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				Who ever knew throwing a perfect spiral would be simple compared to dealing with guys?

			

		

	
		
			
				

				a hail mary and a harem

				the count? 21 days until my trip to alabama

				I once read that football was invented so people wouldn’t notice summer ending. But I couldn’t wait for summer vacation to end. I couldn’t wait for football. Football, dominator of fall—football, love of my life.

				“Blue forty-two! Blue forty-two! Red seventeen!” I yell.

				The cue is red seventeen. JJ hikes me the ball. The defense is blitzing. JJ slams into a freshman safety, knocking him to the ground. The rest of my offensive line destroys the defense. Nice. The field’s wide open, but my wide receiver isn’t where he’s supposed to be.

				“What the hell, Higgins?” I mutter to myself.

				Dancing on my tiptoes, I scan the end zone and find Sam Henry instead and hurl the ball. It flies through the air, a perfect spiral, heading right where I wanted it to go. He catches the ball, spikes it, and does this really stupid dance. Henry looks like a freaking ballerina. With his thin frame and girly blond hair, he actually could be the star of the New York Ballet.

				I’m gonna give him hell for his dance.

				This is my senior year at Hundred Oaks High, and I’m captain, so I’m allowed to keep my players in line. Even though he’s my best friend, Henry has always been a showoff. His antics get us penalties.

				Through the speaker in my helmet, I hear Coach Miller say, “Nice throw. This is your year, Woods. You’re going to lead us to the state championship. I can feel it…Hit the showers.” What the coach actually means? I know you’re not going to blow it in the final seconds of the championship game like you did last year.

				And he’s right. I can’t.

				The University of Alabama called last week—on the first day of school—to tell me a recruiter is coming to watch me play on Friday night. And then a very fancy-looking letter arrived, inviting me to visit campus in September. An official visit. If they like what they see, they’ll sign me in February.

				I can’t screw this season up.

				I pull my helmet off and grab a bottle of Gatorade and my playbook. Most of the guys are already goofing off and heading over to watch cheerleading practice across the field, but I ignore them and look up into the stands.

				I spot Mom sitting with Carter’s dad, a former NFL player. My dad isn’t here, of course. Asshole.

				Lots of parents come to watch our practices because football is the big thing to do around here. Here being Franklin, Tennessee, home of the Hundred Oaks Red Raiders, eight-time state champions.

				Mom always comes to practice—she’s been supporting me ever since Pop Warner youth football days, but sometimes she worries I’ll get hurt, even though the worst thing that’s ever happened was a concussion. Sophomore year, when JJ took a breather, the coach brought in this idiot to play center, the idiot didn’t cover me, and I got slammed hard.

				Otherwise, I’m a rock. No knee problems, no broken limbs.

				Dad never comes to my practices and rarely comes to games. People think it’s because he’s busy, because he’s Donovan Woods, the starting quarterback for the Tennessee Titans. But the truth is he doesn’t want me playing football. Why wouldn’t a famous quarterback want his kid to follow in the family footsteps? Well, he does. He loves that my brother, Mike, a junior in college, plays for the University of Tennessee and led his team to a win at the Sugar Bowl last year. So what the hell is Dad’s problem with my playing ball?

				I’m a girl.

				After chugging a bunch of Gatorade, I go find Higgins, who’s already attempting to flirt with Kristen Markum, the most idiotic of cheerleaders. I take Higgins aside, avoiding her Darth Vader stare, and say, “Next time try finishing your route instead of staring at Kristen, will you?”

				His face goes all red before he nods. “Okay.”

				“Great.”

				Then I go pull a sophomore cornerback aside to speak privately. Duckett’s a couple inches shorter than me, so I put a hand on his shoulder and walk him down the sideline.

				“On that last play, where I threw the long pass to Henry, you left him wide open. And I know how fast he is, but you can’t let that happen in the game. You were totally out of position.”

				Duckett drops his head and nods at me. “Got it, Woods.”

				I pat his back with my playbook as I take another sip of Gatorade, and wipe the dribble from my mouth. “Good. We’re counting on you Friday night. I’m sure Coach is going to start you.”

				Duckett smiles as he puts his helmet under an arm and heads toward the locker room.

				“Awesome job today, guys,” I say to a couple of my offensive linemen, then jog over to Henry and look up at him.

				He says, “What’s good, Woods?”

				“Nice move faking out Duckett on that last play.”

				Henry laughs. “I know, right?”

				“Would you quit it with the dancing?”

				He grins at me, his green eyes lighting up as he drags a hand through his blond curls. “You know you love it.”

				Smiling, I shove his chest. “Whatever.”

				He shoves me back. “Want to come out to eat with us?”

				“Who’s us?”

				“Me and JJ…”

				“And?”

				“Oh, let’s see…Samantha and Marie and Lacey and Kristen.”

				I stick my tongue out before saying, “Shit, no.”

				“We’re going to Pete’s Roadhouse,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

				Damn it. I love going there. It’s one of those restaurants where they let you throw peanut shells all over the floor. Still, I reply, “Can’t. My brother said he’d watch film with me tonight.”

				Henry gets this hurt look on his face. “Come on, Woods. You know I want to go to Michigan more than anything, and I’m working hard, but you’ve been holed up every night since you heard that Alabama is coming to opening game.”

				I suck in a breath. “Right—I’ve only got three days left to get perfect.”

				“You’re already, like, one hundred times the quarterback your brother was in high school, you know.”

				I grin at Henry. “Thanks,” I say, even though it’s not true.

				He wipes sweat off his forehead with his red and black jersey. “How about I come over and watch film with you instead?”

				“What about Samantha and Marie and Lacey and Kristen?”

				He glances over at the cheerleaders. “They’d wait a year for me.”

				I shove him again, and he laughs. “Nah, it’s okay,” I say. “I’m glad you’re going out with girls again, even if Kristen is Satan’s sister.”

				“I’d never fool around with Kristen—I have standards, you know.”

				“Bullshit,” I say as JJ and Carter walk up.

				With his helmet in hand, JJ drapes an arm around Henry’s shoulders. I’m surprised Henry’s skinny knees don’t buckle under JJ’s 275 pounds. “You in trouble again, man?” JJ asks in his deep voice.

				“Woods doesn’t appreciate my dancing skills.”

				“No one likes your dancing skills,” JJ replies. He nods at me. “You in for the Roadhouse, Woods?”

				“Can’t. Gotta study,” I say, holding up the playbook.

				“Take a break,” JJ says.

				“I bet you’d go if they’d picked a place that makes real food, like Michel’s Bistro or Julien L’Auberge in Nashville,” Carter says in a ridiculous French accent, and JJ, Henry, and I burst out laughing at him.

				“Hell no,” I say. “All I need is a big slab of meat and a bunch of peanut shells to throw all over the floor.”

				“Blasphemy,” Carter replies.

				“You’re not going either?” I ask Carter.

				He focuses on his cleats before saying, “Can’t—it’s a practice night, remember?” He’s, like, the only person I know whose parents never say anything about school nights—it’s always about football practice and games in the Carter household.

				“Come on, Woods,” Henry whines. “Just for an hour or two.”

				I hate saying no to him. “If I get through four hours of Alabama film tonight, I’ll come out tomorrow.”

				“Fine,” Henry says, smiling.

				“As long as you don’t bring your harem.” I jerk my head at the group of cheerleaders hovering ten yards away near a goal post, making googly eyes at the guys.

				“But we’re a package deal,” he says with a laugh.

				“That’s ’cause all you ever think about is your package,” JJ replies.

				“And you don’t?” I snap and JJ punches my shoulder, causing me to stumble backward. We all crack up again.

				And then two cheerleaders come up and start fawning over Henry and JJ. What took them so long?

				JJ and Lacey start kissing as if winning the state championship depends on it, and Samantha intertwines her fingers with Henry’s and smiles up at him. Then Kristen and Marie come over, because cheerleaders travel in packs.

				“Nice practice today, Jordan,” Marie says, giving me a smile. “That quarterback sneak of yours is great.”

				“Did Henry tell you to say that?” I ask, staring down at her.

				“No,” she mutters, looking at her pompoms as she ruffles them.

				JJ and Lacey break apart, much like unsnapping Velcro, as Kristen says, “Don’t get Jordan started, Marie. We’ll be here all night listening to stats and pointers on pitching footballs…”

				“They’re called passes, Kristen,” I reply. “Don’t think too hard. I hear it makes your hair frizzy.”

				“Ha, ha,” Kristen replies, but she subconsciously smooths her brown hair with a hand. It takes everything I’ve got not to burst out laughing when I see Samantha and Lacey patting their hair too. I sneak a peek at Henry, JJ, and Carter, and they start snickering again. So does Marie.

				“Call if you change your mind about getting food,” Henry says to me and Carter, and we all knock fists before Henry and JJ trudge off with their fan club toward the locker rooms.

				I clutch my playbook to my chest and for a moment, I feel a pang of loneliness and wish that I had asked Henry to come over. He’s been sad since his girlfriend dumped him a couple months ago, so he’d probably appreciate the company. Especially since he’s been spending time with girls who think a Hail Mary is a prayer to Jesus’s mom.

				But he’d just distract me—and I need to concentrate on performing well for Alabama.

				“Carter, let’s go home,” I hear his dad call out from the first row of the metal bleachers. “Your mom’s keeping dinner warm until we’re done working out.”

				“Have fun watching film,” Carter says. “I’ll be wishing I’m you as I do sit-ups with Dad tonight.”

				Carter jogs over to his dad, who immediately starts talking and gesturing with his hands, probably giving a play-by-play critique of how practice went.

				I wish Dad would talk with me like that.

				•••

				Back at home, I take a seat at the kitchen table and open my playbook. I peel a banana as I study the formation for Red Rabbit, this crazy cool flea-flicker play Coach wants us to try tomorrow. It’ll be hard, but Henry and I can pull it off.

				Mom comes in, lays her pruning shears and gardening gloves on the counter, and then pours a glass of water. “Why didn’t you go out with your friends tonight?”

				“I’m not ready for opening game,” I reply, training my eyes on the Xs and Os scrawled across the paper.

				“From what I’ve seen at practice, you’re definitely ready. I don’t want you to burn out.”

				“Never.”

				“Maybe you need a massage. A spa day…so you’ll be all fresh and relaxed for Friday. We could go on Thursday after I’m done volunteering at the hospital.”

				I slowly lift my head to stare at Mom. Yeah, I’m sure the guys would take me seriously if I show up with pink fingernails on Friday night. “No, but thanks.” I give her a smile so I won’t hurt her feelings.

				She smiles back. “What are you planning to wear on your trip to Alabama?”

				I shrug. “I dunno. Cleats? And my Hundred Oaks sweats?”

				Mom sips her water. “I was thinking maybe we could go shopping for a dress.”

				“Nah, but thanks.”

				God, if I wore a dress, the Alabama guys would laugh me right out of Tuscaloosa, right back to some pitiful Division II school. “The Alabama head coach is a big Baltimore fan. Maybe I’ll wear a Ravens jersey.”

				Mom laughs. “Dad would kick you out of the house.”

				“Why am I kicking my daughter out of the house?” the great Donovan Woods asks as he comes into the kitchen and gives Mom a kiss and a hug.

				“No reason,” I mutter and flip a page in my playbook.

				Dad grabs a bottle of Gatorade, the strawberry-plum shit he does advertising for, and takes a gulp. He’s still buff as ever, but his black hair has started to turn salt-and-peppery. At forty-three years old, Dad has tried to retire after each of the five previous seasons, but he always comes back for some reason or another. Over the years, this has become a joke to sportscasters, so unless we want to get yelled at, we never ask when he’s actually going to retire.

				He stares down at my playbook and shakes his head.

				“You coming to my game on Friday?” I ask Dad.

				He looks at Mom when he replies, “Maybe. I’ll think about it.”

				“Okay…”

				“How about I take you and Henry fishing on Saturday morning before we go to your brother’s game?” Dad smiles at me expectantly.

				What total bullshit. He’ll go to Mike’s game, but won’t come to mine? And he tries to suck up by asking me to go fishing?

				“No thanks,” I say.

				The grin dissolves from Dad’s face. “Maybe next weekend then,” he says softly.

				“And maybe you could come to my game on Friday,” I mumble to myself. “Mom, where’s Mike?” I’m anxious to start watching more Alabama film. Even though I’ve watched hundreds of college and pro games, I love getting an expert opinion and, well, Dad’s never willing to give it.

				“Oh,” Mom replies. “His coach called a team meeting. Mike said to tell you he’s sorry.”

				“That’s cool,” I say quietly.

				Mom starts telling Dad all about her roses and sunflowers, gesturing out the kitchen window toward the garden. “The sunflowers have almost reached a state of Zen, don’t you think?”

				Dad wraps his arms around Mom, and I swear I hear him murmur, “I’m in a state of Zen right now too.”

				Before I reach a state of upchuck, I grab my playbook and a package of chocolate-chip cookies and head downstairs to our basement, where I turn on the TV and put in a DVD of last year’s national championship game—Alabama vs. Texas.

				I flip off the lights, settle down on one of the leather sofas, and dig into the cookies as I push the play button on the remote.

				So. My friends are off hooking up with cheerleaders.

				My dad cares more about sunflowers reaching a state of Zen than my feelings.

				At least I’ve got football.

				It’s been my life since I was seven, but sometimes Henry says I need to spend less time focusing and start “living life like I’m going to hell tomorrow.”

				But I feel like a normal teenager. Well, as normal as I can be. I mean, obviously I think Justin Timberlake is a mega-hunk, but I’m also over six feet tall and can launch a football fifty yards.

				Other ways I’m not normal?

				A girl who hangs with an entire football team must hook up all the time, right?

				Nope.

				I’ve never had a boyfriend. Hell, I’ve never even kissed a guy. The closest I’ve ever come to a kiss happened just this past summer, but it was a joke. At a party, one of those cheerleaders suggested we all play a game of seven minutes in heaven, you know, the game where you go into a closet and kiss? Somehow Henry and I got sent into the closet together, and of course we didn’t kiss, but we ended up in a mad thumb-wrestling match. Which turned into a shoving match. Which turned into everyone thinking we’d hooked up in the closet. Yeah, right. He’s like my brother.

				It’s not that guys aren’t interested in me, because they are, it’s that most of the guys I know are either:

				
						Shorter than me;

						Pansies;

						On my team;

						All of the above.

				

				I would never let myself date guys on my team. And I’m not interested in any of them anyway. Riding buses to and from games for years has turned me off to all of them ’cause one bus ride with my team produces more gas than a landfill.

				Besides, I don’t have time for guys, and if I suddenly were to start acting like a girl, the team might not take me seriously. And I can’t afford to lose my confidence—because I’m the star of the Hundred Oaks Red Raiders.

				The star Alabama will love on Friday night.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				knee problems

				the count? 20 days until alabama

				“Take five,” Coach calls out.

				Wednesday afternoon. Two days until our opening game.

				I rip my helmet off, jog over to the bench, take a seat, and open my playbook.

				“Woods,” Henry says, sliding up next to me on the bench. “Take a break.”

				“I couldn’t get the timing for the screen pass right.”

				He leans over onto his knees and spits between his cleats. “You saved the play by handing off to Bates. Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

				“How can you be so calm?”

				Looking over at me, his blond curls fall into his eyes. “I’m not scared for you. You’re the best player in Tennessee.” He laughs. “But me, I should be learning how to drive a semi like my dad or practicing how to say, ‘Attention Wal-Mart shoppers, do not, I repeat, do not go in the men’s restroom until further notice. We’ve had an atomic disaster.’”

				I laugh. “Stop. You’re the fastest person I know—if you can’t get a scholarship to play ball in college, no one can. You’re a kickass wide receiver, and you’re smart.”

				Smiling, he leans back and folds his hands on top of his stomach. “Are we still on to do something after practice?”

				“I should watch more film…”

				“Woods, you promised!” He scrunches up his face at me.

				“I doubt Liz Heaston and Ashley Martin partied much in high school.”

				“I’m not talking about partying. I’m talking about you and me hanging out—same ole, same ole. Besides, they were kickers. It doesn’t take a lot to kick an extra point.”

				“And look at them! Liz Heaston? Two extra points in her whole college career! And that was just Division III. And Ashley? Well, sure. She kicked three in a game. And that was Division I—Jacksonville State, but still.” I shake my head. “I wanna play for real.”

				“But we’ve barely seen each other in a week,” he says quietly, and I think about how much it would suck to achieve my dream of playing for Alabama but have no one to share it with, ’cause my best friend has found better stuff to do.

				“Forget the film—we’ll go out. Just us, right?”

				“Of course.” He leans over onto his knees and says, “So what do you think of Marie Baird?”

				“She’s better than Kristen, I guess.”

				“I’m thinking of asking Marie out.”

				“What happened to Samantha?”

				Henry focuses on the ground and kicks a rock. “I dunno…the sex is okay…but I don’t really like her.”

				“Why do you keep sleeping with girls you aren’t dating? Isn’t this, like, three girls since Carrie Myer dumped you? Why don’t you just get back together with her?”

				Henry’s face grows pink, pinker than those ridiculous bras Mom recently left on my bed when she decided I needed something more feminine than a sports bra. “Marie seems really cool…”

				“You mean for actual dating, not just fooling around?”

				“Maybe.”

				“I like Carrie.” Of all the girls I know, she’s the only one I consider a friend. When we started ninth grade, the first day in the locker room after practice was a true nightmare. I made the mistake of changing out of my uniform in front of the cheerleading captain, who proceeded to make fun of my flat chest in front of twenty other girls. And Carrie, a brand-new freshman cheerleader, walked up to the captain and told her to knock it off, which took mucho guts.

				“I bet you’d like Marie too if you’d give her a chance.”

				I shrug, thinking I’m not hanging out with anyone who’s friends with Kristen Markum. “Why did Carrie dump you anyway?”

				“I’ve told you, Woods. It’s private.”

				“But we’ve never kept secrets from each other.”

				“Then why won’t you tell me why you hate Kristen so much?” He smiles, and I punch him in the arm. “Truce!” he says, rubbing his bicep. “So do you wanna go to the Fun Tunnel and play skee-ball?”

				“Perfect. Then dinner at my house?”

				“Hell, yeah. It’s fried chicken night, right?”

				“You’d better believe it.”

				Henry usually eats at our house a few nights a week, and sometimes he sleeps over. Technically, he’s supposed to stay in the guest room, but he’s been sneaking into my room since we were eight. When Mom found out, she started forcing him to sleep head-to-toe with me. To make me laugh, he always has excuses as to why we should be allowed to sleep head-to-head, like it’ll be easier for him to protect me if an attacker were to come in, or because my feet reek.

				“Break’s over!” Coach shouts. “Woods!”

				Jumping to my feet, I sweep my long blond hair back up into my helmet and jog over to the fifty-yard line. “’Sup, Coach?”

				“Try out the hook and lateral play we talked about.”

				“’Kay.” This is not an easy play, but Henry and I can handle it. I’m supposed to throw a short pass to Henry and as the defense moves in to tackle him, he pitches it to a running back who plows up the middle.

				I jog to the center of the field and huddle with the guys.

				“What’s the play?” JJ asks.

				“Red Rabbit,” I reply.

				“Oh hell, yeah,” Henry says, clapping his hands together once.

				We all get into position and as JJ hikes the ball to me, I only hear silence. Coach Miller always talks to me through the speaker in my helmet, so when he doesn’t, I’m surprised. What the hell is he doing? Glancing out of the corner of my eye, I spot the principal walking toward Coach with this incredible-looking guy in tow. Suddenly I have the first knee problems of my life:

				They turn to rubber.

				I keep staring, and I’m knocked off my feet by a linebacker—Carter and his 250 pounds. I fly backward, slamming to the ground, my head rattling around inside my helmet. Ow.

				•••

				Where the hell is JJ? Why didn’t he protect me? This is the first time I’ve been tackled in forever. With my footwork and JJ’s muscular, continent-sized body, it should never happen.

				“Jordan!” I hear Mom shout from the stands.

				Henry comes running up, ripping off his helmet and kneeling down next to me. Biting his lip, he puts a hand on my arm. Then Carter falls down next to me too. “I’m so sorry, Woods. I tried to stop. Why the hell were you just standing there?”

				“Woods!” Coach yells, running over. “You okay? What the hell happened, JJ? Carter—how could you be dumb enough to hit our quarterback two days before the opening of the season?” Coach throws his clipboard onto the ground. How cheesy.

				“I’m fine, Coach,” I say. I’m not hurt, but I don’t want to stand, because I’m just as embarrassed now as the time my bathing suit top fell off on that waterslide in Florida.

				I can’t believe I just got sacked. Dad will be furious when he finds out I got blindsided during a practice…great. Just what I need two days before opening game. More damned stress.

				“My fault, Coach,” JJ says. He holds out a hand and quickly pulls me to a standing position.

				“Don’t let that happen on Friday night!” Coach shouts, pointing a finger in JJ’s face.

				Under my helmet, I breathe deeply. JJ didn’t have to take the blame—it wasn’t his fault. But he did owe me. Last Saturday, I covered for him when he was late for practice—he’d been making out with Lacey and had lost track of time.

				Speaking of making out, I see Chace Crawford’s twin standing with the principal, looking concerned. Crap. So he saw my spill too. I’m glad I’m wearing my helmet, because my face feels hotter than a potato on a grill.

				He has this sandy blond hair that stands up in places and sweeps across his forehead. His blue eyes remind me of a Crayola crayon, the truest blue there is, and his worn-out polo shirt and faded jeans just hang off him.

				You can’t buy jeans that look like that—you have to wear them out for years to make them so perfect. I wonder if I could buy them off him. Wait—why would I do that? Nothing else he’d wear could compare with those jeans. I’m also glad to see he’s taller than me by a few inches and has a great tan. And, oh the heavens, his body. What does he do? Work out for a living?

				Wait. What the hell is this guy doing on my field?

				I feel like I could simultaneously fly and barf. I need to get my head back into practice.

				Luckily, the principal starts speaking, distracting me. “Coach Miller, I’d like you to meet Tyler Green. His high school football team won the Texas state championship last year. I know it’s a bit late for a tryout, but his family just moved here and I hope you’ll consider him for the team. I can explain more later.”

				Coach nods. “Thanks.”

				The principal disappears back into the school, to the comfort of air conditioning.

				Wait. Did the principal just say something about Tyler and football? And trying out for my team? I need to stop staring and figure out what’s going on here.

				Tyler, with his hands stuffed deep in his pockets, toes the yard line, then glances around at the team. Why’s he so nervous? For someone who won a state championship, you’d think he’d be this pompous asshole strutting around like he’s fucking Tom Brady.

				“So, Tyler,” Coach says.

				“Call me Ty, Coach.”

				“Okay. So Ty, what position do you play?”

				“Quarterback, sir.”

				I take a step back, and everyone else on the team laughs.

				The position is mine.

				It’s been mine for two years and this new kid isn’t going to take it away.

				“Quiet!” Coach yells. He gives the team a scary look and we all stop talking and laughing. One of those looks means: if you don’t behave, you’re gonna run five miles while wearing pads. “Ty—we already have a starting quarterback. An all-state quarterback.”

				Ty’s eyes seem to fill with pain, and he looks down at the ground. I’ve never seen a QB act like this before. Most are cocky, full of attitude. Leaders. I can’t imagine following a guy whose eyes give so much away. But he’s buff, and obviously good if he played for a Texas championship team. Texans take their football seriously. It’s practically a religion down there.

				So what’s wrong?

				Wait. What’s all this sympathy? Jordan Woods isn’t sympathetic. I’m a rock.

				“But we could always use another good backup,” Coach says. “Our captain will run you through some drills. Woods!”

				Though my knees are still wobbling, somehow I run over to Coach. Ty stretches out his hand to shake mine. When I grasp his hand, I squeeze as hard as possible. Gotta show him that I’m captain, that I’m in charge.

				Ty eyes my hand in his, then quickly releases it. “Ow,” he says, smiling. The sight of his smile makes my body melt like the Wicked Witch of the West.

				“Woods—run some drills with him,” Coach says. “Do a few quick passes, some intermediate. Hit Henry on a five-yard slant. Do a post route with Higgins.”

				“Yeah, Coach,” I say, glancing at the cheerleaders. They’ve stopped doing their pyramids and jumps. They’re all mesmerized by Ty, just like me.

				“Woods?” Coach says. “You paying attention? Take off your helmet—I want to check your eyes. You took a pretty hard hit there.”

				I slowly take off my helmet. I pass the helmet to Henry and start running my hands through my hair, pushing it away from my face so Coach can look in my eyes. Henry watches me, his mouth falling open.

				Ty gasps. Then smirks and laughs. He obviously had no idea I’m a girl.

				“Dude, you’d better watch it,” Henry says, taking a step toward Ty.

				When JJ slaps a hand on Ty’s shoulder, my mind flashes back to last year when JJ punched a guy from Northgate High for grabbing my butt after a game. “Show Woods some respect! Or I’ll kick your ass.”

				“No disrespect intended,” Ty says, holding a hand up to JJ’s chest. “I’m surprised…and impressed. That’s all.”

				After taking a look in my eyes and confirming all’s okay with me—I mean, besides the fact Ty is completely throwing me off my game—Coach says, “Let’s go. We’ve wasted enough practice time.”

				I take my helmet from Henry and stuff it on my head, then pick up the ball and yell, “Henry! Go long!”

				He takes off running down the field and changes directions a few times. I launch a thirty-five-yard deep pass that drops right into his hands. Thank God. I’m back. I’m myself again.

				“Nice,” Ty says, nodding. He has this deep, sexy Texas accent.

				“Your turn,” I say, grabbing another ball and tossing it to Ty. “Higgins—post route!”

				Higgins jets down the field, then takes a quick left. Ty bombs the ball right into Higgins’s arms. I’m impressed—I couldn’t have done it any better, and Ty doesn’t even know how Higgins moves. We run a few more drills and Ty makes them all look effortless. We’re equals.

				And I’m scared.

				Ty’s bigger, obviously stronger, and, unlike me, he probably didn’t screw up in the final two minutes of a state championship game. Johnson City beat us 13–10 because I threw an interception and they returned it for a touchdown.

				What if Coach gives my position to him? I try to shake this thought from my mind—I’ve worked years for this. I’ve earned it. For the coach to give away my position, I’d have to mess up in a spectacular way. Like five interceptions followed by a fumble.

				Finally, Coach Miller comes back over. “Woods, Ty—let’s talk,” he says, gesturing for us to walk away from the rest of the players. Henry glances at me as we move toward Coach.

				“Ty—that’s quite an arm you’ve got there. And you’ve got highly developed instincts as well,” Coach says.

				“Thanks, sir.”

				“You’re a senior?”

				“Yeah.”

				“And you started for your team in Texas when you won the championship last year?”

				“Yeah.”

				Now it’s my turn to stare at the grass.

				Thanks to our boosters, mostly wives of former Titans players who still call Franklin home, Hundred Oaks has the best high school football program in Tennessee. We have shitloads of money to put toward buying state-of-the-art equipment and paying first-rate staff. Coach Miller used to coach college ball, but gave it up for a slower pace of life when his wife got sick. His expertise has led several players to get full rides to college.

				I bet that’s why Ty wants to play for Hundred Oaks. It’s like we’re in the same league, but he’s one step higher. Tears sting my eyes. I need to focus. I can’t cry in front of my team.

				Damned estrogen.

				Coach narrows his eyes. “Why would you give all that up? Your parents couldn’t stay in Texas one more year to ensure you got your choice of colleges? And why Franklin? If you had to move to Tennessee, I’m surprised your parents didn’t search for a school district lacking a star quarterback.”

				The pain returns to Ty’s eyes. “I did what I had to do, sir. I just moved here with my mother and sister.” Mussing his sandy hair, Ty peeks at me. “Some things are more important than football.”

				What? A Texas football player who doesn’t kneel down and pray to the Cowboys every Sunday?

				Epic.

				Coach nods. “I see. Well, you’re on the team, but I don’t know how much playing time I can guarantee you.”

				“Thank you, sir. Being on the team is good enough for me,” Ty says with a hint of a smile. He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his jeans.

				“Great. We’ll get you a uniform—wear your jersey on Friday for the pep rally,” Coach says. “That’s enough for today, Woods. No practice tomorrow—the team needs to rest before the game.”

				“Got it, Coach.” I walk back to my team and yell, “No practice tomorrow. Don’t do anything stupid on your day off.”

				I pull my helmet off and head to the girls’ locker room as quickly as I can—I need to get in and out before cheerleading practice ends or they’ll quiz me for information about their crushes, aka my teammates.

				They don’t seem to understand that the guys don’t spend all their time talking about girls. Only about, I’d say, ninety percent of their time is devoted to that. And even then, it’s only about who’s hooking up with who, and who wants to hook up with who. The day I hear JJ talking about his feelings is the day I’ll run to a nuclear fallout shelter and pray for my life.

				About halfway across the field, JJ, Carter, and Henry jog up behind me. Henry throws an arm around my shoulders as he pulls off his helmet, shaking his curly blond hair loose. He wipes a few curls off his forehead and whispers, “So Coach is letting that Ty dude on the team?”

				“Yup,” I reply, straightening my jersey.

				“That’s bullshit,” JJ replies, cracking his knuckles.

				“What’s his story?” Carter asks.

				“No idea,” I say, but I’m dying to know. I start wiping the dust from my hands and off my football pants.

				Henry looks at me and whispers, “You sure you’re okay?”

				“Totally.” I hear my voice wobble.

				“That guy’s got nothing on you,” JJ adds, looking over his shoulder at Ty, who’s talking to Coach.

				“We both know that’s not true. Did you see his footwork? Ty’s incredible.”

				“Yeah…incredible,” Henry says, closing his eyes, pulling me in closer to him as we approach the girls’ locker room.

				Yanking the door open, I say, “’Kay, Henry—see you in a few,” leaving him outside. He swings his helmet back and forth like a pendulum, staring at me as I let the door slam.

				I walk through the white concrete locker room, which is covered with old red and black checkered carpet. I take a seat on a bench, then yank off my practice jersey and pads and walk into the showers. The cold water feels great, and finally, I cool down. When I’m finished, I pull on a pair of mesh shorts and a T-shirt before walking back into the locker room. Parading around in my plain white underwear in front of cheerleaders isn’t my idea of fun.

				I hear the giggling when I’m still ten yards away from the other girls. Shuddering, I head to my locker, open it, and yank my bag out.

				“I think JJ will tell me he loves me soon,” Lacey says to Kristen.

				“He definitely will,” Kristen says. “I can tell by the way he looks at you.”

				I force myself to cough so I won’t laugh. JJ stares at Lacey the way he stares at every single one of the Titans’ cheerleaders. It’s the same way he stares at cheese fries, for that matter.

				“Hey, Jordan,” Lacey says, brushing her brown hair. Must she stand around in skimpy black underwear? She’d get more coverage wearing a spool of thread than those things.

				“Hi,” I say, focusing on packing my bag and getting the hell out of here. I ignore my wet hair; brushing it will take too much time.

				“When’s the last time you shaved your legs?” Lacey asks.

				I bite the inside of my cheek. Sometimes Lacey makes me feel so shitty. I mean, what if Ty notices I haven’t shaved in, like, a week?

				“So, um, has JJ mentioned me lately?” Lacey says.

				You mean, besides to tell me you guys slept together in the back of your mom’s car last night? I’m still trying to figure out how JJ could fit horizontally inside the back of a Ford Taurus, but I’ll take his word that it actually happened.

				“Nope,” I say. “Hasn’t said a word.”

				Lacey slams her hairbrush into her bag.

				I try to cobble together a sympathetic look, but it’s harder than I thought it would be.

				I’ve never told anyone this, not even Henry, but one time I overheard Lacey and Kristen talking bad about me in the bathroom…

				I remember hearing Lacey whine, “I don’t understand why JJ hangs out with her so much. It’s not like she’s cute—she’s huge!”

				“I dunno,” Kristen had replied. “Sam Henry fawns over her too, even though she’s a dyke.”

				“JJ promises me that he’s not sleeping with her…”

				“Maybe she’s sleeping with both him and Henry.” And that wasn’t a one-time diss. Kristen’s a repeat offender.

				Right then, Marie and Carrie, Henry’s ex, come in through the locker room door.

				“Sam Henry asked me out,” Marie is saying to Carrie, who purses her lips, biting them. “Do you mind if I say yes?”

				“No…I’m glad,” Carrie says, focusing on me, and then she motions for Marie to follow her.

				They head straight over to my locker. “Who’s the new guy?” Carrie asks me.

				“His name’s Ty Green,” I reply. “He just moved here from Texas.”

				“He looked pretty good out there,” Lacey says. “I mean, in terms of football obviously.”

				I snort. Like Lacey knows anything about football.

				“Jealous?” Kristen asks. “He seems just as good as you.”

				“No. I’m glad to have a great backup,” I respond, grabbing my bag. “He plays quarterback like me—you know, it’s a position in this game called football.”

				Kristen rolls her eyes and goes back to staring at herself in the mirror. “Why’s your face all red?”

				I jet for the door.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				the great donovan woods

				I walk back across the field toward my truck, and on the way, I spot Coach Miller talking to Ty. Coach is frowning and scratching his chin, his glance alternating between Ty and the ground. They stop talking and, like me, Ty heads toward the parking lot.

				“Hey,” he calls out, jogging toward me. My hands fly to my wet hair, and I try to smooth it and get some of the tangles out, but I’m sure it looks like knotted yarn. God, I’m as bad as the cheerleaders.

				“Hi,” I reply. Suddenly we’re walking right next to one another.

				“You’re amazing,” he says.

				“Excuse me?”

				He clears his throat. “I mean, you’re a great quarterback. I haven’t seen any guys our age as good as you.”

				I nod as I approach my truck, my Dodge Ram, a sixteenth birthday gift from my dad. I throw my bag into the truck’s bed.

				“Hot ride,” Ty says, smiling and patting the side of my truck.

				“Thanks.” I turn away from him. His smile is a virus. A virus sweeping through my body, rendering it useless. “What do you drive?” I ask.

				“Nothing. No car,” he says. But he doesn’t seem embarrassed. Crossing his arms, he leans up against my truck. “So what’s your first name?” he asks. “I hope it’s not Woods.”

				“Jordan.”

				He nods. “You related to Donovan Woods?”

				“Yeah,” I mutter. “He’s my dad.” I start peeling the label off my Gatorade bottle.

				“That explains your style and mechanics.”

				Damn, he must’ve been watching me pretty closely. “You a Tennessee fan?” I ask. Maybe he was into the Oilers before they moved from Houston to Nashville.

				He laughs. “Of course not. Cowboys all the way, man. I remember watching your dad play for my team back when I was a little kid.”

				My dad is the last thing I want to talk about right now. When people meet me, that’s all they think of—the great Donovan Woods, two-time MVP of the NFL Two-time Heisman Trophy winner. The great Donovan Woods, surely a first-round Hall of Fame selection.

				The great Donovan Woods who doesn’t believe in me or my dreams of playing ball at the collegiate level.

				“I’d better get going, Ty. Nice work today. I’m glad you made the team.” I’m keeping it smooth and professional. “If you don’t have a car, how’re you getting home?”

				He shrugs. “Walking, I guess.”

				I gasp. “No one in Tennessee walks—sidewalks barely exist here. You’re not walking.”

				He’s a teammate now, and teammates take care of each other.

				I scan the parking lot. Henry is the only guy out of the locker room so far—he’s talking to Kristen and Marie. What the hell do the guys do in there anyway? How could it possibly take me less time to get ready than them? “Henry,” I call out.

				Henry abandons the cheerleaders and jogs over, then steals the Gatorade bottle from my hand, takes a swig, and hands it back to me while staring Ty down.

				“Make sure Ty gets home okay,” I say.

				“What about our plans?” Henry asks. He cradles the back of his neck with a hand and smirks at Ty.

				“I don’t feel well,” I reply, touching my stomach. I just need to be alone right now, so I can think about what’s happened today—how this guy swooped in to steal both my position and my cool.

				“That’s all right,” Henry says, but he looks hurt. “Kristen and Marie just invited me to study anyway.”

				“Can you take Ty home first?”

				“Why can’t you take him home?”

				Um, because he’s driving me nuts? “Take him on your study date. It’ll be good for him to meet some of the local bimbos.”

				Ty smiles.

				“Fine, but I get Marie. Give me just a sec, Ty.” Henry puts his arm around me and leads me away from Ty. “What do you mean you aren’t feeling well? Was it the hit you took?” he whispers.

				“Yeah, I think so.”

				“Guess I’m not coming over for dinner then?”

				“Just go have a nice time with Marie, okay? I want you to date someone who makes you happy again.” Henry nods and rubs his chin, looking up at me, staring right in my eyes. Ever since Carrie dumped him, he’s seemed so sad.

				“Thanks, Woods. Maybe we’ll catch up sometime soon,” he says, giving my shoulder a squeeze before he walks off. “Ready to go, Ty? I think you’ll like Kristen.”

				Ugh. Kristen has the same IQ as a tree stump. I’ve gotta get out of here before I punch her or something. I climb into my truck, lean my head out the window, and smile. “See you tomorrow, guys.” Through my rearview mirror, I see Ty staring at me as I drive away. Why didn’t I just offer him a ride?

				I know why.

				I have to focus. I can’t risk my season. I can’t blow it again this year. I need to get a football scholarship.

				And to do that, I have to win the state championship.

				•••

				Walking in the back door of my house, I drop my bag on the floor. I have a date with my bed: hiding beneath my pillow and listening to some Guns N’ Roses. That’ll make me feel better.

				I go through the kitchen, grabbing a banana and Gatorade on the way to my room, and run into my brother, Mike, and his friend Jake, who’s an awesome wide receiver. Like my bro, Jake also plays for the University of Tennessee at Knoxville. Jake is originally from California, so he’s spent most of his summer living here so he can be closer to school for football practice.

				“Hey, sis,” Mike says, giving me a side hug. “Mom said you took a bad spill at practice. You okay?”

				“I’m fine.”

				“How’s it goin’, Jordan?” Jake says, eyeing me up and down. Remember how I said that guys are interested in me? Yeah, he’s one of them. I think Mike would kill him if he tried something, though, and I wouldn’t want Jake to go after me anyway. He’s hot, but he seems like one of those guys who’s been with about a hundred girls.

				“Good,” I say.

				Jake slips an arm around my waist. “Mike says you’re having problems with algebra? Want some help?”

				“What the hell do you know about math, Reynolds?”

				“Not only can I teach you math, I can teach you math in bed, Jordan. You know, I’ll add the bed, you subtract the clothes, you divide the legs, and I’ll multiply.”

				This is standard Jake Reynolds behavior, so Mike does the typical rolling of his eyes as I say, “Charming,” and shove Jake against the dishwasher.

				Then I run upstairs to my room and flop down on my bed, which is covered in a new fluffy white duvet. I used to have this blue checkered bedspread that looked like graph paper. One day this past summer when Henry was over, he said that graph paper bedding turns guys off and that if I ever want to get laid, I can’t bring a guy home to a room that reminds them of algebra and the nerdy girls on the math team. Not that I care what guys think of my bedding, but the math team is the last thing I want to be associated with, so I got rid of the old spread for something neutral.

				Grabbing my stereo remote, I flip on the classic eighties station and stare out my window into our backyard, which ends at the banks of a lake. My lake actually—Lake Jordan. Having a dad who plays pro means we aren’t lacking in amenities. Our house is huge, with hardwood floors everywhere and giant windows overlooking the woods and trails. The best thing about our house? My parents’ room is on the other side of it, so it’s like Mike and I have our own private wing. Dad never comes up here.

				Sometimes I’m embarrassed about how lavishly we live, because a lot of families around here don’t have much. Tennessee’s a weird place—it’s like you’re really rich, like me, or you’re really poor, like Henry. There’s not much in between. If Dad wanted to, he could be making fifteen or twenty million bucks a year. But with the NFL salary cap rules being what they are, he chose to take a pay cut so the Titans could pay other players more money. He’d rather have a killer offensive line protecting him than a bit more cash.

				Lying on my bed, I try to drown myself in the ancient rock music, and try to forget that I got sacked today. Try to forget about Ty’s body.

				I bury my face in a pillow and hit it with a fist. Rolling over, I jump out of bed and pace back and forth across the hardwood floors, biting my knuckle. Then I flop back down and grab my Gatorade from the bedside table and start slapping the bottle against my palm.

				I squeeze the bottle to see if I’m strong enough to bust it. I dig my fingertips into it, but it doesn’t budge, so I hurl the damned thing across the room at my dresser, knocking a bunch of the lotions and perfumes and other shit Mom buys me to the floor.

				I go pick the girly stuff up and put it back on my dresser, and the birthday gift from Mom peeks out from behind my sophomore MVP trophy, taunting me. For my seventeenth, she bought me this lame journal.

				“Jordan,” she said, “writing allows me to blah, blah, blah, think deeply about karma, blah, blah, blah, and helps me figure out my problems.”

				Mom should get a job creating lame-ass mantras for the bottoms of juice-bottle lids.

				But was she right?

				I pick up the Moleskine and thumb through the blank, crisp pages.

				Sitting back down on my bed, I open the journal. It’s not like the paper will judge me, or question my sanity, or doubt my ability to lead a football team. No one could know about it—the guys would make fun of me for eons if they found out.

				At least by writing stuff down, it’s out of my head, out of my body.

				I reach over to my bedside table and push a stack of Sports Illustrated magazines aside to find a pen, then I write:

				I’ve never seen anyone so freaking gorgeous. No one’s ever distracted me like this…But I’m so far behind everyone else—I’ve never even seen a guy naked…Well, I guess I’ve seen Henry in his boxers bunches of times, and his body is hot—scalding hot wings hot, so Ty must be gorgeous. And I want to touch—

				God, what the hell am I writing!?

				I scribble through the shitty words.

				As I chew on my pen, thinking what to write about Ty, something that isn’t complete crap, I hear a knock at the door. “Who is it?” I say, stuffing the journal under my pillow.

				“Mike.”

				“Enter.”

				My brother comes in and sits down next to me on the bed.

				“Where’s your other half?” I ask.

				Mike laughs. “Jake? In my room, calling up some girls we met the other night. So what happened at practice today?”

				I bury my face in my pillow. “You have to promise not to make fun of me.”

				He rubs my shoulder. “I promise.”

				“Carter accidentally sacked me.”

				“Carter sacked you? Where the hell was JJ?”

				“It was my fault. I wasn’t paying attention,” I say, groaning into my pillow.

				“That’s hard to believe. When you’re in the zone, you’re in the zone. I mean, I’ve never seen you lose concentration.”

				I turn over and stare up at Mike. “Um…a new quarterback tried out for the team today. He just transferred here from Texas. And he’s good. Damned good. Better than me.”

				Mike whistles and runs his fingers through his hair. “The coach would be pretty stupid to make a QB change two days before the opening game. You’re going to start, sis.”

				I slap Mike’s arm. “Of course I’m starting.”

				“I don’t get it then. Are you threatened by him?”

				I take a deep breath, sit up, and lean back against my pillows. I can tell my bro about Ty—Mike won’t mention him to anyone else. I just can’t tell him about wanting to tackle Ty in the guys’ locker room.

				“I think I like him.”

				Mike starts coughing, then smiles. “You? Jordan Woods? Has a crush? Yeah, right.”

				“I told you not to make fun of me.” I shove him off my bed.

				Grinning, Mike stretches out on the hardwood floor and puts his hands behind his head. “I’m not making fun. I think it’s great. It’s about time you started noticing guys.”

				“Oh, shut up. I notice guys. It’s just…this was so weird, when he walked onto the field, I just lost it…”

				“So whatcha gonna do about it?”

				“I dunno. Try to keep my head on straight for practices and games. I can’t date a guy who’s on my team. Especially not a rival for my position.”

				Mike nods. “Good luck. Just keep your head in the game and you’ll be fine. And don’t look at the sidelines too much. You might get hungry for this hunk of man meat.”

				“Dude! Shut up!” I yell, throwing my pillows at him. “You’re awful.” I cover my face with my hands. God. Why couldn’t Ty have moved here after the season was over?

				“What’s his name?”

				“Tyler Green. Ty.”

				“Well, Ty’s a lucky guy if my sister is interested in him. I can’t wait to meet him at the game Friday night.”

				“You aren’t heading back to school before then? Don’t you have a game Saturday?”

				“Coach says it’ll be okay if I drive back on Saturday morning. Besides, this’ll probably be the only game of yours I’ll get to see this year. I wanna see which schools have recruiters checking you out besides Alabama. I’ll chat them up a bit.”

				I smile at Mike. “Thank you!”

				“You’re going to have your pick of scholarships. Imagine it. You’ll be the first girl to ever play QB at the collegiate level.”

				I sigh. “I wanna go to Alabama so bad. I just wish Dad would support me. Doesn’t he think I’m good?”

				“He knows you’re good,” Mike says, ruffling his hair, avoiding my eyes. “Dad’s just…scared. He knows you can take all these fools at the high school level, but college is a different beast.”

				I nod slowly, then smile at him. “I can’t wait for your game on Saturday. You’re gonna kill the Gators.”

				Mike waves a hand, but he looks pleased. “Thanks. We’ve got it. As long as we play good.”

				“Mike, Jordan, Jake! Dinnertime,” Mom yells from downstairs.

				“Don’t tell Mom and Dad about Ty,” I warn Mike.

				“But they’ll be so glad to hear you aren’t gay!”

				•••

				You know those scenes on the news where people from “Food for Peace” take big bags of wheat to starving children in Somalia? Hundreds of people crowd around the trucks and knock each other down to get one bag of corn.

				That’s what dinnertime is like at my house. When I sit down at the table, I’m like a stealth bomber as I secure four pieces of bread, because if I don’t do it now, I won’t get any later. Mike and Jake spoon big globs of mashed potatoes onto their plates, and I take three chicken legs. We won’t start eating until Dad gets his ass in here, but we’re all poised to dig in.

				Mom brings in a pitcher of lemonade and pours me a glass. She looks at all of us and sees Henry’s empty chair. “Where’s Sam?” Mom asks.

				“He had a study date,” I reply.

				“A date date?” Mike asks, narrowing his eyes.

				“I guess.”

				“With who?”

				“I dunno…some cheerleader. Marie Baird.”

				“I figured he’d get back together with Carrie,” Mom says. “The other day, he told me he was going to ask her out again.”

				“I dunno. He didn’t mention it to me when I suggested that,” I say, focusing on my chicken leg. I can’t wait to eat this thing. Mike glances at Mom, who shrugs. Why are they so interested in Henry’s love life? Or should I say sex life?

				In more important news, I’m dying to dig into dinner. All this thinking about Ty has made me ravenous. I didn’t know crushing on a guy would require me to up my caloric intake.

				The great Donovan Woods finally comes in and sits down at the head of the table. He plops a bottle of Gatorade next to his plate and grabs his napkin.

				I can tell from the scowl on his face that Dad’s in a horrible mood, so I wonder if Titans practice sucked or something. When he finally picks up a fork and starts eating his salad, the rest of us start shoveling food into our mouths as if we actually are those poor starving Somali children. A minute later, Dad drops his fork onto his plate. Everyone looks over at him.

				“Don?” Mom says.

				Dad ignores Mom and focuses on me. “Jordan, I seriously think it’s time for you to consider quitting football.”

				“Dad, come on,” Mike says. Jake picks up his silverware and napkin and sits on the edge of his chair and stares at Dad, almost as if he doesn’t want to witness this, but can’t help but stay and watch.

				“Mike, keep out of this,” Dad says, focusing on me again. “Joe Carter called to tell me his son hit you hard today.”

				“It was no big deal,” I say, pushing my salad around on my plate with a fork.

				“But it could’ve been a big deal, Jordan. I don’t think you understand how dangerous this sport is,” Dad says with a shaky voice. I hope he doesn’t use that tone in front of his teammates, because it makes him sound like a complete pansy.

				“Dad, I’ve been playing for ten years!”

				“Joe Carter weighs 250 pounds. You weigh 170. You’re lucky you didn’t get knocked out.” Dad starts cramming salad into his mouth. Mike bites into a chicken breast like he’s a vulture or something and shakes his head at Dad.

				“Well, nothing happened,” I say, “and I’m not quitting.”

				Dad rubs his eyes. “What exactly do you want to do with football anyway? No women have ever been in the NFL, ’cause they’d get killed.”

				“I don’t know, Dad. Right now, all I want is to play in college, and see what happens there.”

				“You could seriously get hurt. The guys in college play at a totally different level than high school.”

				“Don’t you know how good I am?”

				“You shouldn’t be playing a sport with guys who are twice your size.” Dad stabs at his chicken with a knife and fork, ripping the meat off the bone and forcing it into his mouth.

				“Maybe you’d know how good she is if you ever showed up to one of her games, Dad,” Mike blurts. Jake lets out a low whistle, and I think he’s about to take off, when Dad suddenly stands up and throws his napkin down on the table. He shoots Mike a look—the look of death, which I haven’t seen since Henry and I accidentally drove Dad’s ATV into the lake.

				“Thanks for dinner, Julie,” Dad says, bending over and kissing Mom’s cheek. He picks up his plate, puts the bottle of Gatorade under his arm, and leaves the room. A few seconds later, I hear the door to his study slam shut.

				My appetite gone, I pick up my plate and hold it out for Mike and Jake. My brother grabs the bread and chicken and Jake scoops the mashed potatoes onto his plate.

				Mike rips into his second chicken breast, then wipes the grease from his lips with a napkin. “Dad’s such a jerk.”

				Grinning at my brother, I stand up and take my plate to the sink. Before heading upstairs, I pause outside the dining room because I hear Mom speaking quietly. “Mike, I know you’re mad, but you will show your father more respect.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” Mike replies softly.

				I wish Henry was here to make me laugh right now, because I feel like shit. To get my mind off Dad’s assholishness, I run upstairs to my room and grab the stupid journal. Then I go outside into the backyard, through the gardens to Mom’s potting shed, this rickety oak shack that’s covered in ivy and moss. It’s totally Scotland.

				Looking over my shoulder to make sure no one’s watching me, I slip inside and shut the door and take a seat next to the shovels in the corner, where streams of light from our deck shoot through the window and the cracks in the siding, illuminating the dirt floor.

				I love hiding in the shed when I need alone time. When we were little, Henry and I used to play house in here. We’d make long-winded announcements about how we would never get married to anyone, and I liked to pretend we had a bowling alley, and Henry would talk about having a helipad, and I’d trump that by pretending to have a transporter like on Star Trek.

				I find my flashlight. And holding it using my chin, I open the Moleskine to a blank page and try to think of something to write, besides fantasies of seeing Ty’s…

				“Jesus, Woods,” I mutter. “Get a hold of yourself.”

				I doodle. A few pictures of footballs, some pinwheels, the Alabama Roll Tide logo about thirty times. I draw a bunch of Xs and Os, which aren’t hugs and kisses, but offensive plays from the team playbook, and—okay, okay—I write J.W. + T.G., which I scribble over immediately.

				I rip out the page of doodles and wad it up.

				Ode to Ty…I love your three-step drop and that quick release.

				I laugh as I rip that page out too.
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