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The center snapped the ball, and Jake pivoted one foot, tearing up grass and pulling out of the line, accelerating toward the other side of the formation. His target flashed in front of him from nowhere. The target was Bobby Lemke, Jake’s best friend and the team’s star defensive end. Bobby wasn’t looking. If Jake smacked him hard enough, he could knock him into next year. It could be a classic trap block, something to make an offensive lineman drool.

Instead of unloading with a monster hit, Jake put his hands out and turned his head, bumping Bobby away from the hole where the runner should be zipping by in the next instant. Bobby twisted like a snake and clubbed Jake’s shoulder with the back side of his hand as he cleared Jake’s body and threw himself into the hole. Before Jake could turn around, he heard the cry.

“Fumble!”

The ball squirted between Jake’s legs. He dove on it and felt the pile of bodies build up on his back as the cry for the ball spread through the team like a grass fire. Jake clutched the ball tighter than a mother holds her baby. In the dark, cramped space, Jake felt someone’s hands slither into his arms and grab at the ball. Jake tugged, but the wicked fingers clawed for the ball with an iron will, twisting it free and yanking it from Jake’s grip.

As the players climbed off the pile, the light revealed Bobby Lemke holding the ball high for all to see. A cheer went up from the defense. The scrimmage was over. Ten extra sprints for the losers. That was Jake, the loser.

Coach Heath grabbed Jake’s face mask and pulled Jake’s head close enough that Jake could feel the heat of his coach’s breath.

“You had a clean shot to annihilate Bobby. Why didn’t you?”

Jake shrugged because he couldn’t explain it.

“You think he’s your friend? There are no friends on the football field. Get it? He’s on the other side. You want to win, you beat him into the dirt. That’s the game.” Coach Heath looked around at the rest of the team, challenging anyone to say otherwise.

He turned back to Jake, disgusted, and let go of his mask. “And then you let him steal the fumble? Look at you, Jake. You’re big as a horse, and you can hit like one, too. You got to find your fire, son. Without that, you’re just another big tub of lard out here flopping around.”

Coach blew his whistle, signaling the team to line up for sprints, then he stomped away.

Jake adjusted his shoulder pads and jogged to the line. After sprints, the team knelt in a tight knot around their coach, huffing and sweating.

“Just so you all know. Coach Commisso, the head coach from Immaculate Heart, is going to be at our intrasquad scrimmage on Saturday.” Coach Heath looked directly at Bobby Lemke. The rest of the team knew why. “He told me personally that they’ve got one full scholarship left. Dirk Forester got one last year. You guys remember how good he was. And the last player from Eastview to go to IH is playing for the Cowboys, so you all know what it means.”

Jake knew the Cowboys lineman Coach Heath was talking about, as did any kid growing up in Eastview who cared one bit about football. He also knew that IH was a football factory, a perennial contender for the state high school championship. Most of the players at IH ended up playing in college, many of them Division I. Jake stretched his neck to peek at Bobby Lemke through the small army of pads. Sprigs of blond hair sprouted out from the back of Bobby’s helmet. His big, sad eyes gave him the look of a hound, and his smile uncovered teeth as crooked as old fence posts.

Jake was the only one who could lay claim to being Bobby’s best friend, but everyone liked him, and everyone was rooting for him to get that scholarship. Bobby’s dad wasn’t around anymore, and his mom was one of the thousands who’d lost her job when the GM plant shut down. He didn’t have money for a hot lunch, let alone the hefty tuition it cost to attend Immaculate Heart.

Jake had a dad who owned an electronics distribution company. They lived in Crestline Hills, a gated community. His mom didn’t work and never had to. Jake’s two older sisters had gone to IH, and Jake would enroll next spring, paying the full freight like most of the wealthy students who went there. Jake and Bobby planned on being teammates for the next ten years, finishing up at Eastview Junior High, then four years at IH before spending their next four or five either at UT, Notre Dame, USC, or Alabama. They’d make that decision after they visited the campuses, which they also planned on doing together.

Their only problem was going to be the pros. They hadn’t figured out how to rig that yet, although Bobby pointed out that if they weren’t drafted by the same team, they’d both be free agents after their first four years in the league. With lofty goals like that, Coach Heath’s comment about Jake being just another tub of lard made him scowl as he trudged toward the locker room.

As an offensive lineman, Jake didn’t think he needed the maniacal intensity of a defensive player like Bobby. Jake was the biggest eighth grader he’d heard of—six feet one inch, 244 pounds—and the doctor said he wasn’t finished growing. He figured that size, and some pretty nimble feet, should allow him to skate into the NFL, but Coach Heath’s burning face suggested there was something else he might need.

“Sorry about the fumble.” Bobby laughed and smacked him on the butt halfway across the parking lot.

“What’s wrong with you?” Jake aimed a scowl at Bobby.

Bobby’s face fell and he shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s football.”

“Yeah, I guess.” Jake knew Bobby had already found his fire, and that it burned out of control. “You want to come over and swim? My mom’s grilling steaks.”

Bobby scratched up under his shoulder pads. “I love a steak.”

They changed out of the sweaty practice gear and biked over to Crestline Hills wearing shorts, T-shirts, and their purple-and-white Eastview Football caps backward to keep them from flying off. Jake waved, and they passed through the guard gates barely slowing down. Jake’s family lived in a big brick house with towering white columns at the top of a tall hill. Jake and Bobby parked their bikes just inside the garage next to the Range Rover.

“Man, I can’t wait to be rich.” Bobby ran a finger along the Range Rover’s sleek hood line. “I’m getting a black one of these when I get my first-round signing bonus.”

“Money doesn’t really matter.” Jake looked around the garage at the gleaming cars and really believed it.

Instead of going through the house, they headed straight for the pool, where the smoke from grilling steaks floated up from the outdoor cook station, making their mouths water. They changed into bathing suits in the pool house—Bobby used an extra of Jake’s—and dove in. They splashed over to the waterfall and let the water pound their heads, laughing as it sent them plummeting down.

At the basketball hoop near the shallow end, they began a game of one-on-one. Jake had an outside shot, but the rebounds and the inside game all belonged to Bobby. After a missed three-pointer, Jake and Bobby both dove for the ball. Jake got his hands on it first, but Bobby tore it loose like a pit bull on a bone, swinging elbows and hair until Jake felt a sharp pain in his nose and let go.

“Ha!” Bobby turned and dunked one home.

Jake stood holding his nose. He held up his hand for Bobby to see the wash of blood.

“Dude, I’m sorry. Wow. Man. Did I do that?”

“No, I threw my face into your elbow to teach you a lesson. Of course you did it!”

“Yeah. Man. Sorry.”

Jake turned away, sulking. Bobby put a hand on his back.

“Come on, dude. You know I love you.”

“That’s weird.”

“Don’t go soft on me. You know what I mean.”

They both laughed. Jake’s nose shut down, and they didn’t get out until Jake’s mom called to them from the screened-in porch above. They dried off quickly and raced up the steps past Rosalita with the platter of steaks, nearly knocking her down. She scolded them in Spanish.

They sat at the table with eager looks. Jake’s mom greeted them and sat sipping a glass of white wine and looking nervously into the kitchen until Jake’s dad swept out onto the deck, loosened his tie, and tossed his suit coat over the back of his chair. Jake’s father was a big man, but in the last year, he’d grown thin. His hair had gone gray, and the lines on his face had deepened. Things were always quieter when Jake’s dad was around, but the tight skin around his jaw and the way he gnawed at his steak made everyone even more uncomfortable.

Even Bobby picked up on the dark mood, and he excused himself before Rosalita brought out the apple pie. Bobby never missed dessert. Jake’s father followed Bobby with his eyes until Jake’s friend disappeared around the corner of the house near the garage.

Jake’s father cleared his throat. He took Jake’s mother’s hand in his own, but directed his eyes at Jake.

“I’m going to meet this head-on, Jake, and I want you to as well. We’ve got problems. Serious problems. With money.”

Jake smiled and looked from one parent to the other for signs of a joke. His father never talked about money. Money was something they always had, and lots of it.

“My company is … the bank … we’re closing up. We’re going to have to move.”

Jake nearly gagged. He shook his head. “Not now. Not this season.”

His father took a deep breath. “We’ll try to find a place in the district so you won’t have to change schools this year, but after that, I can’t make any promises. I’m going to have to start over, and I don’t know if this is the right place to do it.”

In his mind, Jake could see the wrought iron gates you had to drive through to enter Immaculate Heart, the winding road up through the trees, and the clock tower atop the main building. It was the next chapter in his life. They all knew that. It had to be. They were a state powerhouse, and Coach Commisso was known for grooming players into Division I–caliber stars.

“But wherever we live, next year I’ll be going to IH anyway, right?” The words sounded dream-like and hollow to Jake, even though he was certain they’d come from his own mouth.

His parents looked at each other.

His father winced. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up, Jake.”

“But you can live anywhere. Remember Sue’s friend? Her family was out in Huffton.” Sue was Jake’s sister, and her best friend traveled an hour each way just to attend IH.

“It’s not getting there.” Jake’s mom spoke softly. “You’re not listening. IH isn’t something we’re going to be able to afford, Jake. We’re all going to have to make sacrifices. Eastview’s public school is fine. And if we move out of town, we’ll find another good place.”

“But … football.”

“Maybe next year we could find a place in Lawtonberg,” his mother said. “They have some reasonable homes, and a good high school team, right?”

His dad’s face crumpled. “Did you hear what I said? We’re talking about the business I built up from nothing. You’re worried about high school football?”

Jake stabbed at a chunk of apple and dug it free from his pie without eating it. “Sorry.”

“We’re all going to be fine.” His mother flashed a smile across the table at them.

The sweetness and light in her voice filled Jake with dread. That’s how it worked with her: the sweeter she sounded, the worse things really were. Jake excused himself.

“Where are you going, Jacob?” His dad growled like Jake was jumping ship or something.

“Let him, Frank. He loves that football.”

Jake jogged upstairs and threw himself on his bed. If it even was his bed anymore. Did it belong to the bank now? He wove his fingers through his hair and pulled until it hurt. He remembered his words to Bobby about being rich not mattering, and he screamed into the pillow. When he said that to Bobby, he was talking about cars. The kind of car you drove didn’t matter, but going to IH? That mattered. How could he not go to IH? They said you could make things happen by visualizing them. If that were true, he had to get into IH.

Jake didn’t get online. He didn’t play Xbox. He didn’t text anyone. He sat staring at the wall before he got up and ran his fingers over the framed pictures of all the football teams he’d played on since he was six. That brought him to his trophies. He held the smooth, cool figures to his lips—not to kiss, but to truly feel them and remember the sweat and pain he’d suffered to help earn them.

The final and biggest trophy was from last year’s Junior High District Championship. Jake turned it over in his hands, then took the picture off the wall behind it, remembering last year’s eighth graders who’d gone on to high school. He smiled at the way he and his classmates had changed so much in just one year. Last year, Bobby’s hair was gone with a buzz cut. Jake’s had been longer, so that his straight brown hair hung down into his eyes like a shaggy dog’s.

His gaze went back and forth between Bobby and Dirk Forester. Dirk went to IH. Like Bobby, Dirk lived in the apartment complex next to the Wal-Mart. Like Bobby, Dirk had been a wild man on the field, but Dirk was not as nice off it. Dirk was at IH. Bobby would be at IH. Jake’s stomach twisted as he wondered where he would be.

He studied Bobby’s face. It didn’t look so mean. Bobby was fun, and funny, almost laid-back—but on the field? Jake rolled his eyes and picked at the dried blood crusted at the edge of his left nostril. Something happened to Bobby on the football field, or even in a stupid game of pool basketball. He was a different person, a person with fire in his belly, in his brain.

Jake looked at his own face in the picture, framed by the long, dark hair. He didn’t see any fire. He put the picture back on the wall and went into his bathroom—would he have to share a bathroom in their new home? He stared into the reflection and his blue eyes, deep into the dark pits at their centers. He thought about staying behind, being left at Eastview and its mediocre high school football team coached by a gym teacher whom no one liked but who kept the job because his father was president of the school board. If Eastview’s varsity had a winning season, it was considered a huge success. If IH didn’t win the state title, its players and coaches hung their heads in utter defeat.

The thought of staying behind, or even of moving to a decent school like Lawtonberg, made him sick. He stared harder into his own eyes and thought he saw something. A spark.

Jake grit his teeth. A low growl crept up out of his throat.

Why should he have to stay behind? It made him sick. It made him … mad.

The spark became a flame. He sneered at himself.

“What am I going to do?” His voice sounded to him like a crying girl’s. Daddy can’t pay for IH. Boo-hoo …

“You big baby!” Jake snarled at himself. “No one says that scholarship belongs to Bobby Lemke. You want it? Take it!”

Jake couldn’t concentrate on any of his lessons, even English, his favorite subject. The words seemed to spill from his teachers’ mouths like drool, meaningless and unpleasant.

Jake couldn’t get stuck in Eastview, playing for a varsity coach everyone knew was a joke. If the coach was a joke, the team was a joke, and the players were treated like jokes. Even moderately talented players moved into districts like Lawtonberg’s—a team that was no stranger to the state play-offs—if they could.

Still, nothing compared to IH.

When the final bell rang, Jake mustered up his courage and walked into Coach Heath’s classroom. Coach taught science. Jake didn’t have him for a teacher, but they were doing the same thing in Jake’s class: dissecting frogs. Coach stood bent over a lab counter next to a thin kid with pale skin, messy black hair, and a red NASCAR T-shirt. The kid looked up and blinked through thick glasses.

“Jake,” Coach asked, “what’s up?”

Jake looked down at the frog, pinned to the tray on its back and sliced open down the middle of its belly. Jake swallowed.

“Can I talk to you, Coach?”

“I’m helping Gene with his lab, then I’ve got a minute before practice. Stick around. Did you do your frog yet?”

Jake shook his head, then nodded.

“Which is it?” Coach asked.

“We did it, but we worked in groups. I recorded the findings.”

“Like the group secretary, huh?”

“I guess.”

Coach nodded without trying to hide his disgust. “That’s why I make everyone do their own.”

“Here, look.” Coach used his stubby fingers to peel back the frog’s belly, exposing a maze of guts.

Vomit bubbled up into the back of Jake’s throat.

“Yeah, see? You don’t like to look, but that’s how you learn. Here. See this? That’s the heart. The center of it all. How can you understand how it all works if you don’t see it up close and personal?”

Coach seemed to be enjoying Jake’s discomfort. Gene poked the rubbery lungs with his own bare finger, then used tweezers to scoop up a strand of intestines that looked like a waterlogged worm. Jake turned away.

Coach chuckled and wiped his hands. “All right, come over to my desk. Gene, take out the major organs we talked about in class and label them. I’ll show you how I want them weighed when we’re done.”

Jake followed the coach to his desk and sat down in the chair off to the side. He clasped his left arm with his right hand and leaned forward so he could talk quietly.

“Coach, I want to move from guard to tackle.”

Coach Heath’s eyes widened. A smile crept onto his face. “You sniff a little too much formaldehyde?”

Jake furrowed his brow.

“That’s the embalming fluid they pickle those frogs in.” Coach nodded toward the lab counter. “Sometimes it makes people loopy.”

“No, I want to play tackle.”

“You mean the position I’ve been trying to get you to play for the past two years?”

Jake nodded. “Left tackle.”

“Left tackle?” Coach bit his lower lip, then he sighed and his shoulders slumped. “Jake, I know you and Bobby are friends, but are you really going to embarrass yourself like this just to help him get a scholarship to IH? Don’t you have any pride, son?”

Jake squinted. “What? What do you mean?”

Coach tilted his head. “You think I don’t know? That you’ll lie down for Bobby in the scrimmage with the IH coach so he can walk all over you. It’s just not right, Jake, for you to make a fool out of yourself. I don’t think Bobby needs the help. He does a pretty good number on Collin Mettler as it is.”

Jake blinked. “I’m not doing it for Bobby, Coach. I want to do it for me. I want to go to IH, too. You said the head coach will be watching. I want to play there.”

“But you don’t need a scholarship, son.”

Embarrassment burned Jake’s face, but he shrugged it off. “You said I got to find my fire. Well …”

“So, you’re gonna find your fire by having Bobby Lemke beat the tar out of you in front of the IH coach? You see what he does to Mettler every day.”

“I just think …” Jake’s voice faded off.

“Think what?” Coach Heath dipped his head so he met Jake’s eyes.

Jake hesitated. He looked up and directly into Coach Heath’s eyes. “I can take care of him.”

“You can, huh? You feel confident about that? You’ll be up against Bobby every day for the rest of the season.”

“I know I can.”

Coach chuckled again. “Well, I guess we’ll see about that. Yeah, Jake, I’ll move you to left tackle. That’s where you belong anyway. But you’re there for the scrimmage, too. If I make this move, I’m not going to change it. Mettler’s not a great player, but no one deserves to be a yo-yo. Don’t ask to switch back.”

“I want to be there for the scrimmage.”

Coach nodded. “Okay. Fine.”

Jake didn’t chatter with his teammates in the locker room, and when Bobby slapped him on the rump on their way to the field, Jake said nothing. When the time came for one-on-one drills with the offensive linemen battling the defensive linemen, Jake took his spot at left tackle.

Bobby snorted. “What are you doing?”

“I’m left tackle now.”

Bobby gave him a confused look, then he shook his head and got down in his stance. “Okay, you asked for it.”

Coach Heath moved the big tackling dummy into position about five yards behind the center, then he walked over to where Jake faced Bobby.

“You two set?” Coach clamped his whistle between coffee-stained teeth and narrowed his eyes with expectation. “On your movement, Jake.”

As the offensive lineman, Jake got to make the first move. He swallowed back the flutter in his chest and took a smooth backward step, cutting off Bobby’s outside angle to the quarterback. In the same instant, he coiled his arms for the two-handed punch he’d try to deliver to Bobby’s chest.

Bobby barreled straight at him.

Jake saw stars at the collision. He stepped back again, and again, punching and keeping his hips low. Bobby’s right hand found its way up and under Jake’s face mask, clawing at the soft flesh of his mouth and nose. Instead of wincing and lilting, Jake punched hard and found a grip under the edge of Bobby’s shoulder pad. He sensed the bag directly behind him. He’d given up as much ground as he could.

Jake roared, lifting and wrenching at the same time. Bobby crossed his legs, and he went over sideways. Jake followed him to the ground, free-falling on top of him with every ounce of his 244 pounds. The air grunted from Bobby’s lungs. He thrashed beneath Jake, trying to get up. Jake accidentally got poked in the eye and cried out. Yesterday Jake would have skittered away from the pain.

Today he ate it up, growled, and kept Bobby pinned down. Coach’s whistle split Jake’s ears. Hands from all quarters grabbed at him and pulled him free from Bobby, who sprang to his feet, snorting and flailing and spraying sweat across Jake’s face. Coach hammered the whistle and stepped between them.

“Enough! Good, I like it. Good battle. That’s how you fight!” Coach gave them both a final shove, separating them even farther. “Next up.”

Bobby glared at Jake, growling while the rest of the linemen took their turns. When it was his and Jake’s turn to go again, Bobby came at him like a maniac.

Jake won again. He lost the next round, though, when Bobby struck, then spun, disappearing like a genie and crashing into the bag. Jake struck his own helmet, and it was the last time that day Bobby beat him. During run drills, Jake got his pads lower than he’d ever done before. He fired out quicker, pumped his feet faster, and matched every bone-jarring hit with one of his own.

At the end of practice, Bobby waited until they were in the locker room, outside of Coach’s hearing, before he grabbed Jake and slammed him up against a locker.

“What are you doing?” Bobby’s breath was hot with tuna and onions.

Jake gripped Bobby’s hands without tearing them free. He looked around at the rest of the team, who had stopped moving and were staring at them. “Playing football.”

“That’s not how you play.”

“It is now.”

“You do that tomorrow, and I will kill you, Jake. I will smash your face in.”

Jake cast Bobby’s hands aside and opened his locker. He ignored the stares and whispers and Bobby glowering at him from two lockers over. After he’d changed, Jake marched out of the locker room with his head high and biked back home.

He was in his room, just staring at the math problems in front of him, when his mom came in. “Bobby’s here. He can stay for dinner if you like.”

“Where is he?” Jake studied his mom with suspicion.

“Out back.” His mom walked out as if nothing was wrong. To her, there obviously wasn’t.

Bobby sat in a deck chair beside the pool with his arms folded tightly across his chest.

“What?” Jake didn’t sit down.

“Seriously, what are you doing?” The edge and anger were gone from Bobby’s voice.

“You make me look bad, and it’s football.” Jake clenched his hands. “I make you look bad, and something’s wrong?”

“I can’t be messing around like this tomorrow.” Bobby’s eyes flashed. “That IH coach will be here, and I need to look good. I can’t have my best friend going all superhero on me.”

“So, stop me.” Jake folded his arms across his own chest.

“I thought we were going to IH together.” Bobby’s voice softened. “Are you kidding? What’s wrong with you? You’ve got everything.” Bobby nodded toward the pool, then the big house. “This IH scholarship is my ticket. You want to battle it out every day, compete with me to get better, fine. Do that after tomorrow.”

Jake looked out over the rippling water and blinked at the sparkles. He wanted to explain, to tell Bobby what his father had told him the night before, but the shame of it all tackled the words in his throat. “Just play, Bobby. No one said this scholarship was going to come easy.”

Bobby hung his head so that a curtain of blond hair fell around his eyes. “Remember Fritzgelden and Stinson? What they did to you, or tried to do?”

Jake felt his cheeks burn, and it wasn’t from the last rays of sunlight. “So?”

“You were going to quit football. Remember? They had you so scared …”

“So, you helped me and we’re friends.”

“I saved you. No one else would. They were going to tape you up and make you eat dirt.”

Jake tried to see through the curtain of hair. Bobby didn’t have to say that Jake had cried. They both knew he had, and it made Jake sick to even think of the two eighth-grade bullies from last year.

“So, now you own me? I’m your puppet or something?”

Bobby looked up, and the sun’s rays electrified his blue eyes. He stood. “No, just my friend. That’s what I thought, anyway.”

Jake watched him go, slack shouldered and weighted down by disappointment and misunderstanding. At dinner, it was just he and his mom. His dad had to fly to Chicago. His mom asked him what was wrong.

“Everything.” He kept his voice down to avoid an alarm. He didn’t need any drama. He needed to get to sleep. The scrimmage started at ten. He said good night and kissed her cheek. She squeezed his hand as he walked out of the room.

Jake tossed in a sweaty tangle of sheets most of the night. He woke up with the bright sun casting thick beams onto his bed, and he woke up tired. His mom made him breakfast and said, “Good luck.”

She had no idea.

Jake pedaled to the school—empty on a Saturday morning—and locked his bike. He kept his eyes on the ground and built a small fire in his gut, fueling it with anger and desire. Bobby walked into the locker room, and Jake sensed his presence like a dark and silent thundercloud creeping up over a hilltop. He taped his wrists, then wiggled his fingers into padded lineman gloves. His shoulder pads smelled of dried sweat and dirt. The snaps on his helmet sounded like the distant gunfire of a battlefield.

Jake pushed through the locker room without a sideways glance. He didn’t even see his teammates. His vision went inward, and his eyes glittered in the blaze. When he saw the IH coach in the stands with a foam cup of coffee and a clipboard, Jake’s breakfast tried for a speedy retreat. A bit of vomit burned his mouth before he could swallow it down. He turned away and got his muscles loose.

Whistles blew. They ran. They stretched. They went through the banging and popping of pregame ritual, then the offense and the defense jogged to opposite sides of the field. The scoring system didn’t matter to Jake. It wasn’t about the offense winning the scrimmage. It was about him manhandling Bobby Lemke, pounding him into submission in front of the IH coach.

When he lined up across from his best friend on the first play, Bobby muttered, “Don’t do this, man.”

Jake answered by firing out with all the force he could muster, smashing heads with Bobby, driving his paws up under Bobby’s pads, and driving his feet like a paint-can shaker. Jake wheeled his butt at the last instant, and the runner slipped through the open space. Someone hit Jake from behind, cutting his knees and sending him to the bottom of a big pile of bodies. He took Bobby down with him.

Bobby got up and glared at Jake. “Bring it.”

The next play was a pass. Bobby raced around the outside, slapping Jake’s hand, darting past him, and crashing into the quarterback. Bobby howled at the sun, and his defensive teammates swarmed him like a liberating hero.

Jake clenched his teeth and hands. He got back into the huddle, the flames now burning out of control.

The battle went on. Blood spilled. Sweat flew. Flesh got clawed up like hunks of sod, leaving bloody divots on both their arms and lower legs. When it was done, Jake’s head spun, and he staggered to the cluster of players surrounding their coach, vaguely aware that the offense beat the defense by a narrow point margin. He removed his helmet and knelt down. He had no idea if he’d beaten Bobby or if Bobby had beaten him.

Coach Heath introduced Coach Commisso from Immaculate Heart. Coach Commisso had a thick black crew cut and eyebrows. A shadow of stubble shaded his face. He cast an iron gaze out over the team. Jake pulled up a handful of grass and stared at the back of Bobby’s sweaty head and the dark crescents of matted blond hair.

Coach Commisso said, “I like what I saw just now, and I know why you guys usually win your district. Good work, boys. As you know, we like to offer scholarships to IH to four young players every year. It’s a full ride to a very prestigious academic institution.”

Coach Commisso shared a secret smile. “And we’ve got a pretty good football team, too.”

Everyone laughed politely.

“There’s a lot of talent out here, I’ll say that. You.” Coach Commisso’s eyes locked onto Jake. Everyone turned to look at him, and Jake’s stomach knotted up tight.

“Jake,” Jake said. “Jake Simpson.”

“Jake. You’ve got a lot of promise. Great feet for a big man … and I like … I like your fire.”

Jake couldn’t tear his eyes away, but he sensed Coach Heath nodding his head.

“I could see you at IH one day.”

Jake’s chest tightened. He realized he’d forgotten to breathe. He forced himself to inhale and gasped.

“I’m gonna keep an eye on you. Sometimes we’ll have a kid that doesn’t work out, and then you could join your teammate here.” Coach Commisso angled his head toward Bobby.

The team cheered. Bobby just stared at the coach. His chest heaved. He gulped the air, still trying to catch his breath from the scrimmage.

Tears blurred Jake’s vision. He looked away and sniffed them back. The fire sputtered. Coach Commisso was talking about Bobby, but Jake wasn’t hearing him. The flame distracted him, steady now, hypnotic. In a daze, he held up his helmet and chanted with his team, changed in the locker room, and left the school without a word.

He rode for half an hour without knowing where he even was. When he looked up, he saw a sign: LAWTONBERG 5 MI. Jake kept going. The next sign said 2 MI., and the flame inside him crackled and grew. Jake soaked in the saltbox houses crammed together along old, tree-lined streets. A yard sign read: GO HUSKIES.

He saw the speed zone for a school and pedaled faster. The school’s dusty brick walls baked in the Saturday morning sun. The soft tweet of whistles reached over the building from the football field beyond. Jake circled the school, dodging broken glass and a rusted muffler that lay dead by the curb. The bark of coaching mixed in with the whistles.

Jake parked his bike and studied the playing field as he passed through the fence. The head coach had on a floppy hat worn by soldiers in the desert. He was a big man, a former lineman. Jake waited for a water break and walked out onto the field, extending a hand.

“Coach, I’m Jake Simpson. My family might be moving into the district next year. I’m a football player. Offensive line.”

The coach went up and down his frame with a practiced eye, and a smile spread across his face. He shook Jake’s hand and shouted to one of his players.

“Givens, come here.”

The quarterback jogged over with the ball still in his hands.

“This is Jake Simpson.” The coach directed the quarterback to shake Jake’s hand. “Boy this big might be just what we need next season to shore up our line and get us that championship, don’t you think?”

The quarterback named Givens grinned and nodded.

Jake looked past them both at the huge banner above the stadium.

HUSKIE PRIDE

In his mind, he could see it happening, all of it, and it was like gasoline on the fire.






End of sample
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