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“MOST FOOTBALL PLAYERS ARE TEMPERAMENTAL. THAT’S NINETY PERCENT TEMPER AND TEN PERCENT MENTAL.”

—Doug Plank,

former NFL safety
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Breathing is a natural process, yet Jomo Rodgers found himself flat on his back trying to remember how to do it. His first spluttering for air felt like someone was driving a spike through his chest.

God, please, he thought.

His current condition, and his simple prayer for salvation, was understandable. He had sprinted twenty yards across the field to try to save a touchdown, only to be crushed by a vicious block delivered by a leviathan-cum-humanoid-now-fabulously-heroic farm boy.

Jomo stared up into the blackness of the cold November night. He could see his breath in the air, frustrated bursts of whiteness blown out in nonrhythmic spurts. The flash of flaring neurons in his frontal lobe caused the familiar illusion of stars bursting around him.

He felt and heard nothing after the initial blow. There was just stillness. Pain works at its own speed. Slowly, then quickly, he grew aware of each stab, throb, and burn.

Jomo took in each new sensation while lying like fresh roadkill. His fingers stung from banging against the leviathan’s helmet. He noticed the strangeness of sweat drying on his skin in the frigid air. It had been thirty-three degrees at game time. It was much colder now. Jomo flexed his right ankle, and the pain that surged through him could be quantified as several notches above Ow on a pain chart, but below Morphine cocktail, stat! His mouthpiece was gone. The salty taste of blood filled his mouth. His lip was busted, and there was a knot on the bottom of his tongue.

“Jomo! Jomo! Dude, you all right?”

Jomo couldn’t seem to concentrate on anything outside his own head. It took him a moment to focus. It was Calvin Reynolds, a goofy, wide-eyed, big-butt defensive tackle. Calvin had gotten manhandled on the line, allowing the Madison County running back to fly out of the backfield for a sixty-yard touchdown. But more to the point for Jomo, if Calvin had done his job, Jomo wouldn’t be on the ground. At least that was how Jomo saw it.

“Dude, how many fingers am I holding up?” Calvin asked. His fingers were inches from Jomo’s face mask.

“Ass… hole,” Jomo managed in a tone that was less malicious than the curse implied.

Calvin rolled down his index and ring fingers, as well as his pinky, and then flipped his hand to give Jomo the bird.

“The answer was four,” he said, before thumping a knuckle onto the chest plate of Jomo’s shoulder pad. “You’ll live, bitch.”

Calvin and Dr. Hyde—the team’s physician who confirmed that Jomo was scrambled but not concussed—lifted Jomo off the turf. It was then that Jomo got a blurry look at the Madison County stadium scoreboard and saw the inevitable lightness of suckitude: fourth quarter, three minutes, thirty-five seconds left in the game; Cranmer 17, Madison County 40. Game over, season over. The team that had had so much promise just got punked big-time in the sectional final.

As he limped to the sidelines, Jomo raised his right hand in acknowledgment of the claps of support from the crowd, the opposing team, and his teammates. His embarrassment kept him from looking up.

“You all right?” he heard.

Jomo lifted his head and grinned at Jayson Caldwell, his best friend, Cranmer’s star running back, and the most talented player on the team and possibly in the state. Jayson, who was hobbling over from the bench, had scored Cranmer’s only two touchdowns before going out in the middle of the third quarter with a groin strain; they nearly had to tape him to the bench to keep him from trying to get back into the game. Jayson had kept it close until he went out.

Jomo thought how odd it was that Jayson was even in a mood to talk. After losses, Jayson was usually nearly inconsolable. But this game, like the season, had worn everyone out.

Jomo plopped onto the cold metal bench. A team manager gingerly began taping an ice pack to his ankle.

“Damn,” Jayson said as he sat down next to him. He started sniffing the air. “Damn, I seriously think he knocked the shit out of you.” He smiled and tapped Jomo’s shoulder pad. “You a’ight, kid?”

“My hair hurts,” Jomo said, which made the trainer chuckle lightly but not loudly.

“I can’t help that,” the trainer told Jomo.

Jomo nodded and sucked in some cold air and took solace in the fact that he hadn’t been seriously injured. He thought about what he’d done right on this night—eleven solo tackles and two tipped passes. But he’d been torched on a long bomb that set up a touchdown and missed a tackle on third-and-long that sustained a scoring drive. From the first day Jomo had put on pads when he was a middle schooler, he had been told that Cranmer football was about results, and the philosophy was fairly binary: Wins are good, losses are bad. While coaches appreciate effort, the final score is all that matters.

“Do you remember them being this big last year?” Jomo asked. “I know I played against some of these guys in freshman football and they weren’t that big.”

“They either feed them a whole lot or…,” Jayson said, before shaping his fingers around an imaginary syringe and plunging it into his arm. Then he waved his hands in the air in disgust.

Juicing, Jomo thought. Figures. “Did Coach even do anything when I was lying out there?” Jomo asked.

“Nah,” Jayson said. “He was screaming into his headset about how busted the whole play looked. I thought he was going to have a stroke.”

Jomo was dumbfounded. Screw him, he decided as he eyed up Coach McPherson, who was still, even as the game was quickly coming to a close, barking out orders.

“Classic,” Jomo fumed, remembering Reginald McPherson’s concern when Jayson went down. Jomo took a swig of water, swished it around his mouth, and spit out a mixture of blood and water. “I ran my ass off to stop a touchdown. I got blindsided by some corn-fed guy who probably bench-presses tractors. What do I get? Not a damn thing. No clap. No back slap. No nothing. Screw him!”

“Tried but didn’t,” Jayson said. “What did you want? A hug and a kiss? You know how he is. Soft as a brick, baby.”

“Yeah, well.” Jomo sighed. He took another gulp from the water bottle.

“Where’s the frickin’ punt team, for Pete’s sake?” McPherson was snarling, glaring at the team, slamming his play chart to the ground. “We’ve been four-and-out most the night, so you’d think you all would have this down pat.”

Jomo watched the mess before him. It was incomprehensible. McPherson’s teams were known for going down swinging. These guys were packing it in and didn’t care.

It didn’t get better. The line didn’t block, and Denny Walsh, normally a good punter, rushed his kick. It was a twenty-yard fluttering duck that rolled out of bounds, setting up Madison for good field position inside Cranmer territory.

One play later Madison scored on a screen play that made Cranmer’s players look like they couldn’t hit a tackling dummy. McPherson threw up his hands. Madison was pouring it onto Cranmer.

Cranmer’s defensive unit jogged off the field, shouting at each other about dogging it, pointing fingers, grabbing jerseys. Then someone let loose a sarcastic laugh. It was as undisciplined a team as Jomo had ever seen.

“My God. It’s like watching monkeys fucking footballs! Fucking footballs!” McPherson screamed into his headset before throwing it and kicking it.

People stopped. Jaws dropped. Even the line judge turned to look.

We’re now at meltdown, Jomo thought.

As loud and fierce as McPherson was, no one had ever heard him throw an F-bomb. Not on the field. Not on the practice field. Not in locker room or weight room. Not even in intense one-on-one sessions behind closed doors.

“Dawg. Did you…?” Jayson said, leaning into Jomo.

“Yeah, I heard it. He’s lost it.”

Jomo looked into the crowd. In the seats closest to the field behind the bench were Dr. Campbell—the head-master—and the trustees. They were a mass of stern looks and pursed lips. He wondered if they’d heard McPherson’s bomb, especially Campbell. Cranmer wasn’t the uptight place it had been in, say, the 1950s, but there was decorum to follow, and tossing F-bombs out loud was a no-no.

“It’s a funeral,” Jomo whispered to Jayson. “It’s his funeral.”

“Coach hasn’t won a state title in five years,” Jayson said. “We haven’t even had a team make it to semi state in four. Getting rolled at sectionals by Madison, shit, he’s got to be feeling the pressure.”

“I almost feel sorry for him,” Jomo said. “Almost.”

The football gods were whipping McPherson, he thought. The campaign would end with a 5–5 record, not bad for any other team that started seven sophomores, including at the key positions of quarterback and running back. In fact, with nearly the entire team coming back, most schools would be thrilled about the future. But this was Cranmer, where football was king. This was Cranmer, coached by a legend with eight state titles and double that number of conference championships. This was Cranmer, where the unofficial motto was “Winning is the thing.”

The crowd started counting down from ten; the game was coming to a merciful end. Jomo watched as McPherson sprinted out to shake hands with the opposing coach, then charged past a TV crew, a radio reporter, and two prep sportswriters and headed for the locker room. He rushed past the headmaster and trustees. He even blew off his wife.

“We are so dead,” Jomo said as they and the rest of the team shuffled along off the field. The comment was met with a chorus of groans, sighs, some light blaspheming, and scatological references.

“Boys,” began Trey McBride. Jomo rolled his eyes; Jayson looked straight ahead. Trey was the starting quarterback, and he’d been picked off three times. “There comes a time when a man stares at the abyss, and he sees himself…”

“Yeah, yeah. He sees himself looking back,” Jomo said. “No escape, finds out who he is, blah blah. Yes, we saw that movie in ethics class too.”

“No escape from the sustained and deserved ass whippin’ we are about to receive,” Jayson said as he hobbled toward the locker room.

“Ass whipping deluxe this way, brothers,” he added, pointing toward the visitors’ locker room door—it was also the girls’ locker room, made all the worse by the Madison County’s team nickname for its girls’ teams, the Lady Golden Beavers.

Jomo was close to making a joke, but he quickly changed his mind when he saw the stone-cold look on McPherson’s face.






02

“In my thirty-two years of coaching the Colonels, I have never seen a team lose in such a GOD awful way!”

Everyone expected the postgame talk to be a loud one. And the spittle flew.

“We lost! They whipped us like dogs, and we looked like dog sh—!”

He kicked a metal trash can against a wall. This was all quite normal. For a loss. Even in a win—Jomo had been confused earlier in the season when McPherson had screamed at them for ten minutes for letting up in the final quarter.

McPherson nearly began to shout again but inexplicably stopped. He looked at the ceiling and let out a loud sigh. Jomo was curious—he’d never seen his coach just stop in mid–butt kicking. He pressed his right thumb and forefinger against the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes. Finally he looked down again and scanned the thirty-five boys assembled. He stared at them as a whole; then his gaze shifted to select players. He caught Jomo’s eyes.

Is he having a heart attack? Jomo thought. A stroke? I think we killed him.

The room was silent, save for someone blowing out a snot rocket onto the floor. They really hadn’t had a shot at winning this game, not against a team picked to play for the state championship down in Indianapolis. But even when a player knows the odds are against him, there’s still hope, at least at the beginning of the game, that fortune might smile upon him. Yes, Cranmer had started out well, entering halftime tied at seven, though bad breaks for Madison County rather than great plays by the Colonels kept the game close. But as Madison County took advantage of Cranmer’s relative youth, hope slid into despair early in the second half.

Jomo waited to see if McPherson was going to keel over. But what he did next was almost more surprising. McPherson motioned for them to gather in closer, and they instinctively formed a semicircle. He then took a knee on the gray-stained carpeting. He took off his Cranmer baseball cap and drew his hand through his sweat-slicked silver hair.

“Gentlemen,” McPherson said. He stopped.

“Boys,” he began again, his tone almost fatherly. “What hurt us the most this year?”

It was a rhetorical question.

“Inconsistency,” he said as he slapped his hands together. “That’s what killed us. Think about the year. Remember Claremont? They were number five in the state, and everybody had us going down early and hard. I saw some real football that night. We hit them hard on both sides of the ball. I mean slobber-knockin’ hits that shook down the ghosts of the Colonels. I couldn’t have been more proud of you boys that night. How much did we beat them by that night, Coach Burke?”

“By fourteen, Coach,” said Carl Burke, a former player, now the team’s offensive coordinator.

“Outstanding! We kicked their rears all the way back to South Bend. I thought we had turned a corner. We were two and two. So what happened the next week?”

Again McPherson looked around the room.

“What happened?” he asked them, raising his voice.

“We lost”—the answer delivered in a low-tone caco-phony.

“I can’t hear you!” McPherson bellowed.

“We lost!” the team yelled in unison.

“That’s right! That’s right! And we lost to Delmar Academy.”

Now McPherson was on a roll. His rhythm picked up to that of a fire-and-brimstone preacher.

“Delmar! My God, boys, Delmar. There’s not a kid on that team who could start for us. They’re not fit to hold your jocks. Delmar won one game this year. One! And that was against you. So there you go. You crush one of the best teams in the state, a squad with some bona fide blue-chippers. Then you turn around and blow it against the saddest bunch of pantywaists in the state. So which team are you, gentlemen? I’m mystified as to how this team can be great one game and so bafflingly inept the next.”

McPherson then ratcheted up the intensity just a click or two.

“Tonight you got beat by an older team,” he said. “I didn’t say a better team, because that’s not what buried you tonight. What buried you was inconsistent play.”

McPherson rose to his feet. He walked to the whiteboard and erased the two unsuccessful adjustments drawn up at halftime. He wrote:


HEART + SKILL +

PERFECT EXECUTION = WINS



“For you nonseniors, this time next season, if we don’t blow it, you’re going to be in a locker room after the sectional final,” McPherson said. “Now, if you hate the wretched feeling you’re experiencing right now, if it’s hard to swallow the bile that’s built up in your throat over blowing this season, I suggest you commit this equation to memory. This equation is what is going to deliver this team from mediocrity.”

Jomo looked around and saw the words were sinking in.

“Amazing,” he whispered. It was a mixture of awe and sarcasm. “A pep talk after a loss?”

“Shhh,” Jayson hissed.

McPherson pivoted back toward the whiteboard, talking over his shoulder as he wrote in large block letters.


THE FUTURE BEGINS NOW!

ADJUST YOUR ATTITUDE



McPherson turned and looked at the team. The room was eerily calm.

“You saw what the man wrote,” Jayson yelled, jumping to his feet.

Jomo looked down and smirked. McPherson stepped back, smiled, and let Jayson take over. The only reason Jayson wasn’t wearing a captain’s C on the back of his helmet was that he was still an underclassman. But now the season was over, and Jomo wondered if this was Jayson’s first attempt to establish himself as the team’s leader.

Jayson cranked his right arm back and slammed his helmet against the locker. The sound rang out like a shotgun blast.

“Do you have it in you?” Jayson screamed.

Bang! He swung into the locker again.

“Who else has it in them?” he yelled. “If you do, holler ‘Colonels!’ Let ’em hear it. Let ’em know that we’ll be back and it ain’t going down the same way next time. Don’t go out like some punk!”

One by one, players got up and started chanting “Colonels!” at the top of their lungs. Even the few seniors who had nothing else to give got into it. From the outside it must’ve sounded like a party. On the inside it was an exorcism, Jomo thought. The taint from this season’s failures was being driven out of them.

McPherson’s gaze came to rest on Jomo, who clapped and chanted with the rest. Jomo knew instantly that McPherson could tell he wasn’t really catching the spirit. He went on and faked it anyway.

But he knew this was where he and Jayson differed, and why Jayson was on the fast track to glory. Sure, he was a good player, and he liked playing, but Jayson was way into being a leader and motivator. He played because he loved it—he was a virtuoso. It was why Jayson had been getting calls, texts, e-mails, and phone calls from college coaches around the country. Not for the first time, Jomo wondered how Jayson was able to get so much more into it than he was. And he wondered whether he’d be getting a few of those calls if he were to put in more effort.

Jomo looked around at each of his chanting teammates and then at McPherson, who watched them appraisingly. Sure, the testosterone-driven moments during games made sense to Jomo. Even the things the guys did to psych themselves up before games—listen to music, bang their helmeted heads together, and shout rally cries—that was all well and good. But it was at moments like these, when emotional outbursts trumped reason—this was when Jomo thought the whole thing was just so much hype.

McPherson was fond of saying that on the farm, what separated hens and hogs was commitment. Hens gave eggs; hogs gave everything. Jayson was a hog’s hog. Jomo appreciated that trait in his friend. It wasn’t that Jomo didn’t want to be a hog, but he always thought of himself as not quite ready for primetime. Despite the fact he was starting, he saw it in the nega-tive: He was playing because someone was injured. During McPherson’s long-winded speeches about sacrifice and commitment, Jomo could hear his father telling him ever since he first put on pads in peewee football that this was simply a game.

But he was careful to keep it to himself. One of the few times he and Jayson had had a serious bust-up was back in eighth grade, when Jomo shrugged off a one-point loss to a rival, Ascension, arguing that it wasn’t as soul-scarring as Jayson made it out be. When their coaches and teammates finally separated them, they didn’t talk for a week.

“Play hard, hang tough” were his father’s words the day Jomo made varsity. “But don’t lose yourself. Do not get caught up in everybody else’s bullshit and madness.”

Yet here was a full three minutes of organized chaos before McPherson calmed the team down enough for the Lord’s Prayer, a tradition that went back to first game of the first Cranmer team in the late 1890s. “Humble in victory, gracious in defeat,” the Colonels said before that prayer. It was a meaningless motto. The Colonels were insufferable in victory and suffered mightily in defeat.

“Our Father, who art in heaven,” they all started in unison, hands clasped together in a chain. Jomo, as was his tradition, pretended to care that God cared about Cranmer football.



The Colonels traveled in style: a large passenger bus with climate control, comfortable seats, expanded legroom, a teeny-tiny bathroom stall that the linemen hated, and three television monitors. The monitors were mostly used to look at game videos, although sometimes on long trips the coaches would pop in pro and college football highlights to amp players.

Even though it was an hour and a half back to school, the monitors were dark. The bus was quiet. A silent but intense game of hearts was going on in the back of the bus, but most people had tuned into their thoughts or turned on their MP3 players, or were tapping out text messages to each other.

The moon was full and Jomo stared out the window. He made out the dark silhouettes along the Indiana farmland: barns, tractors and combines, tree groves. Jomo had always liked the rural darkness on clear nights, as he stared at the mass of stars in the sky.

He sat next to Jayson, who’d fallen asleep listening to some slow jams on his iPod. Jayson’d turned off his phone after getting three text messages in fifteen minutes from college coaches wanting to know if he was fine. He answered them all. It was getting to the point where Jayson couldn’t hold a conversation without someone texting or calling.

He was now leaning into Jomo, not quite snoring, so Jomo gently nudged Jayson back over to his seat. Jayson shifted his body toward the aisle. Jomo glanced over at him, and not for the first time he felt a twinge of awe, and yeah, all right, envy. Jayson was massive. He was the prototypical All-American in the making. Python arms, six-pack abs, oak trees for legs.

Swagger. Jomo wanted it, but Jayson was blessed with lots of it. Jomo caught a glimpse of himself in the window.

And I’m what? Mini-Me?

Jomo had watched his best friend blow up big-time almost the day he’d entered high school. Jayson was already five foot eleven inches and 185 pounds (and expected to grow even more). He was a Superman compared to Jomo’s five-foot-eight-inch, 150-pound Jimmy Olsen frame. Jomo hadn’t grown an inch—not one stinking inch—since eighth grade. The doctor told him there probably wasn’t going to be a growth spurt. Other than his six-foot-two-inch uncle Will, no one on either side of his family tree was taller than five foot ten.

Jomo was just about to shut his eyes when he felt his phone vibrate. It was Trey.

“News. Many T’s against McP.”

McPherson was losing support from the trustee board.

“Source?” Jomo tapped back.

“Deuce!!!!”

That was Trey’s name for his dad, Leonard Andrew St. John McBride II. Deuce—he generally went by Len, not Lenny—was a Cranmer grad, a trustee, and one of McPherson’s most ardent supporters. The alumni loved McPherson, but the trustees signed the checks.

“OMFG,” Jomo wrote back.

“McP’s FU 2 T: priceless,” Trey wrote. Another message quickly followed. “Shhh on this.”

No duh, Jomo thought. Rumors were going to happen, and listening to gossip was essential. Spreading them, however, was something he rarely did.

“% McP will coach nxt yr?” Jomo typed. The answer came thirty seconds later.

“Very likely. Must go deep in the playoffs next yr.”

Before Jomo could respond, Trey texted again.

“Btw, geometry. Pls help?!”

“OK. Call weekend.”

Jomo began texting again.

“Mom. We lost. Big! Twisted my ankle. Wish u were here. Love u. Call u tomorrow.”

He closed his phone and looked out of the window again. His mom had missed the entire season, he realized. Three months! She’d been gone for three whole months. Well, she’d moved out of the house and into an efficiency apartment months before that. But still, Seattle was twenty-four hundred miles away. Not that he was going to cry about it. But it made him want to pound something—his parents were acting like a pair of two-year-olds.

“Fuck,” he blurted out. It wasn’t loud enough to be heard by anybody. Yeah, the season had ended badly. But what made it even worse for Jomo was that he didn’t have anybody there. His mom was a couple thousand miles away, and his dad was lecturing in Chicago and wouldn’t be back until Saturday afternoon. His uncle, who normally caught Jomo’s games, was unable to break away from work. Jayson’s mom, who was in one of the two supporters’ buses chartered by Cranmer, would take him and Jayson out for burgers when they got back, but he’d go home to a dark house. Sucks to be me, he thought.

“Rodgers, Coach wants to see you,” said Adrian Sims, the defensive coordinator, leaning over Jayson and into Jomo’s face.

“Hunh?” Jomo said, cocking his head away from the window.

“Coach wants to talk to you. Now,” Sims said, motioning Jomo to move it.

“What’s he want with me?”

“What?”

“Did I do something wrong?”

Sims peered over his glasses. He folded his arms.

“I don’t know. Did you?”

Jayson stirred a little as Jomo limped over him. Trying not to put too much weight on his right ankle, he shuffled down to McPherson’s seat at the front of the bus.

“Coach?” Jomo said.

McPherson was studying some notes in a folder. He nodded and pointed to the seat next to him without looking up. McPherson read for another thirty seconds before closing the folder. He kept his eyes straight ahead.

“You feeling all right, Rodgers?” McPherson asked.

“Yeah.… Yes, er, sir, other than my ankle,” Jomo said tentatively, wondering where this conversation was headed.

McPherson swung his head around and looked directly at him.

“No, I mean, how do you feel?” he asked.

It was the emphasis on “feel” that confused Jomo.

“I feel…,” Jomo started. He stopped, realizing his voice had gone all nervy and high. He started again in a lower, calmer voice.

“I feel fine, Coach. Why?”

McPherson shifted in his seat. His entire body was now facing Jomo. His expression was intense.

“Do you think you’re a good football player?” McPherson asked, forcing Jomo to make eye contact. Jomo tensed. What kind of question was that? Was this a trick? he wondered.

“I guess so—”

“No guessing, son. You’ve got to know so. Do you know so?”

It was the first time since Jomo had been named to the varsity squad that McPherson had talked to him this intimately, or called him “son.” McPherson had screamed, back slapped, helmet slapped, cajoled, and ridiculed him all season, sometimes all in the same game. So now Jomo didn’t know how to act or even what to expect. Therefore, he nodded an unconvincing affirmative.

“The team’s biggest problem is inconsistency. However, your problem is commitment,” Coach said. “Don’t get me wrong. You’ve played hard this year. Hell, you were supposed to be backup, but when Ferguson broke his leg, I had to start you.”

“I wish we hadn’t lost Fergie. Maybe we could have—”

McPherson cut him off. He pointed his index finger just a few inches from Jomo’s heart.

“There you go again. Ferguson’s absence shouldn’t matter. You stepped up to the plate when we needed you—most of the time. You ball hawk like a senior—most of the time. At practice you work hard enough—most of the time. You hear a pattern? You’re there sometimes, and other times your head is somewhere else.”

Jomo pressed himself back against the seat. McPherson then looked out the front windshield.

“Rodgers, the team has an optional early-morning weight-lifting schedule. I saw you at the morning workouts once, maybe twice. When we’ve made game tapes available to take home, I don’t think I saw your name on the sign-up sheet at all.”

McPherson paused and narrowed his eyes.

“Ask yourself this question,” he said slowly, deliberately. “Could Cranmer have been better if I were more committed? It’s a team sport, son, but it begins with your commitment, your desire, your heart.”

Jomo stared at the speckled fiberglass floor.

“Son,” McPherson said. “Look at me, son.”

But he couldn’t, not directly in the eyes. So he focused on the bridge of McPherson’s nose. Then realized what a wussy move that was, so he forced himself to lock his eyes directly with McPherson’s.

“This game is easy hard,” McPherson said, his voice suddenly moving toward that of a grandfatherly man offering sage advice. “Do you know what I mean? If you give me a hundred percent, if you give me every ounce of energy and attention, I can make you into a fantastic football player. You’re small. Hell, in my day, you would’ve been just fine. But nowadays, with everybody sucking down supplements or injecting whatever else into their butts, even kickers are as big as linebackers were twenty or thirty years ago. You need to gain some muscle, and it starts in the gym. You give me an hour a day in the gym at least five days a week, and by the time you’re a senior, you’ll be plenty big and you will be plenty good. You read me, Rodgers?”

“Yes,” he said sheepishly.

“Rodgers, you’ve got to give it all if you want to play big-boy football. Jayson gives it all. You need to model that.”

Jomo nodded, but he was thinking something else that he couldn’t say. Football was all Jayson had. If it weren’t for him tutoring Jayson in geometry and biology, he’d flunk out.

“I’m giving you all the rest of the month off,” McPherson said. “But we’re getting back to the gym in December. Coach Sims will give you some assignments and instructions. We clear on that?”

“Yes, Coach.”

“Dismissed.”

Jomo limped back to his seat, climbed over the still-sleeping Jayson. He fell into the seat, banging his ankle against the footrest.

“Dammit!” he grunted.

“What!” Jayson said, waking up.

“My ankle,” Jomo said.

“Oh. I thought it was something important,” Jayson said. He laughed. Jomo didn’t. He sighed loudly, a signal to those who knew him that he was either pissed off or confused or both.

“What are you beefing on now?” Jayson said, fully awake and sitting up straight.

“Do you think I’m a good football player?”

“Does it matter?” Jayson asked.

“Yes. I’m asking you. You’ve known me since we were, what, in pull-ups. I’m asking you, am I any good?”

“You’re not as good as me.…”

“This isn’t about you.” Jomo’s voice was a little louder and angrier.

“Damn, what’s up your ass?” Jayson snapped back. “Fine, motherfucker, you can play when you want to play.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It means what it means. You’re smart. Figure it out.”

“Is this a lovers’ spat?” asked Calvin Reynolds, sitting in front of them, trying to be funny.

“Shut up, fat boy,” Jomo said.

“What’s his problem?” Calvin asked, looking at Jayson.

“I don’t know, but maybe you should stay the hell out of this,” Jayson said.

Calvin disappeared. Jayson turned back to Jomo.

“Seriously, homes. You need to check yourself. Calvin could kick your ass, no sweat.”

Jomo froze for a moment, trying to collect his thoughts.

“So you think I can play.”

“Yeah, and if you really cared about football, you’d be better. I know your pops has different expectations for you. But let’s suppose that his son is good enough to play big-boy ball—”

“You know how he feels about that,” Jomo broke in. “He just goes on and on about how young brothers are taken advantage of by the system,” he added, making quote marks with his hands when he spit out the word “system.”

Jayson guffawed. “I hate when you do that mess with your hands,” he said. “Anyway, dude, if you had mad skills, your father would sing a different tune. Plus—and let’s face it, and I don’t mean no disrespect, because your dad has been like a father to me, but, you know—he’s a very bitter brother.”

Jomo sighed.

“I mean,” Jayson continued, “add all that and the fact that your mom left—”

“Let’s not go there, okay?”

“I’m just saying…”

“Stop saying,” Jomo said, clenching his teeth and jamming his feet hard enough to bend the metal footrest. Jayson stopped talking and put in his earbuds.

Jomo looked out of the window. Back in June his mom was offered a three-year teaching appointment at an art institute in Seattle. His dad could’ve taken a sabbatical, Jomo knew. He’d seen other professors do it. But his father was too stubborn—he didn’t want to hear about it. The more Jomo’s mom pressed, the more his father dug his heels in. “You go, then stay gone,” his father had said a few days before his mom moved out. And she did, Dad, Jomo thought, balling his right hand into a fist. He just wanted to scream. Jomo would’ve missed Jayson and some friends, but he didn’t give a damn about living in some mid-size “family friendly” city in Indiana. But his parents talked, then fought; then ultimatums were thrown, and his mom moved out.

“Jomo,” Jayson said, breaking the silence.

“Yeah.”

“To answer your question: I don’t get sick to my stomach when I watch you playing.”

Jomo tried very hard not to smile.

“Do you feel better now, Li’l Jomo?” Jayson continued. “Would you like Daddy to read you a Li’l Bear story? How about Corduroy?”

Jomo smirked. “Jackass,” he said, lightly jamming his elbow into Jayson’s arm.



“Bulldog!” Casey Fitzgerald called out from the bottom of a gulley that formed a bowl with slopes fifteen yards from the center. The bowl was full of wet leaves and tree limbs.

It was dusk. Most of the members of the Cranmer football team—dressed in ratty sweatshirts and sweatpants, some even in shorts—gathered at the deserted south end of Mission Park, which straddled two of the city’s wealthiest neighborhoods. It was eight days after their humiliating defeat. There were thirty players standing at one end of the bowl.

“Bulldog,” the group boomed back. And then they all dashed as fast as they could down the slope. Casey, a junior linebacker known as Fitzie, spotted Cael Zimmer, the team’s kicker, and drilled him to the floor of the bowl with a forearm to the chest.

“Too easy,” Cael said, laughing, as Fitzie pulled him up. “Go for the kicker first.”

“Bulldog!” Fitzie and Cael howled.

“Bulldog!” the rest shouted.

Before they got to the park, Jayson explained to Jomo that Bulldog was like playing red rover, except the action was far more ferocious. As the only sophomore who had played varsity last year, Jayson had been through the tradition.

“It’s kind of like in Fight Club,” Jayson told him. “First rule of Fight Club: Don’t talk about Fight Club.”

“What happens?” Jomo asked nervously.

“You’ll see.”

Bulldog started out with one person at the bottom of the bowl, the rest standing atop one side of it. The man in the center screamed, “Bulldog,” the rest replied, and they ran like screaming mad fools down one slope and up the other. The man in the center had one task—take someone out. Drop them as hard as possible. Now there were two in the center, and they would try to take out two more. The game went on until there was no one left to run down the slope.

Jomo survived for a while, bobbing and weaving as best he could. But he was finally taken down with a jersey pull of a tackle by a lumbering Calvin Reynolds.

“Crap, I got caught by you?” Jomo yelped.

“It ain’t like you’re Jayson, yo,” Calvin snapped, before he burst out laughing.

Indeed, Jayson was the last player to get knocked out, and it wasn’t easy. He juked, stiff armed, and leaped while most of the team stood and watched. It finally occurred to them that they could gang tackle him, which they did.

As most of them lay there panting, drenched in sweat des-pite the slightly-below-freezing temperature, Fitzie and another player, Pat Reardon, dashed up the hill and returned moments later, each carrying a box. Dixie cups were passed out.

“What’s this for?” Jomo asked Jayson.

“Shhh.”

Jomo turned to Trey and pointed at the cup, figuring that Trey would know, as his older brother was on the team. But Trey only shrugged.

Reardon, one of handful of graduating seniors on the team and the team’s captain, reminded Jomo of Chris Farley, both in physical stature and comic presence. He reached into a box and pulled out four bottles of Wild Turkey.

“Take enough for a shot,” he told the team. “About two fingers…”

One kid began measuring with two fingers in the cup.

“Dammit, on the side, you idiot,” Reardon yelled, adding, in a mock threatening tone, “Everybody better damn well get two fingers full. No pantywaists.”

The bottles were passed around.

“We done?” Reardon said, looking around. “Gentlemen, the tradition of bulldog only has an oral history and goes back to 1962—”

“I thought it was ’72,” someone blurted out.

“It was ’62, Middlebrook, you ignorant bastard,” Reardon retorted, pointing at his best friend, Chip Middlebrook.

“That’s Mr. Ignorant Bastard to you, sir,” Middlebrook roared back, breaking up the team.

“Anyway”—Reardon regained control—“back then, the team met after a losing season and played a game that was part red rover, part kill the man with the football, and all hitting. It is said that they did this as a way of knocking off the demons of the season, the grudges, the bullshit. They called it bulldog. The next year they won state, so they did bulldog again. The Colonels do this every year, win or lose. And after this season, well…”

A six-foot-six, 280-pound offensive tackle who was heading off to Dartmouth, Reardon was a tough, thick-necked, red-headed monster with the well-deserved nickname Animal. Jomo had only ever seen him with two emotions—sarcastic and pissed. But now Jomo noticed Reardon was misty-eyed.

“Boys,” Reardon continued, pulling himself together. “To the Colonels!”

“Colonels!”

Everyone drank up, some faster than others, and in Jomo’s case, it was a gulp. Damn! At first he thought his esophagus was melting. It gave him a shiver. He wanted to spit it out, but that would be social suicide. The warm liquid slid down through to his abdomen—a weird feeling like he’d swallowed something living. Then, for a moment, he wanted to hurl, but he caught the bile backwash before he spewed. And his father drank this stuff all the time! Damn. The few cheap beers Jomo had drunk—Mickey’s, Bud Light, PBR—weren’t great, but at least they didn’t taste like battery acid.

“And now for the team awards,” Reardon said, slapping his hands together, an evil grin on his face. And from the other box he pulled out a half dozen cheap participation trophies—each with a placard that had the name of silly awards etched on it. The first one went to Calvin for Fattest End. As Calvin sheepishly got up to get his trophy, a few guys started chanting, “Speech, speech, speech.” After a few more award presentations, including Trey getting what seemed to be the coveted “Annual Most Likely to Actually Be Kicked in the Ass by McPherson” award, Jomo was surprised to hear his own name yelled out.

“Jomo Rodgers,” Middlebrook called. “Stand your ass up, son.”

People clapped and whooped. Jomo had been sitting with Jayson and Trey on the western slope trying not to shiver from the cold. He slowly got up and brushed leaves off his butt, feeling embarrassed. He looked down into the pit where Reardon and Middlebrook held court.

“Jomo Rodgers, you are the recipient of the ‘Damn, If He Was Just a Little Bit Taller, He’d Be a Big-Time Baller’ award.”

“He’s going to be a helluvan intramural football star somewhere.” Reardon laughed, motioning Jomo to walk down to get his award. When Jomo didn’t move, Reardon added, “No, seriously, dude, you rock.” He started clapping and clapping. The rest of the team joined in. “I saw him put the hurt on guys way bigger than him.”

“Too bad he bounced off a couple of guys in the meantime,” Trey said, guffawing and drawing laughs.

“Speech! Speech!”

Jomo held the award for a moment. It was even engraved with his name. For as long as he could remember, he’d been the smallest and/or youngest in class. Now he was being rewarded for it—Christ Jesus, why?

“Umm, I—,” he said faintly.

“Speak up,” someone said.

He looked at Trey and Jayson and noticed that they looked embarrassed and amused. Camaraderie, he thought. Bullshit.

“Ah, thank you, I think,” Jomo said, shrugging and struggling to find words. “I hope not to live up to this.”

No one laughed. There was an awkward pause.

“Jomo Rodgers, folks, on the big side of impishness. Give ’im a hand,” Reardon joked, slapping Jomo on the back.

Jomo rolled his eyes and plopped back down next to Jayson. He wanted to throw the award as far as he could.

“Suddenly you don’t have anything to say?” Jayson asked. “ ‘I hope not to live up to this’ is the best you can do?”

“Yeah, well…”

But before he could answer further, he was saved by the next award being called. He didn’t want to go into it with Jayson, but damn, he was tired of taking crap from upperclassmen. He’d proven himself enough this season! He wanted to be taken seriously. He was going to be taken seriously. Then he told himself to calm down. He reminded himself that he wouldn’t have gotten any award at all if the guys hadn’t liked him. He took a deep breath and focused on the next award.

“Jayson Caldwell,” Reardon said, with a faux jive voice. “Jayson Caldwell in da house.”

Jayson stood.

“You’re the recipient of the ‘Damn, I Bet That Brother Will Be Playing on Any Given Sunday’ award,” Reardon said. Jomo was astonished at how reverential Reardon suddenly sounded. “This is about as close as we get to an MVP award,” he added.

“For real, dude, you are fucking big-time and we’re lucky to have you,” Middlebrook concurred, shaking Jayson’s hand.

The team clapped and cheered loudly. A few even stood up.

“I ain’t got much to say,” Jayson began. “We didn’t finish like we wanted. I didn’t finish like I wanted. But this I promise: With Fitzie leading us, with this team doing what we’re capable of, we will finish on top. You can bank that.”

“Damn straight,” Fitzie called out.

With that, Reardon said the three words they’d wanted to hear for the past hour and a half: “Party at Middlebrook’s!”

As Jomo rode in the back of Fitzie’s car, crammed between Jayson and Trey, he beat himself up about how lame his “speech” had sounded. He should have said something clever, something cool, something that demanded respect. But he stood there like a freaking moron. And that damn award, the award for not being big enough, was just more proof that no matter how hard he tried, as long as he was on the small side, he would never be more than a pretty good high school football player. If he gained ten pounds, he might attract the interest of a small college. But would that get him what Jayson had? People respected Jayson. And feared him on the field. No one was fearing Winnie the Pooh in a helmet here. He was now even more determined to get into the weight room. His cell rang.

“Hey, Dad,” he said. “Yeah, well, come on, I didn’t—”

Oh, this was good. He was getting yelled at for not cleaning the bathtub out well enough. He was in the car with his teammates and his father was bitching up a storm over housework.

“I’m sorry it’s not to your standards,” he said, cupping his hand over the phone. “I’m not getting mouthy.” After a pause, he said, “Right now? You want me to come home now? Fine. Yes. Fine. Fine. I’ll have to take the bus. You’ll come and get me? I’ll call you with the address when I get there. Fine. Yes. Bye.”

Jomo closed the phone and jammed it into his coat. They’d be partying while he cleaned the tub again. Jesus H. No one said a word until they got to Middlebrook’s house. Jomo waited for his father out front, by the gate. He refused to turn around to see if people were looking, laughing at him.

A few minutes later, Jayson walked out of the house and handed Jomo a can of soda.

“Beer?” Jomo joked.

“Puh-lease.” Jayson laughed.

“Thanks.”

He popped the top and took a long drink, then offered some to Jayson, who waved him off.

“Why is he such a… a… freakin’…” Jomo didn’t know what to say.

“Because”—Jayson shrugged—“your dad is wrapped too tight and your mom is gone.”

“But that’s not my fault,” Jomo said.

“Yeah, but you’re here at home, and he doesn’t know how to be anything else but the Good Dr. Rodgers—”

“Here he comes,” Jomo said, cutting Jayson off.

“I’ll call you later, man,” Jayson said, high-fiving his friend. “Jomo, just remember that he does love you. He’s just screwed up.”

At that, Jayson turned and walked back to the party. Jomo opened the car door and got a lecture all the way home.
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