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Monday, August 27



First day of school, first period. Mrs. Harrison is making us all keep a journal for English Literature. We don’t have to turn it in. We just have to write in it for the first ten minutes of class on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays—or the last ten minutes, whichever she decides that day. It’s weird to write with a pen in class. Usually I take notes on my laptop. My hand is already cramping up. The good news is that my handwriting is so atrocious, I’ll be the only person who can read it, so I don’t have to worry about anyone else deciphering this.


When Mrs. Harrison announced the journals, Tyler groaned like Coach was forcing him to run line drills. Mrs. Harrison told Tyler there’s something physiological that happens when you write with a pen or pencil on actual paper. He said, “Yeah, my brain shuts down because it’s so bored.” She just rolled her eyes and told him to “hush.” Tyler said he didn’t have anything to write about, and she told him the point is to not stop, to keep your hand moving across the page even if you think you don’t have anything to say. Then she held up a legal pad and a pen at the front of the class and pretended to write across it while she said the words out loud as an example:


“I have nothing to write about in my English class, but my crazy-ass teacher is making me keep a journal anyway. I hate her so much, I have smoke coming out of my ears, which I wish was coming out of the bong I can’t tell anyone I own because my name is Tyler Riggs and I’m a starter on the high school football team and if I get caught I will lose my scholarship to one of the forty-seven colleges that send scouts to Hillside High to watch me play. Plus, I will not get to start in the game on Friday night, and my pretty cheerleader girlfriend will think I am a loser.”


The whole class cracked up—even Tyler. Mrs. Harrison is our favorite teacher. She’s tough, but she says stuff like “crazy-ass” and makes jokes about pot, which she can get away with because she’s such a good teacher and because her husband is the music pastor at the big Baptist church most of us attend. She’s up front every Sunday, singing in the choir.


Actually, nobody knows who the starting lineup is for sure yet. List will be up this afternoon before we hit the locker room. Coach has been playing both me and Tyler at QB this summer. I’m glad two-a-day practices are over, but I’m nervous as hell about him posting the lineup. Tyler’s my best friend and has been since seventh grade. I know how much this means to him. We’ve been pushing each other since we were in junior high—lifting, running, making sure our grades are decent—and it all comes down to this: Only one of us can be starting QB our senior year.


Tyler’s got seven pounds on me, but I’ve got two inches on him. He can rush like a locomotive (takes three linemen to drag him down), but I can leap and scramble. Under pressure, he likes to tuck the ball and plow down the field like a tank. I fall back and look for the pass. It’s all up to Coach now.


Mrs. Harrison is right about the scouts, too. They’ve been hanging around practice all summer. Tyler told me last week that he’s ready to give a verbal commitment to Arkansas. I’ve been holding out for Oklahoma.


I just heard this new kid sitting next to me flip to his third page. He’s writing like his arm is robotic. His hair is wet and he’s wearing a T-shirt that says THE SMITHS. I wonder if that’s his last name.


Dang. Mrs. Harrison just told us to wrap it up. Can’t believe it’s been ten minutes already.




Wednesday, August 29


Everybody moaned when Mrs. Harrison told us to take out our journals today. She rolled her eyes and wrote MY BIGGEST SECRET on the whiteboard in blue marker. She said that was our topic for today’s journal entry and reminded us that no one would be reading these journals, so we could be completely honest.


Yeah. Right.


Crap. My pen is running out of ink.


I was just digging through my backpack, looking for another pen while everybody else was writing. The new kid across the aisle is wearing a T-shirt that says THE WHO today. (“The Who”? “The Smiths”? Who are the Smiths is my question.) Anyway, he must’ve seen me because I felt a tap on my shoulder, and when I looked up, he was holding out the pen I’m writing with right this second. Write this second. (HA! Get it? Write this second?) I kill me.


I whispered, “Thanks,” and he smiled at me, but not just with his mouth. He smiled with his eyes, too, and that’s when I noticed how crazy this kid’s eyes are. They are blue, but not like a standard factory preset sort of blue—this kid has eyes that are a special feature sort of blue. He probably thinks I’m a total freak show, because I said, “Thanks,” and then just stared at him. I realized after a second that my own smile had fallen off my face and I was totally locked with this dude’s eyeballs, and my heart was speeding up and I felt like I couldn’t swallow and my stomach dropped even further than it had when Mrs. Harrison wrote today’s journal topic on the whiteboard.


The weird thing was, this kid didn’t look away. He just held my gaze, and his crazy blue eyes narrowed one-one-hundredth of an inch, like he was asking me a silent question. Then he brushed a stray piece of wet hair off his forehead and winked at me.


I almost jumped out of my skin when he did that. I dropped the pen he gave me on the floor and reached down to grab it so fast, I banged my head on my desk. Mrs. Harrison looked up and asked if everything was all right, and I nodded and mumbled “yes” and “sorry” at the same time, so it sort of came out as “yaarry,” and Tyler snorted a laugh from his desk behind mine. I felt my cheeks turn bright red, and I’m afraid to look anywhere except this page in my notebook because it feels like the entire class is staring at me. Everybody must’ve seen him wink at me, and his smirk, and I’m such a freaking dumbass for not having an extra pen in my backpack. Now I bet every single person in the room has their mouths hanging open, wondering what just happened. I can’t stand it. I have to know if everybody is looking at me.


Weird. I just glanced around superfast and nobody is looking at me. Nobody suspects anything.


Except the new kid.


When I glanced up just now, I saw his wet, wavy hair. It’s sort of long on top and buzzed close on the sides. He’s bent over his desk, writing so fast, it looks like his pen might spark against the paper and set fire to the whole building.


But he’s smiling.


Not big.


Just a little curl at the edge of his lips, peeking out of the scruff on his face. He’s got a five-o’clock shadow, like one of those dudes on cable playing the bad-boy cop turned spy for hire who wears his mirrored aviator sunglasses all the time—even at Miami dance clubs at two in the morning. And how does he manage to have stubble? I only have to shave once a week. Even when I forget, it doesn’t grow in even like his does. My beard is sort of blotchy and—


Damn.


He caught me looking at him again. Eyes on the page. Keep your hand moving. Act like you have nothing to hide. Act like nothing happened. Even though it did happen. Twice. He caught you looking at him twice. You freaking moron. If Tyler saw that wink, or looks at that new kid and sees his smirk, he’s gonna razz you for weeks. Just write. Write. Don’t look. Don’t think. Just keep the pen going. See? You can do this. You don’t have to think about the new kid and his eyes and his stubble and his smirk and his weird-ass T-shirt collection and why in the hell his hair is always wet, and jeez, I’m doing it again.


Okay. New paragraph. Tyler is sitting right behind you. Football. Write about football. List went up Monday. Tyler is starting QB this year. I’m bummed but happy for Tyler. I’m starting Friday as a running back. Coach said he thinks that’s where I’ll get the most attention from the scouts. I wanted to tell him I’d get the most attention from the scouts if I were starting QB. I wanted to punch my locker and yell, but that’s not how I roll. I’m the cool, calm, collected one. I don’t break my hand. I don’t raise my voice. I’m the yin to Tyler’s yang. I’m chill under stress, which ironically, makes me a better QB than Tyler. I know how to scramble while I find the perfect pass or the perfect path. I can move my feet without taking my eyes off Press or Chris while they sprint to get open. I can pass a hundred yards more than Tyler will ever be able to rush in any game, but Coach loves Ty. He loves watching Tyler scramble through the crunch. He’s not into precision. He’s into blood and guts.


Christ. If Tyler ever saw this, he’d freaking flip. He’s my best friend. I should be cool with this. Monica tried to cheer me up. She pulled me out to the parking lot after the list went up and kissed me really long and slow with lots of tongue. She said it was to make me feel better, but it just reminded me that she’s captain of the cheerleading squad and she’s supposed to be going out with the quarterback. Isn’t that the way it should work? Now I’m dreading having to hand this pen back to the new kid. I’m dreading having to even talk to him at the end of class. I’m supposed to be the cool, calm, collected QB. But now I’m just another meathead running back.


WHY DO YOU CARE WHAT THE FREAKING NEW KID THINKS?


YOU DON’T.


Mrs. Harrison just said to wrap it up. You don’t owe anybody an explanation. Running backs get great scholarship offers. And who gives a crap what anybody thinks? Especially wet head in “The Who” shirt. I mean, what is going on with him and his smirk? What was it that passed between us when he winked at me? I have no idea what just happened.


But I have a feeling he does.


He knows exactly what just happened.


He knows my biggest secret.




Friday, August 31


Tonight is the home opener. Can’t think about anything else. Just want to get out there and be playing. Nothing is worse than the anticipation. Or better. It makes me feel like I’m coming out of my skin. My hands are sweating just thinking about the smell of the grass, the crunch of the helmets and pads, and the roar of the crowd. And Monica screaming over it all to B-E AGGRESSIVE.


Tyler and I have been drilling hard all week in practice, and Coach has made us run a fake snap over and over. Ty drops back to pass, and I dart out of the line and run behind him. He throws his arm forward like he’s passing but drops the ball back to me. Hopefully, this will draw off the defensive line and allow me to shoot out the side and run for my freaking life down the side of the field. The first time we ran the play, Coach had told only the two of us and it worked like a charm. By the time our defensive line had figured out Tyler didn’t have the ball, I was in the end zone. I could hear Tyler cussing a blue streak at Brandon Sears. He’s this monster black dude who transferred in from Jefferson last year. Six feet five inches and roughly the size of an apartment complex. We call him Sears Tower. He just about crushed Tyler’s spinal column, but we ran the play two other times, and it was only the third time that they were looking for it. Still made a five-yard gain before I got flattened. Just glad it wasn’t Brandon. I’d like to live to see my eighteenth birthday—which is tomorrow, actually. I’ll be able to vote this year. And be drafted. But not drink. Legally, anyway. Weird that I’ll be old enough to die for my country but not to buy beer. That regulation is screwed up. If I can be taught to fly a fighter jet, I should be trusted with a six-pack of Corona.


Not that I’ll have any shortage of beer tomorrow night. Monica’s parents are out of town, and she’s throwing this monster surprise party for me at her place tomorrow night. I’m not supposed to know about it, but like we always say around here, the two fastest forms of communication are text message and Tyler-phone. Somehow he’s sweet-talked an ex of his older brother’s into getting him two kegs. She and her friends are supposed to bring them over to Monica’s after the game. Why college girls want to hang out at a high school kegger is beyond me.


The hard part is getting through today without tipping off Monica. She’s wearing her cheerleading uniform, and she was actually skipping down the hall next to me on the way to first period just now. She’s got trig first period. Monica has more brains than the rest of the girls on the varsity squad combined, but I’m pretty good at keeping a poker face. She’ll never figure out that I already know about the party.


Besides my unsurprising surprise birthday party, she’s also really jazzed about the pep rally this afternoon. We’ll all get out of seventh period early, and by that time, Mr. Chadwick will have posted the cast list for the school musical, which is the third reason Monica can’t stand still today. She was telling me all about the auditions earlier this week. I’ll just say it: I do not understand musicals. I get what they are, but musicals represent zero form of any reality I’ve ever seen. I mean, I guess there are weirdos who do flash mobs, but that’s just public dancing. It’s not like people walk down the street and suddenly burst into a song about their day and dancing strangers join them in four-part harmony.


Monica says this year’s show is called The Music Man. It’s about a librarian who falls in love with a con artist. She’s auditioned for the role of the librarian named Marian. I can only assume there are lots of songs that rhyme the word “librarian” with the name “Marian.” I’m already bored just thinking about it. Not to mention that this is precisely what I mean about musicals not making any sense. Monica is way hotter than any librarian I’ve ever seen.




Saturday, September 1



I can’t believe I’m doing this. Yes, it is Saturday. Yes, I am slightly hungover. Yes, it is my birthday. And yet here I am, writing in the journal I’m supposed to keep during English class. With a pen. I don’t really know why except that something feels right about putting this all down on paper. A lot happened last night, and I just think I’ll feel better if I write it down. Also, I want to remember it. I’m afraid if I don’t get it all down right now, I won’t remember how I feel about what happened last night. Or maybe I’m afraid that I just don’t know how I feel about it at all. I think I’m all mixed up about it, and maybe if I put it down on paper, I will figure out how I feel about all of it.


Jeez. If Tyler saw me doing this he would roll his eyes and say, “That’s so gay, dude,” which brings me to Tyler, one of the reasons I have to write about yesterday.


We were losing by ten at the half last night. Jefferson was creaming us, which was stupid because we’re a better team. Tyler was not having a good night. I could tell he was all amped up before the game. I mean, he’s usually rocking and rolling around school all day before a game. He doesn’t even have to drink one of those crazy energy drinks—he’s just got that much adrenaline when we’ve got a game. Anyway, he told me before the game that the Arkansas scout was meeting him afterward, and I guessed that meant he was going to tell them he was going to accept their scholarship offer. He gave me a weird look and said, “Maybe.” Then he told me that Oklahoma was sending a scout to the game tonight, too. I asked him what he was saying, and he looked at me and grinned. “Wouldn’t it be awesome if we played on the same team in college, too?”


It’s weird, because if he’d asked me that at any other moment in the last six months, I’d have said, “Hell, yeah!” But for some reason, a bomb went off in my chest, and I got real quiet. I couldn’t make my mouth work ’cause I was afraid of what might come out of it. I felt like I was gonna yell at him. It took everything I had not to yell: You dumbass. Oklahoma is my school. That’s my offer.


But why would I be mad? I mean, Tyler’s my best friend. Shouldn’t I want to get to play on the same team with him in college? I didn’t have time to think about it. I just nodded and muttered something like, “Oh, cool,” and then we hit the locker room and Tyler was doing that thing he does: tearing around, pounding on lockers and helmets and snapping the jockstraps of lowerclassmen and leading the whole team in this chant that involves a lot of roaring (because we’re the Lions) and how we’re the kings of the jungle.


I couldn’t even join in. I just tossed my bag on the bench at my locker and pulled off my shirt while I kicked off my shoes. I was shucking off my jeans when it hit me: I was jealous.


Which is so stupid.


Tyler and I have been neck and neck in the national quarterback rankings since sophomore year. We’ve both risen through the ranks within five positions on the list. We started out in the seventies, and now he’s fourteen and I’m seventeen. It’s not like he’s got anything on me. I know this in my head, but somehow I didn’t know it in my gut. I was just pissed off that he was starting quarterback. While I watched him standing on a bench in his boxers roaring like an imbecile at the top of his lungs, I felt like he’d taken it from me somehow.


I stared too long, ’cause all of a sudden he stopped and turned and looked at me. He realized I wasn’t yelling. That’s the thing—Tyler might act like an idiot, but he’s not. I saw his eyes narrow, and that damn smirk spread across his face, and he yelled my last name. Every head turned to look at me. “You staring at my abs again?” He rubbed his hands down his stomach, thrust his crotch out in my direction, and grabbed his junk. “This’ll make you ROAR, baby.”


I should say right now that this is normal for Tyler. He makes these jokes about everybody. It’s one of the things that cracks me up about him. It’s one of the reasons that we’re best friends, but somehow this was different. There was a glint in his eye, and I was mad anyway, and then I made the fatal mistake and blushed.


I’ve dealt with my secret for long enough to know what I have to do to stay under the radar. I know where to keep my eyes in the shower. I’ve been practicing not getting a boner in the shower since I was in seventh-grade PE. My voice isn’t too high. I carry my books against my hips and not my chest. I know how to talk about girls. I know how to talk to girls. I know how to get the captain of the cheerleading squad to be my girlfriend for two years. I’ve got this down to a freaking science. The one thing I can’t figure out is how to keep from blushing. I’ve got blond hair and blue eyes, and even though I can get tan and don’t burn in the summer, I blush like a little girl. It starts on my ears and spreads down the back of my neck, then shoots around my entire face.


Tyler knows this, and when he decides it’s my turn on the chopping block, there’s nothing I can do about it. I covered pretty fast, but Tyler saw the blush. And even though I covered, even though I did what I always do and take the douche thing he’s doing and give it right back to him, even though I jumped up there in my underwear and roared and yelled about shooting his lion with “these guns” while I flexed my biceps, Tyler knew he’d gotten to me. He saw the blush, and he knew I was pissed. He knew what it was about, too, ’cause as soon as everybody went back to the general business of padding up and getting dressed, he came over to his locker right next to mine and said, “Dude. Chill out. I thought you’d be happy about Oklahoma. Not trying to steal your thunder.”


The truth is, Tyler has been like a brother to me. I just don’t know if I want to have to keep dealing with this weird competition with him for the next four years.


I just looked at that last sentence and realized that I do know. I don’t want to continue this weird competition with Tyler.


Of course, I didn’t know how to tell him that at the time. How do you find the words to tell your best friend why you don’t want to play college ball with him? That you don’t want to have to put up with his bullshit antics anymore?


If he knew who I really was, would he still hurl all those jokes my way? Does he actually already know somehow? Is that why he’s making these cracks? Is that why they feel like grenades aimed right at my head?


I hate myself for being a coward. For not being able to say these things to his face or to ask him these questions. If we’re really like brothers, shouldn’t I be able to?


But there he was, doing that thing he does, coming back and giving me as close to an apology as I ever get: “Chill out, dude.”


I hated myself for blushing. I hated myself for not being just a normal guy who could take anything he dished out without getting all freaking sensitive about it. None of the other guys had caught on, but Ty sure did. He knows me better than anybody else—as well as I’ll let him know me. That’s the double-edged sword of having a best friend.


That’s also why I can’t stop thinking about what happened next. Namely, that we went out and started losing to Jefferson. Bad. We won the coin toss; then three plays after kickoff, Tyler threw an interception. It wasn’t really his fault. Corey Tracker, one of our wide receivers, had his hand on the ball and just tripped. Tracker is a sophomore. He’s fast as a mofo, but he gets excited and forgets to do things like check his shoelaces. He went down hard, but not before batting the ball right into the hands of a Jefferson safety, who ran like a goddamn greyhound all the way down the line and right into the end zone. Nothing went right for us after that, and just before halftime, Jefferson scored a field goal.


Coach lit into us like Brad Pitt in Fight Club. I decided I’d rather be crushed at the bottom of a tackle than come back into the locker room without a touchdown in the second half. Tyler must’ve had the same thought, because as soon as Coach broke his clipboard and told us to get the hell back out on the field and play the game like we’d been playing all summer in practice, Ty bumped my knee with his and whispered, “First play is the Snap.” I said no way. Coach had told us both to hold on to that one. He wanted to practice it a few more times before we used it in a game. Tyler just looked at me and said, “Jesus. Grow a pair.”


So I did.


He called the play in huddle. We broke. Ball snapped. I circled, and Tyler pulled off the fake perfectly. He didn’t even look. He dropped back to pass at precisely the right moment and just trusted me to be there when he dropped the ball backward and threw his arm forward. I was in the end zone before Jefferson even realized he hadn’t thrown a pass. The crowd went berserk. Tracker was right behind me and came running at me. He grabbed my helmet, and it was while we were roaring at each other through our face masks that the crowd went silent.


I turned around and saw the huddle in the middle of the field and I knew exactly what had happened. Tyler had gotten nailed after the fake.


This weird fear that had been hiding out behind my sternum since Ty told me the OU scout was gonna be there tonight exploded up toward my throat and down toward my stomach. Then I was running back down the field. The silence of the crowd was eerie. It all happened so fast that by the time I got to where he was, Tyler was being loaded onto a stretcher. I knew it was bad. They don’t bring out a stretcher unless they think it’s an injury that has to be stabilized. If it were a sprain, or a hard hit, they’d have walked him off.


Coach turned around and looked right at me and shook his head once. “You’re up.” I nodded, but I was staring after Tyler, and Coach got in my face. “Hey. He’ll be fine. I need your head right here in this game.” I said, “Yes, sir.” He hit my butt and said, “Hey, do that touchdown thing again, will ya?”


I did.


Twice.


I was a machine. Whatever weird fog had settled over us in the first half lifted completely. Those Jefferson monsters were hitting hard, but I kept dropping back and nailing Tracker and our other running back, Mike Watters, and if neither of them was open, this fast freshman kid we’d been calling Flash all summer would just magically appear and we’d pick up twenty yards, then thirty yards, then blam: end zone. I hardly heard the crowd. I couldn’t even hear Monica cheering. I could only feel the guys shoulder to shoulder in the huddle, the words of the next play on my tongue, the rough snap into my hands, the ball spinning off my fingers. I passed for almost as many yards in the second half of last night’s game as I’d passed total in every practice this summer.


When it was over, we were up by ten, and as the clock ran out on Jefferson’s last play, Coach and I watched from the sidelines for a second as the crowd spilled out of the stands and went running toward a pileup in the middle of the field. A split second before Tracker and Sears Tower hoisted me up on their shoulders, Coach looked me right in the eye and said two words I’d never heard him say in the three years I’d been playing for him:


“Thank you.”


I saw the water cooler get emptied over Coach’s head right as Monica and a bunch of the cheerleaders and their friends descended on me. Somehow my parents found me at the exact same moment, and it was like a massive group hug and celebration dance, with people shouting and screaming and crying and generally acting like idiots.


Finally the crowd started to die down. Monica was talking one hundred miles per minute, and she had that new kid from English with her. I almost didn’t recognize him ’cause his hair wasn’t wet. He was smiling and wearing a T-shirt that said THE CURE. She kept calling him Jon and talking about how they met, but I didn’t really catch the story. I didn’t know she knew him, and I was really surprised to see him there. He walked up and stuck out his hand and said, “Congrats, man. Nice game.”


It was the weirdest freaking thing. Like, all this pandemonium is going on all around us, and he isn’t yelling or anything. He just smiles and says, “Nice game,” sort of quietly. And even with all the noise and the crush and the craziness . . . I heard him.


I reached out and shook his hand, and it was like everything else just faded down to a dull roar—like in a movie where everything goes slow motion all around the main character, and all he can see is the big explosion that’s taking place right in front of him. Only this time it wasn’t an explosion. It was just me staring into Jonathan’s eyes. He held my gaze as I shook his hand, and for a split second it was like there was nothing else in the world—just me, and him, and our . . .


Connection.


My dad had been tailgating before the game with Tyler’s dad. They always broke the rules and smuggled beers in from the parking lot, and he was still pretty drunk. He was almost crying with joy, and he stumbled into Jonathan and knocked us both sideways, hooting and hollering and belching the smell of Miller Genuine Draft all over the place. Jonathan laughed, and I snapped back to the present. Monica was giving me instructions to hurry up and get cleaned up because the party at her house was already starting and it was going to be “off the hook.” I saw Jonathan turning to leave and heard myself say, “Wait!”


Monica thought I was talking to her and stopped too, but I was looking at Jonathan. Monica said, “We have to hurry. They’re meeting us with the . . . supplies.”


“No—” I didn’t know how to ask. “Is he . . . ?”


Monica got this weird look on her face and followed my gaze to Jonathan.


“Uh, yeah. Jon is coming.”


Jon. She calls him Jon.


“I’ll be there.” He smiled at me again, and I felt myself blushing, but I didn’t care. Monica ran back and pecked me on the cheek, pulling my face down to look at her.


“Hurry!” she commanded. “The whole party is for you, birthday boy. At midnight you’re eighteen!”


This all happened in the general craziness while Dad was hugging me and kept shouting, “That’s my boy! That’s my boy!” over and over again. As Monica and Jon headed across the field, Mom told me I did a good job and kissed me on the cheek, then dragged Dad back to the car. He turned around and shouted, “Stay out as late as you want. You earned it.” He almost took down this blond woman wearing a business suit and high heels who was standing over by the bleachers by the entrance to the locker rooms.


She looked like a lawyer you’d see on one of those TV shows about cops where there’s a different killer every week. She was tapping away at a smartphone, and when Dad almost sent her into the stands, she didn’t yell at him or anything. Just dropped her phone into her bag, smiled at them, and righted herself. Then she turned and raised her hand like she was hailing a taxi and called my name.


I was sort of shocked. I’d never seen her before in my life, and I was a little annoyed because I was hoping the scout from Oklahoma had hung around, but I didn’t seen anybody who looked like a scout, so I was getting bummed out pretty fast. What if he hadn’t made the game? What if he’d left after Tyler got hurt and didn’t see me pull this one outta the fire? What if he was waiting for me on the other side of the locker rooms by the doors that led out to the parking lot? I had to get over there to check.


I smiled back at the woman as she ran a hand through her long blond hair and then extended it to me. She had dark red nails, and as I shook her hand, I was vaguely aware that Tyler would have called this woman “a total MILF” and my dad would have referred to her as “a stone-cold fox.”


She introduced herself as Alicia Stevenson.


“Good game tonight, sir.”


“Thanks,” I said. I had to keep walking. Couldn’t get stuck chatting up somebody’s . . . mom? Aunt? She didn’t look old enough to have a kid in high school. . . .


“Do you have a second to chat about college?” she asked.


“College?” I was confused.


“Won’t keep you,” she promised. “That cheerleader and her friend seemed to be planning a big party that requires your presence.” She pressed a business card into my hand. It was thick, heavy stock, and I could feel the print raised against my fingertips. When I glanced down at it, I saw an Oklahoma logo and it hit me:


“Wait, you’re—you’re the . . . ?”


“Scout. Yep, that’s me. Call me on Sunday, when you have a minute. I want to talk to you about the possibility of coming to play for us at Oklahoma. I think there’s a place for you with the Sooners.”


“Wow—sorry, I didn’t . . . I mean, I wasn’t expecting—”


She cocked her head and raised an eyebrow. “A woman? Don’t worry. No one ever is. And I wasn’t expecting you to pass like a pro out there tonight. Came to see Tyler, but we’ve already got a great running game, and—well, let’s just say I’m convinced this worked out for the best.”


She turned and walked on her toes across the sod toward the concrete so her stilettos wouldn’t sink into the grass. When she reached the sidewalk that led to the parking lot, she turned and waved. “Talk to you Sunday!”


I watched her heels click-click-click toward a sleek gray car. She opened the door, flipped her mane over her shoulder, then melted into the seat. The last thing I saw was her long leg disappear into the driver’s side door.


It’s weird when something happens that you’ve been hoping would happen for a really long time. I guess I always thought it would make me jump up and down and scream like an idiot, or lose my freaking mind, but it was strange. That’s not how it went. Instead this feeling of certainty washed over me and made me feel like anything was possible. It wasn’t a big crazy rush. It just felt . . . right.


When I walked into the locker room, I felt like I was floating. I stood under the shower with all the guys whooping and hollering and running around snapping each other with towels, and all I could think was, I did it. I’m gonna play ball at Oklahoma. I felt calm and sure of myself. I felt like this was supposed to happen, that this is where all the hard work of the last few years was supposed to lead—to being ready to step up in this moment. This conversation with Alicia Stevenson was the next logical step after working as hard as I could to be the best I could possibly be. This was all that dedication—all the sweat and swollen knees and jammed fingers—finally paying off.


I turned off the shower and grabbed my towel. There were so many high fives and slaps on the ass by the time I got back to my locker, it’s a wonder I’m not bruised. I just smiled and felt so certain—so sure of myself. For the first time in my life, I felt like . . . a man. I knew what I wanted and where I was going, and finally I knew the road to take to get there.


As I was getting dressed, Coach came by and asked, “Did she find you?”


I just looked up at him and smiled. I didn’t have to say a word. Coach nodded back. “Attaboy. Go have fun tonight.”


I asked him if Tyler was okay. His face told me the whole story. “He’s at Baptist. I just talked to his dad a minute ago. They’re doing a CAT scan. Looks like it might be his ACL.” Coach shook his head, then shot me a look. “Don’t you worry about any of that tonight. Go celebrate. You deserve it.”


I did want to celebrate, but I felt bummed about Tyler not being there. I headed out to my truck, and instead of driving toward Monica’s place, I turned and drove to Baptist Hospital. I parked and walked in through the emergency room doors. I saw Erin sitting there with her mom. Her legs were long and bare under her cheerleading skirt, and she was wearing a big sweatshirt and a Windbreaker. It was freezing in there, and it took her a second to recognize me. She smiled when she did, but I could tell she’d been crying. There were tracks of mascara and glittered eye shadow shining on her cheeks. She came over and hugged me.
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