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“Not the victory but the action; Not the goal but the game; In the deed the glory.”

Memorial Stadium
 Lincoln, Nebraska




 “There’s something these boys get out here on the football field that they don’t get anywhere else ... I don’t know what it is.”

Johnny Mims
 Vicksburg, Mississippi
 August 2003





Week One—Coach the Ones You Got

Blanco High School Panthers: Blanco, Texas

IT’S SUNDAY, AUGUST 3, 2003, and Danny Rogers, the head varsity coach of the Blanco Football Panthers, sits in his Ford truck and watches the evening settle over his team’s new practice field. In less than twelve hours, his coaching staff and players will arrive for the first day of practice. From the driver’s seat of his airconditioned pickup, Coach Rogers surveys the summer grass that he mowed himself only a few hours before, the new goalpost that his 310-pound offensive tackle welded and planted behind the north end zone, and the neat row of plastic blue fertilizer barrels that a local rancher donated to simulate a “skeleton” defense during “two-a-day” offensive practice drills. The stage is set and waiting for his players.

This quiet scene is a pleasant one for Coach Rogers, and the picture in his mind of what will take place here tomorrow is enticing for a man who has devoted much of his life to playing and teaching football and for whom the calendar is marked by the University Interscholastic League’s designation of the first Monday in August as the first official day of football practice in the state of Texas. For Coach, for eighteen thousand or so of his colleagues, and for a hundred thousand Texas schoolboy football players, tomorrow is New Year’s Day.

But it’s not all celebration and reverie for Coach. Even though the Panthers boast a healthy stable of offensive backs, and even though those backs will have a seasoned quarterback to get them the ball and a massive offensive line to clear wide swaths of ground for them to advance it, and even though their defensive front seven can be deemed “formidable,” Coach is nervous about the defensive backfield. As he sits here, just hours before the first practice, he is unsure about who he’ll put back there, or even who might show up tomorrow to help him stabilize this potentially tender area in the Panthers’ hope for a return to the 2A state title game that they won only two seasons ago.

Not that there’s no hope. Yesterday he was on the phone with a kid who hurt his knee last season, and who plans to sit out football this year in order to stay healthy for basketball season. If there’s some way that he might change his mind, he’ll be an instantaneous fit at strong safety, the position he competently held down last year until he was hobbled by the knee injury. There is also the rumor of a “movein,” a sophomore who claims he started at varsity defensive back for a big Austin school last year as a freshman. But Coach shakes his head at the prospect of some flashy “blue-chip”-type player magically appearing in the locker room tomorrow morning ready to save the day. “He might be a tenth-grader, and he might be from Austin, and he might be a 150-pound defensive back, and he might even show up in the morning wanting to play football. But if this kid really does exist, there’s usually a reason that his folks are moving out this way, and it’s not because he’s a big-time starter at a big-time school, and he wants to come give little old Blanco a hand.”

Then there is the kid who is milling around in the fieldhouse weight room right now, a young man who has waited for the last couple of hours with the intent, Coach is certain, of talking about his future with the team. He has played for the Panthers the past three years, he’s a defensive back, and he’s really good. “The kid could help us,” Coach says. “But he spent the last two months of school last spring sittin’ in the gymnasium bleachers during athletic period, mockin’ his friends who were down there workin’ hard to get ready for football this year, because he decided he didn’t want to play. And now he wants me to let him back on the team.” Coach reaches to flick the air-conditioning knob to “Maximum,” shifts his truck into “Drive,” and says, “He was supposed to meet with me a couple days ago, but he didn’t show up. He can wait a while longer.”

As he makes a meandering loop around Blanco, Coach thinks hard about this young man, this ex-player who says he wants to be a player once again. And he reflects on what he is prepared to say upon his own return to the fieldhouse, and it is this: “This meeting will be for me to tell him, ‘Don’t show up tomorrow.’ How can I let him back on after last spring? What would that show the rest of the kids? That you can just sit around and do what you want and still play? Of course, his family will hate me for the year, and I’ll have to talk with them, probably tomorrow. But this is the right thing to do for the kid and the program. Consistency for the program, and show the boy that he’s accountable for his actions.”

By the time Coach swings his truck up the long school driveway, the orange halogen parking lot lights have blinked on and a bigwheeled black Dodge pickup sits idling in front of the fieldhouse like an army tank. In the driver’s seat is Davey Behrends, the massive offensive tackle who built the practice goalpost, and beside him on the bench seat is A. J. Mann, the team’s fullback and middle linebacker. They have come by the schoolhouse at this late Sunday evening hour just to “check in” and “see what’s goin’ on.”

Coach says to them, “How you boys feelin’? You feelin’ ready?”

And they reply, “Yessir.”

“Well that’s good,” Coach says. “We’ll see you boys in the mornin’.”

“Yessir,” they reply, and as Coach steps up onto the sidewalk, they give him a nod, and the big Dodge rumbles off into the dusk.

Waiting for Coach inside the fieldhouse is the would-be returnee, and he is flanked by two of his non-football-playing friends. Coach nods to them all and shakes hands all around, and then motions for his ex-player to join him in his office. When he closes the door and turns to start his speech, this kid, who looks every bit a football player and every bit a guy you’d want standing poised seven or so yards off the ball staring down a wide receiver, says, “Coach, I come by to check out my helmet.” So Coach motions for him to have a seat and then sits down across from him and says, “Son, you’re not going to be needing a helmet,” and then, over the course of the next ten minutes, he explains to this seventeen-year-old boy why. Then the coach and the kid stand up from their chairs to shake hands, and the kid leaves to find his friends for the walk back into town, and Coach stands there for a few moments in the stillness of his office, just stands there, and then he makes his final rounds of the night, to shut off the lights and lock the doors before he climbs into the cab of his truck to head off through the darkness to his house on the hill to try and get some rest for tomorrow morning.

And tomorrow morning comes early. Coach is back at the fieldhouse at 5:30 a.m., and he’s not the first one in. That honor belongs to Tesch, the team’s offensive coordinator, who showed up at five to get his weight room workout in before his responsibilities for the day begin. Tesch is from Nebraska, but he’s been down here in Texas for several years now, on the move from coaching job to coaching job, always in search of the right fit, and he seems to have found it here. Two years ago, when Coach took over the program, his first order of business was to call his buddy Tesch and say, “Man, I need your help.” And Tesch responded by immediately moving his family to Blanco and buying his first house ever. “It was scary,” he says. “But it was time, and this is the place for us.”

By six o’clock, all of the coaches have arrived, and the morning sun has just started to peek above the Central Texas hills, offering up the promise of yet another boiler-room-hot day. But the coaches don’t know it because all their early morning duties keep them inside the fieldhouse. Dowell and Johnston are at the training room ice machine, filling up the water coolers and packing the ice chest with ice and towels. Dowell not only coaches the offensive and defensive lines—“The Fat Boys”—but is also the school’s varsity basketball coach, and he’s experiencing some guilt and worry about the kid who plans to lay out of football in hopes of an improved basketball season. “The other guys give me a hard time about it,” he says, “and they’re just kidding me around. But still, you feel bad. This kid could probably help us, and it almost feels like my fault. But what am I supposed to do? I can’t make him play.”

Johnston is in charge of the defensive backfield, where that basketball player would be if he was on the field, and the thought of going through the season with a skeleton crew back there is nerve-racking. At twenty-eight, Johnston is the junior member of the staff. He lives with his young family down in San Antonio where he coached for a time at 5A powerhouse Converse-Judson. But the hours were too long there and the attendant pressures way more than he wanted out of his coaching career, so he hired on at Blanco to coach football and track and teach P.E., a welcome relief from the Judson grind.

Across the training room from the two fellows on ice duty are Mouser and Jackson, who have their attentions focused on the industrial-grade washer and dryer. As he begins the arduous task of sorting and folding the mountain of laundry, Mouser thinks about his son, Blake, who will be walking through the fieldhouse door soon to start the first day of his last season of football. Mouser has an older boy who has been through the program and graduated and gone off to Texas A&M to continue his studies, and Blake will likely join his brother in College Station, where he will prepare for a career in education. With his father’s build—a sort of “low center of gravity”—and, according to Mouser, his mother’s high intelligence, he has no designs on continuing his football life after Blanco. And his father is proud of his son and the future that awaits him. “He’s real smart,” he says, “and he’s a good kid. He’ll make a fine math teacher.”

Working with Mouser on laundry detail is Jackson, who coaches the wide receivers and defensive ends. He also teaches history at the middle school, but yearns to teach at the high school, where he would have more of a chance to share his enthusiasm for Civil War history. He is from Massachusetts, but has only been back home a time or two since he came down to Texas in the early 1980s to attend Abilene Christian University. He devotes his summers to studying the Civil War and visiting the sites of its more memorable battles. He is already red-faced and sweating from his early morning labors as he says, “They don’t tell you about these duties in school when you’re thinking about becoming a coach. The kids come in and say, ‘Wow! How did the weight room get painted?’ or, ‘How did my practice clothes get so clean?’ or, ‘How did the water jugs get filled up and out here on the tables?’ All of these questions can be answered by the point of a finger at the coaches.”

As his assistants work at their chores, Coach devotes himself to the annual opening-day task of dragging out a cardboard box full of used cleats from the equipment room to the hallway where he dumps the tangled wad of shoes and laces onto the concrete floor and begins patiently to unknot laces, sort out shoes, and line up matched pairs against the hallway’s cinderblock wall. This motley cleat assortment represents a stroll through the recent history of Blanco Football. The shoes have been donated to the program by outgoing seniors, and they all bear the scrapes and scars and tape and dried mud of practices and Friday night games that have already faded into the blur of yesterday’s memory. But even though they may symbolize the school’s football-playing past, these used shoes aren’t representative or symbolic of anything at all for some of the players who are just now starting to drift into the fieldhouse. Instead, they are a very tangible opportunity to wear a pair of football cleats out onto the practice field today.

Coach’s first customer at the cleat clearinghouse is sophomore “Wild” Bill Cunningham, who lives with a foster family in town and who has shown up early this morning with the goal of finding himself a sturdy pair of shoes that fits. As the boy digs through the black-and-white pile, Coach says, “What size you wear, Bill?”

And Bill replies, “Eleven, Coach.”

“Well, you better get in there and find you a good pair of elevens.” Bill nods his head and continues his search, while Coach finishes up his sorting job and drifts back to the coaches’ office. After a few more minutes of this hunt, Bill looks up to see Johnston, his position coach, hustling out of the training room with a Gott cooler full of ice water.

“Dollar Bill!” Johnston says. “You fixin’ to show me somethin’ today?”

“Yes sir, Coach,” Bill says, but his brow is furrowed because he’s not thinking about who he’s got in “Cover Two” pass coverage; he’s got his mind on finding the shoes that are going to get him out to the practice field.

Bill is not the only player who is here early. A few kids join him at the shoe pile, while others head into the training room so that Dowell can fit them for a helmet. These headgear applicants are all underclassmen, and for many of them this is their first day of high school football. “There’s gonna be some hubcap-size eyes out there,” says Coach. “Especially when we put on the pads and start hittin’ some. You get one of these tenth-graders lined up across from big old A. J. or Davey, and it’s scary, man. He might not want to do it. But he’s gonna have to do it. That’s how you start knowin’ you’re a football player.”

Before one of these upstarts can face A. J. or Davey across the line of scrimmage, he has to face Dowell to secure a helmet and pads, and Dowell is not overjoyed to be distributing equipment at this late date. The coaches have been down at school for the last week and a half, and almost all of the upperclassmen have made time to get down to the fieldhouse. But many of these younger guys haven’t—not because they don’t care, but because they don’t know. This is not new to Dowell, so instead of chiding them, he turns to the first skinny freshman in the door and says, “Let’s get you outfitted.”

Because they are already outfitted, and because they are, after all, upperclassmen, most of the older kids take their time about making it down to the fieldhouse. Whereas the JV locker room is lined with tousle-haired boys seated in front of their lockers in their practice jerseys and cleats, contemplating the physics of an on-the-field encounter with A. J. Mann, the varsity room is strangely desolate. One junior who has made it in early is Pepe Mancha, and he is the kind of kid who doesn’t look like much when you see him sitting in front of his locker humming a Christian rock song and adjusting his ankle supports. But when you see him chase down a pass or return a punt, it becomes clear just why he needs those braces, and it’s because he has a way of “breaking down” and changing direction that can leave an opposing player infuriated, a spectator breathless, and Coach shaking his head and saying in his understated rural Texas way, “He’s good, man.”

By eight o’clock, all the younger kids have their gear, all the older kids have found their way down to school, and everyone—sixty-one players and six coaches—is gathered in the weight room underneath the gymnasium bleachers. The basketball player is nowhere in sight, and the phantom “savior” defensive back from Austin remains no more than a rumor, but Coach says, “We work with the ones that are here,” and Dowell echoes him with, “If they ain’t here, we can’t coach ’em.”

All is quiet and all eyes are on Coach as he steps through the weight room door to stand in front of his team and coaching staff and says, “Welcome to the 2003 edition of Blanco Panther Football.” Then he goes over the team rules—“ ‘Yes sir,’ and, ‘No sir,’ is how we answer here, and that’s it … Be here and be on time, and if you’re not gonna to be here or be on time, call and let us know … No swearing around here or out on the field … No hazing. The seniors will tell you it happened to them when they were freshmen, but they’re lyin’ … ”—and then he says, “Some of you are wondering and worrying about what it’s gonna be like out there. You work hard and listen and learn, and you’re gonna do fine. Watch what these older guys do, and learn from them. We won’t let you quit. If you feel like quittin’, come see me, and I’ll talk you out of it. Most of all, this game is about having fun. We want you to have fun out there, and we want to do this together.”

And then there is a pause, and a sort of peace falls over the room, and Coach looks out over his team—the nonchalantly talented kid and the kid who “couldn’t hit water if he fell out of a boat”; the one who equates football with life and the one who is here because his friends are here; the confident one and the one who is scared beyond all reason about what might happen out there; they’re all here—and he says, “What do you say, boys? Let’s go play some football.”

In Blanco, before you can play some football you have to do some stretching, and this means two long lines of underclassmen facing two lines of juniors and seniors. It means a variety of responses from the players—some do it; some go through the motions; some don’t even pretend like they’re doing it. And it means mild cajoling from Coach to “get good and loose now … all stretching, no baloney. You guys with muscles, stretch ’em.”

It’s still early enough in the day that the mostly green grass on this new practice field is wet with dew and the slightest hint of a breeze from the southeast can help a person with the right imagination almost call this morning “cool.” This is the first day that the Blanco team has practiced here, and the new situation is mostly a good one. The team no longer has to trudge the quarter mile across the county road to the stadium, wearing out their cleats on the asphalt, and carrying blocking bags, tackling dummies, water jugs, and anything else they might require for practice. It’s also good for the stadium grass that now the team and the band won’t be grinding it into the dirt as often as four times a day. But what’s not so good is that the same rocks that are dug out of the ground to construct homes across the county, and have had a number of years to work themselves out at the stadium, are also right here, underneath the team’s new practice facility and, with every step of a cleated foot, more and more of them will fight their way to the surface.
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IT’S DAY ONE of summer practice and legs are fresh and spirits are high. This shows in the first “Team Pursuit” drill where five players line up on one sideline and a lone runner stands cradling a football on the other. At a “Hut” from Coach, the ball carrier hurtles himself at these defenders, with spins and deer-like bounds, with all-out sprints, and all with the intent of getting around or over or through this hoard of anxious pursuers. This is designated a “noncontact” drill—part of the first four days of no-contact before they can don their pads on Day Five—but this doesn’t prevent anyone from getting in that first thump, which is so much a part of preparing to play a varsity football game, and is almost impossibly unavoidable with a gang of energy-charged teenagers who are out here on a soon-to-be hundred degree summer day in large part for the physical aspect of the game. In short, they can’t wait five more days to hit and be hit.

After Pepe and his gang of runners accept this daredevil mission, it is on to the rest of the first day of practice: through the individual offensive and defensive drills, where Dowell has his linemen working on “get-offs” against the blue fertilizer barrels, firing out on “Hut,” punching into the plastic barrels, performing a quick “ground roll,” and then moving upfield. As Ray Noah, the offside offensive tackle, shows particular fervor and talent for this drill, Dowell remarks, “Ray is mean, low, vicious, and nasty.”

Up next is the “Pass Skeleton,” where Nathan White lines up with his talented group of backs and ends to run play after play against a scout team defensive backfield. After that comes “Team Conditioning,” where Coach spreads everyone along the goal line to start them sprinting and says, “You fat guys don’t go down to the end and hide,” and Dowell replies, “They’re fat, Coach. They can’t hide.”

The two practice sessions are split by a forty-five minute break that many of the players use to get something to eat. Jackson mentions that he overheard some of the younger kids talking about Dairy Queen. “Well,” says Dowell, “we’re making offensive linemen here. You don’t get offensive linemen feedin’ ’em salads.” Dowell has what one might call an “offensive lineman build” himself and the coaches all work at giving him a hard time about it.

Johnston shares a narrow corner desk space with Dowell, and he elbows his partner through his “Panther Pride” T-shirt and says, “Dammit! Quit hoggin’ up all the room.”

Coach chuckles from his spot on the floor where he uses a bookshelf of old game videos as a backrest. “I’ll tell you right now. Dowell, he don’t care. When he come here he was skinny, and look at him now, and he don’t even care.”

At this, Dowell unlocks his hands from behind his head and drums on his very ample torso. “That’s right,” he says. “You don’t think this takes work? You think these kids can’t learn somethin’ from this kind of dedication?” Then he gives his best I’m-a-linemanfor-life grin, swivels around to his desk, and picks up a screwdriver and helmet to replace a wobbly facemask.

By a quarter to eleven, the players are back at school and in meetings with their individual offensive coaches. The first thing Dowell does when he reaches the room where he teaches world history is to make a beeline for the thermostat—“Fat boys like cold,” he says—and then, once his junior varsity linemen are seated, he starts going over the terminology that they’ll be using for the rest of their Blanco football careers. As Ky McNett watches Dowell plot out blocking schemes on the whiteboard and listens to him say things like, “A counter is a trap for the tackle,” and, “A trap is for the guard to pull and hit someone in the ear hole,” he gets a look on his face that says, “I am almost completely lost.”

Dowell stops his lecture and says, “What’s wrong, Ky?”

“Coach, I know what to do, but the words and names don’t mean anything to me.”

Dowell replies, “On Friday night I need to be able to talk to you and know that you understand me and what I’m talkin’ about. I need to be able to say, ‘Choke,’ and know that you know what I’m sayin’. You gotta know these things if you’re gonna help the team.”

When the team heads out for its second practice session of the day, they are greeted by Linscomb, whose official vocation is to keep the Panthers and a number of other Central Texas teams supplied with equipment, and whose unofficial vocation is to supply an overly generous quantity and debatable quality of his idea of wit and wisdom on a bi-weekly basis as he makes his rounds across the Hill Country.

Linscomb is a sixtyish fellow, stylishly attired in pleated shorts and a polo shirt with tasseled loafers and no socks. Of all the many teams on his sales roster, he seems to have a very special place in his heart for the Blanco Panthers. “They got a way a’ doin’ things around here,” he says. “You see how that quarterback hands the ball to his wing? That’s what you call ‘close tolerance,’ and that don’t come easy. That takes work and that takes coachin’.” He changes gears suddenly, raising his voice to talk about his business. “And I’ll tell you another thing, Son, I got me an American job. I work for a livin’. I don’t got no one handin’ me nothin’—I don’t sell. I don’t eat. You know what I’m sayin’ here?” And then he calls out to Coach, “Hey, what you say? You got time for Subway after all this?”

“You buyin’?” asks Coach.

“What, it’s not enough to have me here, supplying you all with all this worldly knowledge and athletic equipage?”

Coach turns to the salesman with hands on hips in a show of mock perturbation. “You meet with these other coaches, and you’re treatin’ ’em to steaks and shrimp, and you ain’t even offerin’ us a sub sandwich?”

“Okay, okay, I’m buyin,” says Linscomb.

By one o’clock, the humidity and the slowly settling reality that today is the first of a long string of hot, hardworking, two-a-days has sapped much of the team’s early morning antelope energy. But as Coach calls for them to pull off their helmets and take a knee in a team huddle to close down practice, he is feeling fine. “Good first day today,” he says. “It was good how you picked people up if they messed up. That’s the way to be. Remember, if you don’t know, ask. Don’t go fifty percent due to not knowin’. But good work out there. I know it’s hot, but we got lots of cold water, and don’t be shy about drinkin’ it. And get plenty to drink at home, and eat something good. And, I’ll tell you what: You looked like a team out there. That’s the way it should be now through December. Now let’s get a break and get out of here. And who heard Linscomb say he’s buyin’?”

There’s a laugh at this, and the tired team rises up to Coach, who is in the center of it all, and their arms and hands come up and in, and there is a loud, all-voices bark of “State Champs!” to finish off the first day of this 2003 season for these Blanco Panther kids. They trail off their new field in small clusters, pitching footballs toward the ball bag, kicking at chunks of upheaved stone, scraping mud out of their cleats on the fieldhouse sidewalk, and calling out to each other, “Catch me a ride,” and, “Meet me at C. J.’s,” and, “You ain’t workin’ today are you?” And their worry for the day—at least their football worry—is done.

For the coaches, their football day is far from done. After they’ve followed Linscomb in their big, brush-guarded trucks to the Subway up on Highway 281, and after they’ve listened to him discourse on the new “Oh-A-Sis” water cooler that they’ve got to try, and reminded him about who’s picking up the bill, it is back to the fieldhouse to wash clothes, sweep floors, empty trash, re-rack weights, discuss personnel, and plan for tomorrow’s practice.

By mid-afternoon, almost everyone is done with their duties for the day, and the assistants head home to stretch out under the air conditioner on the living room carpet, or, in Mouser’s case, to “open me up one’a them ice-cold Michelob Ultras from out the ’fridge—they hard to beat, man—and then get in the pool with my arms hung over the side, and sip that beer and look up at the shade of the big oak out back. If you want to get cool, that’s one hell of a way to accomplish it.”

It also looks as if Coach might have a chance to get away from school for a short while before he has to come back this evening for the weekly Booster Club meeting that his job requires him to attend. This is not one of the athletic director duties that he relishes, and, starting at lunch and continuing on throughout the afternoon, he has made his dread known to anyone within earshot. As he and Tesch draw up tomorrow’s schedule on the office whiteboard, he says ruefully, “Booster Club tonight. Man, am I pumped.” As he accompanies Johnston out to the practice field to start the motor on the rolling water cannon sprinkler system, he says, “I am pumped. We’re gonna argue about lettuce and tomatoes and should we use plain or seeded burger buns at the snack bar.”

But just as he gets up from his desk, there’s a tentative-sounding knock on his office door, and in walks Justin Stone, the phantom athlete everyone has been wondering about. Just as Coach had promised, he’s not a crackerjack defensive back and he’s not from Austin. He’s a tenth-grade kid for whom his parents have moved out to Blanco to give him a better chance in a smaller place, and “he thinks he wants to play some football.” He’s also a kid who Coach will take down to the equipment room to get him his helmet and pads, and then point to the shoe depository on the hallway floor and say, “If you need a pair, we got lots,” and who, tomorrow morning will be introduced to the assembled team by Coach as, “Justin Stone, a new Panther from Smithson Valley. Take care of him.” Soon after, he will feel a part of things as he trots off with the offensive linemen for individual drills and feels a slap on the back and a shake of the hand from his fellow sophomores and hears a “hey, man,” and a “you stand here.”

Coach eventually does make it home in time to see his wife, Lisa, and his daughters, Reagan and Landry, off to San Antonio for Reagan’s gymnastics class, and in time to spend a few minutes with his son, Tanner, in the family’s swimming pool. “This pool is the best thing we’ve done here at the house,” Coach says. “It seems like this is the only place where me and Tanner get to spend much time together.” They have a basketball hoop rigged up above the pool, and the two engage in a water-soaked game of one-on-one. This is a good diversion for Tanner because he has a tank-full of nervous energy to burn. Tonight is his first night of Pop Warner practice, and he can’t wait to start. “I just hope they don’t put him at quarterback,” his father says.

After a dinner of sausage and beans, it’s back down to school, where the town’s Pop Warner teams meet on the high school’s practice field. Tanner clatters in his cleats across the parking lot asphalt to join his squad, and Coach has a few moments to sit in his truck and watch the goings-on. For him, the first official day of the new season is drawing to a close. He just has to make it through tonight’s Booster Club meeting and its twenty-minute discussion on whether to switch from soft drink cans to plastic bottles and charge an extra quarter, or to just leave things as they are. And maybe after he puts his kids to bed he can spend a couple of minutes in his chair in front of the TV to see what’s going on with his Dallas Cowboys and their pre-season camp and try not to think about his defensive backs, or about picking up the phone to call that basketball player and say, “Hey man, when you comin’ in?” or about what he’ll say to the banished player’s parents when they call, or about the laundry or the shoe pile, or “Wild Bill,” or the new kid. If he makes his way through these things and anything else the last few hours of this August Monday might bring his way, then, hey, he might be ready to face tomorrow and whatever it has in store for him and his team.
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BUT HE HASN’T seen tomorrow yet. He hasn’t heard Pepe’s ankle “pop” from across the practice field or seen him crumple to the ground at defensive cornerback. He hasn’t heard Garrett Granberg—a Blanco graduate who has come by to help out at practice—say, “It’s playing football here that got me ready for college.” And he hasn’t seen Big Davey walk into his office to tell him, “Coach, I might have TB.”

He hasn’t seen Wednesday either, when he arrives at the fieldhouse sleepless because of a night spent at the emergency room in Austin with Landry, with Lisa almost inconsolably frightened, and with Tanner afraid, trying to be tough for Reagan on the long truck ride to the hospital in the wake of the ambulance that carried their mother and their sick baby sister. The record-breaking summer heat had triggered a midnight febrile seizure in the little girl. “She was shaking. Her eyes were rolled back in her head. It felt like she wasn’t breathing for about a minute and a half. And there ain’t nothin’ you can do but hold her there and call the medics. And there ain’t really nothin’ they can do except try and get her cooled off.” He tells all this to his team in the pre-practice huddle, and then he goes on to say, “It makes you think something about your life. It goes fast, man. You got to enjoy your life. You got to appreciate it.”

Nor has he seen Thursday, when his freshman quarterback, Tanner Wilbanks, throws a ball so end-over-end, weak, and offtarget that Coach says, “I think that’s the worst pass I seen all week… and that includes two Pop Warner practices.” Or late that afternoon, when Davey again comes to Coach in his office to explain that the TB scare was a false alarm. He doesn’t have it, and the co-worker he thought he contracted it from on a summer construction job doesn’t have it either.

Or Friday, which is the first day in full pads and the first day of full contact. As the team trudges out to the field for the early morning practice, Dowell predicts that the anticipation of contact will far exceed the reality. “They’re tired, their pads don’t fit right, they’re not used to them, and they’re not used to hittin’. And my problem is, I’m excited, too. But I’ll only end up mad when my big old linemen start wallowin’ around on each other instead of hittin’ someone.”

Coach tries to get things started on a positive note by saying, “It’s hot everywhere in Texas, boys. Let’s keep our heads up and play through it.” But Dowell’s forecast holds true. As players drag around the field in the humidity, Tesch shouts, “You guys don’t want it! You just want to wear that jersey with your name on it on the sideline!” Then Coach, who coaches the linebackers, yells at Seth Garza, “Why are you backpedaling? Our linebackers don’t backpedal. I don’t know who your linebacker coach is, but he ought to be shot.” And then, in a move that contradicts everything you have ever heard about football and everything you’ve ever heard about how to treat football players, Coach calls the team together to say, “We’re cutting it short this morning. No special teams and no conditioning. Everyone’s tired. Let’s come out ready to improve this afternoon.” And then Coach does the same thing at the afternoon practice, saying, “Thank you for your effort today. This first day in pads is always tough. You boys get home and rest your legs. We gotta pick up the intensity tomorrow. Be ready.”

And Coach hasn’t seen Saturday, when Pepe comes back as dexterous and dangerous as ever, making everyone miss, and making Coach observe in frustration, “We can’t tackle him,” and then in resignation, “Well, no one else can tackle him either.” Or a freshman running back—Jacob Noah, Ray’s little brother—who “gets in there and gets after” the first-team varsity defense, and his eyes aren’t like hubcaps, but more like ice picks, as he seeks out senior defenders to crash into. Or the new kid, Justin Stone, who jumps in on the “Scout Team” defensive line and almost immediately makes a big hit on a first-team wingback, steer wrestling him to the ground and then jumping up to the shouts and shoulder pad slaps of his new teammates. Neither has Coach gathered the team up in the post-practice huddle to say, “That’s a good way to end the week. You all finished strong and finished playing like a team.”
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THE POP WARNER practice has yet to begin, and there are a dozen or so youngsters in too-big shirts and shorts and long socks charging around the field with a football in tow, feinting and high-stepping and all-out sprinting in a miniaturized version of the performance the high school boys put on earlier in the day. There is an unfettered joy in their cries of, “Go!” and, “Run!” and, “Throw the ball here!” And in the fearless careenings of these future Panthers, in their whirring legs and arms, with this world all around them, there is a picture of why we came up with this game to begin with. And Coach says, as he looks out at his son and the other boys, all of them running, “That’s a tough picture to beat.” And it is.





Week Two—Where They Start and Where They Finish

Warren Central High School Vikings: Vicksburg, Mississippi

THE FIRST WEDNESDAY of the first week at Warren Central Junior High School is designated “Helmet Day,” so when the fifty seventh graders who participate in athletic period football gather at the fieldhouse door to slip off their shoes and stack them along the brick wall, they hustle to their lockers, sit down on the red bench, and wait for Coach “Bumper” Brogden to set down his big-bottomed plastic coffee cup and start issuing the directives that they will strain to follow for the hour-long class period.

But, after the tardy bell rings to officially begin the period and before he sets down the cup, Bumper makes one final eye-sweep of the room in search of any shiny objects that might be glinting from one of these twelve-year-old’s ears. He rattles the cup with his take from the last two days and says, “Anyone wearin’ a earring, it goes right here. And Momma can come down and get it.”

As Bumper shakes the cup and stalks around the room, kids who remembered to unclasp their tiny stud earpieces and deposit them in their pockets on the way to the fieldhouse, kids who have never had an ear-piercing, and a few kids who have forgotten the rule or, more likely, have forgotten their earrings and are now plopping them into Bumper’s cup like gold doubloons into Captain Jack’s treasure chest all frantically paw at their earlobes and glance nervously at their neighbors.

These seventh graders’ assignment for today is to sit at their lockers and wait for Bumper to shout out their names from the equipment room. But not long after Bumper deposits the coffee cup in his office desk drawer and heads to the adjacent room where the long rows of gleaming red football helmets lie waiting, it becomes clear that there are a couple of obstacles on the road to getting these helmets distributed.

One roadblock is the soon-discovered realization that a lot of these kids have never donned a regulation tackle football helmet before. Not six players into the long line of helmet applicants, assistant coaches Wilson and Smithhart and their gang of restless charges hear a mini-explosion from the other side of the equipment partition. This results from Bumper’s headgear-fitting work with a young man who tries to twist a too-small helmet onto his head like someone might screw a bottle cap onto a Coca-Cola bottle.

“Whoa, Big Dog!” Bumper exclaims. “Don’t be breakin’ my helmet!” At this, he marches out the equipment room door, swinging behind him a large-sized helmet, and demanding the attention of his fifty antsy players and two assistant coaches. He thrusts the helmet above his head, like a war trophy for all to see, and says, “This helmet ain’t designed fo’ yo’ comfort. It ain’t a cotton T-shirt. It’s designed to keep you from gittin’ kilt, so don’t expect it to fit like a pilla’.”

The “kilt” pronouncement works as a “before and after” dividing moment. The “before” is a squirreling mass of arms and feet and fingers and hammer-bobbing knees. The “after” is a fifty-kids-as-one, dead-quiet focus on a twenty-eight-year-old man with a helmet in his hands. And Bumper uses these few minutes of silence to demonstrate the proper way to put on a football helmet. First he shows them all the wrong techniques that kids have been employing back in the equipment room. “This ain’t no ball cap to be rested comfortably atop yo’ head,” he says, as he flips the helmet up onto his own towheaded mop. Then he takes a stab at Big Dog’s corkscrew maneuver. “If you at all like havin’ yo’ ears, you won’t be doin’ this.” And then he shows them the right way to fit their headgear onto their heads. “You take yo’ index fingers and yo’ thumbs, and you have ’em meet in a loop in both ear holes, and you pull ’em out on both sides.”

As the hoard of youngsters makes practice loops with their own fingers and thumbs, and as he secures the helmet in place, Bumper is, for an instant, transformed into the ballplayer he once was. This illusion is short-lived though, as Bumper unsnaps his helmet, pulls it off his head, and says, “Awright, who can’t git they helmet on now?” and then plunges back into the equipment room with Big Dog shuffling behind him.

Also short-lived is the peacefulness in the room. Once they have mastered the index finger and thumb loop, these kids are back to slaps and giggles and a general uproar that exceeds the now halcyonseeming pre-kilt and post-earring rumblings. As Big Dog emerges from the equipment room with a triumphant smile on his face and a right-fitting helmet in his hands, Bumper calls out ominously, “Hey, I’m fittin’ ta’ come out there. And we fittin’ ta’ go to the Jungle.”

This threat brings a strained calm to the masses as only three days into the program, they are already veterans of “The Jungle” and know that it means “Gorillas,” and know that “Gorillas” means squatting down on their haunches, and then, at the coach’s whistle, performing a ballerina-like leap skyward combined with a fist-beating of their chests, and a cry of, “Gorilla One!” and then, “Gorilla Two!” and so on, up into the dozens, or hundreds, or whenever Bumper gets tired of blowing the whistle. This uncomfortable picture succeeds in reining in the troops, and they devote the next couple of minutes to red-faced pantomimes and headshakes as they work to perform the high-wire task of staying quiet and watching their teammates slink into the equipment room one at a time, and then return to their seats with the coveted red helmet. But before long, the junior high locker room is back to the edge of mayhem, and there is a ringing call from behind the wall. “Next time I hafta’ walk out that door, we goin’ Gorilla for the rest of the week!”

The next couple of minutes proceed in the only way they can: with the false calm, followed by the storm of voices and creaks and falls and genuine childhood laughter, all produced by these kids who want to follow directions, but whose bodies and age will not let them do so. This is not ADD; it is the helicopter hovering over the canyon of puberty, and the coaches know it. But this doesn’t stop Bumper from appearing in the equipment room doorway to say, “Awright men, iss’ ‘Gorilla Time,’ and then, “You s’pos’ta be at the top’a the food chain. You s’pos’ta be able to reason and think and sit and not talk. You s’pos’ta be able to take directions”; nor does it stop Wilson from ascending a ladder to a lofty perch where he can sit on an overturned milk crate to oversee all fifty kids as they leap and crouch, leap and crouch, leap and crouch; or Smithhart from pursing his lips around his new chrome-plated whistle on this, his third official day as a coach in the program, poised to set off the echoing calls of, “Gorilla One! Gorilla Two! Gorilla Three!” All so that Bumper can return to the equipment room to continue handing out helmets, and so that these boys can continue to learn what it means to be a Warren Central Viking football player.
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ABOUT THREE MILES away from Bumper’s Nordic indoctrinations, past the Battlefield Inn and the Beechwood Lounge and just off Highway 27, Mr. Joe stands inside the wide-open fieldhouse back doors to greet the Warren Central Football Varsity as they filter into the locker room from their morning of academic classes across campus. Each boy pauses at the door to say, “Hey, Mr. Joe,” and to slip off his new-school tennis shoes or desert boots before padding across the paint-sealed and spotlessly clean cement floor to his red-painted wood locker space, where he has a few moments to sit and look. And what he sees is a stream of blue and red banners that commemorate the team’s recent district and state-playoff successes, strung from the low-slung rafters. He sees the weight room circuit that Coach Oakes sets up four days a week in a labyrinthine scheme that allows half of the eighty-plus players to do their inseason “maintenance” workout in this finite space, while the other half watches film in the “Red Room” down the hall. And, in the middle of it all, in the middle of this place as clean and orderly and well-provisioned as a church-run hospital, he can see the diminutive Mr. Joe, the fieldhouse manager, in his plaid collared shirt and pressed pants and running sneakers, as he nods to player after player, as he shakes hands and pats shoulders, as he adjusts the laundry he washed and started drying last night and then folded early this morning, as he scans the floor for any accidental paper cup or piece of tape or lunch wrapper, as he works, which is something he has done for almost every day of his life since he started chopping cotton in Eagle Lake, Mississippi in 1938 for fifty cents a day. “I never been late for work,” says Mr. Joe. “I never missed work. I took half a day off once for my momma’s funeral.”

Into this tranquil scene strolls head coach Robert Morgan, who has been with the program for thirty-five years and is beginning his eighteenth year as the man in charge. He surveys the locker room for a few moments and says, “How’s ever’thing percolatin’ today, Mr. Joe?”

“Good, Coach. Good. Just gettin’ these boys lined out. And that is full-time work right there.”

“Well, Mr. Joe, you the man for the job then.” At this, Coach walks down the hallway, past row upon row of team pictures and awards, to have a seat behind his office desk where he takes a moment to thumb through the glossy Sears catalogue-sized “press guides” that the Vikings receive annually from places like Ole Miss and Tulane and the University of Florida. Of special interest to him is the Mississippi State booklet that features, in the players’ section, a picture and short biography of his son, Brett, who is entering his sophomore season as a Bulldog defensive back. On the wall behind Coach is a portrait of Brett in his college uniform, along with pictures of his older brothers, Rob and Josh, also outfitted in their maroon and white MSU gear. The elder two have earned their degrees and now work in the construction business. “I’ll tell you what,” Coach says, “they momma raised them boys right. My boys … they a good lot.” Coach picks a railroad spike up off his desk that is etched with the words “Viking Toothpick.” The spike makes an echoing “clang” as he taps it on the hard wood of the desk and chuckles, “We gotta couple ‘Git Tough, Stay Tough’ drills for these boys today. We gonna find out which a these hosses can plow and which cain’t.”

One “hoss” who can plow is senior lineman Adam Huell, whose rampage in today’s mid-practice “Oklahoma” drill doesn’t so much put one in mind of a plow horse as it does a bullfight where the bull is winning. But this Viking Toothpick-type performance doesn’t come until after the team’s daily twelve-minute run in their shorts and shirts that Coach says, “Gives ’em a chance to talk and wind down from school—‘Did you see so-and-so? She looked good, din’ she?’”

Coach Brewer has his linebackers gathered around him for some individual work and he is unhappy with their effort so far. First, there is the backer who moves half-speed and “thumps” half-hearted in a “sideline pursuit” drill, and this sour showing is enough to make Brewer say, “That’s all you gonna show us? If that’s all you got, you ain’t got no heart, you got a thumpin’ gizzard.” Then, as he explains to the group this kid’s error and how to correct it, Brewer discovers that one of his charges seems to have his eyes on the pom practice that’s taking place across the way on the stadium track, instead of on his “Contain” lecture. “I’ll tell you what, Son,” Brewer growls, as the young man snaps back to attention, “I remember growin’ up in my fam’ly with five kids in the house. We learned to sit down, stop, and listen. Your mama didn’t teach you that? ’Cause I’m fixin’ to.”

The wide receivers and quarterbacks work on “fade” routes with Coach Graham, but today the correct execution of the drill is just not occurring. While Graham forms his receivers into two lines facing downfield and settles on a couple of quarterbacks to throw to each line, Coach sets up an orange pylon on each sideline to signify the point where player and ball should meet, and then stands back to watch. He witnesses a grab bag of poor throws and muffed catches. Coach Tyrone, who works as the offensive coordinator and who has been with the program for twenty-five years, has already predicted, “It’s gonna be sluggish out here these first few days of pads.” And “sluggish” is a good word to describe these early-season fade route efforts.

As one pass drops fluttering to the manicured grass, nowhere near the receiver or the orange “target,” Coach says, “I’ma git me a quarterback that can git it down there. If he don’t catch it, I want it goin’ out of bounds.”

As another, this time decently thrown pass, is bobbled and dropped by a young receiver, Graham calls to the boy as he chugs after the still-rolling pigskin, “Wha’s a matter … ball too heavy?” As sophomore Chico Hunter, a starting defensive back and sometime quarterback as well as Warren Central’s version of “The Natural” (“You’ll be hearin’ about him playin’ college,” says Coach. “Just you watch. That boy’s what you call a ‘slobberknocker’”), winds up and floats a pretty spiral toward the pylon that is promptly dropped, Coach says, “Cheek, don’t worry about it none. You thowin’ it good. They just ain’t catchin’ it.” And finally, as a ball skids along the ground at a receiver’s feet, Coach says in exasperation, “We thowin’ at the pylon. Hell, I’ll go down and git a gul outta study hall. Maybe she can git it down there.”

Things aren’t going much better over with Coach Tyrone and his running backs. He has a row of blocking bags set up like sideways dominoes with the idea that his players will zig-zag between them, but the boys appear lethargic in the sticky afternoon heat. They are having some real trouble maneuvering through this bag course in the ungainly pads that they are not used to wearing. Instead of making clean “cuts” between the bags, many of these usually fleet-footed runners find themselves jumping and stumbling over them while trying to switch a ball that suddenly seems greased from hand to hand. “This ain’t a ‘hop drill.’ It’s a ‘cut drill,’” says Coach Tyrone, who has a way of smiling when he chastises his players, and who delivers the bad news in such a soft, unassuming voice that it almost seems as if he is congratulating them.

But he’s not congratulating anyone when he sees yet another football squirt through a kid’s arms and onto the turf and says, “‘Five points’ means both hands on the ball,” or when a succession of backs make it at least somewhat successfully past the last bag and break into a sprint, only to slow down to a jog long before they reach the light standard, and he says, with a headshake and a grin, “Sprint past the pole. It ain’t a sprint and a ease up,” or after he’s seen plenty of what he believes are half-hearted and bumbling efforts from his group that he abandons the “Cut Drill” in favor of “Up-Downs,” the big brother to “Gorillas,” where the participant jogs in place, drops flat and springs back up, and then drops down again … and again, and again, and again.… until Coach Tyrone directs his heavy-breathing crew back toward the bags and says with a smile, “Now les’ try this one mo’ time.” The boys make their next, much crisper rounds through the bags and past the pole, and it’s clear that his quiet message has made its way through.

There is not much to cheer about over with Coach Oakes and the linemen either as they work on a “Get-off” drill, where big Joe Wallace, a sophomore tackle, settles down awkwardly into his “three-point” stance, Coach Oakes says, “Gimme a punch. Strike it like a cobra. I’m coiled up. I’m coiled up. I’m coiled up … and, ‘Bam’!” And with this, Oakes gives Joe a strong “hand shiver” in the shoulder pads. “Now tha’s you. Tha’s what you got to do. Just like a cobra.” But Joe is no cobra. He is a roundish fifteen-year-old kid whose new practice pants are too small, and whose pads don’t seem to want to stay in place. He works to get back down into his stance, all the while fiddling with those pads and pants and Oakes says, “You got to leave them butt pads alone. You got to focus on your business.” Coach Brewer chimes in from his drill across the way with, “If he can bruise his butt, tha’s one hell of a fall.”

One area of the practice field where things are moving smoothly is the far end of the field, where Will Clark, “the best kicker in Mississippi,” and a pretty fair soccer player as well, boots football after football in high, dead-on arcs through the practice goal post. Coach stands back to admire yet another ball as it sails up and over the uprights and into the stand of willow and ash and wild cherry trees beyond, and he says, “I like the soccer team. They keep me in kickers.” As footballs continue to soar end-over-end through the cloudy afternoon sky, and then land with a leaf-shattering “thud” in the woods beyond, a few of Will’s teammates trickle over from their water break to watch him apply shoe to ball.

Vaughn Mims, a senior captain and starting middle linebacker, calls out, “Man, tha’s the position to have. Make a million dollars and you don’t do nothin’.”

“Tha’s right,” says fellow senior captain and starting free safety Jason Williams. “Jus’ stan’ on the sidelines. Iss’ cold … take your jacket off, make the kick, come back, put your jacket back on, stan’ next the heater.”

This razzing garners a smile from Will. Then he booms the last of his practice bag of balls through the goal post, and he and his gang of three apprentice kickers disappear into the trees with bag in tow so they can fill it back up and kick some more. “I’ll be proud when he leaves,” says Coach. “He’s about to break me. He’s done busted out all my balls and wore out my shoes.”

But then, just as Will and his kicking lackeys report to Coach that it’s time for them to get on to their study hall, and Coach responds with, “I cain’t believe that. You kickers got more places to go than a Jesuit priest,” before sending them on their way, and just as the humidity and oppressive new practice pads seem to have gotten the best of the Viking Varsity, it is time for them to “Git Tough, Stay Tough.” At Coach’s call of, “Oklahoma!” a charge of energy ricochets through the team, almost seeming to bounce from helmet to helmet like the thick splats of rain that have started to drop from the gray clouds above.

“Oklahoma” features a row of eight blocking bags, lined up sideways to create seven two-yard-wide “chutes.” On one side of each chute is an offensive “blocker” and, three yards behind him, a “runner” with a football tucked solidly under both arms, whose combined job is to get the ball through the chute and to the green grass of the open field beyond. On the other side of each chute is a defensive “tackler” whose job it is to stop them. Surrounding the twentyone players, who are at the ready in the seven chutes, is everyone else, and, if you have seen the movie Gladiator, you have a pretty good idea of what this whole cheering, jeering mob looks like about now: They want to see some collisions … and then they want to get in there and get a lick in themselves.

Even here in this most primal of football drills—you run; you block; you tackle; and let’s see who’s toughest—things start out rusty enough for Coach to say, “You about as flat as a half-baked biscuit.” But then something about the rain and the mud and the churning cleats transforms this part of Coach’s dream field into a barrow pit; the high-pitched exhortations of this seething crowd, the settling of plastic pads and nylon jerseys and teenaged flesh and bones into a more comfortable communion; it shovels this holy muck of slips and slides and fumbles and frustrations into a forgotten furrow and tramples over it with the hits and hollers of “Oklahoma.”

And now is when Adam Huell crouches down into his tackler stance, taut and angry and ready to show James Henderson just who exactly is in charge here. Earlier in the fieldhouse, as Adam pulled up his socks and strapped on his pads, James had stood over his best buddy, taunting, “We hittin’ today, Boy. You fittin’ ta’ find out what pain all about,” and Adam had looked up at his friend and calmly replied, “Back it up,” and then gone about his business. Now James cradles the ball behind a big senior blocker who, when Coach blows his whistle, looks like he’s stepped on a skateboard, as Adam throws him over a blocking bag on his rabid-dog express to the ball carrier. But James is not quite ready to follow his blue-jerseyed escort into the mud, and is, at least in his mind, ready to “back it up,” and the collision that follows is ram-horned and resounding and brings a roar from the multitudes, but Adam is just mad enough, and James enough stunned, that Adam “wraps him up” and deposits him onto the turf like you might flop a sack of meal onto a truck bed. Then Adam straddles his fallen friend and says, “Who hittin’ now? Who backin’ it up?” And James punches the ball on the ground and leaps to his feet saying, “Les’ go! Les’ go!” And then there they are in the chute again with a new blocker, but at the blow of the whistle, the same result, as Adam this time shoves the blocker straight back into James and then bear-hugs them both to the ground to whoops of glee from the congregated.

All this is too much for little Larry Warner, who Coach says is “no bigger that a popcorn toot. But he tough as a nickel steak.” Larry is a junior and a back-up offensive back, and his number hasn’t been called yet to step into the Oklahoma foray, and he can’t wait another instant for it to be called as he hollers, “I’m a git me some!” and jumps in, not to run the ball, but to block. The kid he’s up against is an ample-sized lineman, and Larry proceeds to attack him like a bulldog pup might a rib roast, and knock him back and flat, and the field full of boys and men is jumping now, and Coach says, “Can you do it again, Larry?” and Larry lets loose a joyous shriek and lines up and does it again, and then yells, “Bow up, boys!” as he springs back to his feet in a spray of mud and grass, and he’s saying, “Who gonna tote it? Who gonna tote it?”

And the next thing you know, it’s big Joe lined up in his best cobra stance and his sagging pants are forgotten as his teammates say, “C’mon, Joe,” and “Stop up that hole, Joe,” and “You the one, Joe-Joe,” and he drives his three-hundred-plus-pound bulk of a body into the chute, only to be pushed down and stepped on and run over, and, as he drags himself out of the mud, he says in his gentle giant voice, “Nice play, Derrick. I’ll get you next time,” and the two boys shake hands, and then next time comes, and the whistle blows and this time Joe throws Derrick to the ground and wrestles down the runner in a lightning-flash burst that is as much a surprise to him as it is to his teammates and coaches who howl in celebration at his feat, and he and Derrick are crouched on hands and knees in the muck, and they’re smiling, and it’s clear that this right here is where they want to be. They can’t imagine another place.

But there is one more place the team needs to be before they can start to think about leaving the practice field for the day. Coach has saved his other “Git Tough …” drill for the end of the day. He calls it “Make Five, Take Five,” and the object of it is nearly as simple and battle-bitten as today’s Oklahoma drill: the football is set down on the forty-yard line, and it’s the job of the offense to advance it over the goal line against a defense that is charged with stopping them. For every play that the offense gains at least five yards, they get to “Make Five,” and the ball is moved five yards closer to the goal-line. For every play that fails to gain at least five yards, Coach “Takes Five,” and moves the ball five yards back and away from the goal line.

Today’s practice-closing drill pits the “Blue” offense against the “White” defense that features Chico Harris, so it is not such an outlandish thing to witness when the Whites, after allowing four straight “Make Five” plays, “bow up” to stop the Blues cold and begin to shove them further and further back toward their own goal line. And, even though its the end of practice and the beginning of a cool shower and a “long ride home” await everyone—players and coaches alike—once the Blues make their way into the end zone, the Whites seem to be in no hurry to go anywhere.

As the Blues bend down with hands on knees and heavy breathing in the huddle, and then make their slow way toward the ball to set up for yet another play, the White nose-guard, who has had a big part in stuffing several previous running plays, settles into his “four-point” crab stance and calls out, “Send him, baby. Send him right here.” And the “weak-side” cornerback explains his own contribution to this defensive dominance to his backups on the sideline with, “I knew I mighta’ got ranned over, but I’m just tryin’ to make a tackle,” and these future Blues and Whites nod their agreement, and all up and down the defensive front, white-shirted kids offer up challenges to the worn-out Blues saying, “Bring ’em to me,” and, “Send him here,” and, “You don’t want none ’a this.” But Coach Brewer says, “Les’ quiet it right down and play ball. They don’ need you flustratin’ ’em. They got to work this out. You all ain’t sportscasters yet. They don’ need you agitatin’ ’em.”

The Blues eventually do stand up and fight, but not until the Whites knock them around for a little while longer and Coach says, “Tha’s a perfect example of how to get run over,” and not until Jesse Pedyfoot, his ill-fitting and mud-soaked practice pants drooping around his hips, gets his fill of the abuse and says to his bedraggled offensive mates, “You follow me, you’ll get there,” or until Oakes says to senior tackle Scott McKinnie, who is dizzy and swooning in the traces, and who wants to come out bad, “You worked six years to get up here. Now, you gonna wallow, or you gonna bow up?” or until Jesse does get them there with a final gasp of a fullback plunge that caves in the defense enough to “Make” that final five yards as he collapses over the goal line.
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THE VIKINGS CONCLUDE this all-pads day with a round of conditioning sprints that is accompanied by a break in the rain, and by exuberant team claps and shouts of “Vike!” after each length of the field. And by Coach saying, “They’ll sleep good tonight.” Then, after the last boy straggles in from the last sprint, he calls out to his team, “Hug your buddy!” and he watches like a happy dad as these kids who have devoted much of the last three hours to beating on each other, do just that. They shout and laugh and slap pads and shake hands and, yes, hug one another in a way that makes it easy for Coach to call them in tight around him, and then say to them and to his coaches, “We’ll learn how to win together,” and then to stand alone in the soft halogen glow of the new practice field lamps, and in the midst of all these trees, to watch his boys drift back in toward the now-darkened shadow of the fieldhouse where they pause to strip off their muddy cleats before stepping into the lighted frame of the locker room doors to say, “Hey, Mr. Joe.”
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“The 80-Yard Run is a marvelous look at high school
football across America, in all its hues, in all its magic.”
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