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August

WHEN SHE SAW THE CAR—A DARK, low-slung Chevy sedan, its vinyl roof tattered and flaked—Josie thought of it only as a possible way out of her situation. She was a sixteen-year-old girl alone on a vast landscape, standing beside a broken down grain truck on a long and empty gravel road, miles from help or houses or a cell signal. This, Josie felt, was just another trial of harvest. The dark car slowed quickly, seemed to fishtail a little, as if the driver had not intended to stop, and then suddenly changed his mind. The tires, Josie noticed right away, were too bald for driving gravel.

A long crack in the windshield read like the map of some twisted journey across a confined world. Josie Frehse wasn’t naïve. She knew that sometimes trouble came from Havre or Lewistown or over the border from Medicine Hat or from the Fort Miles reservation and sometimes it came in cars like this one. But she didn’t feel trouble. Josie had been driving a grain truck since she was fourteen.

She’d been riding along in one since she was five. This was the life she knew, and she knew what to expect from it: big red diesel-burning International Harvester combines in a staggered line chugging over a wheat field, powerhouses against the land and sky; chaff suspended in wafted layers, coloring the setting sun. The thickness of it in her nose, the chewing thrum of the engines.

A hawk racing low across the horizon. Bluish-green humps of mountains beneath bluish-white piles of clouds, the tawny gold and green squares stretching from her, the dips and curves of crop lines, black crescents of dirt under her fingernails. Grit on her fingertips, her jeans sweaty in the seat, the truck steering wheel trembling and jerking as she bounced along beside the combine, trying to keep the bucket under the gout of grain pouring into it.

A ballad blasted through her tinny phone speaker. Her father drove one of the combines. Her brother Jared drove another one. Her boyfriend Matt drove one. Matt was about to turn eighteen, and Jared already had. Josie was sixteen going on seventeen, and she had ideas about how fast that should happen and how much faster the rest should come, but felt still uncertain about whether those ideas made any sense. For days now, she had been steering her grain truck down the rows of the field, feeling the bumps bouncing her in her seat, wrestling the steering wheel, singing the good lines with the country singers, careful to maintain an exact distance while the combine poured its load out. And then she had honked and waved and peeled off across the field, headed for the elevator in Chinook.

Like she had a hundred times before. In Chinook, she would wait while the auger sucked the grain from the truck’s hold, each load tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of hard, bouncy kernels, her family’s whole year of life—cereal, shampoo, jeans, home heating fuel, tampons, trash bags, books, everything they would have in their house—augered into the fat, shiny silos along the railroad tracks.

The seeds would trundle down the parallel bend of railroad tracks to Seattle, then cross a sea she’d never seen to Korea to become steamed buns. The Koreans got very precise about moisture and protein content in their wheat, and these days the farmlands around Dumont were producing exactly what they wanted. Only this time, she broke down.

It was nothing she could fix. It wasn’t oil, wasn’t coolant. It wasn’t the steering column, which she’d helped her father disassemble and repair the year before. This felt like transmission. This felt like the truck was twenty-seven or thirty-two- years old—who knew exactly?—and it was done. It had just stopped going. Josie could step on the gas, hear the engine ring, but the truck rolled to a stop.

She strong-armed it to the side of the road. She got out, got under the carriage, looked at the transfer case, saw the little glimmery metal slivers shining in the viscous liquid, didn’t feel good about the truck going any further. They would have to get another truck here and transfer the loads. It would cost them time. There was nothing she could do about it.

Breakdowns come and breakdowns go. Breakdowns sometimes meant trusting strangers. Strangers were not ominous. Even if you were broken down all by yourself on a stretch of gravel road miles from the nearest house and beyond cell range. In this country living was hard, and no matter how self-reliant you were, trusting your neighbors was a part of getting through.

Nobody made it alone. What she was worried about—the only thing she had been worried about when she saw the dark sedan slowing to pull over—was time. The late August sun blazed and the sky seemed to ache blue with the effort of holding all the light above her. In every direction the land raced away forever, horizon and sky pinching the edges of distance down.

Standing in the middle of it all, nowhere near where she wanted to be, even the big grain truck looked tiny on the ground. Somebody, she’d thought while she waited on the gravel road, would come along. It might take hours, but someone would come. And then somebody did.

It was not somebody she expected. It was a man, she could tell, a man driving alone. Instead of pulling over behind her truck, the driver let the car creep up to where she stood beside her cab. Josie saw feathers hanging from the rearview—hawk feathers or eagle feathers. The car stopped, and she saw that it wasn’t really a man driving; he was a boy. A teenager, someone close to her own age. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, just jeans and no shoes.

He looked Indian, maybe from the Fort Miles reservation. His face looked sharp, his eyes dark. His black hair held a tousled sheen, like it had been blowing in the open windows while he drove down the highway. It was longish and unkempt, like a ’70s rodeo star. Josie felt a twitch of shame, because something about his seediness affected her in a physical way.

She didn’t like her response. He seemed unclean in a raw sense. He was lithe and lank, his jeans loose and low, the band of black underwear apparent above their waist. He rested one arm on the top of the steering wheel, wrist bent, hand dangling. Josie noticed the smell coming from the car. Cigarettes.

Some pot, maybe. When she met his eyes for the first time, she felt exposed. Hunger, she thought. That’s what she was reacting to. His naked hunger. Josie was a good-looking girl. She always caught boys—and, if she was being honest, some men—looking at her a certain way. They mostly laughed it off or looked embarrassed about being caught.

They almost always did something to soften what they’d been doing. This boy didn’t. Josie wondered if she should tell him she was fine, didn’t need help. That her people were on their way. She had pepper spray in the truck, a canister her father had bought her when they’d gone hiking in Glacier Park for grizzly bears. She thought about how close she was to the bear spray. A long scrape ran down the passenger side of the car, dented and scraped of paint. The fake leather on the boy’s passenger seat was torn.

The yellow sponge guts of the car prolapsed from the rupture in the surface. He didn’t say anything. He just looked at her across the empty passenger seat like he was waiting for her to tell him why he’d stopped. The sky looked so bright, the gravel white on the road, the grass in the borrow pit a green supersaturated with sunlight. Inside the car was a purple shadow. She saw the twenty-four-ounce can of Icehouse beer in his drink holder. Lots of people she knew had a beer while they drove.

And here was someone who might save her time. She and her family spent hours and days racing a clock they couldn’t see the face of, the clock that ran until the next heavy rain. Working until midnight, working until two in the morning, working through the night when the bruisy thunderheaded clouds lined up in the west and started marching across the horizon, sleeping in the truck to be ready at first light, racing the rain.

Rain could make the difference between a million dollars and a year of eating off insurance. Everybody in this part of the world was doing the same thing. The men, the boys, they started harvest each year with such high spirits, heroes in their own cabs, but by the end their eyes grew unfocused from too many hours inside their own heads, too much jostle and vibration, too many miles of rows, and they swore quickly and quietly and always. Only her brother Jared stayed smiling—though Josie knew that was because his face was shaped in a grin, even when he wasn’t anything but just walking around.

Though he was the one most likely to have a real smile for her when she peeled away from his combine. His smile came a lot like the hawks, swift and pure and never when you were thinking about them. She wished she could be that way. She wished she didn’t have to think about so many things. Boys didn’t have to think about so much. Sometimes when it was Jared and Matt and their friends, Jared would describe himself as “165 pounds of bone and sinew and cock,” and that wasn’t all wrong. Boys could act, do, clean up later. Working the harvest was this way.

You drove your truck, you could think anything. Josie planned her wedding driving the truck, though the ceremony—party, let’s call it a party, she always thought—didn’t necessarily feature Matt Brunner. She re-lost her virginity dozens of times driving the truck, in ways she wished it had actually happened, and wondered if it was bad that Matt wasn’t always the guy she imagined being with. She made new friends she’d never met. She wandered pieces of Italy, though knowing nothing about Italy she patched together museums and cliffside villages and bike rides and enormous meals featuring little round pieces of cheese and skinny slices of meat.

Josie had a child in the truck. Some days she made the women’s basketball team at Stanford, took heroic shots with the clock winding down. She won several important games. Sitting behind the wheel, she rethought and repositioned herself, imagining exactly where her feet would land, the precise extent of her shoulder fake, how the ball moved.

The flip of her wrist that sent the ball airbound, the rotation of the seams. Josie imagined whole lives in the truck, lives of her friends, lives of her family. She would get so bored she imagined her crazily vague distant future, a family she might have, a little boy, and she named him Rowan, and she let Rowan’s bone-blonde hair grow long and fine over his shoulders, and she brushed it. Sometimes Matt Brunner was the star of her future.

Sometimes there were boys she didn’t know yet. She sang the good songs on her playlists, loud, hitting every decrescendo, every bit of tremolo. When the light was low and fading and just right, the songs could mean so much. Josie loved harvest. She loved late summer, mass meals, sweat, ball caps on grimy hair, and thirty-two-ounce bottles of Diet Pepsi. She loved the sweet dry smell of cut wheat and the sweet nostalgia of a season not quite over, and she loved the approaching school year that would snap some order onto the long, shapeless days of summer on the northern plains. Most of all, she loved the time alone in her own head, the space it gave her.

She loved the doing. The not having to worry about next. Worrying was like praying for bad things to happen, her mother always said. Next made her queasy.

“I broke down,” she said to the boy in the car, because she didn’t feel comfortable not saying anything.

“Need a ride?” he asked.

“Are you from around here?” she asked. In the islands of paint where the finish on the car was not faded and matted, the high sun sparkled the way it did on deep water.

“I just moved,” he said. His tongue slowly tapped each word. “You from here?”

“Yeah,” she said.

“I can give you a ride,” he said.

“There’s another truck coming right behind me,” she said. It wasn’t a wish. One would be coming, but she didn’t know when.

“Okay,” he said. “But if you need a ride before then.”

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“I’m not going anywhere,” he said and laughed like the idea of going somewhere was funny. “I’m just driving.”

Josie thought what the hell—he’s a kid. And this was something different. Not much different happened in her life, not much changed from day to day or year to year. This kid was different, not like Matt, not like the farm boys she had grown up with. It could, she thought, go badly—though she had no real-life understanding of how badly, simply because it’s impossible to imagine the reach of pain you haven’t felt yet. But the alternative was sitting on the side of the road for—an hour? Three hours? However long it took the next vehicle to come along. And here was a boy she shouldn’t want anything to do with, with a car she didn’t want to get into and a big beer in his drink holder.

“Yeah, okay,” she said. “I gotta go back this way. It’s about forty-five minutes back …”

“I got nothing but time,” he said. “Time ain’t no big deal.”

“Let me get my phone,” she said. “Maybe we can just drive down the road until we get service and make a plan then.”

“Sure,” he said. “Get in.”

The door hinge shrieked at her when she opened it. She expected the car’s dark interior to be cool, but it was only a closer sort of heat. She hadn’t fetched her bear spray, hadn’t locked the truck. She sat down, aware that her T-shirt was damp with sweat.

She unlocked her phone screen, brought up the dial pad and crooked her thumb over it, as if she was a touch away from finding other help. The boy barely waited until she’d sat before stomping on the gas. Josie heard gravel pinging all over the undercarriage. She could hear the engine deepen its throat, could hear it suck more gas. He lifted his twenty-four-ounce beer can, the aluminum shining on both sides of his fist, toward her. “Want some?”

“No thanks.”

“I got another can.”

“I’m good,” she said.

He drove with the fingers of one hand wrapped tightly to the wheel, slouching, the wind blowing ribbons of his hair around his face. It seemed his chosen form of oblivion. He twisted the radio knob and rap music she knew nothing about battered the tin-can speakers buried in the dashboard, the bass cracked and fuzzed. Josie spent her whole life around men and boys and their love for engines and machines.

She lived in what everybody called Next Year Country. Dryland wheat farms were a race against time and weather and the market. You almost never got it right. You almost always went into winter saying, “Next year we’ll hit it right.” And when you did hit it, when you got a Next Year, when the profits came in long numbers, the first thing that happened was the men bought bigger trucks and combines and attachments.

This boy and his love for going fast in his beater car was nothing new to her. What was different was the way he held off speaking to her.

As if he had something to show her first. They tore across the gravel road. Josie knew how fast was safe; this boy wasn’t being safe. There had been something about him from the first glance that had told her he wouldn’t be safe. But she had wanted to come with him.

Over every rise, Josie felt the lift in the her seat before the heavy sedan stomped on its springs coming down. The car slid in the loose gravel, and she could smell the chalky dust they raised. He tilted the beer can at her again. She waved it off.

“What’s your name?” he finally asked, not looking at her.

“Josie,” she said. She had to yell over the roar of wind through both open windows and the rabble of the tires racing over gravel. “What’s yours?”

“LaValle,” he said.

“What?” she yelled.

“LaValle.”

“That’s your first name?”

“No.”

Sitting next to this boy she should not be in a car with, they raced across the landscape she had known her whole life. Every second she was getting closer to where she was supposed to be.

* * *

Saturday, November

BEFORE IT ALL STARTED, TOM WARNER stared down at his foot in a black Nike cleat. He coached in cleats because sidelines got muddy and slick and because it made him feel closer to the game, made him feel like he’d felt when he played. A guy had damned few occasions to wear cleats in his early forties.

He loved the way they gripped the earth. He looked down at his cleat, toe planted on the mostly dead grass, heel resting in the white chalk of the sideline, and everything else fell away. Tom felt his weight on that foot. Thousands of steps a day without a thought, then comes one deliberate move, a plant, a push-off, a shift that alters direction. Without thinking, his eyes followed the point of his foot on the grass toward the goal line.

As if he might run there. And then his attention opened to take everything else back in, the low autumn bronze and blue light, slanted all day this late in November, the Canadian chill edging the air. A ring of ranch trucks surrounded the rectangle of planted grass. Beyond them, the grasslands flowed toward an unbroken horizon, dolloped with tiny swirls of sage and small hills.

All the lines raced under the sky far into the distance. Tom turned to see the ranchers and farmers and mothers and sisters behind him talking in cheery tones, expecting something. He heard the frayed chords of his players, their trying-to-be-husky voices resonating with the stakes of the moment. There was a lot going on at the field.

Everybody there was excited. Twenty or thirty people, mostly the opponents, Plentywood high school and junior high kids, sat in a tiny stand of homemade, home-team wooden bleachers at midfield. Mothers and grandmothers brought lawn chairs and sat back from the sidelines with wool blankets over their legs. Ranchers and farmers stood in clusters, wearing feeding caps and irrigating boots, rocked back on their heels. Or they sat in their ranch rigs parked pointing at the field, spitting globs of tobacco-streaked saliva out rolled-down windows, ready to pop on headlights to illuminate the action if the game dragged too long into the short northern afternoon.

It was just a moment, this taking in the swirl of the day, something he liked to do, and then his focus sharpened onto the field and his boys. Then came a crescendo he’d known his whole life as his boys chased their kick-off down the field, the action and sound leaping by him, the huffs of boys running as hard as they could, sidelines cheering, the clack and clatter of colliding pads. Teenaged boys from two tiny towns threw themselves at each other and clashed and bashed and shoved and drove. Tom Warner took in the grunts of effort, the smell of torn-up grass and soil, clots of mud flying from cleats.

There was nothing else like it. Except in moments of extraordinary uncertainty, when Dumont was on defense, Tom let his assistant, Slab Rideg, do the coaching. Slab knew what he was doing and the autonomy kept him invested, and when he felt invested he coached with his hair on fire. On the first two plays, Tom stood on the sideline and quietly appreciated his team’s containment of the Plentywood offense. In eight-man football, the beginning was always a dance, jabs and pokes, probing and prodding, teams trying to figure out where the big weaknesses lay.

When you only fielded eight boys on a side, there were always weaknesses. This early in a game, Tom liked to assess which of his boys had shown up to play—having their heads in the game had been Dumont’s big weakness in the past two seasons. Then the third play unfolded, and Tom had a clear cool sense of what was going to happen for the rest of the game. He watched the Plentywood quarterback take the snap and scurry down the line. The Plentywood quarterback was slight, even by Class C standards, but fleet.

He was a wizard with ball fakes. A tailback trailed behind the quarterback and swung out toward the corner to set up the option. Tom saw everything happening from the first steps, saw the threads and seams and vectors. He watched his defensive end, six-foot-three, 180-pound Waylon Edwards, shuttle step to find the perfect angle and lower his shoulder to level the tight end assigned to block him, thudding the boy onto his butt. Tom glimpsed the instant of panic on the Plentywood quarterback’s face as Waylon Edwards appeared not only where he wasn’t supposed to be, but charged with a full head of steam.

And then Waylon rammed most of himself into the quarterback’s chest, hacking his arm to guillotine the desperation pitch. Tom could hear the gut-crushed oooffff of air expel from the Plentywood boy’s lungs, saw the boy’s head whiplash as he flopped backward in a sudden heap. A plastic mouthguard spun through a sky bright blue, mottled with tiny white morsels of cloud. A helmet skipped and rolled ten yards back.

Then it was hell among the yearlings. Tom could have closed his eyes and known exactly what was happening, just from the barking cheer of the Dumont sideline when the kids saw the football fly free, the somewhat meaner roar of the Dumont fans, adults who had driven five hours to witness this kind of unbridled aggression from their children and the children of their friends and neighbors. Tom did not judge them in the least.

He loved the pure vicious intent of the play. A totally clean hit, but Waylon Edwards was announcing to all the people gathered around that little field that he’d taken the five-hour bus ride to Plentywood to blow people up. The ball twirled into the air, then fell and nose-tumbled through the backfield. The Plentywood tailback, trailing the quarterback, found himself wrong-footed, unable to shift quickly enough to dive on the errant pitch. Then he found himself thumped to the turf by a broadside blow from Dumont’s safety, Jared Frehse.

A second wave of jacked-up cheers surged from the Wolfpack bench, resonating in the deeper-chested ranchers and farmers who’d sacrificed a day of fencing or tractor repair or winter wheat seeding or any number of chores that needed completing before the snow started flying to make a six-hundred-mile round-trip so they could shout about their boys outmuscling some other boys. Despite the energy he’d jolted into the Plentywood quarterback, Waylon Edwards remained upright and hyper-aware of the ball, which he chased, scooped up, stumbling to keep his feet under him as he rambled twenty-six yards untouched for Dumont’s first score.

Part of Tom thought, woo-hoo and god T. damn! And for a good piece of a moment he felt alive, sizzling with the energy of that play. He fought hard to hold off what he knew was coming, fought to hang on to the joy of the boys, their savage woofing and adrenalized high-steps. But always, always, at the end of these things, it got hard to make more of what it was than what it was.

Tom had coached Class C football in Montana for sixteen years, small schools, eight players on a team, eighty-yard fields. He knew there were tricks and peculiarities, but lots of games came down to who out-athleted whom. His job insisted he believe that you could coach will, you could coach teamwork, you could coach sustained effort.

He had to think he could coach up those other guys, the average players and the small, slow, inexperienced boys, so that one of them might throw a block that would spring a run, read a coverage, jump a route—make a play nobody expected them to make—or else why would he be coaching? But a lot of it kept coming down to who the big guys were, who the fast guys were, who controlled their bodies in athletic ways and who didn’t. Who made mistakes and who didn’t.

Who wanted it more. And then there was this team. The seniors he had on the field should have already won at least one state championship. If Tom were better at what he did, he thought, they would have won two. He had already won two, with two different teams from two different towns, and knew how it could be done. His Dumont team, far more athletic, far more skilled than any he’d ever coached, should be slathered in glory, or at least hungry to be. Sometimes they were.

But sometimes they weren’t. It visited him every day that maybe it was his fault. Could anyone really coach the hunger, the want-to? Could he? When he’d played, he believed his coaches ratcheted up the want-to in him. When he started coaching, he believed one hundred percent he could inspire kids to want to run through walls, like they talked about on NFL broadcasts when the games were slow.

Now, with sixteen years of experience and two state titles to his name, he honestly didn’t know. Sometimes he saw it. Today. Tom knew, before his somewhat famous offense ever took a snap, what was going to happen on this day on this field. Three plays in, and he knew the parents of Plentywood players and the longtime Plentywood boosters standing around the home field or sitting in their pickups alongside it were going to have to wake up in the morning viewing their team the way Tom viewed the prairie they all tried to live on: something capable of a surprise now and then, but most often the home of shrunken enthusiasm you should have seen coming.

The Plentywood people were going to have to start reconciling how this game, and the bright season that led up to it, affected their sense of scope and emotional memory. That’s how sports were in the small towns scattered across the vast sweep of Montana’s high plains. Winning football mattered in a way that weddings and births and twenty bushels per acre and hundred-dollar beef and three-dollar wheat mattered—happy party times, points of focus for the collective memory of a group of people who independently arrived at decisions to occupy roughly the same space on a landscape that didn’t give one chilly shit about them.

He knew that his own people were looking to plant a flag in the terra incognito of time, to fly a banner named “Dumont Wolfpack, State Champions” in future dialogues, a standard against years when rains don’t fall and equipment breaks down and disappointment at home threatens to elevate bitterness into a hegemony. The Dumont people wanted some personal mythology, and it was his job to goddamn deliver it.

He caught Slab Rideg’s eye as his assistant coach stomped back to the sidelines after meeting the defensive players coming to the sideline, smacking their helmets, swatting their asses, screaming in their faces. A twenty-six-year old former Dumont defensive lineman who had come by his nickname during fitter days, Slab in so much motion always made Tom a little queasy. The kids now called him Flab behind his back.

“You feel that?” Slab shouted at Tom. “That’s what we’re doin’ here!” Slab was lost in a how-do-you-like-me-now rage of enthusiasm, fodder for the boys.

Tom watched his players come off the field after scoring the extra points—they always went for two—and watched white steam pour from their heads into the cool November afternoon when they pried their helmets off, saw in their smiles the real adolescent pride in being able to do what they thought they were supposed to be doing. He doubted they knew why they loved it—none of them would truly know why they loved it until years later, when it was all gone. The kids clapped high fives and barked, firing each other up. Across the field the boys on the other sideline were also hardscrabble ranch boys who bulldogged and castrated calves, slopped hogs and bucked bales, boys for whom physical strength and work shaped every day of their lives.

Tom surveyed the Dumont fans who’d driven the five hours to watch the game. He saw Mike Latshaw, whose father had died when he put a car up on a lift and the lift collapsed, pinning the man against an air compressor. The valve had punctured him and injected forced air until he couldn’t keep living. He saw Ethan Miller, wiry in glasses and a black T-shirt and a brown Carhartt, Ethan who one night came in late from plowing and picked up a stray cat with a collar on at his front door, wondering what a cat could be doing miles from any other homes, only to have his wife point out that he was cradling a skunk with a canning ring stuck around its neck.

And Katie DeSoto, shriveled and sunburned with barely enough muscle to move her joints, an old drunk who once, when her husband hid her car keys to keep her from going to town for booze, stole his ancient Farmall tractor and drove it twenty-seven miles overland to the nearest bar—then sold it to an Indian for $500 more than it was worth. He was surprised to see Jenny Calhoun—who had children in the school, but none of football-playing age—and also not surprised.

Her long sandy hair hung loose for a change, luffing in the breeze. And then he was back into the game, watching Slab coach the defense to a three-and-out. Half of his boys played both ways, but they came to the sideline, lingering for an extra squirt of water. Tom found his quarterback and saw something on the boy’s face, a sneer of his short upper lip, a little too much light in the boy’s bright blue eyes.

He snatched Matt Brunner’s jersey in his fist and thrust his face up against the boy’s facemask. He recognized in Brunner’s eyes an enervated sizzle.

“Matt! Core offense,” Tom said. “If it breaks down, go to the next play. No hero. Okay? No hero.”

“I feel you, Coach,” Brunner said. Tom could smell the onions from the burger Matt had eaten for lunch. Also, he knew Matt hadn’t really heard him.

“Listen to me!” Tom hissed quickly. He jerked Matt’s facemask so close it bashed his own nose. Tom could feel the cut.

He saw Matt’s eyes focus on the blood that welled quickly on the bridge of his nose, teetered and spilled to one side onto his cheek. Then Matt’s focus came back to his eyes. “Core offense,” Tom said. “You play smart, we win. No hero. You play smart, we win.”

The novelty of Tom’s bleeding nose had burned off. Cool-boy recklessness smeared a grin on Matt’s face. He said, “We gonna huck it?”

“Trust me,” Tom said. He pointed the facemask toward the field and let it go. “Go play like you know how.” He whacked Matt on the butt and the quarterback loped onto the field.

Tom wheeled and yelled, “Frehse! Where’s Frehse?”

Jared Frehse, already jogging toward the huddle, spun back and sprinted to his coach.

Tom put his hands on his hips, looked at Frehse, looked at the field, looked back at Frehse, and tilted his head. He turned a bit away from the field, making Jared step with him and creating the sense of a private conversation.

“Look around,” Tom said. “See that other team?”

“Yes, sir.”

“See those fans on the other side?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What do you see?”

“They don’t look happy, Coach.”

“They are not happy,” Tom said. “And your job is to make them stay not happy today.”

Jared looked up at Tom and said, “What happened to your nose, Coach?”

“You know what I’m worried about?” Tom asked.

“No hero,” Jared said, because this was not a new conversation.

With even, deliberate spacing, Tom said, “Go win the game.”

Jared’s smile faded and his mouth shrank into a small dash on his face. He nodded once, pivoted, and ran onto the field in steps that seemed to barely use the ground.

Tom called three consecutive option plays and Jared Frehse—whose last name and ability to make defensive players look like they were standing still had long ago prompted the nickname “Mister Freeze”—skittered and scattered for seven or eight yards each play. Even as Tom heard the Plentywood coaches screaming for their defensive backs not to crowd the line, to watch for the pass, he saw the safeties cheating up, focusing on Jared Frehse. So on the fourth play of the drive, Tom let Matt Brunner fake a pitch to Jared, bootleg opposite field and gun the ball down the sidelines to Alex Martin. Brunner threw a beautiful ball and Martin, who was embarrassingly alone out there, sprinted under it, then gamboled down the sidelines for Dumont’s second score.

The Dumont fans and bench erupted again. A few players on the field bumped chests or slapped helmets, but his team was already coming back, getting ready to play defense. They were in it today.

When they were in it, there were maybe two teams in the entire state of Montana that could stay on the field with them. Plentywood wasn’t one of them. Plentywood managed a first down on the next series, then Matt Brunner intercepted an ill-advised crossing route. Back on offense, Tom called a quarterback draw, watched Matt grin from the huddle, then watched him dig up the middle for thirty yards.

Jared scored again on the next play, finding a seam at the line, and making the safety stumble so badly he had to put his hands down on the grass to stay upright. Jared cruised into the end zone with his head tilted back. The few boys who didn’t play both ways clustered near Tom on the sidelines, sweat streaking the dirt that covered their bare arms.

Tom saw in their eyes an adrenaline stoke he knew from experience you could only legally find on a football field, the primal thrill of physically imposing your will on another person. Tom loved football more than any other form of competition, and the fast and feral Class C eight-man game more than any other kind of football. The placement of a contest so squarely amid the open land and sky he had grown up in always brought it all home.

By halftime, the Dumont Wolfpack had built a thirty-five-point lead. It would have been mindbendingly difficult to blow such a lead, but Tom had seen his team do mindbendingly stupid things—the meltdown in last year’s state semifinal a thoroughly discussed example among Dumont’s chattering and drinking class, which comprised about everybody—and so on their first offensive play of the second half, Tom sent in a play he called at least once every game.

Every Class C coach he faced knew he’d run it. Sometimes he ran it over and over, with slight variations, daring the other team to stop it. He understood that he had built the play into something bigger than it was, a personal touchstone of sorts. In the Dumont playbook, the play was called 85 Look Left Veer Option Right.

The boys just called it “Six.” Six was Jared Frehse’s number, and six points was how the play often ended. At the snap, Matt Brunner took two steps to his left. Behind him Frehse did exactly the same thing. The entire defense, their anger and shame pricked by a halftime scalding from their coaches, poured in that direction. Then Matt Brunner planted his left foot, pivoted to the inside, and pitched the ball back to Jared, who had also planted and reversed direction, heading right.

Frehse caught the pitch in mid-stride. From there his job was to out-sprint the defense around the right corner. Tom waited for Jared to plant his right foot and make the corner because, in that physical gesture, no other boy he’d seen in over two decades of playing and coaching football had ever reminded him so much of his own son. For a brief moment, Tom could be transported to another wind-scraped town where sun and winter peeled paint from the boxy little houses, watching another young boy race along a sideline like he might run all the way to the never-ending horizon. None of the fans standing around this field in Plentywood, not the home team nor his Dumont people, knew anything about Derek Warner, but by the time Derek had turned thirteen, Tom understood that his boy had been gifted with physical talent far greater than any Tom had ever possessed.

By the time Derek was fourteen, he was gone. Now, Tom watched Jared Frehse fly across the backfield, then plant a flicker-quick right foot and launch upfield, slapping away the grasping hands of an overpursuing linebacker. Tom had never coached a better broken field runner.

Jared’s hips tucked under him, the ball cradled and pumping back and forth in his arm, the helmet leading forward, his legs blurring. Tom squinted his eyes so he could see another boy, and for a moment felt a sweet jag of connection to a past that was nowhere as wrecked as his present. After Jared scored, even the least athletic of his two dozen players saw action—even twiggy little Wyatt Aarstad, who could barely fill his uniform, ran onto the field, where he was run over by someone on every play. But, Tom noticed with a snippet of pride, Wyatt got up every time with something to say.

That the kid got his ass beat play after play but still seemed excited to be on the field seemed like as much a success as any score. As the teams walked toward their locker rooms after the game, Tom jogged ahead of them, feeling a twinge of guilt for not lingering to enjoy the congratulations of Dumont fans who had come so far to watch the show. He knew he should say something to Jenny Calhoun and maybe even wanted to. But he retreated to the locker room with Slab Rideg—whose actual name was Bill—and watched to make sure none of his players were disguising injuries, or faking them. He tried to talk to his team, tried to manage egos, tried to tell them that beating Plentywood 56–13 did not mean they’d played their best.

It was clear they did not exactly believe him. They were teenagers in cut-off T-shirts and Under Armour compression shorts and they were, at times like these, undeniable. Waiting for the boys to dress, Slab held onto the bill of his ball cap and moved it around on his head, which Tom knew meant he wanted to talk.

“Undefeated,” Slab said.

“Lot of teams been undefeated before the last game,” Tom said.

“Undefeated and number one, Tommy.”

“Number one on our side of the bracket,” Tom said.

“Lot of Dumont people out there,” Slab said. “This team means a lot to them. Would it kill you to be a little happy about it?”

“I’m happy. I said I am.”

“Shit, everybody was here,” Slab said. “Be a good time to go on a crime spree back in Dumont.”

“What would you steal?”

“Carrie Ann came over,” Slab said, and that was where this was going. Slab had married Carrie Ann, an enormously exuberant woman, three weeks before. And now she had driven five hours just to stand on the grass and watch her brand-new husband coach eight kids playing defense for an hour and a half.

“Why don’t you ride back with her,” Tom said, certain this was Slab’s hope all along and that it also included a detour down through Billings or at least Lewistown, trying to snatch a little honeymoon activity in a hotel that had a pool and a salad bar and slushy pre-mixed cocktails like pina coladas or strawberry daiquiris. Tom didn’t want to think more about it than that. He liked Slab fine, admired his ardor and dedication as a coach, but did not want to imagine him smiling goofily across a table at his recent bride after a drink too many.

“What about the bus?” Slab asked.

It was against school policy to have only Tom and the bus driver as adults on the bus. But Dumont was the kind of town where policies were more suggestions until things went really wrong. Tom said, “Krock O’ and I can handle it. Go. Have a time.”

* * *

There were things worth knowing about her history and things not worth knowing. Josie Frehse lay on the foot of a bed in a hotel room in Havre. Her mother sat propped up against the headboard of the bed. For most of the season, the volleyball team traveled with the football team, played a game wherever the boys played, saved money on transportation. But now football had shifted into playoffs and volleyball had turned to the district tournament, which put Josie in Havre with her mother, while her father had gone to Plentywood to watch Jared play. Why Josie found herself in her mother’s hotel room after dinner thinking about discussing sex was less explicable.

“Anything you want to tell me, you know you can, right?” Judy Frehse had just said out of the blue. The tournament was in Chinook, but there was only one hotel in Chinook and eight teams traveling there. So the Dumont girls drove two and a half hours to Chinook, played their games, then traveled the twenty miles to Havre for the night. They had lost the day before and then lost again in the play-back round.

They’d go home the next day and start thinking about basketball season. Judy Frehse sat against the headboard, legs stretched on the bed, facing the TV but tilted toward Josie. She wore jeans and a plaid blouse and a button-up cardigan. At her feet on the bed was an open pizza box. Josie reclined on her back, knees up and apart, absently scrolling through her phone, still in sweats from the game.

First her mother had said, “Your dad called. The boys won big time, 56–13. Jared had four touchdowns.”

“Matt?”

“Threw for two and ran for one. Or threw for three. He did good.”

And that made Josie happy. The girls’ volleyball team losing made her unhappy, but the football team losing was a bad time for everyone. It had only happened three times since Jared and Matt and Alex Martin started playing together as freshmen. They’d lost to Malta in the first round of the playoffs that first season. They lost to Wibaux in the state quarterfinals their sophomore year.

And Wibaux had beaten them again last year in the semifinals. All three losses had been awful for days. It meant a sullen big brother and an upset father and a moody boyfriend and everybody at school pretending there was nothing to be excited about for at least a week.

And then her mother said, “How are things with you and Matt?”

What her mother was really asking was, Are you and Matt having sex? Is he going to make you pregnant?

Which was funny, because she’d gone to her mother’s hotel room in the first place partly because she was wanting to talk about Matt. Normally she would be with her teammates, her girls, Snapchatting, texting boys with probing if not outright flirtatious exchanges, taking endless selfies until they captured the look they most wanted to project to the world. Josie wouldn’t necessarily be doing all of that, but she’d be there to support it.

Josie was in what, by all high school standards, was a serious relationship. She might throw the occasional selfie on Instagram, but never directed at anybody specific, except Matt. The other girls on her team were considerably more reckless. They’d all grown up in Dumont, gone to school with the boys in their class since the time they were in kindergarten. Hardly anybody dated anybody in the old-school sense. You were always somebody’s little sister.

Or the cute boys were your cousins. New boys were rare—this year there was one, but he was the strange and silent half-Indian boy who had given her a ride when her grain truck broke down, and he didn’t do sports, so nobody knew yet where he was going to fit in. Or if he would at all. But Josie had the quarterback. The guy everybody wanted. He’d not been afraid to make his feelings for her clear, even though her brother was one of his best friends.

Which made her feel lucky. That she didn’t have to take preening, duck-faced selfie or shots of her legs from the bikini bottoms down and send them to boys in Hingham or Glasgow or Whitewater—boys she’d maybe met at a basketball camp in Bozeman or a track meet in Great Falls—made her feel luckier. Last year, a senior girl had invited as a prom date a boy she’d met who lived in Alaska! They Skyped and Facetimed and Snapchatted for months after meeting, and his parents had flown him down so they could dance in Dumont’s tiny gymnasium and make out in her daddy’s borrowed pickup truck parked in a wheat field and rocked by the wind.

And that girl had moved to Alaska after she graduated and lived there with him today. Matt Brunner was a lot more perfect than other options. Matt’s father was a wheat farmer, although not as successful as hers, and that maybe wasn’t fair because her dad and his brothers owned several of the biggest farms in northern Montana, pieces of land put together by four generations of leather-soled homesteaders and their resilient offspring and held together by luck and lack of imagination through the Dust Bowl and the eighties farm crisis and other impossible times for dryland farmers.

And they teamed up, worked together, her father and his two brothers, to improve economies of scale. That’s how her dad always explained how they managed to come out ahead so often. Josie didn’t always love how her dad talked about Matt’s dad, as if Gary Brunner just wasn’t lucky, or didn’t have something it takes to be a good farmer. Her dad liked Matt enough, though, or liked the certainty of Matt in his daughter’s life.

For a long time, Josie had liked that, too. Sunrise, sunset, Josie and Matt. Except for when she felt contained by Josie and Matt, contained by the expectations that other people seemed to have for her. More and more she chafed when her friends spoke with certainty about her following Matt to college.

She hated when her mother’s friends hinted about some eventual marriage, as if that was something she should race toward before she got pregnant and became an unwed mother. Which was exactly what her mother was talking about now, in her absolute but vague way. And what was funny was that Josie and Matt had been having sex for over a year now. After a certain while with him, after enough long drives down dirt roads that ended in abandoned farmsteads, homesteader shacks leaning and bending toward the earth in a slow surrender to frost heaves and wind, after enough ardent tomfoolery in the backseats of extra-cab pickups while the sunset tangled in the branches of Russian olive shelterbelts, after enough handholding on the four-block walk between the high school and Pep’s bar, where the kids sometimes met after school for cheese fries and the special pizza with jalapeno, peanut butter, and pepperoni, after enough lap-sitting at parties and—she guessed this was really it—after figuring out that the whole business of being a couple wasn’t just fooling around, sex had seemed sort of inevitable.

There had been a time—too short, in retrospect—where she signaled Matt to convince her, but she’d gone into it resigned to the notion that she would be convinced. It seemed like something everybody did. Josie still believed that her mother couldn’t know anything about that. Her mother had grown up in the eighties, which in Dumont was like the fifties, getting malts at Mo’s diner with their boyfriends, riding in big groups to dances in other towns and coming back home in big groups. Goodnight kisses and waiting until marriage. That was the life she imagined for her mom. Her mom couldn’t know that Britnee Mattoon had sex even before Josie had—she’d done oral with several different guys and the full thing with at least two.

Ainsley Martin had also done oral if not the actual intercourse, but had engaged in behaviors far more lurid, to Josie’s thinking, prancing around in front of the computer screen bare-breasted in lace and animal print underwear she bought at Victoria’s Secret in the Missoula mall for some guy in Spokane she’d met on Tinder. Josie had toyed with the notion of remaining a virgin until college, but then thought, what would be the point? It was such an arbitrary deadline. Why not have her first experience with someone she knew well and trusted? Matt, for all his failings, was reliable. Or predictable.

She knew what she was getting. He wasn’t going to stray. He wasn’t going to pick up a venereal disease. He wasn’t going to get some other girl pregnant. He wasn’t going to—what was the phrase Britnee had used? Hump and dump. He didn’t take off after she gave in. Josie kept her face turned to her phone, but peeked at her mom trying to make a casual move out of picking up another piece of pizza, then, as if it were nothing, saying, “You know you can talk to me anything, right, Jos?”

“I know, Mom.”

“Is everything going okay?” her mom asked, now watching the local news on the TV. The weather report was on. Nobody watched the weather like farm families. Josie tapped on her phone, liking a Snapchat video Britnee Mattoon had just posted. Britnee was a cheerleader and had gone to the Plentywood football game. They must be passing through somewhere with reception for her to post the snap. The video was her running onto the field after the boys won. Josie could see Jared—because Britnee had a hell of a crush on Jared, though it always got her nowhere—and then Matt.

The boys with their helmets lifted over their heads, roaming around the field, looking for the next person to tell them how great they were. Josie always though they looked stupid doing that. Win and walk away. Unless it was something big. Unless it was the state championship. Because that’s what this team should win.

“How did you know?”

“What?” her mom asked.

“How did you know that Daddy was the one?”

“The one for what?”

Oh god, Josie thought, the sex preoccupation. Her mother feared pregnancy with the active vigor that other people feared terrorists or hippies. Maybe she should just tell her mom and get that over with.

“That you wanted to be with him,” she said instead. “Like, forever.”

“Well,” Judy Frehse said, and then she thought for a little while. “You know when I was a kid we didn’t have Facebook and all those things. You only knew who you knew.”

“Uh-huh,” Josie said, hoping her mother wasn’t about to say that she didn’t have many choices.

“And your dad came from a big family that was really close. I liked that, how close they all were. And everybody knew them. You know. We weren’t like you and Matt. He was older, and he went away and did his military service and when he came back he just made it pretty clear that I was the one he wanted. I was senior in high school and that’s what you did then when you graduated high school. You got married and had a family. You were considered lucky if you did that.”

“Couldn’t you have married anybody? Why Daddy?”

“Well, your dad back then, he was a really handsome guy. And he was funny and charming. I know you probably don’t see that in him now. But he was. He made us all laugh. He and his brothers and they ran around with Hal Hartack, who was a big sports star, and your dad was the funny one. And he was a great dancer. And he had this souped-up Camaro he used to drive around. We all thought that was the coolest thing ever, because, you know, it wasn’t a farm truck. Meanwhile, his dad liked to kill him when he bought it, but we didn’t know that. All we knew was he liked to drive fast and play loud music and have a good time and to us … I mean, he was a catch, your dad was.”

Because you didn’t have many choices. It was him or his brothers or cow-faced Hal Hartack.

“Are you worried about something with Matt, Jos?”

“I don’t know,” Josie said. She sat up, swung her legs over the edge of the bed so she was sitting and facing her mother, the heels of her hands pressing into the mattress beside her. “I should probably go back to my room.”

“What are you worried about?”

“I don’t know. It’s just … hard to know. How do you know? I don’t know.”

“What don’t you know? You’ve been with Matt a long time. Has something changed?”

“I don’t know. Matt’s going to go off somewhere next year. I’m still here.”

Her mother allowed an indulgent chuckle. “It wouldn’t kill a girl to be faithful to her boyfriend for a year. You’ll get to go to college, too. Probably you can go where he goes if you want.”

It was the laugh that told Josie how much her mother had missed the point. “What if I don’t want?”

“Why would you not want to?”

“I don’t know. That’s the thing. Matt’s the only boyfriend I’ve ever had. What if, just say hypothetically, I meet somebody better for me in college?”

“Well,” her mom said, eyebrows raised as if to say, there’s the risk you run. “Josie, a whole lot of girls out there would give a lot to have the kind of relationship you’ve had with Matt.”

Now, Josie thought, you’re talking about yourself. “It was different for you, Mom. You knew. I don’t know if I know. And I see all these people out there, and what if one of them is really cool and really perfect for me? What if that’s who I’m supposed to be with?”

“I do think it’s hard for you kids living in this world with all your Snapchats and those apps. When you spend so much time thinking about how things could be, it’s hard to see how they really are. I think that’s how your dad and I have gotten along so well. We didn’t go into it with a bunch of big ideas we read from people we didn’t know about how things should be.”

“But there’s a difference between how things should be and how things could be,” Josie said. What is versus what if. The new paradox she liked to spend time thinking about.

Her mother held silent for a moment. Maybe they had had about as much grown-up talk as either one of them could handle for this one time. Because what came next was her mother putting a ribbon on it.

“All I know …” and when Judy Frehse started a sentence with All I know, you knew you were approaching bottom line territory. So Josie stood up. “All I know,” Judy said, “is the world is stocked full of other things. You can spend every moment thinking about all those other things. Happiness is wanting what you have.”

Josie made a nod and said, “Breakfast at seven tomorrow? Bus rolls at eight.”

“Have fun with your friends. You guys played hard today.”

Josie said, “Thanks, Mom.” But she was already out the door.

* * *

When he would think about it later, Tom, who was no believer in fate, would think that you could point to that moment, right there when he let Slab Rideg go, as the start of how things got so crooked and crossed. He could pick a lot of other spots, too—the day his son died, the day his wife left him, the day he moved to Dumont, the way he’d treated this team the previous year when they’d lost a playoff game they should have won by four touchdowns.

He’d opted for tough love, and maybe that had been wrong. What happened next, after the Plentywood win, was that Tom became dreamy, a curse he’d always borne. Hours after the game, deep in the night, on a yellow school bus as it rolled down the dark two-lane, exhausted from coaching a big win, exhausted from coaching a whole season and managing the egos and emotions of twenty-four teenaged boys, exhausted from knowing that the most exacting coaching was now to come—the quarterfinals, the expectations of the boys but also of a whole town—exhausted and unguarded, Tom let dreaminess infest him.

He always sat behind and across the bus from the driver, his team all behind him. Tom let his head fall against the window, feeling the cool glass plane on his forehead—a clear delineation between an endlessly stretching November night on the endless unseen plains outside and himself, enclosed in a metal box with a collection of excited and excitable teenaged boys. Sometimes on these longer return trips, the boys would tire late in the night, watch DVDs, play games on their smart phones, the talk simmering down to girls in school, or women on TV, or girls they’d never actually met but knew from social networks and webcams.

The bus tires hissed on the narrow highway like a continual unpeeling of tape. While he rested his head against the window, Tom thought again about the son he once had, the way he ran, his beautiful stride. Which led him to think of Sophie. Sometimes Tom allowed a waking dream of Sophie to run through his imagination. It often started with something that had actually happened, though pretty quickly he invented events the way he wished they might have gone. And then, seeking a perfection that never existed, if he thought of a better way for the imaginary sequence to unfold, he backed up and started all over from the beginning.

Sometimes this led to sleep. A couple hours into the bus ride, he was nearing the imaginary perfection of a moment that had started as a snatch of remembered dialogue:


Sophie: This goddamned wind …

Tom: It’s the same old wind it always is.

Sophie: I’m starting to feel like it’s coming right through the walls.

Tom: Good reason to roll a little closer.



In real life, most of what had come before the snatch of dialogue about the wind had been the cracklings of a long-smoldering fight. In this sense, imagination was only a swift feint, a juke he let himself bite on. Still, in his semiconscious state, he found himself tweaking and tuning, plugging in other segments from a past in which he and Sophie spoke adoringly to each other—as if what they had said might still shape the way their lives were now. The net effect was that Tom found himself drawing deliciously close to again feeling what he had loved about Sophie.

The scene in his mind now—the dark bedroom, the minor-key moan of the wind, the rumpled ridgelines of covers, her moonlit blue cheekbones and forehead—felt so close. But then he fell asleep. He woke to the grainy grind of the bus’s brake drums and the artificial haze of the gas station, the vapid fluorescent light etching a bubble of clarity in the endless sea of dark.

The bus door hissed open and Jimmy Krock, the driver, called into his rearview mirror, “You got fifteen minutes here, boys. Take a whiz and get your fizz. Fifteen minutes, or we’ll leave you here for the Indians to boil you for dinner. They don’t waste any part of the carcass.”

Had he been paying closer attention, Tom would have noted the slight hitch in the flow of sound from the boys in the back of the bus. Instead, he winced at Krock’s comment, a reference to the Fort Miles reservation that stretched, unseen in the darkness, for hundreds of square miles to the south. Nothing seemed to spook boys who grew up in Montana’s small prairie towns like evocations of reservation Indians—catchall bugaboos propagating the worst of racial stereotypes. Tom, still groggy and trying to bookmark where he’d lost control of his Sophie dream stood and addressed the boys already jostling to file forward. “This is a fine town, full of fine people, but be back on the bus in fifteen minutes.”

He shot a glance at Krock, who reflected a who the fuck you kidding grin. This was an ongoing skirmish. Tom stood and ducked down the bus steps, feeling the cool slap of wind on his face, its rippled vectors fingering through his hair. He could taste soil, dulcet and dusty in the air, blowing from the cut hay fields that lay invisible under the night all around them, a comforting odor to him, even mixed with the rancid stench of gasoline. A Chevy Suburban pulled into the station behind the bus, carrying the cheerleaders. The girls bounced out of the rig.

Some climbed the steps up onto the bus, where several of the boys remained. Tom walked across the pavement into the convenience store, the fluorescent light striking his eyes like a whiff of ammonia. He hurried his purchase of a Diet Pepsi, poured a coffee, and took it outside to Krock, who huddled around the corner of the building just outside the wash of light, sensitive that the kids might see him smoking, even though they all knew he did.

Everybody called him Krock O’, even the kids. Now in his seventies, he had been the school’s maintenance man since sometime in the 1980s. He loved to drive, knew the roads, and Tom was happy to have him behind the wheel. The chitchat was fine as long as they could veer away from ingrown and festering xenophobia.

“My parents grew up not far from here,” Krock O’ said. “By Canada. North Country.”

“Really?” Tom said.

“Yeah. Out to hell and gone. Shit, the stories they told,” Krock O’ said. “Plowing hundreds of acres behind mules, then the hail would wipe out their crops and they’d eat oats and potatoes all winter. Drinking water came from a little reservoir that the cows shit in. It’s a wonder any of them lived. My granddad’s brother shot his own wife through the neck because she wanted to go to town for a dance.”

“Are you kidding?” Tom asked.

“Not even a little.”

“What happened?”

“Everybody was so goddamned tough back then,” Krock O’ said, flicking an ash that skidded and sparked red against the asphalt. “She turned out fine. He skeedaddled. My people never saw him again, but they heard he holed up in the Bear Paws for a while, stealing horses.”

“I’ll be damned,” Tom said. He sniffed the air and considered his social life, a Saturday night at a gas station in the middle of nowhere, he and a septuagenarian bus driver huddled beside the cinderblock building, hours from home and scoured by wind.

Then the boys on the bus engineered some teenage triumph that sent underclassmen whooping and scurrying into the convenience store to be the first to spread the news to their shopping teammates. Tom stood with Krock O’ in the darkness and said, “That sound bad to you?”

“How the hell would you tell?” Krock O’ replied.

Tom grunted. “How’s the driving?”

“Nothing to it but the wind,” Krock O’ said. “You took a little snooze.”

“Naw,” Tom said.

“About an hour.”

“Really? Wow.”

Krock O’ shrugged. He couldn’t imagine much meaning less to him.

“Anything happen?” Tom asked.

“Oh, shit, who knows? If it ain’t coming up in my side mirror, everything behind me is yours,” Krock O’ said.

“That’s a wildly irresponsible philosophy,” Tom said.

“My gift,” Krock O’ said and shrugged.

The parent who drove the cheerleaders’ vehicle, Brad Martin, shuffled over and hunched to spark a cigarette of his own. Brad’s daughter Ainsley was on the cheer squad; his son Alex, a senior, a wide receiver and cornerback. Brad Martin had injected himself into his children’s academic career by, among other things, getting himself elected to the school board, and he never missed an athletic contest involving either of his kids. His willingness to drive meaningless hours over the vastness of the Montana pains to see Alex play football meant the Dumont Wolfpack always had cheerleaders, and that Tom didn’t have to put up with the girls riding on the bus, being wooed and harassed, often in consecutive moments, by his hormone-addled football players. This allowed Tom to sometimes see Brad Martin as a minor hero. Though that burnish often dulled once Brad started talking out loud.

“Solid W,” said Brad, a man who seemed to lean into everyone, inspiring everyone he had a conversation with to take a step back. He shook his head and pursed out a tight smile meant to let Tom know that nobody was surprised by this, or Tom’s integral role in it, or expected any less. “Boy, but I want to grab that Hansen kid and kick his ass around until he throws a decent block.”

Tom considered a collection of replies he could have deployed, then shrugged. First of all, his guess was that, had Brad grabbed the Hansen kid, he’d find himself flat on his own back, staring at the sky and breathing in careful, round breaths. Just to not be provocative, Tom issued a could be sort of shrug. The Hansen boy had played neither particularly well nor particularly badly for a kid who, until the summer before, had spent most of his young life driving tractors and grain trucks and pushing cows around. He was big and strong and good with his hands and relatively light on his feet and wanted to learn and was having a good time trying.
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