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Aaron Hill has it all—athletic good looks and the many privileges of a star quarterback. His Sundays are spent playing NFL football in front of a televised audience of millions. But Aaron’s about to receive an unexpected handoff, one that will give him a whole new view of his self-centered life.

Derrick Anderson is a family man who volunteers his time with foster kids while sustaining a long career as a pro football player. But now he’s looking for a miracle. He must act as team mentor while still striving for the one thing that matters most this season—keeping a promise he made years ago.

Megan Gunn works two jobs and spends her spare time helping at the youth center. Much of what she does, she does for the one boy for whom she is everything—a foster child whose dying mother left him in Megan’s care. Now she wants to adopt him, but one obstacle stands in the way. Her foster son, Cory, is convinced that 49ers quarterback Aaron Hill is his father.

Two men and the game they love. A woman with a heart for the lonely and lost, and a boy who believes the impossible. Thrown together in a season of self-discovery, they’re about to learn lessons in character and grace, love and sacrifice.

Because in the end, life isn’t defined by what takes place on the first day of the week, but by how we live it between Sundays.


FOREVER IN FICTION™

A special thanks to Candace Rathbun, who won Forever in Fiction™ at the San Ramon Valley Christian Academy auction in Northern California. Candace chose to honor her daughter, Paige Judith Rathbun, by naming her Forever in Fiction™.

Paige Rathbun is nine and loves bringing sunshine to the lives of her family, including her older sister Katie, and her younger brother, John. Paige has blue eyes, blonde hair, and a contagious smile. She loves Disneyland, swimming, playing with dolls, and spending time with the people she loves. She wishes her four cousins still lived next door.

In addition, Paige loves to sing in her church choir and she prays for anyone with a need. Everyone who knows Paige, knows she’s a hugger. And while she’s passing out hugs, she’s also likely to pass out her toys or books, anything someone else takes a liking to. Her huge heart is part of what makes her special.

When her family rescued a golden retriever last year, Paige took him under her care. They named him Shakespeare, and he and Paige have become best buddies. Paige asks a lot of questions, but only because she’s intelligent and knows there’s an answer.

In Between Sundays, Paige Rathbun’s character is the niece of the 49ers head coach, Chuck Cameron. During a season when Chuck’s career is on the line, Paige makes weekly phone calls to her uncle, encouraging him, and helping him keep his focus on Jesus. Because that’s the sort of thing Paige would do in real life.

Candace, I pray your daughter Paige is honored by your gift, and by her placement in Between Sundays, and that you will always see a bit of Paige when you read her name in this novel, where she will be Forever in Fiction™.

For those of you who are not familiar with Forever in Fiction™, it is my way of involving you, the readers, in my stories, while raising money for charities. To date, this item has raised more than $100,000 at charity auctions across the country. If you are interested in having a Forever in Fiction™ package donated to your auction, contact my assistant, Tricia Kingsbury, at Kingsburydesk@aol.com. Please write Forever in Fiction in the subject line. Please note that I am only able to donate a limited number of these each year. For that reason, I have set a fairly high minimum bid on this package. That way the maximum funds are raised for charities.


NOTE TO THE READER

While set against a very real backdrop, the characters in Between Sundays are completely fictional. There is absolutely no resemblance between 49ers quarterback Alex Smith and the fictitious Aaron Hill, nor is there any resemblance between any of the characters in Between Sundays and any real professional football player.

As with any novel, I have taken poetic license in some areas of research, in an effort to create not only believable football players, but relatable characters. I was very careful in my NFL research, but it would be impossible to be completely accurate in my depiction of professional football.

That said, any inconsistencies between this novel and the real-life world of the NFL are entirely mine.


FOREWORD BY ALEX SMITH,
SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS QUARTERBACK

As an NFL quarterback, I spend my Sundays during football season calling plays, reading defenses, and avoiding sacks. All of this takes place in front of a national television audience and eighty thousand screaming fans. However, my Sundays were not always spent this way, nor were my days in between. That is why my time spent “between Sundays” is so important to me.

Back in San Diego, California, where I grew up, Sundays were spent with family. Sundays were “game time.” Sundays were times spent talking and laughing and being together. We were able to create a supportive team and that team did not rest during the week. Team Smith consisted of my mom and dad, my older brother Josh, and my sisters Abbey and MacKenzie. I would not be where I am today if it were not for the love and support of my family and the invaluable time we spent together, caring for one another.

My family always believed in the importance of love and encouragement, the necessity of an education, and the value of reading. As a reader, I’ve seen the power of story. Sometimes a story is the only way to touch the heart of a person, to help them see the truth through something that isn’t true at all. That’s the case here. Though Between Sundays tells an entirely fictitious story, it is set against the backdrop of a very real problem facing our country today—the problem with our foster care system.

I chose foster care as the focus for my Alex Smith Foundation because most foster children do not have what I have. My “team” structure, my upbringing, and my family life, is the antithesis of what most foster children have. More important, my family’s love and support did not end when I turned eighteen. Foster children are taken from their homes and families for reasons of neglect, abuse, and abandonment; and on their eighteenth birthdays, they are abandoned again by the state.

Less than half of foster kids in our nation graduate from high school. Within a year of leaving the system at eighteen years old, a third end up homeless and another quarter end up incarcerated. College is out of reach for most of these youth. Recent studies indicate that just 7 to 13 percent enroll in college, compared with 62 percent of high school graduates nationally. Less than 2 percent of former foster youth who begin college complete a bachelor’s degree. This is compared with 27 percent of the general population. We as a society are failing these children, and, sadly, their stories and struggles go unnoticed today. These children deserve a better opportunity at life. They deserve a chance for a successful adulthood, and they cannot get that on their own. Which of us—alone and poor at the age of eighteen— would be able to succeed?

Giving these foster youth a chance at life, a chance for success, is so much more important to me than improving my passing rating, scoring touchdowns, and wins and losses. I play a game on Sunday for a living, and I have a great team to support me on and off the field. These kids don’t play a game for a living. Their game is survival and they need and deserve all the support they can get.

We all need support. Whether that support comes from running backs, receivers, linemen, coaches or parents, siblings, teachers, or mentors, we all have a responsibility to work together. As a quarterback, I know this firsthand. I would be nothing if it were not for the players around me. Likewise, I would not be where I am today if it were not for the love and support I received from my family and friends off the field.

I appreciate Karen Kingsbury for allowing me to share my story, and I appreciate her willingness to expose the positive side of a professional athlete’s life between games. But most important, I appreciate the opportunity to create awareness for my foundation and to increase support for foster children everywhere.

It’s not what we do in front of eighty thousand people on Sundays that defines who we are. Just as we are not defined by what we do on Sundays in church. It’s what we do and how we live Monday through Saturday, when no one is watching, that defines our legacy. It’s more than a game, it’s life, and we all have a chance to make a difference as we live our lives between Sundays.

For more information about my foundation, you can go to AlexSmith Foundation.org.

See you there!

Alex Smith


DEDICATION

To Donald, my Prince Charming …

I smile as I write those words because of our recent trip to Ohio. I would take the stage at my speaking events and say, “So, this probably isn’t a good time to mention that I’m a Michigan fan.” When the boos died down, I would hurry and tell them, “But my husband’s a huge Ohio State guy.” After the hearty applause, I would say, “See … he really is Prince Charming!”

We made great memories with the kids, and Kim and Keith, and we gained thousands of new friends. But here’s the thing: you really are my Prince Charming, Donald. I mean it. I love you more with every passing day, understanding as we settle into these middle years that time is not a guarantee. Today is a gift, and tomorrow uncertain. And so I treasure these beautiful, loving days, looking forward to our intimate moments in a quiet walk or laughing over something only we would understand. The ride is breathtakingly beautiful, my love. I pray it lasts far into our twilight years. Until then, I’ll enjoy not always knowing where I end and you begin. I love you always and forever.

To Kelsey, my precious daughter …

You are eighteen now, a young woman, and my heart soars with joy when I see all that you are, all you’ve become. We prayed that through the teenage years you would stay true to who you are, to that promise of purity you made when you were thirteen, once upon a yesterday on a bench overlooking a sunlit river. But I never dreamed you’d so fully hold true to that promise. You look forward to that far-off day, when you can share with your future husband the gift you’ve saved for him alone. But in the meantime, you trust God that laughter and friendship and dancing and singing and spending time with your family is enough. More than enough. Honey, you grow more beautiful every day—inside and out. And always I treasure the way you talk to me, telling me your hopes and dreams and everything in between. I can almost sense the plans God has for you, the very good plans. I pray you keep holding onto His hand as He walks you toward them. I love you, sweetheart.

To Tyler, my lasting song …

So many wonderful things are happening in your life right now, things we once only dreamed about. You’re the Cat in the Hat in Seussical, but not once have I seen you act arrogant about the fact. Worried, yes. Something that makes me smile, because I know … I know you’ll be the absolute best ever at that part when the show opens later this month. I’m proud of you, Ty, at the young man you’re becoming. I’m proud of your talent and your compassion for people, and your place in our family.

But two things will stand out when I look back on this time. The way my heart melts when you sing “Proud of Your Boy,” and the earnest look in your eyes when you told me last week that maybe … just maybe, you’d want to be a teacher like your dad. A drama teacher, of course. Giving kids the skills to be successful on stage. You’re fourteen and six-foot-two, Ty, no longer my little boy. But even as I see the future in your eyes, I’ll treasure my memories of all the stages of your life. However your dreams unfold, I’ll be in the front row to watch it happen. Hold onto Jesus, Ty. I love you.

To Sean, my happy sunshine …

Today you came home from school, eyes sparkling, and you told me you’d tied the school record for the high jump at track practice. The fact that your mark didn’t count because it wasn’t in a meet didn’t dim your enthusiasm even a little. I was struck, as you recounted your jump, how much the story symbolized everything about you, Sean. You’re so happy, so optimistic. You have a way of bringing smiles into our family, even in the most mundane moments. I pray that God will use your positive spirit to always make a difference in the lives around you. You’re a precious gift, son. Keep smiling, and keep seeking God’s best for your life. Make sure the bar’s set high—not only at track practice. I love you, honey.

To Josh, my tender-hearted perfectionist …

Watching you work on your social studies project today, I saw again what always amazes me about you. Your work is so careful, so detailed, it would almost seem you’d traced pictures straight from the textbook. I couldn’t turn in the work you do if I took all week. And yet—even with track and soccer and homeschool tests—you still take the time to seek perfection. Along with that, there are bound to be struggles. Times when you need to understand again that the gifts and talents you bear are God’s, not yours. And times when you must learn that perfection isn’t possible for us, only for God. Even so, my heart almost bursts with pride over the young man you’re becoming. You have an unlimited future ahead of you, Josh. I’ll be cheering on the sidelines always. Keep God first in your life, and who knows … one day maybe you and Alex Smith will be teammates. I love you always.

To EJ, my chosen one …

We had a family meeting the other night, one of those talk sessions you kids sometimes tease us about. The subject was a reminder that sitting around the dinner table each night are the very best friends you’ll ever have. Your sister and brothers. And also that everyone needs to pitch in more. We talked about giving a hundred percent, because some day far too soon, when all you kids are grown and in families of your own, you’ll need to give a hundred percent always. That’s what love looks like. In the days that followed our family talk, Dad and I were thrilled to see you truly stepped up your efforts at helping out. We’d see you standing at the sink, washing dishes and singing a happy song, and you’d grin at us. “A hundred percent!” you’d say. EJ, I pray that you hold onto that very small lesson always. You’re a wonderful boy, son, a child with such potential. Every day, every season, just give a hundred percent, okay? Because God has great plans for you, and we want to be the first to congratulate you as you work to discover those. Thanks for giving your heart, EJ. I love you so.

To Austin, my miracle boy …

I was editing this book when you came into my writing room yesterday and smiled at me. “You’re the most beautiful mom in the whole world,” you said. “I really mean it.” Then you plopped down on the sofa beside me and put your arm around my shoulders. “I think I’ll cuddle with you here all day.” I smiled, “Okay … you can watch me edit.” And then—here’s how I know you’re getting older—you jumped up and giggled. “No, Mom. Just kidding. I have schoolwork to do.” You kissed me and patted my cheek, and then you were off.

But in the storage room of my heart, I had a memory I’ll hold onto forever, sweet son. That, and the one from this afternoon. You’re taking voice lessons, and this week your song is from Casting Crowns—“Who Am I.” When the teacher was gone, you came upstairs with Dad, and from the other side of my writing room door, I heard Dad start to play his guitar. I stopped editing for a moment and stared out at the forest beyond my window, holding tight to the precious sound. You’re my youngest, my last, Austin. I’m holding onto every moment, for sure. Thanks for giving me so many wonderful reasons to treasure today. I thank God for you, Austin, for the miracle of your life. I love you, Aus.

And to God Almighty, the Author of Life, who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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PROLOGUE

September 2005

The ache in Amy Briggs’s chest hurt worse than before, and every breath came with a frightening wheeze. A wheeze no cough could loose. Not that she had the strength. She’d taken ibuprofen an hour ago, but still her fever raged. It made the air in their boxy apartment feel hot and stuffy, and it blurred her vision. She tried to sit up, but her body was too tired.

Cough syrup, that’s what she needed. Cough syrup to break up whatever was suffocating her. She stared at the rickety table next to the worn-out sofa. The bottle of Robitussin lay on its side, empty, next to a stack of bunched up tissues and a half-empty box of Kleenex.

“Cory … “ Her voice barely lifted above the sound of the TV. “Can you get me … some water?”

Her little boy was six, mesmerized by a special on the San Francisco 49ers. He jumped up. “Yes, Mommy.” He stopped near her face, and his eyebrows lowered. “Are you better?”

She struggled for her next breath, but even so, she forced a smile. “A little.” The lie was all she could manage. Cory couldn’t help her. If things grew worse, she could call Megan, her friend and coworker at the diner. Megan could take her to the hospital if her cough got bad enough.

Her eyes closed and the sounds of the announcer dimmed in the background. Days like this, the battle was almost more than she could bear. Being a single mother to Cory, wondering where next week’s food was coming from. Especially now that she was sick. Three missed shifts this week and she wasn’t any better. A week without pay would mean she’d be bargaining with the superintendent at the end of the month.

“Mommy …”

Amy opened her eyes, but it was a struggle. She nodded to the table. “Set it there, okay?”

He held the table so it wouldn’t wobble, and waited until the glass was steady. “Need anything else?”

“Yeah.” She took his hand in hers and met his eyes. “I need you … just you, Cory.” She tried to fill her lungs, but failed. A series of coughs came from deep inside her, and she turned away.

“Your skin’s really hot.” He touched his fingers to her forehead. “Maybe you should go to the doctor.”

Maybe, she thought. But she was too tired to move. “After my nap, baby … all right?”

He wrinkled his blond brow. “You sure?”

“Yes.” She coughed into the pillow. “You watch your team.”

For a heartbeat, Cory seemed torn. He looked at the TV and then back at her. “Feel better.”

“I will, baby.” She inhaled, but it sounded like she was underwater. “I love you.”

“Love you too.” He still looked worried, but he turned and moved a few feet closer to the TV, then he dropped down cross-legged and stared at the screen.

At his 49ers.

Since Cory was born she’d made the team her single obsession, even moving to San Francisco so that her son might have the chance he deserved, the one she prayed for every day.

The chance to know his father.

Of course, there were other reasons for leaving Los Angeles, reasons that had nothing to do with Cory or football. Those suffocating, terrifying minutes in the dark bushes that lined the campus parking lot that night had changed everything. Even if she hadn’t told anyone then, or now.

A thousand bricks lay stacked across her chest. She had to sit up, had to find a way out from under the pressure. With her elbows, she used all her energy and slid up onto the arm of the sofa. A burst of oxygen filled her airways, and suddenly there was sweet relief.

She felt herself relax and again the sounds around her grew dim. She was falling, drifting into sleep. In the background, the announcer was saying something about Aaron Hill and how this was going to be his best year yet. Aaron Hill … the one everyone’s watching, the voice said. Or maybe it wasn’t the announcer talking at all, but her heart.

Aaron Hill …

Her heart slipped into a rapid, pounding rhythm and she tried to push herself up again on the sofa arm. This time, there was no relief. She felt hotter than before, her lungs heavy with fluid. She wanted to cough, needed to find a clear breath. But there was none.

“Mommy …” Cory’s voice held an increasing sense of alarm. He stood over her and ran his little boy fingers along her forehead. “You look sicker.”

“I’m … I’m okay.” She had to be. Cory didn’t have anyone in all the world but her. “I’ll tell you … if I feel worse.”

He frowned, nervous and frightened. Slowly he turned back to the TV, to the special still on. The 49ers. Ready for another season. Amy tried to focus, tried to listen to the announcer, but panic pulsated through her veins. Why couldn’t she breathe? What was happening to her?

Strange voices filled her head. Voices from the TV. Or from Cory. She wasn’t sure.

“ … Aaron Hill … the quarterback to beat.”

“ … maybe the best year ever … a team desperate for a championship and …”

Amy rolled onto her side. She sucked in a breath, but she couldn’t tell if any air entered her lungs. She needed to call Megan. Her friend would find her a ride to the hospital. Amy clenched her teeth and dragged back the smallest bit of air. Relax, she told herself. Everything’s going to be okay.

A siren sounded in the distance, loud and louder, and after a minute Amy realized the sound wasn’t coming from out on the streets. It was coming from her throat, her chest.

“Mommy, I’m calling Megan.” Her boy was standing near her again, his breath soft on her face.

She tried to open her eyes, but the effort was more than she could make. Instead, she moved her lips and forced just enough air through her lips so he could hear her. “Please … call her.”

Spots appeared before her eyes and danced in tight circles. The sounds around her blurred more, and time froze. Aaron, you should be here … She wanted to breathe, but the sound scared her. If it weren’t for Cory, she would’ve moved on, as far from San Francisco as possible. But Aaron and Cory belonged together.

And this was the year.

Right, God …? Please, God …

I am with you, daughter … and I am with your child, now and always.

Peace filled Amy’s heart. Good, Lord. Thank you. One benefit of leaving her parents’ house six years ago was this—she’d found a friendship with God. Not the critical, narrow-minded God of her mother’s world. But a God who had sent His Son to open the gates of heaven for her, a God whose Word was alive with hope and promise and direction for her future.

Cory’s future.

“Wake up, Mommy.” His little hand was on her head again. “Don’t go to sleep.”

I won’t, baby … Mommy’s okay. Jesus is here with us.

She said the words, but she wasn’t sure they made it past her lips. The sounds around her faded a little more, and even the whistling coming from her lungs didn’t seem as loud.

Amy wasn’t sure if she slept or fell into a dream, but suddenly around her there was a burst of motion. Someone picked her up and she was on a long bed, moving fast, faster down a hallway. And she was in a car and there were sirens again but this time they weren’t coming only from her throat but from everywhere, all around her, and she was moving on the bed again and a little boy was crying.

Cory! Cory was crying, and she had a sudden burst of energy. Her eyes opened and there he was, right beside her.

“Mommy, don’t go to sleep … please.” His eyes were red and damp and scared.

She brought his fingers to her lips and kissed them. “I’m okay, baby. Keep praying.”

“I am.” His breaths were fast and uneven, his features overtaken with fear. “Don’t leave me! I need you!”

“You’re okay.” She pressed his fingers against her cheek. She wanted to do as he asked, but she was so tired. Her eyes blinked twice, three times. Then they closed. “I … love you.” Her words were the softest whisper, and the darkness settled in around her again, a darkness thicker and more complete than any she’d ever known.

Something was pulling at her. Something or someone, and suddenly she couldn’t fight it a moment longer. She let go, let herself be drawn in, and the feeling was wonderful. But as she did, as she moved toward whatever was calling her, she was seized with alarm.

Cory!

She had more to tell him, more to say. Her son needed her. Who would care for him if she wasn’t there? The pull was stronger than before, and instead of the darkness, she was surrounded by a warm glow, a living light that was unlike any she’d ever known. With everything in her, she understood that her future was here, in the light.

But, God … what about Cory?

At that instant, sound and sight returned to her world and she could see Megan, her arm around Cory, comforting him, and a knowing filled her. Megan would take care of Cory. And one day, she would hold her son again and he would understand that God kept His promises. This was the waiting room, all of earth. The real adventure was on the other side. The adventure she was going to take. Cory would be okay, just like she’d told him.

There was something else Amy was sure about, more sure than ever before. Almost as if God Himself were making the future suddenly clear. Her son would always have Megan, but very soon he would have someone else too.

Cory would have his father.


ONE

Two Years Later

Sometimes Cory Briggs took the long way home, pedaling as fast as he could so Megan wouldn’t worry about him. Because Megan said eight-year-old boys should come straight home from soccer practice, especially on late afternoons. San Francisco was the sort of city where it was best if you were in by dark.

But that early August day, Cory did it again. He slipped his backpack onto his shoulders, left the soccer field at McKinley Elementary, and rode his bike up the hill and a few blocks out of the way, to Duboce Park. He would make up time on the downhill, so he stopped just outside the fenced-in play area and stared.

Shadows made it hard to see the bench, the one where he and his mom used to sit. But Cory shaded his eyes with his hand and squinted, and suddenly there it was. The same bench, same brown wooden slats, same way it looked back when he was a first grader, back when they came here every afternoon. He didn’t blink, didn’t break the lock he had on the bench, and after a minute he could hear her again, her happy voice telling him everything would be okay.

“God has good plans for us, Cory.” She would kiss his cheek and smile at him. But her eyes weren’t always happy, even when she smiled. “We’ll find our way out together.”

He remembered her still. He blinked now because he didn’t want to cry. A bit of wind blew against his back, and Cory squinted against the tears. The day was hot, but already the bay breeze was cooling it off, which meant it was time to go. He climbed back up onto his seat and looked at the bench one more time. His mom was buried in Oakland somewhere. Megan took him once in a while, but Oakland was far away. When he needed to see her one more time, when he wanted to hear her voice, he came here.

Duboce Park.

“Take good care of her, God,” he whispered. Then without another look back, he set off along the sidewalk pedaling hard as he could, turning down Delores to Seventeenth, and the third story apartment where he and Megan lived.

Cory knew the streets between his school and his apartment. He even knew the way to Monster Park, where the 49ers played. But Megan would never let him ride his bike all the way to the stadium. That was okay. It was enough just knowing it was close. Because once a year he and the kids from his neighborhood entered a drawing for tickets to a game, and this year … this year he was going to win.

He focused on the ride. He knew which alleys to stay away from, and which areas had gang members standing around. He took the streets with the least traffic lights, because that was smarter. He had to stop for only three before he reached their building, jumped off his bike, and walked it through the doorway.

Bikes were allowed in the elevator if they fit, and his did. At the third floor he stepped off and already he could hear it. The sound of happiness. Laughing and loud voices coming from the Florentinos’ apartment. He walked past two doors and stopped. The smell of spaghetti and garlic bread slipped beneath the door and filled the hallway. Sometimes, when Megan had to work late, he would knock on the Florentinos’ door and they’d invite him in for dinner.

They had seven kids, but Mrs. Florentino said she always had an extra plate.

Cory raised his hand to knock, because Megan might not be home yet. Then he remembered. She’d made a Crock-Pot dinner this morning because she got paid first of the month. He walked his bike to the end of the hall to No. 312. The newspaper was there, opened, and a little scattered. The Florentinos got the paper every day, and after they read it, they set it outside his and Megan’s door. Megan might deliver the paper, but that didn’t mean she could take a copy free. That’s what she said.

So instead, Mrs. Florentino brought over hers, and that way Cory could read about the 49ers. Especially now, in the preseason.

He used his key and walked into their apartment. Then he set down his backpack and the paper, walked across the room, and opened the front window. Nothing but alleys and winos below, but Cory loved having it open. A little bit of summer came in with the breeze.

Oreo, the cat, rubbed against his ankle.

“Hi, boy.” Cory bent down and rubbed his fur. He was black and white with a lot of gray around the whiskers. Some days he was Cory’s best friend. Cory straightened and looked around. The apartment was small, but it was clean. Megan liked clean. And almost every day she left a snack for him. Cory went to the table, and there on a napkin, were two chocolate chip cookies and an empty glass.

“So you’ll remember to drink your milk,” Megan always told him.

At the other end of the table was the Scrabble box. Each day was a different game. Sometimes Yahtzee or a deck of cards or Memory. But Scrabble was their favorite. They’d eat dinner first and then they’d play a game before homework. Megan was nice that way. Plus, the TV only got four channels clear. So board games were good.

Cory poured himself a glass of milk and sat at the table. The cookies weren’t warm, of course, but they tasted like smooth vanilla and Hershey bars. Because that’s how Megan made them. Which was nice because Megan didn’t have much time. Early mornings, before he was awake, she delivered the Chronicle, and after that, she worked all day at Bob’s Diner downtown. Two jobs because she said that’s what it took to keep food on the table.

There was the sound of a key in the door and then it opened.

“Cory!” Megan stepped inside. She had a grocery bag in her hands and her cheeks were red, the way they got when she walked fast. She held up the bag. “Fudge brownie ice cream.”

“The best!” Cory stood and ran to her and hugged her tight. When he’d first come to live with Megan, he didn’t like to hug her because she wasn’t his mom. But she was his mom’s friend. And after two years, hugging her was almost as good as it used to feel to hug his mom. Plus, Megan liked the 49ers. So that made her and the apartment feel like home. Especially during football season.

Cory took the grocery bag. “Thanks.” He grinned at her. “The Crock-Pot smells good.”

“Not as good as Mrs. Florentino’s dinner, but …” She grinned. “It’s the best we can do.”

“Yep.”

He helped put the ice cream in the freezer, and he held the door shut extra long because it didn’t stay closed that good.

“Salad?” He opened the fridge and looked at her.

“Of course.” She lifted the lid on the Crock-Pot. “Always salad.”

He took out the head of lettuce and a worn-out knife from the drawer. If he had money of his own, he’d buy Megan some new knives. Forks too. And maybe a warmer sweater for the days she had to walk fast after dark.

They worked together, and Cory smiled to himself. It felt nice having Megan there. When they were sitting at the table eating the Crock-Pot dinner, Cory watched her a couple times when she wasn’t looking. She was pretty, and she loved him like he was her own. That’s what she said. And maybe she could keep him for good if the court hearings went okay. So far Megan said it was nothing but red tape and the runaround.

Whatever that meant.

Megan put her fork down. “I talked to the social worker again.” A half smile lifted her lips. “I told her I want to adopt you, Cory.”

He finished chewing a bite of potato. “What’d she say?”

“She said”—Megan raised one eyebrow and looked straight at him— “you told her the same thing. About having a dad.”

Cory shrugged. “Yeah.” He studied the pieces of meat still on his plate. Then he looked into her eyes. “Everyone has a dad.”

She gave him a look that said no-funny-business-mister. “You know what I mean.” A sad breath came from her. “If you tell her your dad’s in the picture, we’ll need his signature. I can’t adopt you until he says so.”

“Right.” Cory checked his dinner again. He poked his fork around and pushed the carrots to one side. “If we get his signature … I can meet him.”

Megan waited for a second. Then she breathed long and loud and looked at her plate. “Let’s talk about something else.”

They talked about soccer practice and the other guys on the team and about her work at the restaurant, because she had a rich guy come in today, a big baldy, who left her a twenty-dollar tip.

“That’s why the ice cream!” Cory raised his fork in the air.

“Exactly.”

After dinner, they played Scrabble, but Cory couldn’t think about big words. Some turns he couldn’t think about any words at all. He wanted to read the newspaper, the sports section. Because the 49ers were getting ready for the season and he didn’t want to miss a single story.

Megan won with the word zebras, and Cory hugged her. “Good job.” He took a few steps back. “I’m gonna read the paper.”

“How about the dishes first?” Megan had dark hair, and she tossed it over her shoulder when she stood up. It was easy to think of her as older, sort of his mom’s age. Maybe twenty-nine or thirty. But she was twenty-five. Megan said that wasn’t exactly young and that she had an old soul.

The two of them washed dishes, him scrubbing the plates and Megan rinsing. When they were finally done, he grabbed the paper and ran it to the couch. He was halfway through the sports section when he saw it. The headline read, “Derrick Anderson Hosts Pizza Party at Youth Center.”

Cory raced through the short story. It talked about how Derrick Anderson loved foster kids, and that he was having a pizza party on Friday night at the youth center. All foster kids and their parents were invited.

“No way!” Cory shouted. “Megan, look at this!”

She was washing off the counter and made a little laugh. “Must be big. Read it to me.”

“It is big!” He read her the story, every line, and then he let the paper fall to the floor and he ran to her. “Please, Megan. I could meet Derrick Anderson! He’s the backup quarterback for the 49ers, the famous one who used to play for the Bears. Remember him?”

“The whole world knows Derrick Anderson.” She did a sad sort of smile. “Well, they used to know him. Back in his prime.”

“What?” Cory jumped around. “He’s still in his prime, Megan! He’s thirty-nine, and he’s still one of the best quarterbacks in the league.” He jumped some more. “I can’t believe we can meet him.” He stopped, his eyes wide. “We can, right? Can we? Please, Megan?”

Her eyes twinkled. “Are you kidding?” She messed her fingers through his hair. “That’s the best Friday night offer I’ve had for a year, at least.”

“Did you know about this, the pizza night?” Cory blinked at her. Megan volunteered at the youth center three times a week. She should’ve heard about this long before the newspaper.

Her eyes danced. “I had an idea. But I wanted to be sure before I told you. The 49ers’ front office set it up. I guess the team wants to do whatever it can for the city. With all the talk about building a new stadium thirty miles south in Santa Clara.”

“Yeah.” Cory didn’t like thinking about a new stadium. The 49ers had played at the same place since 1971. They were the best pro sports franchise in the state. Anyone knew that. Plus, Megan said if the mayor convinced the 49ers to stay in the city, they were going to build a bunch of new houses and stuff. Cory and Megan would have to move for sure. He blinked and tried to forget about the whole stadium thing. “Besides, Derrick’s doing the pizza party for a different reason.”

“Oh, really?” Megan gave him a half smile.

“Yeah, because he likes foster kids. And that’s all.”

Megan tilted her head, and her eyes said she was done teasing. “I think you’re right.”

“So”—he felt his heart dance around inside him—“We’re going?”

A laugh came from Megan. “Definitely.”

He grinned and held out his hand, official-like. “Okay, then. It’s a date.”

“Date.” She shook his fingers, and then she laughed and went back to wiping the counter.

Cory picked up the paper again and stacked it on the sofa. Friday was only four days away. Which meant it wasn’t too soon to do what he’d done a hundred times before. He ran to his room, pulled a box out from beneath the bunk bed, and grabbed a piece of paper and a pencil. He took out a dictionary to use for his table, and he started to write.

Every other time he’d done this, he never actually gave the letter away. Because when his mom was alive, she told him he couldn’t just send it off without knowing where it would go, or if it would even be opened. So usually, he wrote the letter and threw it away. Or tucked it into his box, or his backpack. In case he ever ran into the guy at the park or something.

But this … this was the most exciting thing to ever happen, because Derrick Anderson could deliver his letter, Cory was sure. And maybe these were the good plans from God his mother had always told him about.

Cory thought for a long time. He would write the best letter yet, stick it in the nicest envelope, and write across the front. So Derrick would know who to give it to. And Derrick would do it, because he loved foster kids. The Chronicle said so. And the letter was for one of Derrick’s teammates, one of the most famous football players in the country. A man Cory prayed every night he might someday meet.

The man was quarterback Aaron Hill, but Cory didn’t want to meet him because he was the city’s favorite football player. He wanted to meet him for a different reason.

Because Aaron Hill was his dad.


TWO

Megan couldn’t go five minutes without Cory asking her about the time or how long it was until they left or some other question about the pizza party. Now it was five-thirty, almost time to leave, and Megan was in the bathroom running a brush through her hair. In the other room, Cory was talking to himself, going on about how this was the big day, the time of his life, the chance he’d been waiting for.

A smile tugged at Megan’s lips. Cory’s excitement was refreshing, and it gave both of them a reason to look forward to the night. But Megan worried about the boy too, about the letter he’d written for Aaron Hill.

Megan stared at the mirror. “You hear that boy out there, right, God?” She kept her conversation quiet, the way she always did when she talked to God. Cory’s mother may have been a churchgoer, but Megan wasn’t—she didn’t trust organized religion. But from the time she’d been out on her own, God had been her closest friend. She held her breath. Please, God … don’t disappoint him.

“Almost ready?” Cory popped into the doorway. His eyes were wide, his smile so big, his freckles stretched ear to ear.

“Almost.” She set the brush down and studied her look. She didn’t wear much makeup, and tonight was no exception. She dabbed on fresh lipstick and tossed her hair. Then she turned to Cory. “Okay … let’s go.”

“Yay!” He wore his best 49ers T-shirt, a 49ers baseball cap, and blue jeans. He grinned at her. “Do I look like their number-one fan?”

She tugged at the bill of his hat. “Definitely.” Something bulky stuck out from his back pocket and she raised her eyebrow at it. “The letter?”

“Yes.” His voice was practically trembling with anticipation. “Derrick’ll get it to him, I know it.”

Megan didn’t want to dim the boy’s enthusiasm, but she had to keep him grounded in case he never had a moment alone with the veteran quarterback. “You know, Cory, he might be too busy. It’ll be packed tonight.”

He grinned, unfazed. “I only need a few minutes.”

“Hmmm.” Megan walked past him into the kitchen and found her bag on the counter. The center had called on every volunteer to help with tonight’s event. “You might only get a few seconds.”

Cory thought about that for a heartbeat. “Perfect! That’s just enough time to give him the letter and ask him to get it to Aaron.”

Megan opened her mouth to say something about Cory having too vivid an imagination and setting himself up for heartbreak, but she changed her mind. There were a dozen ways Cory could get hurt or disappointed by the end of the night. The whole idea of a letter for Aaron Hill telling the star player that he was Cory’s dad was crazy in the first place. If Aaron Hill was Cory’s father, Amy would’ve said something about it. Megan and Amy talked about everything. The two were together all the time. And though they were both 49ers fans, the subject of Aaron in connection with Cory never once came up.

The notion was nothing but a little boy’s fantasy. Megan could understand that much. There was no father in his life, so Cory had dreamed up a Hollywood movie scenario, the idea that his favorite quarterback was also his dad. But every time Megan tried to correct him, Cory was adamant. Lately she’d stopped trying to convince him. Life would take care of that all too soon.

This was the biggest thing to happen to Cory all year, maybe ever. “Okay.” She smiled at him. “Let’s go.”

They took the stairs, since the elevator was being repaired. Once they were on the street, Cory ran a little ahead, turned around, and waited for her to catch up. “You think he’ll be bigger in person?”

“Derrick Anderson?”

“Yeah. He’s six-two, but I mean”—he patted one of his shoulders— “bigger because of his muscles.”

She stifled a laugh. “I’m sure he’ll be big.”

Cory walked backward, so he could see her. “Yesterday’s paper said Derrick wants more foster kids at the games.”

“I saw that. I’m glad he’s thinking about it.” The sidewalk was busy, full of people getting off work and loosely assembled groups sharing cigarettes and swapping stories outside the row of shops that made up their street. Megan took gentle hold of the boy’s shoulder and turned him forward. “You’re going to back into someone.”

The party was at the Mission Youth Center on Market Street, an eight-block walk uphill from their apartment. They had twenty minutes, and Megan wanted to be there a little early—so they could get a seat close to where Derrick would be set up. Cory wasn’t the only one who wanted a few minutes with Derrick Anderson.

Megan had her own reasons for wanting to meet the man. Ever since he arrived in San Francisco, he’d been passionate about foster kids. In that way, they had much in common. Foster kids were everything to her, and reform in the system was something she dreamed about.

But she was lacking everything it took to make a difference—time, money, and influence. Everything Derrick Anderson had in reserve.

Megan took long strides and thought about her life, the difference she wanted to make for kids like Cory. It was something she dreamed about in the predawn hours when she walked her fifteen-block route delivering the Chronicle, something that played over in her mind between serving plates of scrambled eggs and club sandwiches at Bob’s Diner.

Most of all, she thought about her vision for foster care during the three days a week she volunteered at the center. The state had no money for the program, so the center was kept open largely by volunteers and donations from private citizens. Megan was an after-school coordinator, and in her spare time—at night after Cory was in bed—she worked on a grant proposal, one the director hoped to present to the state legislature.

Cory skipped ahead and then stopped himself and waited for her. “Two more streets!”

Megan pushed herself, the way she always did when she walked the steeper hills. No money for a gym, and no time for an exercise hour, but Megan did more walking in a day than most people did all month. She pressed on, picturing the kids who would be at the party today. Most of the foster kids who hung out at the center were fourteen, fifteen, even sixteen. A few were nearly eighteen.

Which meant that in a few months, on their birthdays, government services for those kids would suddenly stop. A shiver ran down Megan’s arms. The kids could feel the deadline coming, and most of them were talking about it. Turn eighteen, and then what? Megan felt the familiar pain in her heart. She’d been there once herself, not that long ago. The answer for many of them lay in the statistics. Half ended up unemployed, a third became homeless, and one in four wound up in jail or prison.

“We’re here!” Cory practically shook, he was so anxious to get inside.

The door was propped open and a chorus of voices spilled out onto the street. Megan stayed behind Cory as they walked inside. Already the place was packed. Many of the faces were familiar, kids who spent more time at the youth center than at their foster homes and group homes. Derrick Anderson had brought out every foster child in the city.

Megan peered at Cory. “Kinda crowded.”

“Not too much.” He stood on his tiptoes and stared past the milling people into the double gymnasium. “Do you see him, huh? Is he in there?”

“Let’s get closer.” Megan took hold of his hand and moved through the crowd. They should’ve come an hour ago. She reached the doorway and scanned the front of the room. It was still quarter to six, so Derrick might not be here yet.

“There he is!” Cory released her hand and ran toward the front of the room.

She saw the quarterback at the same time. He was near the front corner, and already a line of kids stood waiting for a chance to meet him. Cory was right; he was bigger in person. His dark brown skin stood in contrast to his white polo shirt, and even from this far away, the guy’s warmth shone from his eyes. Megan worked her way closer, between the cafeteria tables that had been set up across the gym floor. She found an open spot at a table three rows from the front.

The atmosphere was frenzied, foster kids packing the place as if this single event was every birthday and Christmas rolled into one. She placed her elbows on the table and leaned into them. The line of mostly boys formed a thick crowd around the veteran player, and a string of volunteers worked to straighten them into a single line. Across the room, another batch of workers came through the side doors, each carrying a stack of pizzas. Pauline’s Pizza had given them half off, and Derrick Anderson picked up the rest of the tab.

A few tables over, a little girl sat with an older woman. Both of them looked lost, overwhelmed by the chaos. The girl had dark hair and blue eyes, and a wistfulness about her that made her seem far older than her young age. Something haunting and familiar shone in the girl’s eyes, and it took a few minutes to realize what it was. The girl looked like Megan, the way Megan had looked at that age.

The sounds around her faded as Megan was drawn back in time, back to the days when she came to this same youth center, attended the same community pizza parties.

“Your mother isn’t stable,” Megan’s social worker had told her just before they took her from her downtown apartment and placed her in the first foster home.

Megan didn’t need anyone to tell her that. She’d taken care of her mother from the time she was five years old, back when she first realized how troubled the woman was. Her mom was a crack addict and a binge drinker. She loved Megan with all her heart and always promised she’d find treatment. Once in a while she did, but only for a season. Megan spent her life in and out of foster homes.

At least until she turned eighteen. That year, she was released from foster care and returned to her mother. Megan had the highest grade point average in her graduating class, and for a year she managed to care for her mother and carry a full load of university classes. But her mother’s health deteriorated the summer before her sophomore year, and Megan had no choice but to drop out.

By the time her mom died at the end of the next year, Megan had the paper route and the job at the diner, and college was little more than a distant dream.

Megan blinked and searched the line of kids until she found Cory, not far from the front. Amy would’ve loved this, a chance for Cory to meet a player from his favorite team. Megan squinted against the glare of the past. Hard to believe two years had passed since her death.

Cory looked over his shoulder and gave her a nervous grin. Her heart responded, the way it always did around the boy. What would’ve happened to him if she hadn’t taken him in? His grandparents in Southern California were both dead, and he had no father in the picture. An image of Aaron Hill filled her head. No realistic father, anyway.

During her long talks with God, Megan concluded she’d been placed square in Amy’s life for the sole purpose of taking care of Cory. Who else in Amy’s world would’ve understood foster care the way she did? That was one of the reasons she wanted to adopt Cory—as soon as possible.

She blew at a wisp of her bangs. Maybe Cory’s letter really would make it all the way to Aaron Hill, and maybe he’d get a message back to the boy that, well, he simply wasn’t the boy’s father. Cory believed it with all of his heart, so the truth was bound to hurt. But at least then he’d stop telling the social worker that he knew who his dad was, and in time, the adoption would go through and they’d both be happier.

Megan took a long breath. The smell of warm cheese and pepperoni was making her hungry. But she couldn’t eat, couldn’t move or blink or do anything but watch the line of kids and the big, strapping quarterback at the front. This was the first step toward the moment of truth.

Cory was next in line.



Finally Cory could hear Derrick Anderson’s voice.

Because he was only four more kids away from his turn.

Cory put his hand over his heart like when they said the Pledge of Allegiance before a game. It was pounding hard, right close to his shirt. He swallowed and stared at his old tennis shoes. Derrick would give Aaron the letter, right? He would do that sort of thing because he was a nice guy. Otherwise he wouldn’t be here having pizza with a bunch of foster kids.

They moved up another spot and he could hear Derrick laughing, the same sort of laugh he sometimes had when he was on TV and the news people talked to him. “Well, I don’t know about that,” he told the kid at the front of the line. “I’m there for Aaron, certainly. But I can’t say I want his job.”

Derrick Anderson didn’t need anyone’s job. He could retire now and be in the Hall of Fame in no time. That’s what Megan said, and it was true. Derrick already had two Super Bowl rings, and that was more than Aaron Hill. Derrick was steady and dependable, year after year. The newspapers always wrote that about him. Aaron was flashy with a lot of big touchdown passes. Plus, he had good looks and a lot of endorsement deals. That’s what they said about Aaron Hill.

Cory felt the letter in his back pocket, and his heart beat even faster. Maybe since he was closer now, he should take it out and have it ready. So he wouldn’t waste any time once he got to the front. He reached back, but then he changed his mind. Better to keep it in his pocket where it was safe.

The letter wasn’t super long, but it had all the stuff Cory wanted to say, like how his mom always told Cory that Aaron was his dad, and how they moved to San Francisco so they could be close to him and so that Cory could meet him one day, and how this might be the year because he never was able to get a letter to Aaron until now. The letter had Cory’s phone number, plus some other good stuff at the end, but Cory couldn’t think of the exact words right now.

He swallowed again. The nervous feeling in his stomach was worse than before any soccer game. Plus, the line wasn’t moving very fast, and he was shorter than most of the guys in front, so he had to keep leaning sideways and trying to see exactly what was happening to make it take so long. Maybe some of the kids were filling out their raffle ticket for the prize basket. All the guys were talking about it. Five ticket packages with two seats each were being given out tonight. The best gift ever. Cory had already filled his out, and he wrinkled the slip of paper up a little in his hands so maybe Derrick would feel his more than the others, and Cory’s name would get picked.

The line shuffled a few feet closer. Two more kids, that was all. Cory gave a little wave to Megan, because she was watching him. She didn’t like it that he was giving Derrick a letter. She didn’t say so, but Cory could tell. He smiled at her and looked back at his shoes. Then he tried a trick to make the time go faster. He thought about his last soccer practice, and the drills, and he pretended in his mind that he was going around the cones and dribbling the ball and passing it to the other guys on the team.

And then, just like that, it was his turn.

Derrick smiled at him. “Hey, partner, how’s it going?”

His throat was dry, but he licked his lips and stepped forward. “Good.” He stuck out his hand, proper like the way his soccer coach did when he met one of the other coaches before a game. “I’m Cory Briggs.”

“Hi, Cory.” Derrick shook his hand. Up close, his face looked a little bit like Michael Jordan’s. He had a friendly smile and nice eyes and a smooth voice. “I like a young man who can look me in the eyes and give a proper handshake.”

The rumbling in his stomach settled down. “Megan says you’re the best quarterback who’s ever played the game.” Cory waited a few extra seconds before letting go of Derrick’s hand.

“Megan?” He looked behind Cory, and his eyebrows bunched together, confused.

Cory giggled, because Derrick seemed like a guy who laughed easy. He pointed at Megan sitting three tables away. “Over there. She’s my foster mom.”

“Oh.” Derrick waved at Megan, and then he took a photograph from a stack and signed it to Cory. “Here you go.”

All of a sudden, Cory felt panic because maybe Derrick was going to tell him goodbye, and that it was the next kid’s turn. But he put his hands on his knees and looked right into Cory’s eyes. “You play football, Cory?”

“I want to.” Cory felt his shoulders sink a little. “I play soccer. Megan says football has to wait.” He didn’t stay discouraged for long. “I’m gonna be a running back in high school.”

“Running back’s a tough position.” Derrick sized him up. “I think you’ll be a good one.”

His words made Cory feel twelve or thirteen, instead of eight. He stood super tall, and then in a flash, he remembered the letter. “Oh.” He twisted around and pulled the envelope from his back pocket. For a second he stared at it. The name Aaron Hill was across the front. God, please … let Aaron get this. He felt a little shy all of a sudden, and embarrassed because maybe he should’ve brought a letter for Derrick too. He bit the inside of his cheek and gave Derrick a worried look. “Can I ask a favor?”

Derrick put his hand on Cory’s shoulder. “Sure, partner.” His smile looked real, like it came from inside his heart. “What’s the favor?”

“This.” He held the letter out to Derrick. “It’s a letter for Aaron Hill.”

Derrick took the envelope and looked at the front. “Aaron Hill … yep, it says so right there.” He gave Cory a look, the sort of look a dad might give a son. Because Cory had seen it when the dads talked to the other guys on his soccer team. That kind of look. “Is Aaron your favorite player?”

Cory wanted to say no, Aaron wasn’t his favorite player. He was his dad. But Megan said that was the sort of detail that Aaron had to find out before any of his teammates did. So Cory shrugged one shoulder. “Kind of.” He rushed on. “Course, you’re one of my favorites too.” He gave a nervous laugh. “I liked you before I liked Aaron, and that’s the truth. ‘Cause I’ve been watching football since I could walk.”

Derrick did one of those grown-up kinds of laughs. Then he held out his hand again, and Cory shook it. “Tell you what. I’ll make sure Aaron gets it.” He leaned in a few inches closer. “Promise.”

Everything inside Cory lit up all at once. “Really?”

“Really.” Derrick tapped the envelope on his knee, and then slid it into his own back pocket. “I’ll give it to him tomorrow at practice.”

“Okay.” Cory licked his lips again. “Thanks, Derrick. I mean it a lot. You’re the best.”

Derrick nodded toward Megan. “I think she’s saving you a seat.”

“Yeah.” Cory looked at her and waved again. “She’s good about that.”

“Get yourself some pizza and maybe you’ll win the tickets. We’ll pick the winners in about half an hour.”

“Okay.” Cory was going to shake Derrick’s hand a third time, but he changed his mind. Too much of that sort of stuff bugged people. So he took a step back and pointed to his letter in Derrick’s pocket. “Tomorrow?”

“Yep.” Derrick gave his pocket a few light pats. “Soon as I see him.”

A few kids in line were saying hurry up, and that Cory was taking too long. He took a step backward. “Thanks again.”

Derrick winked at him, and then just like that, the meeting was over. Cory walked back toward the table where Megan was but he didn’t remember taking even one step. And he didn’t want pizza either. All he wanted was to sit there and watch Derrick and imagine that sometime tomorrow he would take the very same envelope that held Cory’s letter and hand it over to Aaron Hill.

The whole event was a dream come true.

“That looked like it went well.” Megan gave him a hopeful smile when he reached her. “He took the letter, at least.”

“Yeah.” Cory’s voice was full of victory, the way it was after he scored the winning goal in the first soccer scrimmage a few weeks ago. “He said he’ll give it to Aaron tomorrow at practice.”

Megan told him to get some pizza, and even though he wasn’t hungry, he obeyed because maybe he’d be hungry later. Plus, he had to find something to do to make the time go faster between now and the drawing for the preseason game tickets. This was his best chance ever to see the 49ers play in person.

Cory kept his eyes on Derrick, even when he was eating his sausage pizza. Finally, the director of the youth center stood on a platform and tapped her microphone. It made a loud sound and she backed up a few inches. “Okay, kids, settle down.”

The kids weren’t that good at settling down, not usually anyway. But today everyone settled very fast because the director was going to tell them about the tickets. Derrick came over to her, and another lady gave him a big basket of names.

“Now boys and girls, you know there’s only five sets of preseason game tickets available tonight. But Derrick brought lots of water bottles and 49ers T-shirts and bumper stickers. So after I draw the winning names, stay quiet. You still might win something.”

Cory crossed the fingers on both hands, and then, just for a little extra help, he crossed his hands and set them on the table next to his empty pizza plate. Come on, Derrick … pick me. You gotta pick me. That would be perfect because then he could meet Aaron, and by then Aaron would’ve read the letter and they could get right down to business and talk about how Aaron was his dad.

Derrick swished his hand around in the basket and pulled out a slip of paper. It looked wrinkly as he handed it to the director.

This is it! Cory held his breath.

“The winner is … Tommy James.”

All the air in Cory’s lungs came out. Now how would he ever get a chance to go to a game and meet Aaron Hill? Across the room, a big kid jumped out of his seat and shoved his fists straight into the air. He hooted a few times as he ran to the front of the room. Someone took a picture of him and Derrick, and then Derrick gave him a package.

Four more times Derrick picked a name, and four more times it wasn’t Cory’s.

When all the excitement calmed down, the director handed the microphone to Derrick. “I know there’s a bunch more of you kids out there who’d like to see a game at Monster Stadium.”

The kids clapped and cheered.

“So, here’s the good news. I’ll have a pizza party like this every Thursday or Friday night through the preseason—depending on whether the 49ers are home or away. And each time we’ll give away five pairs of tickets and a bunch of other stuff.”

Cory’s heart felt light again. If Derrick gave away five sets of tickets at every pizza party, one of them was bound to go to him and Megan. It had to.

Of course, there was one other way they could make it to a 49ers game this year. Derrick could give the letter to Aaron at practice tomorrow, and Aaron could read it, and he could be glad that he had a little boy named Cory living just a few miles from the stadium. And he could call Cory up and invite him and Megan to a game. Then he could ask if Cory wanted to come down to the locker room afterward so they could hang out. And that, Cory told himself as they left the youth center that night with nothing from the prize table, would be even better than a water bottle or a T-shirt or even preseason game tickets.

Because that’s what a dad would do.


THREE

Derrick walked out onto the field at the Santa Clara practice facility fifteen minutes before any other player. Today would be light, since the past week was one of the hardest so far. Derrick headed to the warm-up track and planted his feet, shoulder width apart. He put his hands on his hips and leaned to the right for ten seconds, then to the left. Stretching took longer than it used to, his bones and muscles and tendons holding tight to the memory of a hundred NFL games.

He drew in a long breath and stared at the place where the brown rolling hills met the sheer blue sky just beyond the field. This was it. His last chance at a game he’d loved since he was in kindergarten. He could feel the finality as surely as he felt the constant ache in his throwing arm. After a standout career and a dozen playoff wins, after two Super Bowls and the roar of the crowd one touchdown pass after another, the whole glorious ride was about to come to an end.

He squinted toward the afternoon sun. God, show me how …

Another deep breath and he started to jog. He took the first lap slow, just fast enough to get the blood flowing through his body. Retirement would be nice, no question. His wife, Denae, had all sorts of plans for him and their three young teenage kids. Trips to Hawaii and Mexico and a cruise to Alaska. And of course, coaching. Two of the three were boys and Derrick rarely saw them without a football. He would coach them as long as the local high school allowed it.

Derrick had a pretty good hunch they would.

But all that could wait. Here, now, he had just one goal that mattered, one that had consumed him since he took his place with the 49ers. He had to help this team reach the big game, had to win one more Super Bowl. He’d made a promise, after all. If Derrick wanted to be remembered for one thing when he hung up his helmet, it was for being a promise keeper.

Fans of Derrick Anderson never had to worry about opening the pages of the sports section and finding his name linked with drugs or drunken behavior or police activity. He might not be flashy like Aaron Hill, but he was dependable. God alone had given him the ability to play, and when he went out, he would do so with the sort of tribute his God deserved.

If he could only figure out exactly what that tribute was.

He rounded the first lap and picked up his pace. The run was easy, second nature. With every lap he felt his body waking up, falling into a familiar rhythm and quickness that he would need if he was going to make a difference this season. And he would, because God had told him so. Derrick’s only question was how that would happen.

Near the entrance to the facility, a few other players were arriving. But Derrick kept his focus. This season was going to be special, maybe the most special of all. There was the foster program, of course. The city was inundated with foster kids, most of whom had no plan outside their eighteenth birthday. Derrick wanted to change that. The pizza parties were only the beginning. He wanted to pass on his love for foster kids to the other players. Get the whole team to embrace the city’s parentless kids.

That wasn’t all the next four or five months were about. Coach Chuck Cameron’s job was on the line, for one thing. He’d taken the team to the playoffs four of the last seven years. But he hadn’t won a conference championship, and he hadn’t made it past the first round in five years. This year, once again, the best thing going for the team was Aaron Hill, the top-ranked quarterback in the league, but the 49ers were weak at the line and two of their top receivers had undergone surgery in the off-season. No one expected them to break records this year. Grumbling was coming toward the coach loud and clear from the front office. Win it this year, or pack up and leave. The owners expected a new stadium in five years—whether it was in Santa Clara or at Monster Park. They wanted a championship team long before that.

Coach Cameron wasn’t the main reason he was here, though. The main reason, Derrick believed, was the team’s hotshot quarterback, Aaron Hill. Coach Cameron thought so too.

“Get through to him, Anderson,” Coach had told him last week. “Guts and talent aren’t enough in this league. Never mind his reputation, Aaron Hill won’t go to the next level until he plays with heart.”

So maybe that was his primary job, the formerly great Derrick Anderson: Help Aaron Hill play with heart. When he prayed about the season, about what God wanted from him, he sensed it didn’t have much to do with his own on-field contributions. Derrick was realistic about the coming schedule. He might not play a down all season. But he knew the secret to winning, and Coach was right. It had everything to do with the inside of a man, the life that happened off the field. Between Sundays. If the 49ers’ starting quarterback would slow down enough to realize that, they might all win in the end.

The first fine layer of sweat broke out on his forehead and the small of his back. It was eighty degrees and breezy, the sort of late summer day that hinted of fall. Derrick kept his breathing even as he pushed himself. Four more laps and he could join the others.

He watched Aaron strut onto the field, then he shifted his attention straight ahead. Aaron was a nice guy, likeable. After seven seasons in the NFL, he was one of the most liked players in the league. The guy played through strained ligaments, back spasms, and concussions, and that made him a hero to his adoring public. As long as he could score a touchdown in a two-minute drill, the world loved him.

Off the field, Aaron was shallow and cavalier. He partied hard, though the press hadn’t caught wind of the fact. A different stunning blonde or brunette waited for him after practice every week or so. He drove a Hummer and prided himself on being a slick dresser. All neat and put together, just like his reputation.

Derrick had a feeling Aaron had lost something deep along the way. No doubt, Aaron Hill was one of the reasons God had moved him to the 49ers.

“Hey, Anderson,” Coach Chuck Cameron waved him over. “It’s time.”

“Okay.” Derrick wiped his brow and jogged toward the others. The two-mile run was his own doing, a way of compensating for the years.

The sound of the guys drifted across the field, most of them talking about Friday night or laughing about something. As Derrick rounded the final curve, Coach Cameron blew his whistle and waited. The guys pulled up around him and silence fell over the team.

Derrick found a spot near the back, his stomach muscles pushing through his shirt from exertion.

One of the linebackers leaned toward him. “Show off.”

“Yeah, you’re jealous.” He grinned and focused on Coach.

“Things are heating up.” The coach paced a few steps. “I don’t think I have to tell you all that’s riding on this season.” He tucked his clipboard against his side and studied them. “Sports Illustrated says ten teams have the chance to go all the way this year.” He paused. “We’re not one of them. The media thinks we’re a quarterback, nothing else.”

A disgruntled mumbling came from the group.

“Best offensive line in the league.” Aaron Hill grinned and gave a nod to a few of his linemen. His support of his line was widely touted throughout the league. Aaron treated them to steak dinners and bought them iPods during the season.

Smart guy, Derrick thought. Without the line, Aaron would be like any other quarterback, scrambling for his life and winding up on his back half the time.

“So here it is.” Coach Cameron’s voice rang with sincerity. “We need to come together this year. Because the media’s not God. Sports Illustrated isn’t God. This year”—he walked along the front of the group, his eyes never leaving theirs—“I have a feeling. You know what I mean?”

The guys shifted, their attention fully on the coach.

“Let’s get out there and prove some people wrong.”

He didn’t mention that his own job was on the line, but the intensity of his brief talk remained as practice began. Derrick lined up between Aaron and rookie quarterback Jay Ryder—a fourth-round draft pick out of Texas A&M. The three of them were taking snaps and firing consecutive short-pattern passes.

Aaron threw another one and grinned at Derrick. “I was waiting for Coach to say, ‘Aaron Hill isn’t God.’ “ He laughed. “Since he got all religious on us.”

Derrick caught the snap and released it in a single fluid motion. “Well”— he kept his tone light—“you’re not.”

“Not what?” Aaron looked at him.

“God.”

Jay Ryder grinned, but he didn’t say anything. Jay was twenty-one, and he stayed quiet most of the time. Still figuring out his place on the team.

The center snapped the ball and hit Aaron in the chest. Frustrated, he snagged it off the ground and threw a bullet at the receiver. “I’m kidding, Anderson. Take a joke.”

Derrick didn’t push. Half the team was made up of people strong in faith, and Coach Cameron was one of them. His message wasn’t meant to be humorous. Derrick spent enough time talking to the guy to know that much. Most likely, in his ongoing communication with the Lord, Coach had come to the realization once more that with God, all things were possible. All things.

Even a Super Bowl.

He and Aaron didn’t talk again until after practice when they headed for their lockers. Derrick’s was near the back, between Aaron’s and Jay’s. Coach made sure of that. Aaron took the lead down the aisle between the lockers. He’d been brilliant on the field today, probably spurred on by Derrick’s comment.

Derrick kept pace with Jay. He was impressed with the young player. Four or five years and he would be a major contributing force in the league. “Good job today.”

A smile lifted Jay’s lips. “Thanks. My arm felt good.”

They reached their places, and Aaron seemed to keep his back to them.

Derrick opened his locker and slipped off his cleats. As he did, his eyes fell on the photo that hung on the inside door of his space. A photo of his wife and him, and their four beautiful children.

“Your kids coming to practice next week?” Jay sat next to him and began working the laces on his shoes.

“They’ll be here. Denae took them to Anaheim last week.” He chuckled. “The two boys would rather be here than riding a rollercoaster. But she wants them to know more than the game.”

“Wise woman.” Jay slipped off his practice jersey. “So hey, I saw your name in the paper. What’s that thing you did last night?”

Derrick pulled his shirt over his head and leaned on his locker. “Pizza party for some foster kids. The city’s full of ‘em.”

Aaron turned and grinned at Jay. “Good old Derrick Anderson, saving the world one project at a time.” He faced his locker again.

Jay raised his brow, as if to say maybe the comment was a little harsh. He pulled off his socks. “I did a report on you when I was in seventh grade. You did a lot of work with foster kids, even back then.”

Derrick tried to focus. Aaron’s reaction bugged him, but he kept his frustration to himself. The starting quarterback’s cockiness covered up something deeper—that had to be the reason. He glanced at Jay and then at the photo of his family. “I learned something a long time ago.” Derrick pulled his duffle bag from his locker and set it on the bench. The smell of sweat and ripe shoes was strong, the way it always was after practice. “Something that stayed with me.”

“About foster kids?” Jay pulled his pads from his pants and hung them at the back of his locker.

“About life.”

“Do tell us …” Aaron turned around again. The frustration was gone, and in its place the easygoing smile known to sports fans around the country. “Oh, great and mighty one.”

Derrick laughed to keep things light. At the same time, he remembered the kid’s letter, the one the freckle-faced boy had given him last night at the youth center. He pulled it from his bag. If God wanted him to influence Aaron Hill, he’d have to get the guy to trust him. Easy for a rookie like Jay Ryder. Much more difficult for a proven player.

He cocked his head and stared at Aaron. “Who you are as a man, as a player, isn’t about what happens out there on game day.” He held up the envelope and then handed it to Aaron. “It’s what you do between Sundays. That’s what matters.”

“Between Sundays.” Jay drew out the words, as if they were hitting him in slow motion. “I like that.”

Aaron took the letter. “What’s this?”

“A kid gave it to me last night. Wanted me to give it to you.”

Aaron gave the envelope another look and then tucked it along one side of his locker. “That’s really how you spent your Friday night, Anderson? Having pizza with a bunch of kids?”

“And a whole roomful of foster parents.”

Aaron whistled. “Doesn’t get any better than that.”

“You’re doing it again this week, right? Didn’t I read that?” Jay finished undressing and wrapped a towel around his waist.

“Every Friday or Thursday night throughout the preseason.” Derrick hesitated. “Come with me this week. The kids’ll love it.”

“I was thinking that.” Jay nodded, thoughtful. He looked like a taller version of Tiger Woods. Same lanky body, same easy smile. He would’ve been a hit with the ladies, but his family kept a tight circle around him. “Might help me connect more with the people of the city.”

“Exactly.” Derrick was almost ready for the showers too. “How ‘bout you, Hill. You up for a Friday night at the youth center?”

Aaron chuckled, then he squinted and looked at the ceiling for a moment. “Let’s see … Friday night.” He raised his eyebrows at Derrick. “Booked solid. Sorry.”

Jay slipped his bag back into the locker. “Why foster kids? I mean, the city’s got sick kids too. And a bunch of other causes.”

The reason didn’t come up often. Most people never asked. Derrick tucked his towel around himself. “When I was young, my best friend was a guy named Mikey, a foster kid. He moved around, three or four homes, but he always stayed in the area.” Derrick shut his locker. “'Cause of him.”

“You stay in touch?” Jay leaned against his locker.

“No.” Derrick felt the familiar pain, the one that never quite went away. “Mikey turned eighteen and started selling drugs. Got messed up with a gang. Two years later he was killed in a drive-by.”

Jay groaned and stared at the rubber mat beneath his feet. After awhile he looked up. “Makes sense now.”

“Hey, man,” Aaron patted Derrick’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“It was a long time ago.” Derrick didn’t want to talk about Mikey. “When I’m done with football, maybe I’ll run for office. Get a bunch of programs in place so foster kids’ll have some way to transition into real life.”

They headed for the showers, and the conversation stalled. Even if Aaron made light of the idea, and despite the fact that his Friday night was booked, Derrick had seen something change in his teammate’s eyes at the mention of Mikey. Whatever caused the difference in Aaron’s expression, it was enough to give Derrick a glimmer of hope. The purpose God had in connecting him with Aaron Hill might not be something Derrick had to wonder about for weeks on end. Rather, it might be on the verge of showing itself.

For that reason, as he showered, he switched up his prayer for the starting quarterback. Rather than praying for an inroad to the guy’s heart, he prayed for something else.

An open Friday night.




End of sample
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