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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  WINNING





  “…Powerfully written with in-depth characterization, Winning is itself a winner. Christensen’s philosophical style will appeal to all readers, along with prose delivered with a luring cadence that at times comes very close to poetic. A poignant, thought-provoking story providing a galvanizing look at family dynamics, inner struggles, and the impetus behind certain driven behaviors, this book will hold the reader’s attention until the end.”




  Reviewed by Christy Tillery French for Midwest Book Review




  “…This moody book will appeal to fans of Jodi Picoult or Nicholas Sparks. …[I]t tells a powerful story that will haunt you.”




  Reviewed by Amanda Kilgore, Independent Book Reviewer




  “…part war story, part family saga, part coming-of-age drama …Christensen’s meditation on love and loss, hope and despair, and winning and losing is both sensitive and insightful. The ‘softening’ of the hero may remind sports-fiction fans of Mark Harris’s classic ‘Bang the Drum Slowly’.”




  Reviewed by Mary Frances Wilkens for ALA Booklist




  ~~To Mary. Always.~~




  Chapter 1: Who Mourns for Alasdair?




  I scanned the parking lot before the service, looking for Brad’s red Pontiac. I did not see it. Nor did I see his intense face when I repeatedly looked back over the pews during the service. Given the small-town craving for a bit of drama, I’m sure that other necks were likewise craning for a backward glance, other eyes were likewise stealing furtive glances over the congregation, looking for a countenance sure to add tension—and interest—to the occasion. But I had not really expected to find my nephew among the hundred or so mourners in Dilthon’s Presbyterian chapel that day.




  Still, I had hoped. Hoped that somehow Brad could spare an hour to grieve the death of one who had tried so hard to live up to his high expectations. Someone who would have given anything to please him. But having fallen short of the mark Brad had set for him in life, Alasdair Pittman would merit none of Brad’s concern in death. In any case, Brad did not do funerals. The dead held little interest for him. And in this case, no interest whatever.




  Brad had better things to do than lament the suicide of a loser. His time would be better spent recruiting and coaching a new and better place kicker for next year’s team, a kicker who wouldn’t fold under the pressure of the biggest game of the year. A winner.




  Mourning for a loser like Alasdair was left to other losers—like me and the nine or ten other teachers and the thirty-odd students that Paul Hales, the principal, had been able to conscript. A stretch, really, to say that we were all there to mourn Alasdair. Some, as I have suggested, had come hoping for some scandal, or at least some excitement, to relieve their boredom. But most were there out of obligation. Half of the teachers and most of the students had barely even known him. Most of the faculty came not out of any sincere sense of loss, but out of a sense of professional duty. It was like grading tests or chaperoning dances—teachers did this kind of thing.




  Academic duty had also summoned the school’s a cappella choir, on hand to sing in memory of a boy most of the choir members had avoided during his years at Dilthon High. Duty had also brought the student council—at least the female members of the council. Popular girls who had never felt it their duty to so much as exchange greetings with Alasdair alive felt obligated to pay their respects to him dead. The boys on the council did not come at all.




  Two exceptions: the student-body president, Stephen Camp, was there, as was the junior class president, Matt Olson. The only male members of the council in attendance, they acted out their duty with evident discomfort, awkwardly sidling their way into the pews at the back of the chapel, clearly embarrassed to be there. Stephen and Matt were also the only football players there. And the football team had learned only too well from their coach to put losing—and losers—behind them.




  But the awkwardness of the two football players merely reflected in an exaggerated form the stilted woodenness of the entire service. Everyone followed the accepted but uninspired script for the occasion, mechanically reading lines, moving stiffly on cue to assigned places on stage. More polished than the two football players, but no less perfunctory, the minister presided without emotion, without spontaneity, conducting with cold correctness services he clearly wanted to be over. Two or three times, the service was interrupted by uncontrollable sobs from Alasdair’s mother, Janice Pittman. But she seemed to realize that she was embarrassing others and prolonging their unpleasant duty: passionate grief had no place in this script. At the end of each outburst, she cast haggard eyes about the chapel in a quick, desperate search for some sign of unfeigned sympathy or compassion; finding none, she drew herself together and returned to the script. A remarkably young woman to have a seventeen-year-old son, Mrs. Pittman looked like a frightened child that day, a child clinging to her other son, fourteen-year-old Anson, whose bewilderment surpassed his grief.




  As to the whereabouts of Alasdair’s father—Janice Pittman’s former husband—I have no idea. I had never met the man. Rumor had it that he was an aimless alcoholic who had abandoned his wife shortly after the birth of their second son, Anson. What became of him after that, I cannot say. I can say that—whether because of inebriation or simple disconnection—he did not make it for his son’s funeral that November day. Maybe it was just as well. The script for the dreary services did not seem to include the part of a derelict drunk father anyway.




  A tiny spark of genuine feeling did glow feebly and briefly during the remarks of Kevin Larsen—a classmate actually willing to speak. Kevin, apparently, had occasionally judged the need to ostracize Alasdair in order to preserve his own social reputation to have been less urgent than his need to save his math grade by getting Alasdair’s help with his homework. He at least broke from the script enough to stammer a bit. Alasdair, he said, with neither the grace nor the artifice of sophistication, had been “real nice” (repeated three or four times) to help him with his math, especially the hard problems. He said he was real sorry about the way Alasdair had died, but then, seeming to sense that he’d brushed against a topic that his audience did not want to hear about, relapsed into his “real nice” motif. Then, looking at the minister and the principal for nods of approval, he sat down.




  The mood of dutiful constraint prevailed through the number performed by the school choir, of which Alasdair had been a member. The minister announced the choir number “You’ll Never Walk Alone” in a flat monotone which gave no hint of the cruel irony of the choir director’s senseless selection of this show tune. No one else seemed to take note of the irony either, least of all the choir, which labored through their number with all the emotion of an end-of-the-school-day rehearsal.




  And then it happened. Reality poked a rude hole in the illusory funeral script. The choir members were clearing the rostrum row by row when one girl hung back—I recognized her immediately as Janet Sharpe, the sophomore girl who’d gone to the Homecoming Dance with Alasdair after his one brief moment of gridiron triumph. Her hands clenched at her sides, her eyes burning with anger, she looked out over a congregation suddenly unsettled and uneasy, everyone casting anxious glances at the minister and choir director to see how they would handle this small crisis.




  “Unfair!” Janet cried in a voice that wavered between a shout and a scream.




  “Unfair!” she cried again. “It’s all so unfair! It’s all Coach Porter’s fault—and he doesn’t even care! He’s not even here!” The last words, dragged out with painful emphasis, seemed to last forever.




  Then it was over. The choir director, Eva Stable, her face aflame with embarrassment, rushed up, threw her arms around Janet’s shoulders, and hurried her off the rostrum. Janet did not resist. Her message delivered, she melted into submission.




  But the pretense had been punctured. The script for dutiful mourning had been shredded by the unanticipated intrusion of honest feeling, of authentic outrage, and no one knew quite how to carry on.




  Janet’s brief tirade particularly rattled the minister. He hurried through three or four scriptures, tripping over his own tongue, transposing words and jumbling sacred syntax, his haste betraying an insecurity verging on panic.




  What’s he afraid of? I wondered. Truth? Genuine emotion? Risking a glance at Janice Pittman, I was surprised to see her face relaxed, as if in relief, even appreciation. She looked more composed and poised than she had looked at any previous time in the services.




  But it was the minister’s mood, not Mrs. Pittman’s, which spread like a contagion through the congregation. Everyone began shifting uneasily in the pews, looking furtively at their watches. Even those who had come hoping for a bit of scandal seemed eager to be gone—probably so they could immediately spread their version of Janet’s outburst (imaginatively embellished and dramatized) through Dilthon’s efficient rumor mill. In any case, the minister did not keep them from their telephones long. The abruptness with which he ended the services—his benediction a barely coherent string of vapid phrases—reflected the general mood of the gathering, with most moving to the chapel exits with a speed scarcely conducive to decorum.




  Along with just a couple of the other teachers and three or four students, I chose to follow the short cortege to the Dilthon cemetery, a place I had often visited since the death of my wife, Susan, two years before. One of the larger islands of green illusion the citizens of Dilthon had managed to impose on western Wyoming’s sagebrush desert, the cemetery owed its verdure to an efficient sprinkling system. A single summer without this modern marvel would desiccate the grass and kill off the trees, leaving the graves as gray and desolate as those in the old, rarely-visited pioneer cemetery a mile south of town. Located on the east side of town, Dilthon’s newer cemetery sloped upward from its southern entrance to the hedge of Russian Olive bushes which formed its northern boundary. Three or four streets of newer houses paralleled the hedge on the northern slope.




  Our van was a little late leaving the church, delayed by a teacher discussing some matter with Paul. So by the time we reached the cemetery, the few vehicles in the cortege had parked and disgorged their riders, and the pallbearers had transported their load of mortuary steel to the green belts stretched across the grave. The minister had recovered his veneer of composure: in performing the brief graveside service, he suppressed every hint of his earlier discomfiture. As most of those who had gathered at the graveside made their way back to their parked cars, I remained, hanging back with the intention of talking briefly with Mrs. Pittman. But to Mrs. Pittman and her remaining son, Anson, there remained the awful task of taking their final leave of the coffin.




  As Mrs. Pittman removed the carnation from her jacket lapel and placed it on Alasdair’s coffin, whatever self-possession Janet’s outburst had given her evaporated. I knew enough about that kind of grief not to intrude. I walked back to the van where the other teachers and the students were already waiting for me. I could talk with Janice Pittman later.




  Chapter 2: A Gridiron God




  A small mound of flowers marked Alasdair’s grave when next I visited the cemetery two days later. It galled me to see wreaths from student clubs that would have scorned rather than welcomed Alasdair during life. Well, flowers are cheap enough.




  In any case, the flowers I had brought were not for Alasdair’s grave but for Susan’s, only about fifteen yards north of Alasdair’s, close to the northern edge of the cemetery. It had been two years since my wife had died of cancer. I’d spent a lot of time at school during those two years, not only doing all my grading and preparation there, but also volunteering for every advising and extracurricular assignment I could get—chaperoning dances, taking tickets for ball games, even judging photography and art competitions. I simply could not accustom myself to going home to an empty house, a house without Susan. So, I avoided going home as much as I could.




  But I never avoided the cemetery. At least once a week, even in the dead of Dilthon’s harsh winters, I would come here. Sometimes I’d bring some peonies (a kind of flower Susan had especially loved) or some mums or (when I felt flush) some roses. That day after Alasdair’s funeral, I had some white mums. I noticed a fresh bouquet of carnations in the metal holder next to Susan’s headstone.




  Probably from Brad, I thought. I wonder what he told Susan about Alasdair.




  The reasons that Brad was likely to have made some kind of report to Susan—his dead aunt—about Alasdair are complicated and require some explanation.




  Brad was the son of my sister, Alicia, who lives out in Illinois, where we both grew up. Perhaps in part because our parents got a divorce when we were still in grade school, Alicia was less than fully committed to her own first marriage. When her husband, Jim, Brad’s father, lost his second job within a year, she decided to divorce him. He shot himself in the garage the day the divorce papers were served. Traumatized at becoming a widow when she’d intended instead to become a divorcee, Alicia simply didn’t feel she could handle a four-year-old son on her own. So, she called me and asked if we could take Brad—for the time being.




  For Susan, Brad’s coming was an answer to prayer. Three years after we were married, the doctors had informed Susan that she could never have children. For Susan, this news was heartbreaking; she had yearned to be a mother. We could not get the papers drawn up making us Brad’s temporary guardians fast enough for her, and I had never seen her happier or more radiant than on the day we flew out to Chicago to pick Brad up.




  We had only visited my sister’s home two or three times during her short-lived marriage, so Brad naturally eyed Aunt Susan as a near-stranger on that August day. Susan swept away his suspicions in a flood of cheerful small talk—especially questions. Within an hour, she had Brad showing her his Cubs cards, telling her all about how Grandma had taken him to the Shedd Aquarium to see the beluga whales, and sharing with her his M&M’s. Though I hadn’t been around Brad all that much, it seemed to me that he was opening up more to Susan than he had with his own mother (who’d relied heavily on day care and nursery schools to take care of Brad even before the divorce). There were no tears when it came time to leave for the airport.




  Indeed, for eight years, Alicia largely disappeared from Brad’s life: an occasional phone call, a birthday gift in the mail (some years), a two- or three-day visit each summer. Nothing more. And absolutely no indication that this would ever change. Meanwhile, Susan quit her job at a local insurance agency and devoted herself to full-time mothering. Finally given an outlet, Susan’s long-pent-up maternal longing almost drowned Brad in affection. From the first, Susan encouraged Brad to call her “Mom,” and he never hesitated. In any emotional sense, Susan deserved the title far more than Alicia did.




  Though I always remained “Uncle Dave,” I tried to hold up my end of the surrogate parent thing. I took Brad fishing up in Star Valley every summer, went rafting with him down on the Green River below Flaming Gorge several times, and indulged his curiosity in ancient life by taking him to the nearby Fossil Butte National Monument and to the somewhat more distant Dinosaur National Monument. Now and then I would even take him down to Salt Lake City for a Hogle Zoo visit during the summer or a Jazz game during the winter. But really, it was mostly Susan. I was never half as good a substitute father to Brad as she was a substitute mother. I can still see her sitting on the steps of our front porch helping Brad with the first book he ever checked out of the Dilthon library (naturally enough, a picture book about dinosaurs). She delighted in every word he sounded out and lovingly prompted him with the words that he could not handle. Brad absorbed her delight in his efforts like a parched plant absorbs water.




  It wasn’t long before he was running to her with every magazine, every newspaper, every book with a new word that he thought he had figured out. Even when he was wrong, Susan made him feel so good about his attempt that he was soon back again.




  When Brad started school, he continued to crave the encouragement and ratification that only Susan could give. Upon arriving home every afternoon after school, he would announce loudly, “Mom, I’m home!” And when she came up from the laundry in the basement or down from her sewing room upstairs, he would prattle happily away, recounting everything he’d learned or accomplished that day. No “A” on a history test or home run on the ball diamond was complete and official until Susan had put her stamp of approval on it.




  And the years passed. Susan planned out every summer vacation with an enthusiasm at once characteristic and yet long pent-up: Yellowstone and the Tetons the summer Brad turned five and again the year he turned ten. Glacier National Park the summer he turned six, and Disneyland the summer he turned eight. And—Susan’s frugality stretching my meager schoolteacher’s salary to the limit—Washington, D.C., the year Brad turned eleven. Susan was along as a parent chaperone when Brad’s school class made their regular field trips to the Union Pacific Roundhouse down in Evanston or Expedition Island near Green River. It was naturally Susan who saw that Brad was enrolled in the Presbyterian Sunday School and summer Bible studies. Every summer, she had him in Little League, recognizing long before I did that Brad had more than average athletic ability. She rarely missed a game. Susan even arranged for Brad to take piano lessons, but he showed little interest and less talent in this activity, so Susan gave it up after just a few months.




  Her entire life focused on providing Brad with a surrogate family life, Susan was nonetheless unprepared to help him deal with the hidden legacy of his first family. We had said very little to him about why he was living with us and not with his mother, saying simply that since she had some problems (which we never specified), everyone just thought it would be best if he lived with us. Flourishing in Susan’s love, Brad asked for no further explanation. That is, until the summer he turned eleven, the same summer we went out to D.C. We had been out to Casper for the Hancock reunion (Susan’s family), and Brad had met all his “cousins” on Susan’s side. Other than a little tiff Brad had gotten into with John, the oldest son of Susan’s brother Lester, over a disputed call in a softball game, everything had seemed to go all right.




  But it turned out that that little tiff had stirred up a fierce storm in Brad’s eleven-year-old heart. For his cousin had apparently known too much about Brad’s background, and far too little about what to do with that knowledge. We were a couple hours into our journey home, driving west on I-80, when Susan commented to me in a subdued whisper on how uncharacteristically quiet Brad had been the whole way. When I glanced at the back seat, I saw Brad staring out his window with an unusually sober statement on his face. Susan was not even able to rouse his usual enthusiasm when she spotted a small herd of antelope just west of Wamsutter.




  “Sweetheart, are you all right? Is anything bothering you?” Susan finally asked.




  “No, I’m fine,” Brad answered in a suspiciously curt and defensive tone.




  Susan cast worried eyes in my direction. I shrugged my shoulders, perplexed, and drove on through the sagebrush desert.




  About half an hour later, Brad broke the tense silence, stunning us both, though in retrospect I realize that we should have expected something like it sooner or later.




  “Was my dad a big loser?” he blurted out.




  Too surprised to say anything at first, I finally responded, “Whoever told you something as crazy as that?”




  “John did. He said that my dad was the biggest loser there ever was. He said he was such a big loser in everything he did that he finally just killed himself to get out of everyone’s way. He said that’s why my mom sent me out here to live. John said that I was going to be a big loser just like my dad.”




  I boiled inside with rage against the malicious idiocy of my adolescent nephew. But the nastiest lies are the ones interlaced with dangerous truths.




  “Brad,” I started tentatively, “there were a lot of sad and difficult things in your father’s life that John knows nothing about. Your father may have made some mistakes, but John had no right whatever to call him a big loser or in saying that you were going to be one.”




  “I am not going to be a loser!” Brad spat out the words with greater feeling, greater passion than I had ever heard from him before, greater passion than I had ever heard from any eleven-year-old before. “I’m going to be a winner! A winner!”




  Susan tried to say something pacifying, telling Brad that of course he would be a winner, that we were all going to be winners. And that when we did lose in anything, we would just have to help one another out. But in his few impassioned words, spoken with all the fervor a boyish heart could muster, Brad forged the inflexible trajectory for a lifetime, committed himself to a path of defiant victory, a path too narrow, too arduous for any but a solitary traveler.




  When we got home late, Susan tried to give the day a reassuringly familiar and peaceful conclusion with her usual bedtime reading for Brad. But when I looked in, it seemed to me that I saw something other than interest in Little John and Sherwood Forest in the strangely hard, resolute look in Brad’s eyes. He was still wide-awake when Susan finished, unusual for him, and I doubt that sleep came to him soon that night.




  * * * *




  From that day forward, a new theme emerged in Brad’s life. He would be a winner. Nothing now mattered more than winning. Brad’s daily after-school reports to Susan became defiant chronicles of triumph—triumphs over someone. That is, Brad had always before gloried in reporting to Susan how well he’d done in every schoolyard basketball, football, or baseball game. Now, with a new crudeness in vocabulary which dismayed Susan, he relished the way he’d kicked Jason’s butt, smashed Kevin’s face, or knocked Ty’s block off. And part of claiming victory now was putting down an opponent as a loser, often a real loser. When Brad himself came up on the short end of an athletic contest, he vacillated between wild anger and inconsolable depression.




  It was all new and overwhelming for Susan. Deeply worried, she tried to convince Brad that winning and losing were part of everyone’s life and that we can learn something from both experiences. Though Brad didn’t seem to be getting the message too well, Susan might have blunted his new obsession with winning in time. But time was precisely what we did not have.




  * * * *




  It was May following that fateful Hancock reunion that my sister Alicia called. Though Alicia had never been regular in her calls, Susan suspected nothing unusual when she asked to speak to me. Alicia’s manner was as abrupt as her message was devastating.




  “Look, Dave,” she began, “Vic and I are getting married next month, and Vic thinks that Brad should come back to live with us.”




  The Vic she spoke of was Victor Wolfe, a big sales executive for an advertising agency in Chicago. Alicia had started to go out with Vic just a few months earlier. He had brought Alicia with him for a convention at Jackson Hole in March, and they had rented a car to drop down to see us. Though Alicia was clearly enamored of her new escort, he had struck me as arrogant and pushy. But Alicia had kept company with a long string of disagreeable men since Jim’s death, so I didn’t give Vic much thought, never suspecting that within a few weeks he would be in a position to take Brad away from us—from Susan.




  Finally registering what Alicia was saying, I stammered, “But Alicia, how can you do this? You know how Susan’s given—”




  Alicia cut me off mid-sentence: “Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be. I’m determined to make this work with Vic, and Vic wants Brad—”




  “Doesn’t what Brad want even—” I took my turn at interrupting. But I wasn’t even able to finish my thought.




  “Vic’s got plenty of money; Brad will be plenty happy. There’s nothing more to talk about. I’m seeing my lawyer tomorrow to terminate our arrangement, effective next month, as soon as school’s out. And I’m mailing you the tickets for his flight out.”




  With that, she hung up.




  Susan had been watching me and listening to my broken snatches of conversation.




  Eyes big with apprehension, she voiced her worst fears: “It’s Brad, isn’t it? She wants him back?”




  Glumly, I looked at Susan and nodded. I might as well have slit her throat. The life bled out of her in an instant.




  The next few weeks were as painful as any I’ve ever experienced, as painful even as my worst times in Korea. Susan could scarcely be in the same room as Brad without breaking down. Brad, who had only faint memories of Alicia and who had flourished during his eight years in Susan’s care, passed perceptibly from denial to anger to a strange and stony indifference. He simply withdrew into a shell of toughness, choosing to feel nothing rather than to feel the grief of separation and abandonment.




  His carapace cracked only at the very end. Susan did not think she could bear to face Alicia and Vic, so I was to take Brad back to Chicago by myself. On the morning we left for the airport in Evanston, we had already said our goodbyes to Susan and were walking to the car when Brad suddenly bolted back to the porch and threw his arms around Susan. For two or three minutes, he sobbed, his proud shoulders convulsing.




  Some of the things Brad did to others in the years that followed can only be called heedless, even cruel and hurtful, but perhaps some of those affected by those actions might have been less severe in their judgment of him had they been on that porch that day.




  During the months after Brad left us to live with Alicia and Vic, Susan’s natural cheerfulness failed her, and she battled depression. She would spend hour after hour looking at photos of Brad, going over his old school papers, rearranging things in his room. It grieved me to watch her, and I tried—with little success—to divert her by taking her to San Francisco for a week in July. In fact, I inadvertently made things worse, because wherever we went—Chinatown, the Steinhart Aquarium, Alcatraz—Susan saw things she was sure Brad would have liked.




  Fortunately, there were phone calls. At least once a week, Brad would call. Susan lived for those calls, and so I think did Brad. Gradually, the old pattern re-established itself: Brad reported his life, especially his triumphs to Susan, still craving her approval, her approbation. Susan worried about the overweening competitiveness we had started to see during his last year with us, and she tried to draw Brad into talk of past experiences, of favorite books, of beautiful places we’d visited—topics not born of the imperative to win. To a significant degree, she succeeded in getting him to talk about such things. She even sensed a kind of relief and gratitude on his part for the chance to escape from the self-imposed pressure to compete.




  Still, she could not break his heart by not taking delight when he had triumphs to share. And he had them frequently: Vic lavished money on Brad for athletic endeavors, enrolling him in summer sports camps, paying for a membership in a private gym, rewarding Brad with costly gifts and excursions for every championship, every all-star recognition, every trophy.




  * * * *




  In part, I blamed Vic for feeding Brad’s obsession with winning. But over time, I came to realize that the rewards that he showered on Brad meant little to him. For I never saw even a hint of real affection between them, just the pride of vanity on the one side and the pride of defiance on the other. It gratified Vic’s petty ambition to have a stepson who could beat all the other executives’ kids. Consequently, he seemed not even to see that in the vicious intensity with which Brad played, he was paying back the world—including Vic—for denying him the affection and security he so craved. Probably because of this streak of defiant viciousness in Brad’s approach to sports, he naturally gravitated to the scarcely-restrained violence of football. So, although Vic consumed sports with a truly omnivorous appetite (baseball, basketball, hockey, auto racing, water polo, racquetball—anything that produced winners) and generously supported Brad in his pursuit of any and all in which he showed the slightest interest, it was in wearing shoulder pads that Brad truly shone.




  Susan and I heard much about Brad’s triumphs on the gridiron, but we saw the wild intensity with which he achieved them only once—when we flew out Brad’s senior year to see his team play for the Chicago-league championship in football. Brad’s performance in that game was not merely astounding; it was frightening. While the other boys may have been playing football, Brad was waging a personal war. Relatively short and stocky, Brad played tailback like an out-of-control bowling ball. He hit tacklers and would-be tacklers with such reckless abandon that by the end of the first half, two of the opposing linebackers were sidelined with injuries, and their replacements appeared more interested in avoiding Brad than in tackling him.




  He finished the game with over two hundred and forty yards rushing and was mobbed by the other players, the cheerleaders, and the fans after the game.




  But that game marked the high-water mark of Brad’s athletic career—at least as a player. At the college level, sheer intensity could never fully compensate for his relative lack of size and speed. Not fooled by his impressive high-school numbers, college recruiters mostly kept their distance. As a consequence, Brad ended up playing close to home: at Northern Illinois University in Dekalb. And Brad’s performance there largely justified the assessment of the recruiters who had passed him over: in two years as a starter, he had only four one-hundred-yard games. If Vic—who had entertained fantasies of Brad’s making All-American in college—was disappointed, Brad was even more so. He spent many hours on the phone working through his disappointment with Susan, who tried to give him a sense of his real accomplishment. No, she reassured him, she was not ashamed of him. No, he was not a loser. Progress came slowly in her effort to persuade him to stop categorizing himself and everyone else as a winner or a loser.




  * * * *




  The spring of his senior year at NIU, with his career as a football player now behind him, Brad called to announce that he was to be married in July to an NIU cheerleader named Miriam Botts. Though I had no objection to Brad’s marrying, I wondered if his marrying a cheerleader didn’t smack too much of life by formula, a winner’s formula with his pom-pom waving wife as his last football trophy. My suspicions deepened when we flew back for the wedding: Miriam was a petite blonde all agush over her football hero-husband. I could detect in her worship of her new husband no leavening of playfulness or humor. I feared trouble ahead.




  But another announcement, not much later, fit less neatly into the standard script for a winner: Brad had landed a job as football coach at Dilthon High. He was moving home. Certain that Brad was making this rather inauspicious career move to be close to Susan, I was disturbed by what seemed an unhealthy, even Oedipal attachment. I worried that Brad’s decision evinced a perilously retarded emotional development. Although she admitted to some misgivings on the same score, Susan questioned the justice of criticizing someone with Brad’s life history for trying to assuage an unsatisfied craving for family ties—for security and belonging. Besides, though I refrained from pointing it out, Brad’s move would help fill a void in Susan’s own life.




  Since I myself taught physics and history at the high school, Brad’s move made him my colleague, giving me chances to observe his coaching and teaching directly, or through the reports of my students. From his first July day back in Dilthon, Brad poured the same irresistible energy into recruiting and coaching his team that he had once expended on the field itself. He began by poring over the previous year’s rosters, sizing up deficiencies, quizzing teachers and administrators as to possible prospects for remedying those deficiencies. Soon he was seeking out big and fast boys who had not played the previous years and meeting with parents to overcome any hesitation about their sons’ playing the game.
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