virginia versus Virginia Tech rivalry game, a donation that Chuck Johnson, Rae’s father and longtime college football coach, was able to make after placing a single call.


“Cut the crap and just tell me about your case.” Mad coughed as she snuck another off-camera hit. “Where are you? What are you doing?”


Mad’s hair was longer now than it had been at Quantico, or at least the top was. Somewhere between a Mohawk and a mullet. Rae grinned at the digital image of the cyberpunk hacker from just outside of Springfield, Missouri, thinking if Mad ever decided to write a memoir, Between a Mohawk and a Mullet might work for the title. 


“That’s classified information,” Rae said. 


“Your partner, then. Is he hot?”


“Who said my partner’s a he?” 


“I might not have made it through the Academy, but I learned enough at Quantico to know the Bureau’s not putting two women on the same investigation.” Mad ran her hands along the shaved sides of her head. “The only thing more patriarchal than football is the federal fucking government.”


It was getting late, almost ten. The purple and orange Trapper Keeper on Rae’s lap was closed, the Velcro strap fastened. She’d finally finished her homework. Otherwise, she would’ve never called Mad. She wouldn’t have been watching that football game either, the one that was taking place less than a mile away at Sutpen Stadium. 


The University of Central Mississippi Chiefs—the 2012 defending national champions—were somehow losing to the Southern Miss Golden Eagles in what should’ve been a non-conference, cupcake game. Brett Favre, Southern Miss’s most notable alum, was propped up in the south end zone like a cutout cowboy silhouette. The announcers couldn’t get enough of the retired gunslinger. According to the duo of broadcast analysts, Favre—his presence in general—was the reason behind the Golden Eagles’ shocking success. Rae knew better. The Chiefs’ senior quarterback, Matt Talley, had committed more turnovers than completions. The coach’s daughter had never seen a sorrier performance from such a highly accomplished QB. 


“Earth to Rae.” Mad flicked her joint at the screen. “I see those boxes behind you. You wanna tell me about all those classified files or your partner?”


Rae wanted to tell Madeline Mayo about the files. The six straight days she’d spent working through them, recording everything she’d found in her retro Trapper Keeper because Trapper Keepers couldn’t be hacked. Her first case was a lot like football; it was complicated. There were so many moving parts, so many different players. Rae decided to start at the beginning, right after she’d gotten off Delta Air Lines Flight DL674. 


“My partner, he, uh . . .” Rae took a strand of hair out from behind her ear. “He thought I was a guy.” 


“A dude? I was right! Wait, you? I mean, I know you’ve got the whole sporty vibe going, but come on . . . You’re five, what, nine? Ten, probably, in heels? You’re a babe. A total knockout . . .”


Rae didn’t think of herself as a “babe” or a “total knockout.” Maybe once, back in her track star days. No, not even then. Not really. Rae only noticed her beauty from certain angles: her jawline in profile, her calves, and sometimes her thighs, flexed. Mostly, Rae tried not to look at herself at all. Instead, the rookie agent focused on her fitness. Just that morning, she’d completed a vigorous jump rope cycle and four sets of static lunges. Rae’d gotten her workouts off whiteboards in her father’s weight rooms. Glute-ham raises, side straddle hops, Romanian deadlifts, and fifty-yard prowler pushes when she wasn’t locked inside a six-hundred-square-foot apartment. 


“It was my name,” Rae said.


“Rae?”


“He’d written it on the back of a Papa Johns flyer, an ad from the newspaper or something. Three black letters in all caps, except he got the last one wrong.”


“No way.”


“Yeah. R-A-Y,” Rae said. “You should’ve seen him, standing at the baggage claim wearing this baby-blue blazer over a Hawaiian shirt, gold-rimmed aviators pushed back in what was left of his hair. An old guy, late fifties, at least, with this thick Yankee accent, wadding the pizza coupons up as he said, ‘Ray? Jesus. You, uh . . . You’re Ray Johnson?’” 


“Did you tell him the story? Your full name and all that?”


Rae’s first name was Raider, and she did tell her new partner that. Even hinted at what her father did for a living—why he would’ve named his only child, his baby girl, “Raider”—by connecting it back to the case she was there to help close. All the guy did was ask about the spelling. “Why not R-A-I?” Lips moving as he sounded it out then shook his head and said, “Or what about your middle name?” 


Rae’s middle name was Indigo, which had been her mother’s contribution, but Rae didn’t mention Lola Johnson. Didn’t even say much about the history of her first name either. How her daddy had coached all over the country but spent the late 1970s as a graduate assistant at a string of Division II colleges in California. The Oakland Raiders left such an impression on the young coach from Arkansas, Chuck knew exactly what he’d name his own little QB, or heck, maybe even a linebacker. What he never considered, though, was what he’d do if he had a baby girl. 


Rae said, “We didn’t talk much,” being honest about the drive out from the Jackson–Medgar Wiley Evers International Airport, the Boeing 747s and the Airbus A320s framed in the rearview of her partner’s cherry-red Subaru Outback. The ride was like the rest of Rae’s rookie investigation had been up to that point, all twelve minutes of it. Weird. Nothing at all like what she’d pictured in her mind. 


A month ago, the FBI Director had been handing Quantico’s Leadership Award to Rae, top of her class again, but where had that gotten her? Stuck with a past-his-prime field agent investigating a possible NCAA fraud case in Compson, Mississippi. The White-Collar Crime division of the FBI wasn’t exactly the trajectory Rae had imagined for her career. A Joint Terrorism Task Force would’ve been more her speed. More contact. More action. A badass in a black jacket with JTTF stamped across the back, chasing down leads, collecting counterintelligence, and nullifying national security threats. Then again, how many agents’ daddies were college football coaches? Rae knew why she was in Compson; she was there because of her father. 


But what about her partner? Did he know her story? He could’ve. He should’ve. There were no secrets in the FBI, at least not for rookies. When Rae finally asked him about the case—why were they looking into UCM, exactly?—he’d said, “We follow the money, kid, and the highest-paid state employee in Mississippi also happens to be the Chiefs’ head football coach.” He’d added that it was the same in almost every state, but UCM’s recent success had caught the Bureau’s attention. The Chiefs had gotten too good too fast. “Haven’t seen a turnaround like that since SMU won the big dance back in the eighties,” he’d said, “and everybody knows what happened to the Mustangs after that.” 


Rae knew about the Pony Express but kept quiet for the rest of the drive, watching as gas stations hawking tall boys and fried chicken blurred together through the passenger-side window. Toss in a couple firework stands, a string of tiny white churches with signs out front that read JESUS SAVES, or Rae’s personal favorite, MOSQUITOS KNOW THERE’S POWER IN THE BLOOD, and that was it. Mississippi in a nutshell. 


“Anyway, all Frank said was—”


Mad jabbed a finger at her laptop screen. “Frank?” 


“Ranchino. Frank Ranchino. That’s the guy’s name. My partner. He’s old, getting close to mandatory retirement age.”


“He’s lazy? That’s what you’re saying?” 


“He’s something. Listen to this. Frank pulls into the parking lot,” Rae said, reminding herself not to say too much, not even to Madeline Mayo, “and starts explaining how there aren’t any federal buildings within a two-hour drive in any direction. Tells me that’s why I’ll be working from my new apartment, but doesn’t get out of the car. Just says he left me a ‘housewarming’ gift.”


“Bottle of bourbon?” Mad said. “No, you drink vodka, right? But the guy, Frank, he didn’t know that. What was it?”


“This.” Rae held both arms up, the way a referee signals a touchdown. “All of this.”


“The files?”


“A whole year’s worth. That’s what Frank had been doing, collecting intel but going about his work ‘incognito.’ Said he didn’t want to tip our hand. He says stuff like that. ‘Tip our hand.’ Talks in poker lingo, and quotes movies a lot too, but I got it. He couldn’t subpoena anybody because he didn’t want them to know the feds were in town. That’s why he spent a year gathering up bank statements, emails, phone records. It’s all here.”


Rae watched Mad’s eyes, glassy but widening, as the rookie agent rotated the webcam, giving her friend a panoramic view of the mess Frank had left in her apartment. 


“You spend twenty straight weeks going through hell at Quantico, you make it through all that,” Mad said, “just to graduate and be some greaseball agent’s secretary?”


“I’m sitting on a bankers box,” Rae said. “I used a stack of file folders for a pillow last night. But I did it. I went through everything.”


The laptop was turned so that Rae couldn’t see the screen. She could just hear Mad’s voice, saying, “Well, what did you find? Wait . . . What were you even looking for?”


Rae was looking for evidence of fraud, any indication that the University of Central Mississippi, their football program in particular, was misusing federal funds. Namely, paying players more than their already allotted scholarships. Rae knew about such shenanigans, of course. She’d seen the documentaries, read the breaking news. Her dad had even told her a little bit about the dirty side of the sport, but Chuck Johnson was one of the good guys. Chuck played the game straight. 


Work hard, never quit, and good things’ll happen. 


Rae’s father was a walking, talking, motivational jukebox, and that one line was his mantra. Rae’s too. It had propelled her through her own decorated athletic career, a pole vaulter at the University of Arkansas. Those same eight words got Rae through law school. She’d chanted them as she defended the public up in DC. But the courtroom didn’t thrill her like the gridiron had. Nothing did. That’s why, when the time was finally right, Rae submitted her application to the FBI. She didn’t tell Chuck about it, though. She wanted to make it on her own, and for eight straight weeks, she did. All the way up until Madeline Mayo got caught smoking weed and Chuck had to swoop in with those damn tickets to save the day.


“Come on,” Mad whined as Rae spun her laptop around. “You gotta tell me something. What’s all this—”


Rae felt her phone vibrate at the same time she saw the game still going on the computer screen. She brought the device up to one ear, muted her laptop, and said, “Hey, Coach. What’s up?” 


The boxes, the files, the entire apartment evaporated when Rae heard her father’s voice, a gruff baritone similar to Sam Elliott playing Wade Garrett in Road House. Unlike Wade, Chuck Johnson kept his hair short, a close-cropped crew cut going gray at the temples. A little thin on top too but he was so tall it made the bald spot hard to detect. Rae couldn’t read his voice. She hadn’t talked to him all week, not once since she’d arrived in Compson. He knew she was on her first case, but Rae hadn’t told him what it was. Which was funny because Chuck was calling to ask if Rae was watching the game, the one that was taking place just down the road.


Rae said, “Does a shark fart bubbles?” and smiled when her father laughed. She’d worked hard at honing her humor. She’d had to. It wasn’t easy being the only woman on a football field, but a handful of dirty jokes helped. 


“Well, yeah. I guess they do,” Chuck said. “But, hey, the Chiefs just got the ball back, a minute twenty-seven left on the clock, down five, and . . .” 


Madeline Mayo flailed around on the left half of the computer screen. Rae looked past her and refocused on the game, trying to see what she’d missed, the reason her dad had called. 


“. . . and they’ve got sixty yards to go,” Rae said, finishing the thought for him. “No field goals.”


“Nope. Touchdown or bust.”


“How many timeouts?”


Chuck said, “That’s my girl,” and Rae glanced again at her former roommate. Mad had her thumb in her mouth, cheeks puffed, middle finger inching up from her fist. Before Mad’s finger reached full mast, Rae ended the Skype call and expanded the game stream to fill the screen. 


“Just one timeout,” Chuck said, “but that’s—” 


“—enough.”


“Damn straight. UCM loses, they’re out of it. No shot at a second title. What’s the call?”


“Something short. Out route to the home sideline.”


“Formation?”


“Trips, maybe? Ten personnel.”


“Gotta keep that UCM running back in the game.”


Rae said, “Cergile Blanc,” and watched one of the players she’d been investigating, a name she’d read countless times over the last week, take his position in the backfield beside Matt Talley. 


There was a break in the rhythm of their back and forth, just long enough for Rae to check the phone screen. Her dad was there. They were still connected, and the Chiefs were lining up in a trips formation, three receivers split out to the field. 


Chuck said, “Hey, look. You called it.”


Rae’s cheeks flushed the color of her hair as the quarterback caught the snap and the first play of the Chiefs’ final drive was officially underway. Her eyes went to the offensive line. The big boys were shuffling back into a three-step protection, setting up a quick pass just like Rae had said, when two knocks rattled her apartment door. 


The rookie federal agent turned as the ball sailed high out of bounds. Her dad was explaining how the UCM quarterback had let his elbow get ahead of his wrist, that’s why the pass had gotten away from him. Rae cut him off, saying, “Hey, Coach. Gotta go,” then ended the call without worrying what Chuck might think. He knew enough to know that his daughter was working her first case, and in the Johnson household, work always came first. 


Three more knocks and Rae opened the door. Frank Ranchino had his light blue blazer off, folded over the crook of one arm, revealing the straps of a shoulder holster bisecting the palm trees and coconuts on his Hawaiian shirt.


“Made it through the files yet? Hope so. I got—” Frank nodded over Rae’s head to the laptop, the live stream still flickering across the screen. “You’re watching the game?”


Rae could see her reflection in the shades hanging from the neck of Frank’s shirt, and holy shit, she wasn’t wearing any pants. Just panties and an oversized Razorback Track sweatshirt. Rae tried to think of a joke, something she could say that might defuse the situation. Frank beat her to it. 


“Twelve months I been stuck in this cotton patch, one whole year,” he said without looking at her legs. “No partner. No nothing. Just old Frank in the butthole of America, watching Speer Taylor make millions coaching a kiddie game. You learned anything about Speer yet?”


“He’s the coach. UCM’s head coach.”


“That’s right, but the players are the ones out there getting their bells rung. You imagine an announcer saying that these days? ‘That kid just got his bell rung.’ Guy’d get canned faster than Howie Cosell.”


Rae said, “I’m sorry?”


“Don’t be. Just go get some clothes on, shorts at least—Jesus, this heat in November, you believe it?—and meet me at the Waffle House here in, oh, how about five minutes?”


Rae stared up at her new partner, trying to make sense of Frank Ranchino, the leather straps on his shoulder holster tightening him up somehow, holding him together. She thought of her father and realized she hadn’t asked him about his game. Arkansas at Auburn, the noon slot on ESPN. Rae hadn’t even checked the score. She wondered what Madeline Mayo was thinking. How much damage control would it take to get her best friend to answer another call?


“But the game,” Rae said, tugging at her sweatshirt, pulling it down. “This is the last drive. Can’t we wait until it’s over? I’d like to see how it ends.”


“You meet me at the Waffle House in,” Frank said, and flicked his left wrist, getting his watch face turned where he could see it, “four minutes now, and I’ll show you how the game ends. How it always ends. Capeesh?”
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There were five seconds left in the game when the University of Central Mississippi’s senior quarterback Matt Talley scrambled free of the pocket. If he’d just thrown the ball away, right then, there would’ve still been time for another play. But Matt had already noticed the man standing in the south end zone, the gray beard, the broad shoulders, bottom lip bulging from an oversized pinch of snuff. All of that converged in Matt’s mind and the years fell away until he was a boy again, lying in his double bed tossing a football at the Super Bowl XXXI poster hanging on the wall, playing catch with his hero. 


Stunned by the realization that Brett Favre was now less than twenty yards away, Matt forgot what he was supposed to be doing out on that field. He’d already fumbled, thrown two interceptions, and missed every open receiver in the second half. He’d singlehandedly given the undermanned Golden Eagles the game. Right in front of Brett Favre. Pathetic. 


UCM trailed Southern Miss by five, and time was still ticking. There were only two seconds left when Matt stopped running altogether. It was so sudden, so unpredictable—like Matt was in his backyard playing two-hand touch, not trying to keep the Chiefs’ undefeated season alive—that it caused the Eagles’ blitzing middle backer to misjudge his angle and whiff, arms flailing as he stumbled past Matt in a blur.


The clock hit zero, the scoreboard buzzed, and Matt finally snapped out of his Favre-induced daze. This was it. The senior quarterback had however long it took to make his next move—or get tackled for a loss—and then, either way, the game would be over. Matt was still ten yards from the goal line. Ten yards beyond that stood Favre, calling to the senior quarterback in a way that went beyond words, gunslinger to gunslinger.


In the far-left corner of the end zone, Cergile Blanc spun off a defender and reversed field, cutting horizontally across the blue-and-red letters that spelled CHIEFS. Matt saw Cerge but couldn’t make sense of him. Matt was no longer thinking, just reacting, everything on autopilot now, movements repeated thousands of times down through the practice fields and dreams of his youth.


Matt’s feet started up again. He sprinted for the end zone, scrambling instead of passing the ball to his wide-open running back. It was too late anyway. Matt had already crossed the line of scrimmage and could no longer make a legal pass downfield.


There were only seven yards to go, but at six-foot-six, Matt Talley was a pure pocket passer. Probably the slowest guy on the field, excluding the offensive linemen, of course. It didn’t matter. Everyone, including the strong safety barreling straight at him, paled in comparison to Favre. Matt was so close, he thought he could see his hero smiling. Or maybe it was just the snuff. 


The Chiefs’ senior quarterback pumped his throwing arm like he was going to lob a pass to Cerge—a move he’d seen Brett Favre work to perfection ten, sometimes fifteen yards downfield—and the safety jumped. Matt couldn’t believe it. 


His lips peeled back, revealing a bright blue mouthpiece as he loped like a racing camel toward the touchdown that would change his life forever.
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Driving south on College Street, Rae Johnson had both hands on the wheel of the Chevy Impala she’d rented on the government’s dime. She was wearing a pair of beige Jordans with jeans, not shorts like Frank Ranchino had suggested. The top two buttons on her dress shirt were undone, the sleeves rolled up. Rae was ready, ecstatic, thrilled to finally be out of that apartment, but she was still in desperate need of a shower. 


As the Impala approached the corner of College and Main, Rae spotted Frank’s cherry-red Subaru Outback parked in the Waffle House parking lot. She eased the Impala to a stop at the intersection, trying not to think of how much the classic diner reminded her of home.


Arkansas sat ninety miles northwest across the Hernando de Soto Bridge, just past Memphis. Chuck Johnson had finally put down his roots in the Natural State after dragging Rae all across the country for the first half of her youth. She barely remembered the early days, one-year stopovers at schools with weird names nobody knew. The Delaware Fightin’ Blue Hens. Kent State Golden Flashes. Stephen F. Austin Lumberjacks. Florida Atlantic Owls. There was a slew of Tiger teams Rae got mixed up and a few seasons in Division II that were so tough Rae’d felt sorry for her father, riding beside him in those stinking sleeper buses, traveling hundreds of miles every weekend to play games nobody watched. The Southern Arkansas Muleriders weren’t exactly prime time, but Chuck was, even back in the dark days. Rae’s daddy never lost his shine. 


Chuck worked his way out of Division II and eventually landed a string of smaller D-I jobs before finally becoming the head coach at his alma mater. News broke the night before Rae turned thirteen. The shitty birthday was a small price to pay for four straight years at the same high school. Rae trained with the Fayetteville Bulldogs track team while Chuck whipped the University of Arkansas Razorbacks into shape. His first championship came during Rae’s freshman year at the U of A, the same year the track team won its twenty-ninth and nobody cared. Chuck stayed on after Rae graduated. He just kept building those Hogs up, adding more blue-chip recruits to his roster. 


Despite Rae’s itinerant childhood, she loved her daddy like only a daughter could. Chuck was all she had, after all. Lola Johnson had left for the Keys shortly after Rae started kindergarten. Rae always wondered if she was the reason her mother had hauled ass for Marathon, or if Lola simply couldn’t stomach the thought of another season, another cross-country move, with a little girl in tow. 


Chuck did what he could, but there was no way to shield Rae from the spotlight, no way to protect her from the public eye. She’d grown up under a microscope. Always “the coach’s daughter,” instead of an honor-roll student or a record-setting track star. The money helped, though. Before his long-running stint at Arkansas, Chuck Johnson had been the head coach at Texas Tech for two abysmal seasons. His record was so atrocious, the board of trustees in Lubbock was willing to fork over a truckload of cash just to get him out of there. For the next five years, the Red Raiders were contractually obligated to pay Chuck $5,500 a day to not coach. When Rae’d first realized what she’d be making as a federal agent, she’d considered sending Texas Tech a letter, explaining how, for only $1,000 a day, she’d also agree to not coach. In addition, she was willing to accept payments to not do the following: ride in elevators, watch soccer games, or listen to “country” music released after the year 2000. Rae knew better, though. Texas Tech would never hire her, or fire her, for any football-related operations. Rae was a woman. 


That fact had been cemented Rae’s senior year at the University of Arkansas. She’d not only excelled in the classroom and on the track, Rae had also spent every second of what little free time she had helping Chuck prepare for his games. She knew her way around the sideline, the coaches’ office, and the film room, especially. That’s where her daddy had taught her how to scout an opponent. 


Chuck had risen through the ranks in a time before cell phones and the internet. There were no instant replays on colossal video boards, no online databases of game film. He’d had to gather his information as it happened, vibrant bursts of action, offensive and defensive schemes revealed one play, one second, at a time. Chuck recorded everything in a specifically designed three-ring binder. Inside were reams of paper devoted to the opposing team’s players, tells, tendencies, and more. 


So much more.


Her father’s binder had cast a spell on young Rae. His notes, on the other hand, were incomprehensible. They might as well have been written in another language, hieroglyphics on a cave wall. The strangeness, the mystery of it all, only upped his daughter’s curiosity. So much so, Rae made her own binders, the same way some children keep diaries. Rae’s binders had MTV, Goosebumps, and Game Boy stickers on the covers, but the pages weren’t filled with the worries of a nine-year-old girl. They were brimming with blitzes and play diagrams. Rae took notes, whole boxes full, even though she didn’t have a clue what was happening on the field. 


As the seasons wore on, the clutter eventually gave way to a kind of organized chaos. Rae soon learned a football field was called a gridiron for a reason. The yard lines and hash marks provided boundaries for the game. They defined what the players could do, the same way the squares on a chess board restrict the pawns, the kings, and, most importantly, the queens. 


By college, Rae didn’t just understand the game, she’d mastered it.


Which was why Chuck let her sit in on his coaches’ meetings. Why he allowed her to take film to her dorm. When Rae returned with notes, Chuck read them. He listened to her. He was thankful for his daughter’s help, all the extra, unpaid hours she was giving him and his team. The experience was so impactful, Rae decided she wanted to be a coach, the first female coach in the history of college football. Rae wasn’t asking for any special favors. She’d start off at the bottom as a graduate assistant, just like everybody else. But Chuck wouldn’t hear it. He wouldn’t hire her either. 


Chuck claimed Rae was better than football, too smart to devote her life to a game. Rae didn’t understand. She’d already devoted her life to the sport. Football was what she knew best, and then, just as soon as she’d graduated, it was gone. Maybe that’s why she’d wanted something else for her first case. Something far away from the fields she’d grown up on. 


Compson, at least, was different. 


Rae could tell that much already. The sleepy Mississippi town sat smack dab in the heart of the Delta, steeped in the blues. Son House. Muddy Waters. Robert Johnson. There were no mountains like there’d been back in Fayetteville, barely any hills except for a few Native American burial mounds. There was nothing outside of Compson except dusty fields and dilapidated silos. The Chiefs and their multimillion-dollar football program were the heartbeat of the dying Delta town. 


The Waffle House, located less than a mile from campus, was one of the few buildings that remained unaffected by the Chiefs and all their football money. It looked just like the one in Fayetteville. Just like every other Waffle House Rae had ever seen, yellow and black, a throwback with its red barstools cemented into the greasy tile floors. 


Rae pulled into the parking space next to Frank’s Subaru. He had his window cracked and the radio on, loud enough Rae could hear the announcers recapping the game. 


“Come on. Get in,” Frank said. “You’re late.”


“We’re not eating? I had my heart set on some pecan waffles.”


“We got about fifteen minutes before a mob of college kids comes storming out that stadium, itching for a taste of the All-Star Special.”


Blue JanSport backpack in tow, Rae hustled around the Subaru and slid into the passenger seat, knocking a mound of Diet Mountain Lightnings and wadded-up McDonald’s bags to the floor. Frank turned the radio down, put the car in reverse, and they were off, cutting back across College Street and into a Dollar General parking lot, its black-and-yellow sign similar to the Waffle House’s in a way Rae’d never noticed before. Frank left the Subaru running and settled in.


Six days after first meeting Frank Ranchino and all the patience Rae’d brought with her to Compson was gone. She said, “I was joking about the waffles, but this, whatever kind of rookie crap you’re trying to pull? It’s not funny.” 


“Easy,” Frank said. “The Chiefs won.”


“Who cares, right? That’s what you said. The game doesn’t matter. It’s about—”


“Oh, it’s about winning and losing, kid. The Chiefs pulled it out thanks to some last-second acrobatics by their flat-footed quarterback.” Frank unbuckled his seatbelt. “And that’s good. It’ll make this run smoother. The stuff I gotta show you tonight.”


“Show me what, Frank? I made it through all those files, that whole damn apartment full of paperwork you left me.”


“And? What’d you find?” 


“Some suspicious calls to the Compson Police Department. A few unidentified numbers here and there, but outside of that, nothing. Not a single shred of evidence that indicated fraud.”


“No shit.”


“No shit? I’m serious. I didn’t find anything.”


“Yeah, me neither.” 


As the daughter of a football coach, Rae’d witnessed her fair share of crackback blocks, busted noses, and sideline brawls. She had a mean right hook and almost used it when Frank Ranchino told her he’d already gone through the files, the very same documents she’d spent the last six days poring over, tackling each page, every line, the same way her father had taught her to study game film. 


“I thought you hadn’t . . .” Rae took a breath. “I mean, shit, I thought you were—”


“Oh, trust me, kid, I am. Whatever you thought and more, but yeah, I went through the files. Just wanted you to double check, make sure I didn’t miss something before I sent my report back to Barb.”


Rae’s fist loosened but flexed again when she realized Frank was talking about Barbara Lawrence, their Special Agent in Charge. Rae’d never called her SAC by her first name, much less “Barb.” Even worse, if Frank really was about to send in the report, then that meant the investigation was already over, Rae’s rookie case closed. 


“So the Chiefs are clean?” she said through clenched teeth. “That’s what you’re saying?”


Frank lifted one finger from the steering wheel. “Not exactly.”


Rae followed his aim, watching as a blacked-out SUV—a vehicle like FBI agents drive in movies—turned off College Street and into the Waffle House parking lot. A cute little blond emerged wearing a pair of high heels and a miniskirt, leading a stampede of college girls toward the diner’s glass doors.


Frank grinned and said, “Exhibit A.”


“College girls?”


“Gridiron Girls, or at least that’s what they call them at UCM. It’s like this little club, an offshoot of the athletic department, for—”


“—cleat chasers,” Rae said, remembering the type of women who hung around her father’s players, helping out on and off the field. 


“Your term, not mine. But, yeah, you get the picture. The Gridiron Girls get a free T-shirt, a chance to hang with next year’s stars, and all they gotta do is go to a party, hit a couple bars downtown. A girl like that pays some kid from Nebraska a little attention on a visit, and boingo—UCM’s got a new four-star tight end.”


“You’re saying Coach Taylor is using college girls as a recruitment tool? Frank, that’s—”


“—not what I’m saying. That shit goes down at every college program in America. Just let me play this thing out for you, okay?”


It came to Rae then, what this was all about. Frank wasn’t lazy; he was lonely. He’d spent the last year down here, a thousand miles away from home, gathering intel and following up on leads with nothing to show for it except the story he was trying to tell Rae now. She already had an idea about how it worked, of course, but she unzipped her backpack anyway, interested enough to hear her partner out. 


Frank said, “The hell’s that?” nodding at the three-ring binder Rae’d just removed from her backpack. It wasn’t just any binder, though. This was her Trapper Keeper, the one with the Velcro flap and an orange synthwave sunrise set against a smattering of purple palms. Rae’d first purchased it in 1993, back when she was still learning how to scout teams with her dad. 


“It’s a binder, Frank. I like to take notes.” 


“Notes? Shit, kid. You ever heard of a steno pad?” 


Steno pads were too small. The inside of the Trapper Keeper was organized much like her father’s scouting binder had been. Except, instead of formation charts and rosters, Rae’s tabs had headings like LOCATIONS and LEADS. She’d owned other binders over the years but had always liked this one best. The beach theme reminded her of her mother.


“It helps me keep my thoughts in order.” Rae ripped the Velcro flap open and glared sideways at her partner. “Okay?” 


“Sure, yeah, take some notes. I don’t care.” Frank swiped at his hair. “Anyway, the girls, that’s where I started. A bunch of white girls driving Beamers and wearing three-hundred-dollar dresses running around Compson with these six-foot-six homeboys off the streets. Black kids. Like Cergile Blanc. Straight out the 305 . . .”


Rae tapped her pen against the binder’s middle ring.


“What I’m saying is, the Chiefs are clean. You checked out all the local PD reports, just like I did, and no UCM player has ever been convicted of a crime in Compson. Not so much as a traffic violation. Only problem the Chiefs got now is with the Choctaws.”


“The mascot, right?”


“It’s not so much the name that’s got the Choctaws worked up, it’s the fans and all that warpaint they wear every Saturday. The powwow drums, the plastic tomahawks and shit.”


Rae nodded, watching the girls through the oily windows, remembering the calls her daddy used to get at all hours of the night, his boys out howling at the moon, getting snatched up and thrown in the drunk tank until Chuck came to bail them out. But the Chiefs hadn’t had a single assault charge? No DUIs? Nothing? Rae flipped to her INQUIRIES tab and made a note.


“I still haven’t figured that part out,” Frank said. “I mean, it’s one thing to pay some high school boys off, get ’em to come play ball. It’s another thing entirely to get local law enforcement in your back pocket. Sure, by this point the Chiefs are already in the national spotlight, getting some airtime on ESPN. There’s a lot of pride involved in college football, especially down here. Like these yahoos are making up for something.”


A blue Ford F-150 with red accents turned off College Street toward the Waffle House and parked in the back corner of the lot. It didn’t look like a college kid’s vehicle. No rims, not even a lift kit, just an expensive truck, a “Limited” or “Deluxe” edition decked out in the home team’s colors. Rae waited for the door to open, expecting to see some big-money booster slide out. 


“It’s more than just pride, though,” Frank said. “This whole operation is their lifeblood. You notice all the hotels around the stadium?” 


Rae had noticed the hotels. A string of DoubleTrees, Hilton Gardens, and Fairfield Inns. Nothing fancy, no five-star resorts, but they were new and there were lots of them. Every single one with freshly planted trees out front. A few still had tags attached to the branches and plastic support straps around the trunks. 


“Made a couple calls. You’ll never believe how much a room in the Fairfield Inn goes for on game day.” Frank waited, shrugged, then shrugged again. “Go on. Guess.”


“I don’t know. A couple hundred bucks?”


“Try five hundred, a grand, even, depending on who the Chiefs are playing, or if, say, it’s a conference game.”


“A thousand bucks for a room in the Fairfield Inn?” Rae wrote the words down as she said them.


“An oasis of culture and thought. That’s the Compson city slogan, and it’s new too. Just like the hotels.” 


The slogan wasn’t just new, it was stupid. An oasis? Rae thought. The Delta was the birthplace of the blues. You could find more culture in a single Mississippi juke joint than almost anywhere else in the world. She held her tongue and said, “Okay, so Compson’s capitalizing off the home team,” thinking of her father, that buyout from Texas Tech, and his latest contract extension with Arkansas. “Can you blame them?”


“No, you’re right,” Frank said, digging around in the breast pocket of his Hawaiian shirt. “I needed more than that. So I kept waiting, hoping to see some report about a Gridiron Girl getting a backside blitz run on her ass, or hell, a speeding ticket—that would’ve done it. But no charges come through. Zero cases. The Chiefs are clean, and I don’t believe it for one friggin’ minute.”


Frank’s hand was out of the pocket now, holding what Rae took to be a single cigarette, like the guy was trying to quit but kept one stashed away just in case. 


Frank said, “E-cig,” and placed the plastic cylinder between his lips. “Got it at the Walgreens when I heard you were coming down.” He exhaled and a small cloud materialized above his head. The Subaru’s cab smelled faintly of cherries. 


“But you kept looking, right? You’re still trying to figure out who’s covering up the crimes? Paying the players is one thing, Frank, but this stuff with the police”—Rae slapped her Trapper Keeper—“that’s the heart of the case.”


Frank took another long drag off his e-cig. The tip glowed electric red. He didn’t exhale this time, holding it in as he said, “Bet your ass I’m still looking, Agent Johnson,” raising his eyebrows and wheezing a little with the cherry-flavored vapor in his lungs. “Matter of fact, you notice that blue Ford just pulled into the Waffle House a second ago?”


Rae leaned forward, narrowing her eyes. 


“Here in about, oh,” the veteran special agent said, talking in a high-pitched tone of voice, still holding that last hit down, “four, maybe five min—” Frank coughed and a puff of vapor shot out of his nose, his mouth. “Whatever. Listen. You got your pen ready?”


Rae lifted her blue Pilot V7, the same brand her father favored. 


“Good, ’cause you’re about to meet the star of this show,” Frank said, “the whole damn reason UCM’s files are squeaky clean.”
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Brett Favre was kind of short. That was the first thing Matt Talley remembered about meeting his hero. Favre had found him out around the fifty-yard line after the game. There’d been so many people—the whole student section plus some other drunk fans—that Matt never saw him coming. Favre was just there, reaching his right hand out, a sign of respect, a peace offering coming from the other side. When their hands finally met, Matt felt the calluses running along the ridge of the old gunslinger’s palm, the two of them connecting again like they’d done for that final, magical moment of the game. 


Favre said, “A downfield pump fake on the goal line? Hot damn, son. Reminds me of my favorite play: Mississippi Blue 42,” and then he was gone, dissolving back into the crowd as reporters shoved cameras and cell phones into Matt Talley’s face, the bright stadium lights burning the moment into his mind forever. 


And now Matt was driving down College Street in his tan Jeep Wrangler with the top off, still getting a few cheers when a diehard fan recognized his vehicle. Matt whispered, “Brett Favre,” and turned into the Waffle House parking lot. “Brett fucking Favre . . .”


Matt parked his Jeep in the far back corner, right next to the blue Ford sitting alone in the dark. He took a deep breath and started for the truck, hoping none of the Gridiron Girls in the Waffle House could see him. 


Before he opened the Ford’s passenger-side door, Matt paused, trying to ignore the shadowy figure behind the wheel, letting his mind drift back to the special moment he’d shared with his hero. What was it Favre had said? 


The door opened. Matt half expected the retired QB to be sitting behind the wheel, offering him the keys to his castle, but instead it was just a heavyset redneck holding a bulging red gym bag. Matt pulled himself into the cab and said, “Hey, Eddie. You ever heard of Mississippi Blue 42?”
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“Introducing Eddie Pride Junior,” Frank Ranchino said as the starting quarterback for the top-ranked college football team in the country disappeared inside the blue Ford. “Mr. Pride’s what’s known as a bagman. Heard of it?”


“I just graduated from the Academy, Frank. I’ve heard of bagmen.” 


“Different kind of bagman, kid. Here in Compson, the bagmen pay the players, usually in bags full of cold, hard cash.”


Rae ran two fingers over her Trapper Keeper’s back flap, feeling the words she’d written there over twenty years before. Work hard, never quit, and good things’ll happen. The blue ink had faded, and Rae’s handwriting was messier now than it was then, but her father’s core message remained. Rae looked up from the binder and said, “What’s with the bags?”


“I’m getting there. But first we got to go back to the beginning. Back in high school, when a player’s just starting to get recruited.”


“A kid comes to Compson,” Rae said, “goes on a visit, gets a Gridiron Girl, and a bag full of cash? No wonder the Chiefs are undefeated.”


“This isn’t just any kid we’re talking about. This special sort of treatment is only for the best. The four- and five-star recruits. You familiar with the ranking system?”


Rae recalled Rivals.com and 247sports, online databases that assigned each potential recruit a certain number of stars, like they were in kindergarten, getting good marks on spelling tests. 


“Yeah,” Rae said. “Think I dated a three-star once.”


“Bet you did. Anyway, a kid like Matt Talley gets four stars coming out of Jackson Prep, and that’s good enough to draw the attention of a man like Mr. Pride.”


The truck across the street, the one that belonged to the bagman, was cloaked in darkness. Shadows moved behind the glass. Rae tried to imagine what was going on in there: the handoff, the drop, whatever the hell it was called when a college QB got paid.


“They start by making house calls, stopping in, oh, about once a week, and leaving a bag behind every time. Some prefer gym bags, or duffels,” Frank said. “I heard about this one Black guy used to work around here—think he plays guitar, the blues—this guy made his drops using shopping bags. Like from department stores? Dillard’s and JCPenney. The payments are always in cash and it’s never too much. Just enough to make a kid feel special.” 


Frank held his e-cig loose between his index finger and thumb, painting a picture for Rae in the space between his words. 


“Usually—not always—but usually, the recruit winds up going to the highest bidder. You gotta remember, most these kids, especially the Black ones, they’re coming from nothing. Got dollar signs in their eyes, dreams of making it to the NFL and buying their moms Cadillacs and shit.”


“I get it, Frank, but what happens after they get to campus?”


Frank nodded across the street to Eddie’s Ford. “You’re looking at it. No more free meals. Once they get a kid on the roster, he’s paid based on production. Throw a couple touchdown passes, make a few sacks, and the same guy that was there back in high school sets up a meeting at some skeevy place like a Waffle House parking lot where he says thank you with a bag full of Benjamins.”


“Then why haven’t you made a bust already? I mean, what’s keeping us from going over there, flashing our badges, and catching Eddie giving Matt the business?” 


“Jesus, kid, this ain’t prison. Nobody’s getting the business. It’s just a bag full of cash. And what’s keeping me from walking over there and flashing my badge is the fact that it’s not illegal. Eddie Pride Junior doesn’t have ties with UCM. He’s not a coach. Not even a booster. A booster leaves a paper trail. Eddie’s just a bagman.” 


Rae read back over the notes she’d taken: Gridiron Girls. Fairfield Inn. Bagmen. Five star. Four star. Boosters? Rae knew boosters. She could spot one from a mile away. They always had the newest gear, the best seats in the stadium. They were the men, and sometimes women, who coaches thanked at Touchdown Clubs. Boosters gave money to the universities, or more specifically, the football programs. In any other business they would’ve been called donors, rich people whose names went up on the sides of buildings.


“If a bagman’s not a booster,” Rae said, “then what is he?” 


“A ghost.” Frank stuck the e-cig behind his ear. “And that’s the friggin’ problem. That’s why we don’t got nothing on UCM. All these bagmen, they’re private citizens who spend their free time bribing the country’s best players into signing with the Chiefs. Bagmen don’t even talk to the recruits on their personal phones. They use burners, or the way Eddie likes to say it, his ‘Bat Phone.’ You believe that shit?”


“And I’m guessing he’s got a thing for the Waffle House?”


“They all do,” Frank said. “Every bagman I ever tailed does most his business in or around a Waffle House. The place is open twenty-four hours a day, every day. And the coffee’s not half bad, neither.” 


Rae snapped her fingers and watched Frank’s forehead wrinkle. “If the bagmen aren’t affiliated with the schools, then why do they do it? There must be some sort of incentive, a connection we’re missing.”


“Now there’s the million-dollar question.” Frank stared up at the Subaru’s sunroof, on past it, maybe. “Remember how I said there’s a lot of pride on the line with football, especially down here?”


Rae flipped back to her GENERAL NOTES tab and said, “Sure.”


“For a guy like Eddie, it’s more than that. It’s a sickness. That’s what it is, and you can see it spreading across the country you look close enough.” Frank the philosopher now, still leaned back, head in the stars. “I blame it on the Civil War.”


Rae didn’t bite, guessing this was the final act in the Frank Ranchino Show.


“Namely, the fact that the South lost. See, college football’s their second chance. Every Saturday in the fall, these people get to wage a new war, sometimes even against teams from the North, although football up there’s nothing like it is down here, and that’s why we didn’t find jack shit in all those files. Things are so backwards in the South, the teams don’t have to cheat, their fans do it for them.”


Rae leaned forward in her seat, trying to make sense of everything Frank had said. He wasn’t wrong. She knew how much football meant to her, her father, all their friends and family.


Frank poked the side of his head, trying to make a point. The e-cig fell out from behind his ear and into the crack between the console and the driver’s seat. Frank went after it, elbow deep with his eyes on Rae, saying, “Okay. I think that covers it. Any questions?”


“You’ve been down here a year,” Rae said, “and that’s all you’ve got? Some lame theory about the Civil War?”


“Huh?” Frank grunted, still scrounging for the e-cig. “Speak up. Don’t hear so good in my left ear.”


“Let’s say all these bagmen,” Rae said, louder now, “really do have middle-aged hard-ons for college football players, and they’re somehow pulling the behind-the-scenes strings for the country’s top programs . . . If all that’s true, then there’s got to be more to it than just pride.”
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