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For the great Esther Newberg


ONE

Teddy Madden felt better about himself than he ever had before. Even though he was scared out of his mind.

He was starting eighth grade next week, but he wasn’t scared about starting another year in school. He was actually excited about that.

He was scared about football.

In two days he had tryouts for the Walton Wildcats, a new football team for the best kids his age, even though he had never played a game of organized football before.

He kept telling himself he was in the best shape of his life. In the past he’d joked that he had no shape, other than maybe a blob. He had a good attitude about sports for the first time. That was thanks to his friend Jack Callahan.

It was Jack who’d nominated himself last spring to become Teddy’s personal trainer. Jack basically told Teddy he was going to get in shape or else.

Teddy hated the workouts at first. But slowly he came to like them, and then love them. Mostly he loved the way they made him feel good about himself. Before then, he just figured self-esteem was for somebody else’s self. Not anymore. Teddy felt good, and not just about being in this kind of shape. He and Jack weren’t just teammates. They were friends.

They were boys.

Teddy thought of himself as a whole new kid: Teddy Madden 2.0. So maybe it figured he would have new friends, too, like Jack and Gus Morales and Cassie Bennett. Cassie was the star of girls’ sports in Walton the way Jack was for boys’.

Once Teddy started to get himself into shape, a lot of things began to happen, both in sports and in his life. For one thing, he ended up the catcher on the Walton baseball team, the Rays, which had made it all the way to the United States final of the Little League World Series in Williamsport, Pennsylvania.

Everybody on the team would always think they would have won the final if Jack had been able to pitch. But the Rays needed him in the semifinal, where he’d pitched a one-hitter in beating a team from Toledo. In the final the Rays fell behind 7–1. They came all the way back to tie, before losing in the bottom of the last inning to a pretty great team from Las Vegas.

Because of the way they had come back, though, they left Williamsport feeling as if they’d won something. Teddy was pretty sure that in Walton, people who’d watched their games on ESPN would always remember the near no-hitter Jack had pitched, and that big comeback against Las Vegas.

“The more you play,” Jack said when they got home, “you find out there’s more than one way to keep score in sports.”

That baseball season had started with the old Teddy, the out-of-shape and overweight Teddy. He was a blob-shaped spectator. But he had ended up in Williamsport, hitting a two-run double to tie Vegas at 7–7. It was the kind of hit you always dreamed about hitting, in the big game, on national television. Teddy Madden had gotten that hit. Even if it wasn’t enough to win that game for his team, he’d still gotten that hit.

By then, nobody was calling him by his old nickname: Teddy Bear.

On the baseball field behind Walton Middle School, one that Jack and Teddy were now using to play football, Jack said to Teddy, “We’re going to need a new nickname for you.”

It was just the two of them on a Thursday morning, the end of the last week before school. They threw Teddy’s new football around on a field that was so close to his house it was almost like an extension of his backyard.

They took a quick break after going at it hard for an hour, sat on the grass, and drank Gatorade out of the bottles they’d brought. Teddy knew their rest period wouldn’t last long. It never did with Jack Callahan.

“The one nickname I had before was more than enough,” Teddy said. “You know how big my mom is on gluten-free food? My plan is to be nickname free.”

Jack acted as if he hadn’t even heard him. “How about Teddy the Tiger?”

“You make me sound like I should be telling you to eat your cereal,” Teddy said. “And really? A tiger on a team called the Wildcats?”

“Excellent point,” Jack said. He thought for a moment, frowning. “How about Terrible Ted?”

“Would I have to carry one of the Steelers’ Terrible Towels?”

“This might turn out to be harder than I thought.”

“You’re not hearing me,” Teddy said. “I don’t want a nickname. And by the way? You seem to be surviving without a nickname, except when Gus calls you Star.”

“Which I hate.”

“The way I hated Teddy Bear!” Teddy said. “It always made me feel like I was the class mascot, not just the class clown.”

“I never thought you were either one,” Jack said. “I always thought there was a warrior waiting to break out.”

“A warrior?” Teddy said. “Are we getting ready to play football games, or video games? What do you think this is, Call of Duty?”

“Little bit,” Jack said.

“Still don’t know why you thought of me that way,” Teddy said “A would-be warrior.”

“I’m very observant,” Jack said.

“So you can probably use those powers of observation to see how nervous I am about the day after tomorrow.”

“You’re going to make the team.”

“You say.”

“I know,” Jack said.

“What if I start dropping passes all over the place?”

“You don’t drop them when I throw them to you here, you’re not going to drop them at Holzman.”

Holzman Field was the field where the Wildcats would play their home games, in a brand-new elite league for their part of the country called All-American Football. The kids who didn’t make the Wildcats would play on Walton’s Pop Warner team.

“I wish I was as confident in me as you are,” Teddy said. “But even if I don’t make the Wildcats, at least I know I’ll get to play Pop Warner.”

Jack said, “You know that nickname you just said you hated? Let’s not turn back into that guy now.”

He casually reached over with his right fist. Teddy knuckle-bumped him.

“Okay?” Jack said.

“I’m still nervous.”

“There’s a good nervous in sports,” Jack said. “I feel it all the time.”

“You don’t show it.”

Jack laughed. “Clearly you’re not as observant as I am.”

“How do you tell the difference between nerves and choking?”

Jack shrugged. “No clue,” he said. “Choking’s not in my vocab. And it’s not gonna be in yours.”

•  •  •

As good as Jack was in sports, he was even better as a friend.

Teddy didn’t care that Gus and Jack had been friends longer, or that Jack and Cassie were as close as a boy and girl could be without being boyfriend and girlfriend, at least not yet. When it came to Jack, Teddy just knew the most important thing you could know:

He could count on Jack.

And Jack knew he could count on Teddy.

Maybe it was because they’d been through so much together in a year. Teddy had been there for Jack when he’d briefly quit the baseball team, back when Jack was still blaming himself for the death of his older brother, Brad, in a dirt-bike accident, even though it wasn’t Jack’s fault at all.

But even while that was going on, and as much pain as Jack was in, it was Jack who stepped up one day at gym class and told the other guys to stop picking on Teddy because of his weight. Then he hadn’t just helped Teddy to get into really good shape, he’d also helped Teddy find the confidence to face down his fears. And there were a lot of them at the time: fear of sports, fear of making friends, even a fear of heights.

Jack was also the first person Teddy had ever opened up to about his fear of being different from most of the kids he knew because he’d grown up without his dad around. His parents had divorced when Teddy was barely four years old, and his father moved all the way across the country to Oregon. Teddy saw him once a year, if that.

It was why Teddy had always made jokes like some kind of shield. In the process he had also kept other kids from getting close to him. At least until Jack had come along. He hadn’t given Teddy much of a choice. They were going to be boys, Teddy just had to deal with it.

Now here they were, just the two of them, halftime in another one of their workouts. Sometimes Gus would join them. But he couldn’t today: he had a doctor’s appointment for his school physical. Jack and Teddy were planning to meet up with Gus and Cassie later and figure out how they wanted to spend one of their last days of summer vacation.

There was no real plan. They didn’t need one, and that was one of the best parts of summer. It was practically a rule that you had nowhere you really needed to be until the first day of school. Or the first day of football practice.

Provided you made the team, of course.

This year Teddy couldn’t separate the start of school and the start of football in his head. He’d been marking time from the end of baseball—and the parade down Main Street in Walton the mayor had organized for them when they’d gotten home from Williamsport—until football tryouts at Holzman.

Even with his great spring and summer in baseball, from the time he’d started working out with Jack, his dream was to be a football player.

In two days he would officially get his chance.

Football was why he had pushed himself to get into shape. Football was Teddy’s goal. Jack said you needed to set goals for yourself in sports. He was sure Teddy would be the starter for the Wildcats at tight end.

He told him that again now.

“How about I just make the team first?” Teddy said.

“You’re going to make the team, you’re going to start, you’re going to be one of my primary receivers.”

“Have you been out in the sun too long today?” Teddy said. “Are you starting to feel light-headed?”

Jack shrugged. “Make your little jokes,” he said. “My parents just say I’m highly motivated.”

“Or maybe just dehydrated?” Teddy said.

“You want to have that attitude?” Jack said, picking up the ball and jumping to his feet. “Go long, sucker.”

Teddy tossed his Gatorade bottle aside. “I can do that,” he said.

Running came easily to Teddy now, after all the laps he and Jack had been running on the track. Jack had even gotten Teddy doing his interval training: sprinting, then slowing down to a jog, then sprinting even harder than before.

When they’d finished the first time, Teddy had said to Jack, “I used to think intervals were just the time between snacks.”

But in the late morning, the sun already high in the sky, Teddy ran as hard as he could, from rightfield toward left. He knew it was impossible to outrun Jack Callahan’s right arm. So he just put his head down, trusting Jack would let him know when he should turn back for the ball.

“Now!” he heard Jack yell.

Teddy turned back and looked up at the same time, saw the ball in the air, another perfect spiral. He reached for it, secured it with his big hands—“mitts,” Jack called them—and then pulled the ball tight to his chest.

Teddy kept running with the ball until he reached the fence in the left-field corner. In that moment he just wanted to keep going, run through the fence or try to jump over it. The feeling he had, he wanted that feeling to last, he wanted to imagine the green grass out here stretching out in front of him forever.

You always heard the announcers on television talking about receivers “running in space.” That was what Teddy felt then. Like he was the one running in space.

Or just floating through it.

From the across the field Jack shouted, “Are you planning on coming back anytime soon?”

“If I come back,” Teddy shouted back, “I know what you’re going to say.”

“What?”

“Go long again.”

“Exactly!” Jack said.

When Teddy got back to him, he said to Jack, “You went a lot easier on me when you felt sorry for me.”

“No way,” Jack said. “You didn’t need me to do that, because you were too busy feeling sorry for yourself.”

“Excellent point.”

The truth was, and they both knew it, they were both feeling pretty sorry for themselves when they first became friends, even though they didn’t know that was what they were doing at the time. There was the day when Jack just got tired of the other guys picking on Teddy, how funny the other guys thought it was when Teddy ended up on the floor during a game of dodgeball. Jack went over and helped Teddy up, in more ways than one.

But around the same time, Teddy helped Jack get up too and stop blaming himself for his brother’s accident. Teddy finally helped convince Jack that Brad Callahan, as reckless as he was, with dirt bikes and everything else, was an accident waiting to happen. Jack didn’t need anybody to pick on him, because he was doing way too good a job beating himself up.

“I found out the hard way,” Jack liked to say now. “It’s not about getting knocked down, it’s how you get back up.”

He and Teddy had done that.

Together.

•  •  •

Jack threw Teddy another deep ball, telling him to angle toward the infield this time, like he was running a deep post pattern. On this one, Teddy had to slow down a little to catch the ball in stride.

“Arm getting a little tired there,” he said.

“We’ll see how tired I look the next time I knock you over with a short pass,” Jack said.

That was the thing about Jack. As cool a kid as he was, he was cocky, too. He just managed to do a good job hiding it from people. But it was always there.

“I take it back!” Teddy said, laughing. “Please don’t hurt me!”

Teddy knew the drill with Jack Callahan: you were never just throwing the ball around. There was a purpose to everything he did. To him, this was a real practice. So they ran some short slants, the ones Jack was sure would be in their playbook this season. Jack practiced taking a one-step drop after being snapped the ball by an imaginary center, straightening up, hitting Teddy in the gut with passes that sometimes knocked the wind out of him.

They alternated those with quick outs. Then Jack told Teddy to go deep again. When they decided to stop for good, they stretched out on their backs in the outfield grass, both out of breath.

They were silent for a while, feeling the sun on their faces, until Jack said, “How much taller are you than when you started seventh grade?”

“My mom says four inches. Maybe five.”

“You, my friend, are going to be a matchup nightmare. You’re built like a tight end, but you’re as fast as a wide receiver.”

“How about we find out if I can catch like this at the tryouts before you send me to the Hall of Fame in Canton?” Teddy said. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe I’m not ready for this? It’s not like I made the baseball team. I just turned out to be an emergency catcher after Scott Sutter got hurt.”

Jack propped his head up in his hand and looked at him. “Blah, blah, blah,” he said. “When the old Teddy starts talking, I can’t hear a word.”

Teddy nodded. “Old habits.”

“Forget about old habits, or the old Teddy. You can do this. We can do it together.”

“We’re a team now.”

“Just like baseball,” Jack said. “I pitch, you catch.”

Jack said he’d wait while Teddy dropped the ball off at his house, and then they’d call Gus and Cassie and meet them at Cassie’s. Teddy ran the short distance to his house, the ball under his arm again. He smiled as he ran, knowing he should feel tired, but not feeling tired at all.

He just felt happy.

At least he did until he got to his back porch, looked up, and saw his father standing there.

“Hey, champ,” David Madden said.


TWO

The next afternoon Teddy and his three friends were at the pond near Cassie Bennett’s house. They lay on the dock, all of them in their bathing suits, having just gone for another swim.

Cassie Bennett always asked the most questions, about everything. Today was no different.

“This is really happening?” she said. “Your dad’s moving back here?”

“He has moved back.”

“And you didn’t know until yesterday?”

Teddy shook his head.

Cassie said, “And he didn’t tell your mom, either?”

“He said he wanted it to be a surprise,” Teddy said. He spread out his arms, put a fake smile on his face, and shouted “Surprise!” the way you did at a surprise party.

“Unbelievable,” she said.

“Gee, you think?”

“And you’re not happy about this?” Jack said.

“Do I sound happy?”

Jack let that one go.

They all sat there in silence for a moment, all of them on towels, staring up into sun and blue sky. Only it didn’t feel like much of a blue-sky day to Teddy.

“And what did he say to you, mostly?” Gus said.

“He said he wanted to make this a new beginning for us,” Teddy said. “I asked him when we’d ever had an old beginning.”

His father had moved to Oregon to take a job in sales for Nike. Now he had gotten a better offer from ESPN, which had a new office about a half hour away. Teddy had driven by it one time, when Jack’s parents had taken them to a water park down the road from what everybody called the new ESPN “campus.”

But Teddy’s dad wasn’t going to live near his new office. He was going to live in Walton.

“How does your mom feel about this?” Cassie said. “She can’t be happy.”

“She wasn’t happy or sad or angry or anything,” Teddy said. “She just said that we’re all going to have to make this work. And that she hoped I would give him a chance. I asked her when he’d ever given me a chance.”

“Well, then that’s what we’re going to have to do!” Cassie said.

Somehow she had gotten off her back and was sitting cross-legged facing him.

“We?” Teddy said.

“Yup,” she said. “We. Because we are all in this together. Right?”

Jack knew enough to say “Right.” When Gus hesitated, Cassie smacked him on the shoulder. “Right?” she said to him.

“Right,” Gus said. “And ouch.”

“Tell me again, how many times have you seen him since he and your mom got divorced?” Cassie asked. “Ballpark number.”

Teddy said, “I think six times in eight years.”

Cassie shook her head. “I get how far away he lived. But that’s like somebody pretending that airplanes haven’t been invented.”

“Just about every time it was because he had to be back on business.”

“And he doesn’t call?”

“At first he did. Until he started to figure out that he didn’t have anything to say to me.”

“What was yesterday like?”

“He didn’t have much once he got past calling me ‘champ.’ Which I have now decided I like even less than Teddy Bear.”

Gus sat up. Teddy knew that being from a close-knit family, Gus understood as much about growing up without a father around as he did about being an astronaut. It was probably why he had been so quiet today.

“Does he send you stuff on your birthday, or Christmas?” Gus said.

“He’s the league leader in Amazon gift certificates. I’ve got a nice collection of them saved up.”

“You’ve never used them?” Gus said.

“Nope,” Teddy said. “I could never figure out whether they were gifts or bribes. And then I decided they weren’t nearly big enough to be bribes. Now instead of a gift certificate, I’m getting him.”

“Maybe he’s changed,” Jack said.

“He’s changed jobs,” Teddy said. “He’s changed location. That’s it.”

Jack said, “You’ve gotten through everything else; you’ll get through this. And like Cassie said, we’ll help you.”

“You know what this doesn’t help me with?” Teddy said. “Making the Wildcats tomorrow.”

“Shut up,” Cassie said.

“Excuse me?” Teddy said.

“Shut . . . up,” she said. “One has nothing to do with the other.”

“Easy for you to say,” he said.

“She’s right,” Jack said. He grinned. “As much as I hate saying that.”

“You should be getting used to it by now,” Cassie said.

“No,” Jack said, “I mean it. This isn’t going to get in your way, because nothing is going to get in your way.”

“Then how come I feel like somehow my own dad has tackled me from behind?” Teddy said.

Cassie smiled. “Because he did?”

“No wonder you get good grades.”

“Don’t you feel better now?” she said.

“No!” Teddy said. Then he said, “Can we change the subject?”

“No!” they all yelled back at him.

The truth was, he didn’t feel any better today than he had last night about his dad moving back to Walton, moving back into his life, no matter how much his friends were trying to get him to laugh his way past the whole thing. He was still angry, he was still confused, he still hated his dad blindsiding him and his mom the way he had. He told Jack and Cassie and Gus now that knowing his dad, it really was a surprise that he’d told them in person, and not tweeted out the news instead.

“Hundred and forty characters,” Teddy said. “He could have summed up our whole relationship in that many. The dad from Twitter.”

“I thought you wanted to stop talking about this,” Cassie said.

“Now I do.”

And they did. The only thing that made him feel better was being with them. It didn’t matter to Teddy that Jack might look at Gus, or even Cassie, as his best friend. Or that Gus might feel closer to Jack. Teddy just felt close to all of them, never closer than he did right now. Over these last months, as he had become stronger and more confident—as much as that confidence had gotten rocked yesterday when he’d seen his father standing there, big smile on his face, on the porch—Teddy had figured something out:

You kept score in sports, not friendships.

On this day, more than ever, he was getting as much as he needed from his friends, and that was all that mattered. A few minutes later, they went for another swim. When they got out, Jack and Gus started to talk about tomorrow’s tryouts, and Teddy allowed himself to get carried along by their excitement about the next season starting for all of them.

Before long, a lot of the afternoon sun was gone, and so was the afternoon. It was time for all of them to head home for dinner. They dropped Cassie off at her corner. Gus had left his bike at her house, so the two of them walked down her street together.

Just Teddy and Jack now.

“We’ve still got an hour,” Jack said.

Teddy knew exactly what he meant.

“You go get your sneakers,” Teddy said. “I’ll go get the ball.”

He ran most of the way home, not sure whether he was running away from something or not.


THREE

Teddy and Jack played until Teddy’s mom called to him from the backyard that it really was time for dinner, even though today Teddy would have been willing to catch passes from Jack until it got too dark.

“You’re ready,” Jack said as Teddy was leaving.

“For anything?”

“Yeah,” Jack said. “For anything.”

When he got into the house, the first thing he said to his mom was, “Is he here?”

“No,” she said, “he is not.”

“Just the two of us for dinner?” Teddy said, feeling relieved.

“You and me, kid.” She told him to go get cleaned up, their food would be ready in fifteen minutes.

Once Teddy had decided to get into shape, his mom started cooking healthier meals, limiting red meat to once or twice a week, if that. Tonight was red snapper and green beans on the side and a salad. Teddy was happy to have it, even though there had been a time when he would have been happy eating cheeseburgers and fries every night.

They spent most of the early part of their dinner talking about a letter that all school parents had received that day, telling them that because of budget cuts in Walton, various programs were about to be cut in the town’s public schools. The most serious in his mom’s mind was that Mrs. Brandon’s music department at Walton Middle School would be closed down at the end of this semester. There was even talk of canceling the big holiday show that Mrs. Brandon staged every year before winter break.

“But everybody loves Mrs. Brandon,” Teddy said. “Even I like the holiday show.”

“I went to school with her,” his mom said. “We even had a girl group back in the day.”

“No way.”

“Way,” she said. “We called ourselves the Baubles.”

“You’re making this up.”

“I wish,” she said, grinning. “There was a popular girl group back in the day called the Bangles.”

“The secret life of Mom,” he said.

She shook her head. “I have to think of something,” she said. “For kids who love music, this would be like cutting a sports team.”

“What can you do?” Teddy said.

“Something.”

They ate in silence for a few minutes.

“By the way?” Teddy’s mom said. “I still feel terrible about yesterday. I should have come out to the field and told you myself that he was here.”

“What, and spoil his big moment?”

“It’s who he is,” she said. “It’s who he’s always been. Maybe that’s why he’s such a good salesman. He thinks presentation is everything.”

“He actually thinks that was the way to announce he was coming back here?”

“He always loved drama, too.”

“So now he’s brought it all the way across the country,” Teddy said. “Maybe we should have given him a standing O yesterday.”

“You’re going to have to get used to it. We both are.”

“I like things the way they are, Mom,” Teddy said. “I never felt cheated because I didn’t live with both parents. I had you.”

“You’re sweet.”

He grinned, feeling like himself for a minute. “Let’s not get carried away.”

“I never asked you last night,” she said. “How did it go when it was just the two of you talking?”

“Once he got past telling me how excited he was to be back, he pretty much had nothing. Other than asking me to give him a second chance.”

“You have to,” she said.

“No, I don’t,” Teddy said. “I didn’t get a vote when he left, I didn’t get a vote when he decided to move back. This is one thing I get to decide. He doesn’t get to play dad now because it will make him feel better.”

“I’m more interested in what you’re feeling,” she said.

“I don’t think you need to be a mind reader to figure that out.”

There was a silence between them. Both of them were done eating. Neither made a move to clear their plates. It was as if they had reached some kind of standoff. Teddy just wasn’t sure about what.

He said, “I can’t believe he shows up right before tryouts.”

“I’m not asking you to be thrilled, Teddy. I’m not asking you to even like it right now. But what I’m asking you to do is try to make this work for me.”

Teddy slapped his hand on the table. “I’m supposed to be nice to him for you?” he said. “When was he ever nice to you?”

There was another silence. Usually he loved this time with his mom. He would tell her about his day. She’d tell him about hers. They were both good talkers. He felt like he’d inherited that from her, the way he’d inherited whatever else that was good in him.

Alexis Madden would ask Teddy sometimes—though not so much lately—if he could remember things they’d done as a family when David Madden was still around. Teddy would answer truthfully: No. He really couldn’t. He didn’t know if it was because he was too little, or because he was trying to block those memories out.

“Teddy,” she said, “I know it’s hard, but . . .”

She reached across the table and covered Teddy’s hand with her own.

“Promise me you’ll try to be open-minded,” she said. “And openhearted. I know it’s asking a lot. But this isn’t him asking. It’s me.”

He stared at her, afraid she might start to cry. What he did remember, from the time his dad left, as young as he’d been? He remembered his mom crying a lot.

“I’ll try,” he said. “I can’t promise that this deal is going to work out the way he might want it to. But I’ll try.”

She told him she’d clean up; he should go upstairs and rest. He had a big day tomorrow.

“I don’t know how many more big days I can stand this week,” Teddy said.

•  •  •

He thought about calling Jack when he got upstairs, but after the dock, and after dinner with his mom, he was talked out for today. As he lay on his bed, staring at the ceiling, not even paying attention to the songs he was listening to on his speakers, he kept coming back to this one thought:

Having a dad in his life was something that should have made him happy.

He had real friends now, he had teammates, he had football, he’d been good enough in sports, in a pretty short time, to have been the starting catcher on a team that played in the Little League World Series. Now he had a shot at making the Wildcats, and if Jack Callahan was right—and he was usually right about sports—he had a chance to be the team’s starting tight end. Having a dad should have been like icing on top of a big old cake.

Not everybody he knew at Walton Middle School had a full-time dad in their lives. A couple of other kids who’d be starting eighth grade with him had divorced parents. But most kids he knew, and most of the guys he played sports with, usually had a dad around to cheer them on.

He’d never needed a dad before. He didn’t need one tomorrow at Holzman Field.

He just wanted to make the team.


FOUR

Teddy was more grateful than ever that Jack had worked him out as hard as he had since the end of baseball.

Because the tryouts were beyond intense.

“I think this is what guys in the Marines call basic training,” Gus said to Teddy and Jack about an hour into it. “And we’re not even in pads today!”

“No,” Teddy said, “I think basic training would feel like a vacation compared to this.”

“Do I hear complaining?” Jack said.

“Just making an observation,” Teddy said. “A very, very tired observation, and we’ve only been here an hour.”

“You just think you’re tired,” Jack said. “Actually you’re about to catch your second wind.”

“If I am trying to catch it,” Teddy said, “I hope it’s not moving too quickly.”

They had just run sprints and intervals and laps so far, being watched and evaluated by parents from Walton Town Football who didn’t have a son trying out for the team. And they were being watched by the man who’d coach the Wildcats, Dick Gilbert.

Andre Williams’s dad, Malik, an outside linebacker who’d gone from Walton High to Wake Forest to the pros for a few seasons, was observing from the stands. He wasn’t allowed to officially evaluate because Andre was trying out, even though Mr. Williams was going to be Coach Gilbert’s defensive coordinator. But everybody was pretty sure that Andre, who’d been a pitcher and outfielder on the Rays, was going to be a starter at outside linebacker—and a star at the position—the same as his dad.

After all the running, they moved to agility drills. One was called the step over. Blocking bags were set up a few feet apart, and the players had to run through the bags, high-stepping over them the way they would a downed blocker during a game. Coach Gilbert told them that when he’d been a wide receiver at Walton High, getting over players who’d been blocked to the ground was called “getting through the trash.”

“Of course, once the season starts,” he said, “the trash on the ground will be somebody else’s, not ours.”
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