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For my family. I hope this book brings back as many fond 
memories for them reading it as it did for me writing it.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Football is unconditional love.
             - Tom Brady
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Prologue
 
The Dirty Half Dozen.
That’s the name The
Huntsville Herald bestowed upon the Senior Class of 2014. Six boys that made it through several long years of football and were ready to take their place at the head of the table, to serve as the face of the Huntsville Hornets.
For all intents and purposes, the face of Huntsville itself.
The group started as fourteen seventh graders just six years earlier. Barely enough in numbers to field a team, more than enough in talent to challenge for the league crown each year. Over time though, attrition and misfortune combined to erode away at their numbers, dropping away more than half.
The exodus started the summer before eighth grade, when the Monroe brothers moved to Michigan. 
Twelve.
Two months into their freshman year, Hank Rogers was in a car accident and injured his neck. He would be fine to live a full and productive life, but he would never be able to wear the blue and yellow again.
Eleven.
The next summer Jake Hill and Brent Hobarth were both told they were needed to help on the family farm. In Huntsville, such a thing was never questioned.
Nine.
After their sophomore season, Kevin Snyder was the next to go. He told everybody that while he loved football, he wanted to spend all his time concentrating on baseball. 
Everybody saw right through the lie, but nobody cared enough about his absence to press it. Huntsville wasn’t the kind of school where anybody concentrated on a single sport. If a kid was good enough to play a sport, he played.
Truth was, Kevin was never really good enough. And he shied away from contact, a mortal sin on the football field.
Eight.
The last two casualties were the toughest to take. First was Danny Bernard, who tore his ACL at the county track meet in May. A full replacement surgery was performed, bringing with it a minimum recovery time of ten months. For a while he had flirted with the notion of holding himself back or sitting out a year, but in the end everybody decided it wasn’t worth all that.
Seven.
The final man to fall by the wayside was Shaun Brandt, who fervently believed his status as a football player would be enough for the school to overlook his 1.2 GPA for the final grading period of the year. It was a belief that had been cultivated through a lifetime of watching bad movies and believing stereotypes, a belief that ultimately proved wrong.
Six.
Six senior football players, the smallest class the school had fielded in over four decades, since back when teams still played eight man football. Six young men to represent the hopes and goals of Huntsville. Six individuals to serve as the personification of a town’s pride.
The Dirty Half Dozen.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
 
The wooden stairs sagged just slightly under the weight of Clay Hendricks’ feet as he trudged up the visitor bleachers. A dull throbbing poked at the bottom of his right foot with each step and the cold night air nipped at the open cuts on his hands. He ignored all of it as he trudged on, a scowl cemented across his face.
In his periphery he could see the other five seniors were already there, strewn haphazardly across the top few rows of bleachers. 
“Did you kiss her once for me?” Jason Golden asked by way of introduction.
Clay snorted and said, “Sure did Goldie. Your mom said thanks and to tell you not to be home too late tonight.”
A few chuckles went up as Goldie countered, “Well if you were with my mom, guess that meant Chelsie needed someone to keep her warm, huh?”
Clay threw a glance at Goldie. “Wasn’t with Chelsie smartass. Wanted to talk to Pop before he took off for the fields.”
“Taking beans off?” Rich Little asked.
“Yup.”
Clay reached the top row of the bleachers and sat down, propping his feet on the row in front of him and leaning back against the metal rail that encircled the structure. He pulled a bottle of Gatorade and a hot dog wrapped in foil from the front pocket of his hooded sweatshirt and set them on the seat beside him. He raised his head towards the darkened sky and drew in a deep breath through his nose, the brisk air filling his lungs. He held it a full moment before pushing it out, his chest falling with the exertion.
Lowering his gaze, Clay could see his five friends stretched out in front of him, each assuming their own unique position, dealing the events of the night in their own. One by one he took in each of them, assessing what he saw. 
Down two rows and off to his right was Jon Marks. 
Marksy stood an inch or two over six feet tall and weighed just north of two hundred pounds. He played tight end and defensive end for the Hornets and came from a corn family on the edge of the county. 
Down a few more rows and off further to the right was Matt Richmond. Matt was the newest of the group, meaning he had moved to Huntsville in the fourth grade. To say he was five and a half feet tall and weighed a hundred and a half pounds would be quite generous, though his reckless abandon and fiery will often made up for it.
In the middle of the bleachers sat Rich and Lyle Little, twins that bore an exact semblance of one another everywhere but their faces. Together the Little’s made up the starting guards and defensive tackles for the hornets, two boys that compensated for a lack of God given ability with a willingness to put in long hours of work. 
Below them and just on the other side of the aisle from Clay was Jason Golden. He and Clay had known each other since birth and had been playing together since the first grade. Jason was a running back for the Hornets, Clay the quarterback. Together they comprised the line backing corps on defense.
Never had two people that were so different been such good friends, but somehow the two just clicked. Always had.
Clay unwrapped the hot dog beside him and took a bite as his gaze panned the field in front of him from one side to the other. 
The tradition had started nearly twenty years before, a gift from the school to the local farmers. Hunt County was so flat that the lights from the stadium could be seen by every farm in the area. The only valid excuse for missing a game in Huntsville was tending to the fields, and even then only once or twice a season. In the rare instance that such a thing did happen, the town would leave the lights on after games. If the Hornets won, the lights would blaze forth all night long, burning like a beacon into the night sky.
If they lost, the lights went out one hour after the game.
The field before them was lit up brightly. The blue and yellow block H could be seen straddling mid-field in blue and yellow paint. The word Hornets was written in block letters across each end zone using the same color scheme.
The stadium was void of life save the six players in the visiting bleachers and a single maintenance man. Clay watched as he slowly worked his way up the sidelines on a riding mower, pulling behind it a flat bed cart. Every ten yards he would stop and pick up a padded sideline marker or end zone pylon and toss it on the cart before moving on to the next one.
“Old George better hurry,” Goldie said, his voice indifferent. “He’s only got twenty more minutes before it gets mighty dark in here.”
Clay sniffed in response and bobbed his head, crumpling the tin foil wrapper between his fingers and stuffing it in the front of his sweatshirt. “How the hell did we blow that one tonight?”
Marksy looked back and raised his palms upward, shaking his head in uncertainty. Richmond stared off into the distance, saying nothing.
“Ran out of gas,” Lyle said. “Only thing I can figure.”
Goldie snorted and said, “How? How the hell could we ever run out of gas? Stanson has run our asses off this year. I could run a marathon tomorrow and then go for a jog afterwards.”
Lyle himself around on the bleacher below them and raised his feet onto the plank he sat on. He draped his wrists across the top of his knees and said, “I don’t mean, we literally ran out of gas. I mean, the numbers game eventually caught up with us.”
Clay cracked open the Gatorade and took a long pull.
Lyle was at least partially right.  Huntsville was far and away the smallest school in the Hill Valley Conference, boasting a total population of just over five hundred students, less than half of them males. 
The conference had been brought together many years before, created solely on the basis of geographic proximity. Outward growth from Dayton and Cincinnati had started to ebb into their tiny corner of Ohio and the surrounding schools were growing by leaps and bounds. These days, it wasn’t uncommon to match up with an opponent that had almost a thousand students to draw from.
That was the case tonight. Culver High rolled into Huntsville with a team of seventy-four players and barely escaped with a 34-33 victory. When the two teams lined up after the game to shake hands, the forty-two Hornets were dwarfed in comparison.
“Six and three,” Goldie spat out into the night air. “You believe that? Six and three.”
“We kick the shit out of Sentinel next week, we finish seven and three,” Rich said.
“Win the conference,” Richmond added.
“Tie for the conference, you mean,” Goldie said.
“Does it matter?” Richmond said. “We still go out as champions.”
“Yeah, it matters,” Goldie said. “Co-champions is like kissing your sister.”
“True, but your sister’s hot,” Richmond said.
Goldie rose to his feet and shouted, “My sister’s fourteen!”
The other three started to laugh as Clay reached out a hand and motioned for Goldie to sit down. Goldie saw the motion and stopped himself before shouting anything further, his finger still raised as if he was about to drive home a point.
“What do you think, Superstar?” Goldie asked as he lowered himself back to his seat, his hands retreating back into the pockets of his letterman jacket. “Co-champions the same as champions?”
Clay finished the Gatorade and screwed the cap back on. He shoved it to into the front of his sweatshirt and shook his head from side to side. “I don’t really care either way.”
In unison, everyone turned to face him, their expressions ranging from curious to concerned.
“Why’s that?” Marksy asked.
Clay kept his gaze aimed out at the field, his voice low and even. “League champions or not, seven and three doesn’t get us into the playoffs.”
The words hung for a minute in the air as each person weighed them.
“State title or nothing, huh?” Goldie asked.
“Not necessarily,” Clay responded. “I just wasn’t expecting it all to be over so soon.”
Marksy let out a low shrill whistle as a few heads bobbed up and down.
“Hadn’t really thought about that,” Rich admitted.
“I hadn’t either,” Clay said, “until Pop pointed it out a little bit ago.”
“One last go round,” Goldie said, his voice taking on the same far-off tone as Clay’s.
“Seven days and that’s it,” Clay responded as the overhead lights blinked out, leaving them alone in the darkened silence.
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Chapter Two
 
The first gray streaks of light played across Clay’s wall as the alarm clock belched out a steady stream of beeps. Seven o’clock Saturday morning came even earlier this week thanks to the night he’d spent staring at the ceiling, thinking about the night before.
All that he seemed to find were more questions he didn’t have the answer to.
Rolling out of bed, Clay showered and dressed quickly before making his way down for breakfast. He found his mother sitting at the table reading the morning paper, a half eaten piece of toast on a plate in front of her.
“Morning, Mama,” Clay said, going straight to the refrigerator. 
“Morning,” she replied from behind him. “Can I get you anything?”
He poured a glass of milk and grabbed a banana, sitting down across from her. The smell of coffee hung heavy in the air, though the pot was empty on the counter. 
“Pop’s already back out there I take it?”
Beth Anne Hendricks sat the paper down on the table in front of her and sighed. “Yeah, went out about a half hour ago.”
“What time did he get back last night? I was up pretty late and never heard him come in.”
She leaned forward and rested her elbows on the table, rubbing her eyes with the pads of her fingers. 
“It was well past two when he finally made it in. It’s supposed to rain this week, says he wants to get the beans off before it does. You know how bad that back field floods.”
Clay knew the last two sentences were aimed to make him feel better. He had told his father a hundred times to skip the game and bring the crop in, but his father wouldn’t hear of it. Instead, he’d go all night to make up for the time lost.
“How you feeling this morning?” his mom asked, feigning innocence.
The corner of Clay’s mouth played up a bit as he peeled the banana and began to eat it. 
This was how it was, how it had been, every Saturday for seven years. It started when his older brother Colt made varsity as a freshman in 2004 and had continued every Saturday morning since. 
“I’m fine, Mama.”
“You sure? Nothing broken? Sprained? Badly bruised?”
“There are always bruises. I wouldn’t be a very good player if I didn’t at least get some bruises.”
His mom twisted her mouth in a look of disapproval and pushed onward. “How about your head? Ears ringing? Vision blurry?”
Clay chuckled and shook his head. “No more than usual, Mama.”
Beth Anne drew in a sharp breath that rocked her body back a few inches. “That’s not funny Clayton. You know what they’ve been saying about concussions and brain injury lately.”
Clay took another bite of banana and studied his mother. She was a mixture of kind-hearted and hard pan that was tough to describe and even harder to find. Gentle as could be with the boys and around the home, but every inch of her a farmer’s wife.
Her mid-forties were fast approaching, though her body didn’t show it. Her forearms and hands were smooth and bronze from working in the sun and her frame was lithe and graceful. Frown lines were just starting to etch their way around her mouth and eyes. 
Clay didn’t pretend to think they were there from worrying about him on Friday nights.
“What’d Pop have to say about the game?”
“Said it was a hell of a way to get knocked out of the playoffs, playing a team three divisions bigger than us to a one point game like that.”
Clay bobbed his head in agreement, but offered nothing.
“So seriously, your head? It’s alright this morning?”
Another laugh escaped Clay’s lips as he said, “Colt’s game on today?”
Colt was a redshirt-sophomore tight end for the Indiana Hoosiers. Despite being only four hours from the IU campus, the Hendricks were rarely able to watch him on television. Instead, the entirety of Ohio was blocked out for Ohio State games.
“I don’t think so. They’re playing over at Northwestern today, somewhere outside of Chicago.”
“Evanston.”
“Yeah, that’s it. It’s not supposed to be a very big game, I doubt they show it.”
Clay finished the milk and put his glass in the sink, before tossing his banana peel into the garbage.
“One last time honey, you’re feeling fine this morning?”
Clay laughed out loud again before leaning down to kiss his mother on top of her head. “You’re relentless, Mama. And yes, I’m fine. I’ll see you after film session.”
“Bye!” his mom called as he walked out across the front porch toward his old truck, a large smile played across his face.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
Depending on what happened the night before, Saturday morning film session could run the gamut from joyful to miserable. Every week the benches from the locker room were arranged in rows and a large screen dropped from the back wall. In front of it, a projector sent the game from the previous night onto the wall in complete ten foot clarity.
Nowhere to hide, no excuses to be made. If a player messed up, it was on the film. 
The Huntsville coaches liked to claim the sessions were to be used as a teaching tool, though the truth was it served two functions, neither of which was teaching.
First, it allowed a player to revel in a great play in front of his friends. Lyle got a round of wolf-whistles the time he put a Trotwood defensive end on his back. Matt earned a room wide call of exultation for a diving catch against Branton. Clay received an ovation for the time he hit a Weatherford ball carrier so hard it knocked his helmet off.
On the flip side, it made for uncomfortable silence as a player’s errors were shown again and again for the room to see. Penalties, missed blocks, interceptions thrown. 
The mood in the room was somber as the team sat in silence, a direct result of the loss of both the game and the playoffs in one evening. Overall the team had played well and besides a few small points to be made, Coach Stanson played the film through once and turned it off.
Afterwards he released the underclassmen and asked to speak to the six seniors in the room. He waited for the others to clear out, collecting their things from lockers and leaving quickly, before taking a seat on the benches in front of the projector screen.
Coach Frank Stanson graduated from Huntsville High in 1972. A star running back and defensive back, he went on to play ball at Liberty College before returning to Huntsville to teach History and coach. Within three years of returning he was promoted to the head spot and had been at the helm ever since.
Now in his late fifties, some in the community felt his style was getting a little outdated. Many more believed that his success spoke for itself and unless his players were causing trouble there was no need to replace him.
In a town that respected tradition and routine as much as Huntsville, his job was as good as secure for life.
“Fellas, I can’t begin to tell you how sorry I am,” he began. “I know that seems a little out of place given all that’s going on in the world, me sitting here apologizing to a group of healthy young men about losing a football game, but I really am.
“I thought we had that one, thought we were headed to the playoffs.”
He paused for a moment and looked at the dry-erase board on the wall, halftime adjustments from the night before still diagrammed in red.
“That being said, you guys know you have one more shot at this. One more time to wear your jerseys down the hall on Fridays. One more time to hear the gravel crunch beneath your feet as you walk out to the field."
He paused, his gaze searching the back wall for the right words.
“So I guess what I’m telling you is, enjoy it. Drink it all in. I know you guys have heard every bad cliché about how fast times passes, but let me tell you, every last one of them is true. 
“It wasn’t yesterday that I was walking out there on Friday nights and there isn’t anything I wouldn’t give to strap it up with you boys next week. It feels like last weekend I was coaching your fathers as they took the field, and now here all of you sit.  You guys following me?”
Every head nodded in silent unison.
He sat with his hands on his knees and looked at each of them in turn once more smacking the tops of his thighs and standing. 
“Alright. I’ll see you guys all back here tomorrow night for the bonfire.”
The group rose as one and trickled their way outside. The fall air was crisp and they could see their breath as they crunched along the gravel path to the stadium.
On the field, the junior varsity squads from Huntsville and Culver were already into the third quarter, the score knotted at eight. A smattering of fans dotted the stands on either sideline and the sound of the junior varsity cheerleaders could be heard carrying through the early morning air.
Goldie turned to make sure they weren’t being followed and said, “Was I the only one that thought Stanson was gonna call for a group hug in there?”
“No kidding,” Matt said. “You ever saw him get all, deep, like that before?”
Clay had seen Stanson get much more emotional than that the night Colt earned a scholarship to Indiana, but he kept it to himself. Stanson cared about his players, and for it he sometimes earned their ridicule.
“What do you say, George?” Clay asked as they passed the old groundskeeper sitting atop his riding mower and watching the game. 
George touched the brim of his cap and tilted his head in greeting as they walked past him and along the fence on the sideline. They stopped together around the thirty yard line and watched for a few minutes, none of them saying much.
As the game moved into the fourth quarter, a few spectators stopped by to offer their condolences on the loss the night before or their advice for the following week. Each time the boys thanked them and continued watching.
The Little boys were the first to drift off, followed soon thereafter by Matt and Marksy. Goldie and Clay were the last to leave, staying until the final whistle to see Huntsville prevail 16-14, a failed two-point conversion by Culver being the difference. 
Together they walked back towards the parking lot, both of them with their hands shoved into the pockets of their Hornets Football sweatshirts. 
“What do you make of all this?” Goldie asked.
“All this?” 
“You know...” Goldie said, waving his hands in front of him.
“Last game of the season?” Clay asked, glancing over.
“More than that. This being the end and all.”
Clay gave a non-committal turn of his head and said, “I don’t know if I’d call it the end.”
“You know what I mean.”
“Last game together, end of an era, all that jazz?” Clay said. He pondered on it a moment before shrugging his shoulders. “Tell you the truth I hadn’t much thought about it before last night.”
A look of pure disbelief crossed Goldie’s face.
“You mean to tell me you hadn’t thought about our last game until twelve hours ago? About the last time we get to wear the jerseys and run through the tunnel and get laid because of it?”
Clay coughed out a reactionary laugh and said, “Something tells me you’ve still got plenty of that left in your future Goldie.”
“Yeah, I guess you’re right,” Goldie said, laughing as he hopped into his car and drove away.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
The afternoon sun did little to warm the cool autumn air as Clay did chores in the barn. He started by mucking the stable stalls, then filled them with wheelbarrow loads of fresh sawdust. After that he threw down bales of hay from the loft and gave each of their four horses a few flakes each.
He worked steadily through the afternoon, the sound of ESPN Radio on in the background. The big news of the day was Ohio State getting upset by Illinois and the Oklahoma-Missouri game later that night. 
Never was the Indiana-Northwestern score mentioned.
The sun was starting to drop a little lower in the sky when Clay finished and headed back towards the house. He dropped his barn shoes outside the door and stepped inside, the smell of fresh bread filling the air and college football on the television.
“They showed the score?” Clay asked.
“Game just ended, Hoosiers won 28-17,” his mother said without looking up as she rolled out pie crust on the kitchen counter, her old apron protecting her from the cloud of flour hanging in the air.
“You heard from Pop?”
“He stopped in for coffee and a sandwich a little while ago, said he was hoping to be done with the back field by dark.”
Clay rolled the words and said, “The back field? He’s already there?”
“Mhmm,” his mom replied as she lifted the pressed dough from the countertop and lowered it into a tin pie plate.
“That means he’s almost done then, huh?” 
“Yeah, with ours,” she said.
Clay watched the scores continue to scroll across the bottom of the screen, the words of his mother finally registering with him. “With ours?”
“The reason he’s going so hard at this is when he’s done, he’s going to take the Baker’s crop off for them too.”
Clay made a face and asked, “Whyyyy?,” drawing the word out for emphasis.
“I guess their combine broke down two rows into the front field. Mitch called a couple days ago and asked if your father could help him bring it in.”
“What about our combine?” Clay asked, his eyes bulging a bit. “It can’t be far from the grave itself.”
His mother sighed, lifted her head from the pie and stared out the window in front of her. “You know how things are right now. Everybody needs help.”
Clay knew the words went a lot further than just referring to bringing in a crop, but he let it go. He knew his mother hated for him or Colt to know how tight things were for the farm, though they both knew it anyway.
The whole town knew how hard farming was these days. They also knew it was only a matter of time before the developers crept further out from Dayton and Cincinnati and tried to swallow them too.
“Will you be joining us for dinner tonight?” his mother asked, jerking Clay back into the present.
“No thanks, Mama. I’m actually meeting Chelsie here soon.”
“That’s nice. What are you kids getting into?”
“Nothing really, probably eat some pizza and end up at her place watching football with her brothers.”
“Nothing wrong with that evening,” his mother said, shaking her as she trimmed away excess crust from the outside of the pie pan.
“Agreed,” Clay said as he pulled his gaze from the television and went upstairs. He stepped in and out of the shower and was looking for something to wear when his cell-phone buzzed to life on the nightstand.
Still wrapped in just a towel, Clay stepped around the bed and looked at the caller ID.
COLT.
An instant smile sprang to Clay’s face as he snapped the phone up from the table. “What’s up, Buddy?”
“Whaddya say, Big Man?” responded the amiable voice of his older brother. 
“Oh, ya know, same old,” Clay said, shaking his head and turning to stare out the window at the sun slipping beneath the horizon. “What’s going on with you?”
“Standing on the tarmac here in Chicago, getting ready to get on the plane back to Bloomington.”
In the background Clay could hear wind whipping by, the sound of a plane engine just audible over it.
“Damn, you guys got there in a hurry.”
“Yeah, we don’t use O’Hare or Midway. There’s a little bitty airstrip just north of campus the university uses. Didn’t take long to get here.”
Clay rocked his head back an inch in understanding. “Big win today huh?”
“Yeah, yeah. They acted like they may make a run on us late, but that final field goal took the wind out of their sails.”
“What kind of day did you have?” Clay asked.
“Three catches, forty yards. Hurowitz went down early with a busted ankle,” Colt said before lowering his voice. “Backup can’t throw for dick, so we ran the ball the rest of the day.”
“Still ain’t a bad game.”
Colt moved on without acknowledging the comment. “You guys able to see any of it?”
“Not a minute,” Clay said. “With the Buckeyes getting upset here, they were on every channel.”
“Ha! That’s excellent. I’ll take getting blacked out every week if it means the Buckeyes get beat.”
“That’s what you say, but it gets old having exactly one game to choose from every week. Worse than the damn President being on.”
“Heard you had a heart breaker last night,” Colt said, switching gears.
“Who told you that?” Clay said, glancing at himself in the mirror, seeing the same scowl as the night before appear.
“Went on the KHVC website last night from the hotel. They didn’t broadcast you guys, but they were giving score updates. You were up until the last two minutes, what the hell happened?”
Clay continued to look at his reflection in the mirror, shaking his head from side to side. “Hell if I know man.”
Colt paused for a few seconds and said, “Those are the worst kind. Never even enters your mind you’re gonna get beat, then you do. Like a damn stomach punch.”
Clay nodded, remaining silent. 
There was nothing to add. Colt had pretty much covered it.
“What did the old man have to say about it?” Colt asked.
“Haven’t seen him. He’s been killing himself trying to get the beans in. Guess he’s going over to help the Bakers as soon as he’s done with ours.”
Colt let out a slow sigh. “It’s hitting the Bakers now too huh?”
“I guess,” Clay said, sitting down on the edge of the bed and laying back flat atop it. “Hey man, you got a couple minutes?”
“No, not really,” Colt said. “Most of the team’s already boarded, we’re fitting to push off here any minute.”
“Alright then, that’s cool,” Clay said, staring up at the ceiling.
“Sorry, “ Colt said. “You know how they are about cell phones on planes. I’ll get at you tomorrow night. You going to be around?”
“Yeah, we’ve got the bonfire at six. Should be home by eight or nine.”
“Alright then, I’ll talk to you then,” Colt said, singing off without another word..
Clay clasped the phone shut and tossed it on the bed beside him, staring up at the ceiling. After a moment he hopped up and went to get dressed, still unsure what he was going to wear.
Something told him it wouldn’t really matter.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Chelsie Swanson and her family moved to Huntsville four days before the start of freshman year. She and Clay began dating the first day of school, the kind of relationship only a pair of fourteen year olds would dive into, and had been together ever since.
Her father was a corporate executive at Fifth-Third Bank in Cincinnati and had moved his family to Huntsville to get out of the city. He still made the drive down three days a week, but was able to work from home the other two.
The Swanson family lived on the edge of town and had jumped two-footed into Huntsville culture, though it had taken a while for Huntsville to fully accept them. For nearly a full year people around town gawked at the family's Escalade or whispered about the enormity of their home, comments tinged with jealousy.
Over time though, those feelings abated. Now four years later, the Swanson’s were very much a part of Huntsville.
Clay wound his truck through the tree lined streets of town and parked in front of the Swanson house, leaves crunching beneath the tires of his truck. Chelsie was sitting on the front steps waiting for him and hopped down as he approached. 
She jogged across the front yard as he sat behind the wheel, her blonde ponytail bouncing behind her. When she reached the truck she turned and waved toward the house, Clay doing the same from the driver’s seat.
“Hey,” she said as she jumped onto the front seat.
Clay leaned over and kissed her lightly, put the truck in gear and eased away from the curb. “Were you afraid your parents and I might have to talk to each other?”
Chelsie rolled her eyes and said, “No. They’ve been in a foul mood since Ohio State got beat, so I decided to go out on the porch.”
“Awful chilly out,” Clay said, acknowledging she was only wearing jeans and a sweater.
“Much better than in the house, I promise you.”
“Ah yes, the weekly travails of Buckeye Nation,” Clay said, let his distaste for the words roll off his tongue.
“Little ridiculous isn’t it?” Chelsie said, adding her own eye roll for effect.
“More than a little,” Clay said as he pulled up in front of Formaggio’s Pizza. The late day sun was almost gone beneath the horizon and light from the restaurant spilled out onto the street in a wide arc.
Clay and Chelsie climbed out of the truck and Clay slid his arm around her shoulders as they walked towards the front door. Together, they were one of the more recognizable sights in all of Huntsville. Not quite as well known as the statue of Coach Stanson that stood outside the school, but a close second.
The two cut quite a pair by any standards, but certainly so for a town like Huntsville. Clay stood three inches over six feet and was built of corded muscle and sinew. His light brown hair fell straight forward to frame blue eyes and small dimples.
Chelsie was a good half foot shorter than him, with blonde hair and matching blue eyes. She had an easy laugh, a quick smile and had never met a stranger.
Clay reached for the front door and held it open as Chelsie stepped inside. A plume of Italian aroma hit them as several people turned from the counter and said, “Heeeey!” in unison as way of greeting.
“You get us a table while I go talk to the Killer B’s?” Clay asked.
“Sure,” Chelsie said. “Should I go ahead and order too?”
Clay smiled. “Yeah, why not? After all, you are the one paying tonight.”
Chelsie crinkled her nose and said, “And here I thought I was going to have to get rough with you to make you let me pay.”
“I’m too much a gentleman for anything of the sort,” Clay responded, moving towards the counter as she departed in the opposite direction. 
Three men sat waiting at the counter as Clay approached with his hand outstretched and greeted each of the men by name. “Benny...Barney...Bert,” he said, shaking hands as he went. “How are the biggest Hornets fans in Huntsville this evening?”
Benny, Barney and Bert Winslow, or the Killer B’s as they were affectionately known around town, were brothers that attended Huntsville High and played football together in the late 50’s. After high school they worked the family farm together for over forty years, only recently retiring and leaving the business to their own sons.
In all that time, nobody in town could remember the Killer B’s missing a single game. Home or away, they were always one of the first to show up and never left early regardless of the score.
“Been a rough weekend,” Bert said. “First you boys drop a heartbreaker last night, then the Bucks lay an egg today.”
“Bout the only thing to go right was Colt and the boys winning,” Barney added.
Benny nodded vigorously as he chewed on a mammoth bite of pizza.
“Yeah, talked to him a little bit ago, sounded like it went well. You’re right though, otherwise it’s been a rough weekend,” Clay acknowledged. 
Inside, he was happy as a pig in mud that Ohio State had gotten beat, but that wasn’t generally the kind of information one threw around in small town Ohio.
“So tell me,” Barney said. “What happened last night?”
Clay sighed and shook his head. “Wish I knew. Guess maybe the numbers game finally caught up with us.”
“Aw, hogwash,” Benny said, waving off the comment like an unpleasant smell. “You boys had as much talent and twice the heart out there. No way we should have lost that game.”
“That’s the way it goes sometimes,” Clay said. He really didn’t have any idea how they’d lost the night before, even after seeing the film. 
No point in trying to make something up.
Clay glanced over and noticed two salads already out for he and Chelsie and turned back to the guys. “Fellas, I hate to run off so quick, but I’m being terribly rude to my date. We’ll see you guys tomorrow at the bonfire?”
“Wouldn’t miss it,” Bert assured him as he shook hands with the three of them again. 
Barney clapped him on the back as they returned to their pizza and Clay headed for Chelsie. 
“And here I thought your adoring fans were going to hog you all night,” Chelsie said, faking a pouty lip.
“Something tells me you wouldn’t have had any trouble finding company,” Clay said, arching an eyebrow.
“Ooh! Is that so?” Chelsie side, her eyes wide.
“Girl that looks like you do? Eating dinner all alone? Only been a matter of time before some gentleman came along and offered to do the chivalrous thing.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that. Have you seen my boyfriend? Most guys would be too afraid to come near me.”
The two shared a laugh as the waitress brought out a pizza loaded with meat and sat it between them. 
“Thanks, Anita,” Clay said. 
Anita Formaggio had been working the pizza shop since she was nine years old, inheriting it from her father when he passed. Her own young daughter now helped her, adding to the gray hairs starting to sprout near her temples.
“You’re welcome, Sugar,” Anita responded. “Sure was sorry about the game last night. You boys played your hearts out.”
“Thank you,” Clay said. “Shame we couldn’t have pulled it out.”
A smile creased Anita’s face. “Y’all get ‘em next week though, right?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Anita moved away and Chelsie served them each a slice of pizza.
“The Carnivore?” Clay asked, arching an eyebrow. “Feeling adventurous huh?”
Chelsie lifted a strand of melted cheese from the pan to her plate and said, “Well, since it is my man’s birthday meal and it is his favorite...”
“You didn’t have to do that,” Clay said, waiting for Chelsie to begin eating before he did the same. “Though I am mighty glad you did.”
Clay took a large mouthful of pizza and slowly savored the flavors, letting his gaze roam the walls as he did so. Plastered everywhere were jerseys, team photos, and assorted memorabilia of various Huntsville High sports teams.
“Chels, you think it’s this way everywhere?”
“What way?” Chelsie asked, her voice muffled as she chewed on pizza.
“This way,” Clay said, motioning to the room. “Old guys greeting high school players like conquering heroes. Restaurants using the local teams as wall paper. All of it.”
Chelsie surveyed the room slowly. “No. Absolutely not. When we were down in Cincinnati, people could care less. It was something that made the sports pages Saturday morning and that was it.”
Clay continued working on his pizza and said, “So what do you think makes it so different here?”
“Town this small, everybody feels connected. Like they have some piece of ownership in it.”
Clay nodded, following her line of reasoning. “They’ve played, or their kids have played, or someone they know has played. Everybody goes to games, everybody talks about it.”
“Exactly,” Chelsie agreed. 
“Think you’ll miss it?” Clay asked.
“Oh I don’t know. It’s not like it won’t be there, my role will just change. I’ll cheer from the bleachers instead of in front of them.”
“Ya think?”
              “Why, am I going somewhere?” Chelsie asked, staring back at him.
“Aren’t you?” Clay asked.
Chelsie set down her piece of pizza and folded her hands in front of her. “I’m going wherever you go.”
A corner of Clay’s mouth turned up in a smile, but he said nothing.
Chelsie watched him, letting the moment sink in between them, before turning her attention back to the half-eaten slice before her. 
“Do you think you’ll miss it?”
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Chapter Six
 
Sunday was the earliest day of the week for Clay. He awoke at five-thirty, his morning starting on the old International tractor. He’d hitch a wagon to the back of it containing the week’s worth of horse droppings, take it out to the back field and spread it.
From there he’d return and clean the stalls, throw down a few days worth of hay and bring in more sawdust. After the barn was done he’d split firewood for the days ahead and stack it against the back wall of the house.
During the season he did just enough to get by from one Sunday to the next. Once it got colder he would keep several weeks worth on hand at all times in case the snows hit.
The chores took him until seven o’clock, at which point he’d retire to the weight room his Pop had put in the empty end of the hay mow for him and Colt. It consisted of a flat bench, an incline bench, a power rack and platform for Olympic lifts. Along the back wall was a dumbbell rack with weights ranging up to 95 lbs and scattered about the floor were several hundred pounds in plates.
No treadmill or exercise bike to be seen anywhere. Pop hated cardio.
For an hour each Sunday morning Clay would hide in the mow, working his way through set after set of bench presses, military presses, dead lifts and squats. No beach lifts like bicep curls when working out in the barn. The place was old school, and deserved to be respected as such.
Colt had always said it was the mow that had put him in college football and over the years Clay went from thinking he was crazy to believing it whole-heartedly. Something about being up there early in the morning, no music or distractions, just the earthy smell of the barn and the rhythmic sound of his breathing made for outstanding workouts.
When he was done, he went straight into the house and showered for church. He dressed in a pair of slacks and a sweater and made his way downstairs to meet his folks.
His mother was in a long dress with a cardigan sweater over it and his dad came rushing out of the bathroom just as Clay reached the foyer. His thinning, graying hair was wet and combed tight to his head and he smelled strongly of after shave.
“What do you say, Pop?” Clay asked.
“Son,” his father responded.
“You get the fields done?”
His father paused for a moment and said, “In the third quarter the other night, Richmond was wide open and you missed him. Ended up kicking a field goal, could have been the difference in the ballgame.”
Clay exhaled through his nose. “Yes, sir. I know.”
The Post-Game Critique had started with Colt seven years before and had occurred every week since, much like their mother questioning them about injuries. Truth be known, it started the first time they ever put on cleats and continued through every game they’d ever played.
Each week after the game they got a report on what they did wrong and what it could have meant to the outcome of the game. Some weeks when they played extremely well, they’d even get a report about something they’d done in pre-game warm-ups. 
Usually the Critique happened right after the game while watching the area scores on the local news. This week, planting had pushed it back to Sunday morning.
The three of them piled into the truck and drove into town in silence, Clay thinking about the play his father had pointed out. His protection had broken down, he’d been flushed hard to the right and hadn’t even seen Richmond streaking down the left sideline.
The damnedest part of it was the Critique was always right.
The service had already begun when they arrived and slid into the back pew, singing “How Great Thou Art” from memory with the congregation. At the end of it Pastor Waverly asked them to be seated, made a few announcements, and launched right into his sermon.
The Huntsville Church of Christ was one of only two churches in town. The handful of Catholics that lived nearby drove to Dayton and the one Jewish family in the district went to Cincinnati. Everybody else either went here or to the Methodist Church just down the street.
The church stood three doors down from Formaggio’s in a stately brick building that was built in the sixties and had hardly aged a day since. From the back of the congregation Clay could see Marksy with his brothers and mother, Anita Formaggio, Chelsie and her family. 
The Little’s and Coach Stanson went to the Methodist Church.
Goldie went to neither. He wasn’t exactly the church going type.
Pastor Waverly spoke from the Book of Colossians, citing verse 3:23 that told believers of Christ to do all things as if working for the Lord and not for man. He closed by dedicating the service to the senior class of Huntsville High and his gaze found Clay in the back of the room as he implored them to take those words with them into the game on Friday.
To know that they weren’t simply playing for themselves or their school, but also playing in service to the Lord. 
After the final prayer his parents struck up a conversation with the family beside them and Clay excused himself to find Chelsie. She was standing with her back to him as her mother chatted with Anita Formaggio.
“Hey, Gorgeous,” Clay said, coming up from behind her and placing his hand on the small of her back.
She smiled and said, “I was hoping you’d come say hi.”
“I thought about leading with some cheesy line about seeing an angel at church this morning, but decided against it.”
“Probably a good call,” Chelsie agreed. “How’d you like having the service dedicated to you today?”
Clay weighed it for a second and said, “I don’t know that I entirely buy it, but maybe I agree with what he was saying.”
“How’s that?”
“Well, as you know I’ve always said I’d never bring the Lord into anything as trivial as a football game. He’s got better things to do.   At the same time though, Pastor said God draws enjoyment from what we do. 
"I dunno, I kind of like the idea of him kicking back on Friday and watching us ball.”
Chelsie started to reply, but instead laughed softly and shook her head, resting it on his shoulder. “Only you Clay...”
A shrill, clipped whistle went up from the back of the room and without turning Clay said, “That’s Pop, I got to go. I’ll see you at the bonfire, right?”
“Oh, is that tonight?” Chelsie feigned.
“Cute,” Clay said and kissed the top of her head before disappearing through the crowd to find his parents.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
The horn outside honked three times in succession before a pause and a fourth time that extended for several long seconds. Clay looked out his bedroom window to see Goldie’s Trans Am idling in the driveway and smiled. He pulled his blue and yellow jersey over his long sleeve white Under Armour shirt and bounded down the stairs.
“That’s Goldie!” he called to nobody in particular.
His mother emerged from the bedroom wearing a blue Huntsville football sweatshirt with two large buttons of Clay high on the chest. She was putting in her earrings and said, “Alright, you boys have fun. I’ll be over before it starts.”
“Sounds good. Pop still in the fields?”
“Yeah. He called a little bit ago and said they were going to try and go until midnight or so. I guess Bill Jasmine brought his combine over too and they were thinking they could get a good bit of it done tonight. Said to tell you he’s sorry he can’t make it and I’m supposed to take a lot of pictures.”
“Aw, that’s alright,” Clay said. “We both know Pop can’t stand this rah-rah stuff.”
His mother smiled. “And neither can you, or Colt before you.”
Clay nodded in agreement as Goldie’s horn cut through the air once more. “I have to go. I’ll see you over there!”
Without another word he was through the front door, across the porch and down the front stairs. He used the momentum to take him into a light jog to the Trans Am, climbing in without breaking stride.
“You in a damn hurry or something?” Clay asked, his body falling sideways into the car.
Goldie smacked the back of his hand against Clay’s chest and said, “Bout time. Damn fire’s going to be out by the time we get there!”
“It’s not even completely dark yet,” Clay said, “calm yourself!”
They arrived five minutes later to find that the fire was not yet lit, though a crowd had already amassed. Goldie honked his horn repeatedly and bulled his way through the people, swinging the faded classic to a stop in front of the locker room.
A throng of players milled around on the concrete outside, standing in bunches and watching the crowd file past.
“Look at the freshmen,” Goldie said. “All big-eyed and star struck.”
“Remember when that was us?” Clay asked.
“Hell, that was never us,” Goldie responded. “Not me anyway. The only time I got like that was when the senior cheerleaders walked by.”
“Not a one of which ever gave you the time of day,” Clay pointed out.
“Not true!” Goldie said. “Tammy Rae and I got it on in the back of her car the night I scored my first touchdown.”
Clay shook his head and said, “Doesn’t count.”
“Why the hell not?”
“First, that was her third time as a senior. Second, you weren’t even her first that night.”
Goldie weighed the evidence for a moment before finally admitting, “Well, maybe you’re right. Shall we?”
The two of them climbed out of the truck and met up with the other seniors. They stood talking for a few minutes as people continued to flow past, many openly gawking at the players as they went. When the band began playing, the players formed a haphazard line and made their way over.
The team emerged on the far end of the parking lot to find a massive heap of pallets and scrap wood piled over fifteen feet high. The band stood in a loose formation off to the right and several hundred of the town’s people were bunched up to the left. Between them and the wood pile, the cheerleaders danced in synch to the band.
A cheer went up from the crowd as the seniors led the players off to the left and formed a large clump beside the crowd. 
Another cheer erupted as Coach Stanson was the last to make his way out. In his right hand was a torch burning brightly, which he held proudly above his head. In his left hand was a microphone.
He waited for the buzz of the crowd to die down, turned on the microphone and said, “Throwing the torch and lighting the fire this year will be the man who’s been the arm of Huntsville for the past three seasons, Clay Hendricks!”
The crowd erupted again as Coach Stanson held the torch high above his head and passed it to Clay. Clay accepted it and held it above his head, then took several steps toward the wood pile. He could smell the lighter fluid rolling from the wood and stopped several yards short, throwing the torch directly at the center of it.
The torch turned end over end three times before striking the pile and igniting it in a brilliant ball of orange and yellow almost instantly. The force of the fire shot a wave of heat and air back at Clay and he instinctively took several steps back towards the team, feeling like every hair on his face had been singed away. 
The band launched immediately into the Huntsville fight song and the cheerleaders danced along with them, their pom-poms reflecting the brilliant light of the fire.
For a few moments Clay paused as the music died away from his ears. He panned in a full one hundred and eighty degree arc and took it all in. 
The other players beaming proudly in the firelight. The band playing the school fight song fervently. The cheerleaders, Chelsie, dancing in unison with full smiles on their faces. Most of the town decked out in blue and yellow, standing in a dirt field on a Sunday night to cheer a team that wouldn’t play for another five days.
The song ended and Coach Stanson handed the microphone over to Chelsie. 
“As you all well know this week we play the Sentinel Lions.”
A smattering of boos went up from the crowd as a subset of the cheerleaders stepped forward holding large letters made of cotton cloth and stuffed with newspaper. They spelled out the five letters of Lions, along with a cutout of the Sentinel mascot.
“And to give you folks a taste of what’s in store for those Lions this Friday, we’ve asked the senior players to help us give you a little demonstration!”
A loud ovation went up and the drummers in the band banged several times on their drums.
“First up, Rich Little!” Chelsie called.
Rich shuffled forward and accepted the letter L from cheerleader Sarah Slater. He walked it as close as he could to the fire before the heat was too intense, then stood and threw the letter high onto the flames.
The cotton and newspaper caught immediately and the crowd cheered loudly as the L evaporated before them.
Rich moved back to the team and was followed by Lyle, Marksy and Matt, each of them taking their respective I-O-N to the fire and tossing it on the blaze.
Each time the letter went up within seconds and each time the crowd cheered with gusto.
Goldie was the last letter to go. Megan Willis presented him with the letter S, which he accepted with a big hug. Clay laughed as Goldie strutted over to the fire and appeared as if he was going to walk directly up to it before the heat brushed him back and he tossed the letter sideways while retreating, fanning himself with a hand.
The crowd laughed and cheered as the letter just barely made the flame and burned up.
“And finally, Clay Hendricks!” Chelsie called. 
The crowd answered on cue again as Chelsie traded the microphone to Sarah for the Sentinel mascot. She walked it over to Clay and handed it to him. Her eyes shined brightly as he accepted it from her and whispered, “Thanks sweetie.”
Clay weighed the Lion in his hands a couple of times as he walked forward. With each step the heat grew more intense until he couldn’t move forward any further. He balled the Lion up and threw it in a high arc, landing it perfectly atop the pile.
The band launched right into the fight song as the crowd went into a frenzy and cheering went up from all directions. The team grouped up around Clay and all forty-two players began to bounce up and down in unison.
The euphoria of the moment lasted several minutes until the song ended and players moved back to their place beside the fire. Coach Stanson got the microphone back from the cheerleaders, thanked everyone for coming out, and promised them a victory on Friday for their efforts.
The crowd cheered again as the band played once more, then began to file out. Clay stood for a few pictures with the guys, a few with Chelsie, even a couple with his Mama.
He declined a ride home from Goldie and Chelsie and told his mother he would see her back at the house.  He milled around the lot until the place was almost empty and the volunteer fire truck began dousing the fire. 
Silently, he walked around the backside of the stadium to the visitor’s side and climbed the old wood bleachers to the top.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
The summer before, the athletic boosters replaced the wooden bleachers on the home side with shiny new aluminum bleachers. 
Clay, along with most of the town, hated them instantly.
Sun reflected off of them, they were loud and noisy when people walked on them. In the winter they were cold to sit on and in the summer they radiated heat when players were running set after set up and down them.
About the only good thing anybody could say about them was they were bigger. Thing of it was though, in a town the size of Huntsville the home crowd never really got any bigger. It was already maxed out. Now it just looked like the home side couldn’t fill their bleachers, as thin spots appeared in both of the upper corners.
Clay preferred the wooden bleachers of the visiting side. The pine planks were worn smooth from years of exposure to the elements and thousands of fans packed in tight several times a year.
The gravel of the track crunched beneath his feet as he looped around the field and made his way to the bleachers. The sounds of the trucks dousing the bonfire died away behind him and the only thing he could hear was the familiar sound of the track beneath his feet.
The first row of the bleachers bowed the tiniest bit as he stepped on it and moved his way up. The smell of smoke filled his nostrils as he climbed the twenty-two rows to the top, turned and stared down at the field before him.
The last of the cars were filing out of the parking lot in the distance, their red taillights lit up against the night sky. He could see the orange lights atop the fire truck behind the home bleachers and view a last few sparks rising into the air.
His phone vibrated against his hip and he dug it out of his pocket. 
Anybody else in the world and he wouldn’t have answered.
“Hey, Buddy,” he said.
“Whaddya say?” Colt asked.
“Oh, same old. Just got done with the bonfire.”
“How’d it go?”
“It was good, same as always,” Clay said, aware that his voice was the only sound in the entire stadium.
“You get to do the honors this year?”
“Yeah. It wasn’t quite as pretty as your toss, but it got the job done.”
“I’ll take it. I’m not as pretty as you most days, so I at least get one.”
Clay snorted and said, “I heard that. What’s going on there?”
“Chemistry,” Colt said. “Got a damn midterm in the morning.”
“You just flew back from Chicago. The pricks are making you take it in the morning?”
“Hell, I had to fight to get that. Midterm was on Friday, but we flew out at eight o’clock. Took an act of Congress to get mine pushed to tomorrow.”
Clay made a face in the darkness. “What the hell? You’re on the football team, I figured they wouldn’t make you take it at all.”
Colt coughed out a laugh. “You’ve been watching too many movies. Truth is most professors hate the football team. They think we’re all idiots and get too much preferential treatment.”
“You’re kidding me.”
“Nope. Sure they like to show up a few Saturdays a year and pretend to be fans and rub elbows with the big donors, but it’s all a show. Once they get tenure or research grants or whatever they want, they go back to hating us.”
“I’ll be damned.”
“Yep. Least we’ve got Mellencamp on our side, right?”
Clay laughed and said, “What else do you need?”
“Not a thing,” Colt agreed. “So what all’s going on around there?”
“Same as usual. Pop’s still helping the Baker’s bring in their crop, Mama’s doing her thing.”
“How’d the Critique go this week?”
“It wasn’t too bad. Didn’t even see him until this morning. By that time it had died down a bunch.”
“It never dies down,” Colt countered. “The only thing that’s changed is you’re a damn good quarterback now.”
Clay smirked and said, “I don’t know about all that, we still got beat. I bet you don’t miss the Critique these days, huh?”
Colt weighed the question a moment before answering.  “Actually, I kind of do. It was always a little fun picking the game apart with Pop. Hell of a lot better than nowadays, when we sit in film session for four hours on Sundays going through every single play for every single position.”
Clay winced. “Ugh. That sounds miserable.”
“You can’t even imagine. You’re hurting from the day before. You just got done lifting, and you spend four hours on a folding chair watching tape, followed by a walkthrough practice to put in next week’s game plan.”
“You do all that on Sundays?” Clay asked.
“Yep. NCAA gives us one day off a week, so we get Monday. That way players with labs or heavy class loads can do it then. Still means they expect you to watch film and stuff, but that they can’t make you show up.”
“But they know who’s there I’m sure.”
“Always.”
The line fell silent for a moment. 
“Where are you at?” Colt asked. “Usually I can hear Mama or the TV or something.”
Clay played with telling him he was somewhere else, but opted for the truth. His brother always saw through it when he lied anyway.
“I’m over at the stadium. After the bonfire I climbed the bleachers, figured I’d hang out here for a few minutes.”
Colt sighed long and slow into the phone. “How you doing with it?”
“It?” Clay asked.
“Don’t play ignorant, you know what I mean.”
“The last game and all that?”
“See, you did know what I meant.”
“Yeah,” Clay said, his voice trailing off. He thought about the question for a moment and said, “You know, it’s funny. I never thought about it at all. Never once. Not until Pop mentioned this being it the other night. Ever since, it’s like I’m seeing the world from a whole new perspective.”
Colt chuckled softly. “Yeah, I know what you mean.”
“How? You guys won state. There was no final moment.”
“Well, first of all, you were there too. We won state. Second, whether it happens in early November or early December, every player eventually faces the end.”
“Yeah, I guess,” Clay acquiesced. “How’d you go about it?”
Colt paused for a few moments. “I was sad for a few days, mostly the weekend. I didn’t want it to end. Who does? But then I got to thinking about it and realized I had one last go-round. I had one last time to do everything, and to end things on my terms. 
“So that’s what I did. I took a ton of pictures; I soaked every bit of it up. Had a monster game, walked away knowing I had done everything I possibly could. After that, it was easy. I was at peace with it.”
“Knowing you would play again probably made it easier too.”
“Naw, it wasn’t that at all. For one thing, nobody ever knows they’re going to play again. For another, it wasn’t about that. It was about closing Huntsville football out the way I wanted to.”
The line hung silent for several long minutes.
“So that’s what you think I should do?” Clay asked.
“Brother, I wish I could tell you exactly what to do, but I can’t. All I can do is tell you to figure out whatever it is that you need to do to close this week out on your terms.”
“On my terms...” Clay said, feeling out the words.
“Let me put it this way. If Friday night were the last time you ever played football, what would it take for you to be completely at peace with that?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Monday
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Monday morning started the same way every other one started, though it was a little earlier this week. Clay awoke before the sound of his mother’s voice called from downstairs, showered, dressed, and joined her at the breakfast table.
“You’re up early,” she said, peering over the edge of her paper.
“Yeah, have to go meet with Mrs. Morris this morning.”
“The guidance counselor?” his mother asked, concern in her voice.
“Yeah, Coach set it up for me.”
“Everything alright?”
“Oh yeah,” Clay assured her. “Just want to make sure I’m ahead of the game with everything. Recruiting season is about to kick into high gear.”
His mother let out a low guttural noise and said, “Oh Lord. Another two months of phone calls and coaches popping by. You remember how bad it got with your brother?”
“Of course. Some nights we had to unplug the phone to eat dinner.”
“Mhmm,” his mother said, her gaze far away, lost in the memory.
Clay finished his cereal, rinsed his bowl and set it in the rack to dry. He finished his glass of juice and grabbed up his gym bag from the floor beside the table.
“You know sweetie, the thing with Colt was...” his mother began, letting her voice trail off.
“I know, Mama.”
“And please don’t take any of this the wrong way, I just mean...”
“I know, Mama,” Clay reiterated. He planted a kiss atop her hair and said, “I’ll see you tonight. You care if Goldie and maybe Matt come by to watch the game?”
“Not at all, I think that’d be nice. Who’s playing?”
“Patriots and Broncos, should be a good one.”
“Go Pats.”
“Go Pats,” Clay echoed, smiling. “Bye, Mama.”
It was just a quarter past seven when Clay arrived at school, the lot almost empty. He pulled his truck up in front of the locker room and went in through the side door.
Marksy was already there when he arrived, sitting with his back to Clay studying the white board on the wall. At his feet was a pair of fifty pound dumbbells.
Clay popped the combination lock on his locker, stuffed his gym bag inside and made his way to the white board as well. Marksy heard him approach and without turning around said, “What’s up?”
Clay walked up beside him, patted him on the shoulder with his fist and said, “What are you doing here this early?”
“Just getting a little time with the weights in. Gets too hard trying to do it after practice this time of year.”
“I heard that,” Clay said. “Damn near dark by the time we get done.”
“And we're cold as hell.”
Clay nodded and continued staring at the board. On it were the offensive and defensive lineups for Sentinel, each of their players names, grades, height and weight listed out. “What’s it looking like?”
Marksy wiped beads of sweat from his forehead. “They’re big. Lot bigger than Culver even.”
“Big or fat?”
“Don’t know. Guess we’ll see today on film. Got decent height though, doubt they're butterballs.”
“Yeah,” Clay agreed. “You also notice that none of the names appear twice?”
Marksy sighed and said, “I did. Another team with enough players to only go one way. Ever wonder what that’s like?”
Clay pulled himself from the board and started to retreat towards the hall. “Colt says it’s boring as hell.”
“Ha! He would say that, wouldn’t he?”
Clay chuckled again.  “I got to go see Mrs. Morris, I’ll see you later.” 
“Later,” Marksy called as Clay headed for the door.
A few students were just starting to fill the hall as Clay circled around the gym and made his way to the front offices. He waved to a few friends and ducked into the Guidance Counselor’s office to find Mrs. Morris already at her desk.
“Good morning, Clay. Thanks for coming in early.”
“Good morning. Thank you for taking the time to meet with me.” 
“Certainly, it’s what I’m here for,” Mrs. Morris said. 
Cynthia Morris was a small woman in her mid forties with short wavy hair that fell just past her ears. Smile lines formed parentheses around her mouth and mirth lines encased her eyes.
Clay settled into the seat across from her and said, “So Coach tells me we have some work to do.”
“I don’t know that I would put it in those terms just yet, but it’s good we’re meeting now,” Mrs. Morris said. “How much do you know about the NCAA Clearinghouse?”
“Just the basics,” Clay said. “I remember Colt going through it a couple years ago. The Clearinghouse determines your eligibility for college sports.”
“That’s correct. You as a student-athlete register with them, then send in copies of your transcripts and test scores and they determine eligibility.  To do that, they look at the number of core courses you’ve passed and your GPA in those classes. They also factor in your SAT or ACT score. From that formula, they reach a final number.”
“So it’s half grades, half test score?”
“Not necessarily. It’s a composite and a strong showing in one can make up for being weaker in the other. Some people are poor test takers, but do well in class. That kind of thing.”
Clay nodded and glanced out the window. “I’m guessing since we’re having this meeting, I’m not doing so well?”
Mrs. Morris sighed and said, “I won’t lie, right now you’re probably not eligible. Your grades aren’t bad, but they’re not great. A C+/B- average comes out to about a 2.35 GPA. The problem is more with your ACT score. An 18 won’t get you very far.”
Clay nodded, but said nothing.
“Now, again, it’s early. That’s why we’re here. Have you considered taking the test again?”
Clay nodded. “Yeah, yes. I just recently signed up for the December test.”
“That’s good. Have you considered any kind of preparatory course?”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, there are classes you can enroll in in Dayton or Cincinnati that have been shown to get pretty good results. There’s also some online programs, or even a lot of books you can get that might help.”
“Okay, I’ll look into that. Thank you,” Clay said.
“Have you begun the Clearinghouse process?”
“No, not yet,” Clay said.
Mrs. Morris rose from behind her desk and took a large packet from a shelf along the wall. She slid it over to him and said, “The deadline for the Clearinghouse isn’t until late April, but it would be a good idea to get on it as soon as possible. You’d hate to have to sit out next fall because of this.”
Clay pulled the packet over to him and read the outside of the envelope. “You know, nothing says I’m actually going to get a scholarship offer. Most schools smaller than Division 1 don’t even have them for athletes. I don’t know that I’m even going to play college ball. Or that I’m going to be going to school at all...”
Mrs. Morris eyes widened just a bit and she said, “Well, as to the first part, registering does not mean you have to play ball. Like I said, it’s a lot easier to have it out of the way just in case than to miss out next fall because you didn’t get everything done in time. As to the second part, you know there are many other ways to pay for college that don’t involve athletics.”
“I highly doubt a 2.35 GPA is going to be getting me any academic scholarships.”
“I don’t mean that. There are literally hundreds of other opportunities out there. Grants, federal aid, student loans.”
“Yeah,” Clay said, nodding slightly.
Silence fell in the room for a few moments, interrupted by the first bell of the morning. Clay rose and said, “I should be going, but thank you very much for meeting with me, I appreciate it.”
Mrs. Morris stood as well. “Absolutely, anytime. And if you need any help as you start working through that application or with finding some ACT prep work, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you,” Clay said and scooped the envelope up from her desk. Without another word he exited into the hallway, now abuzz with a flurry of movement around him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
The gym at lunchtime had two distinct crowds to it. The first were the diehards. The ones who counted the seconds until fourth period ended so they could descend on the gym with great fervor. 
Each day, the same eight or ten guys would come together, choose sides, and play basketball as if it were the state finals. They’d become dripping wet with sweat in the process and spend the remainder of the day wearing their lunch time efforts for the rest of the school to see and smell. 
Rarely did any of these guys bother to eat lunch, and if they did they would begrudgingly leave the game five minutes before their next class. Many of them, as a result, were also skilled in the art of inhalation.
The second group of students was pretty much everyone else. These students all went straight to the lunchroom after class, stood in line for their food, sat around their tables gossiping. Eventually, they would bore of this and head to the gym, which became a social mall for the remainder of the period.
Clay was one of the few individuals that didn’t fit into either category. 
The year before he started packing his lunch every day, coinciding with the school’s decision to stop serving sweet tea. The school became swept up by the national campaign to remove sodas and candy from schools and in the process sweet tea was also axed.
Clay had never much cared for soda but sweet tea, along with Cheese Pringles and peanut butter M&M’s, was his major vice. Take away the tea, lose a customer immediately.
As a result, Clay started packing his lunch. In the process he discovered just how the lunchtime flow worked and if he went straight to the gym he could eat in virtual silence before the place become abuzz with students.
Today, Clay pulled the insulated Indiana Hoosiers lunch sack Colt nabbed for him from his truck and went to the gym as usual. What little foot traffic existed on this end of the school was headed in the opposite direction.
“Afternoon, Miss Clairmont,” Clay said as he entered.
“Hello, Clay,” Miss Clairmont responded. She was a small, stooped woman in her fifties that most students were absolutely terrified of. The reputation was not without merit, as she was known to be rather harsh, but such treatment was generally reserved only for the students who deserved it.
“How are you today?” he asked.
“Little warmer outside, which is nice.”
“That’s true,” Clay agreed. “Makes practice a whole lot easier, that’s for sure.”
“You know I’m not technically supposed to let you eat that in here,” she said, pointing to his lunch sack the same as she did every day.
“I know, Miss Clairmont, but I was hoping some dark chocolate might make you look the other way.”
She smiled and shook her head as he handed her the same mini-Hershey’s bar he did each day. “I won’t tell if you don’t.”
“I appreciate that,” Clay said, smiling, and made his way down to the bleachers towards the far end. 
Most days the gym was empty except for the guys playing basketball. They were already out on the court, choosing up sides and talking trash. 
Down at the end of the bleachers though, sat a dark haired girl that wasn’t usually there. Clay ambled the length of the bleachers and pulled up just short of her, trying to put a stern expression on his face.
“You’re in my seat.”
She raised her eyebrows a notch and looked from one end of the gym to the other at the empty bleachers. “Oh, yeah?”
“Yep.”
“Good,” she said, leaning back against the row behind her.
Clay smiled, chuckled lightly, and sat down beside her. “What’s up, Stud? You’re not usually in here now.”
“Well, I heard there was this tall drink of water that usually frequents this area around now.”
Clay craned his neck in either direction in an exaggerated fashion. “Really? Sounds dreamy.”
“Oh, he is,” she replied in earnest.
Clay put the lunch sack on the ground beneath his feet and opened it up. “Naw, seriously, what brings you in here this early?”
“Sadly, today we said goodbye to Maybelle forever.”
“Ooh,” Clay said, drawing it out slowly. “Poor Maybelle, she will be missed.”
“Indeed. Made for a wonderful Monday morning too, let me tell you.”
Natalie Pritchard had been Clay’s neighbor since the two of them were born. They had been brought into the world within a month of each other and had lived their entire lives just a half mile from one another.
Natalie had an older brother that was the same age as Colt, and the four of them grew up in the yard together. Each summer they managed to beat a makeshift baseball diamond into the grass, each winter they’d trample the fallen snow around the basketball hoop.
Growing up with three competitive males as her closest friends, Natalie blossomed into a tomboy and tremendous athlete. She was attractive in a natural, plain sort of way that suited her personality to the letter.
“What happened?” Colt asked. “I didn’t see you along the road on my way to school, though I had to come in early to meet with Morris today.”
“Oof, how’d that go?”
“Same stuff, different day,” Clay deflected.
“Well, you probably wouldn’t have seen me anyway. I was running a little behind this morning, tried to gun her coming off the stop sign by the gas station. A loud snap, a few sputters, and she was done.”
Maybelle was Natalie’s 1986 Honda Accord with over 200,000 miles on it. The two had logged many fun afternoons trolling around in the car, but everybody knew it was only a matter of time before it could take no more.
“Ouch,” Clay said. “Where is she now?”
“Red came and towed it to his shop for us, took a quick look under the hood. Says the block’s cracked, probably take more to fix it than she’s worth.”
“Something everybody likes to hear.”
“Exactly,” Natalie said as the first wave of people began filtering in from the cafeteria.
“What are you going to do?”
“Nothing yet. We told him to wait a couple days so we could make some phone calls and decide what we want to do. Didn’t feel like messing with it until after tomorrow at the least.”
“Why, is there something going on tomorrow?” Clay asked, trying to sound sincere.
With one fluent movement she snapped out a quick jab and struck him full on the shoulder. “You know damn well what I’m talking about, and you better be there.”
Clay rubbed his arm and said, “Big bully, watch it. I’ve got a game this weekend.”
“Oh that’s right, because football is the only sport still going on this week, right?”
Clay threw his head back and laughed heartily. “Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying. How did you know?”
“Just good like that I suppose,” Natalie said.
“And of course I’ll be there. Be mighty lonely around here to be the only one not at the game.”
“Damn right you will be,” Natalie said. “Also, any chance I can bum a ride off you for the next couple mornings?”
“Sure thing, what time?”
“Seven-thirty?”
“Done,” Clay said.
“Alright, I need to go eat. I’ll see you in the morning, if not before then?” she asked, leaning over and giving him a hug.
“Sounds good,” Clay said, responding with his right arm.
Natalie bounced away as Clay turned back to his lunch of a Myoplex protein bar, a banana and sweet tea. He had barely unwrapped the bar before Chelsie dropped down in the spot Natalie just vacated.
“Is this seat taken?” she asked with a slight hint of sarcasm.
“Not at all,” Clay said, taking an enormous bite from the bar. “Natty P just needed to ask for a ride in the morning.”
“Oh, well, isn’t that nice.”
Clay continued eating the bar and said, “Don’t do that. You know there’s never been anything at all between us. We go back years with never a minute of anything but friendship.”
Chelsie pursed her lips a bit and said, “Well, I still don’t see why she has to hug you all the time.”
“Don’t you hug your brothers?” Clay countered.
“Well yeah, but she’s not your sister.”
“Might as well be,” Clay said, turning to the banana.
The rest of the cafeteria began to empty into the gym and soon a crowd had formed around them. A few minutes later Chelsie let the incident go, the two of them becoming the center of a massive swirl of social interaction.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
In a strange way, Brian Matthews tearing his ACL at practice four years before was one of the best things that ever happened for Huntsville football players.
Prior to that, Monday afternoon practices were an exercise in physical punishment. Coach Stanson believed the week should start with a pounding that slowly eased off on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Thursday was a light walkthrough and Friday was game day.
That particular afternoon, the team was doing the Oklahoma drill, which consisted of an offensive lineman, a defensive lineman, a linebacker and a running back all within a narrow running lane. Two men on either side of the ball hurtling themselves headlong at one another. 
Brian Matthews was the running back on the first play of the drill. He paused a half second to let his blocker fire out, then put his head down and ran forward as hard as he could.
On that particular play, his lineman battled the defensive lineman to a standstill and as Brian ran by, the defensive lineman fell to all fours and grabbed hold of Brian’s right leg. A moment later the linebacker came forward and slammed into him, spinning his body hard to the left.
Aided by the defensive lineman, his right foot remained stationary as the rest of his body violently twisted one hundred and eighty degrees. The sound of his ACL snapping could be heard by all, followed a second later by Brian screaming.
That knee injury didn’t just tear the ACL of Brian Matthews, it took down an All-Ohio running back and ended the Hornets bid for a state title. 
And it ended Monday afternoon hitting practices.
The locker room was already dark with a large blue square from the projector on the wall when Clay finished taping his ankles. He pulled on his team issued sweatpants and long sleeve shirt, then shrugged his practice jersey on over top of it.
The benches were still arranged in rows in front of the video screen from Saturday morning and Clay pulled up on the end of the front row with the other seniors. Behind them sat the juniors, followed by the sophomores and freshmen. The other classes had enough people to each fill their rows, while the seniors barely covered half of their long wooden bench.
At exactly three o’clock Coach Stanson turned on the projector and began running tape for Sentinel. Clay kept his gaze aimed up at the wall in front of him as he laced his cleats and tied them into place.
“This is Sentinel’s base front,” Stanson said. “They run a 4-3 in the box with Cover Two on the back half. As you can see, their down linemen are just space eaters. They let their ends and linebackers do all the up-field rushing.
“They will bring pressure on all passing downs, usually from the weak side. Clay?”
“Yes, sir.”
“You see number 47 start creeping up, he’s coming every time. That’s Ziemann, pretty good player. I’m sure you remember from last year.”
“Yes, sir,” Clay mumbled. The year before, Chris Ziemann had hit Clay with a blindside sack that left him wheezing for several plays thereafter.
“Goldie?” Stanson snapped.  “You see him creeping up like that, want you to get a piece of him before you release on your routes.  Got that?”
“Yes, sir.”
Stanson let the film roll for a few moments, stopping several plays later. “See here, in short yardage and on the goal line they’ll shift into a Bear front. Take a linebacker out and bring in another down lineman for extra size.  We see this, we may try to call a long one. Pop a big gain in short yardage while their coverage guys are on the sideline. Clay, feel free to audible here if you see it, alright?”
“Yes, sir.”
“Matt, you hear the audible, sell your block then take off like hell. You with me?”
“Yes, Coach,” Richmond responded.
Stanson showed a few more plays then sped through several. “This here’s Sentinel on offense. They are a pass heavy team, so backs, linebackers, have your running shoes on and be ready to cover.  They’ll run a lot of trips and four-wide sets, try to spread us out. 
“Occasionally they’ll try to pop a few runs or some screens through the middle, but most of the time they’re running a West Coast offense. Defensive line, we’re going to need a huge effort out of you. We’re going to be back in coverage a lot and won’t be able to blitz much. It’s going to be on you to bring pressure and keep Witten off balance.”
Coach Stanson showed them several Sentinel offensive plays, displaying the quick tempo and wide open aerial scheme they’d be facing. He trolled through a few more series on either side of the ball, then cut the tape and called for the lights.
A freshman in the back scurried from the room and a moment later the lights popped on as Coach Stanson made his way to the front of the room. “Alright fellas, this is it. Unfortunately we know we won’t be playing next weekend, meaning we have no excuse not to give every ounce of energy we can towards preparation this week. I expect mental focus to be high and full hustle at all times. That understood?”
“Yes, sir,” the room said together.
“Alright, I’ll see you out there,” he said and disappeared back into his office.
Clay rose and stretched his hands over his head, then went to his locker and took down his blue and gray Nike gloves from the top shelf. He pulled them on, leaving the straps to swing freely, and grabbed his helmet down from the hook it rested on.
His locker made a loud metallic clang as he slammed it shut, walked out the door and down the half dozen stairs to the concrete below. Goldie and Lyle fell in beside him as they marched out to the practice fields, the sound of their cleats scraping on blacktop ringing in unison.
“How many we got this week?” Goldie asked.
“I don’t know,” Clay said. “Can’t be that many.”
“Yeah, but don’t forget, we lost,” Lyle added.
The moment the three reached the grass that lined the field they broke into a jog towards their respective position groups. Spread around the field were the five assistant coaches of Huntsville High, each assigned to coach a different position group. At the start of each practice players reported to one of them, depending on where they played.
Offensive guards and centers, like Rich and Lyle, reported to Coach Peterson. Tackles and tight ends went to Coach Harwood while receivers worked with Coach Brennaman. Goldie and the other running backs went to Coach Cox while Clay and the two younger quarterbacks behind him were coached by Chan Bellick.
Clay was the first quarterback on the field and jogged out to midfield where Bellick was tossing a football up in the air to himself. As Clay approached he hefted it underhand to him and said, “How you feeling?”
“Loss is about the only thing still hurting.”
“Yeah, no kidding,” Bellick said. “Barely slept all weekend and I still don’t know how we let that one get away from us.”
Clay tossed the ball back to him. “What do you think of Sentinel?”
Bellick made a face and said, “It’s all about that rush. If you get time, you’ll pick apart their secondary. It’s weak at best. Most people just don’t stay upright long enough to figure that out.”
They were joined by Leb Harden, a freshman quarterback, and Mitch Wegman, the sophomore incumbent to quarterback after Friday. 
“Alright boys, give me two laps around the field to start out with,” Bellick said without preamble.
Clay clamped the helmet down over his head, the cold plastic of the inner-pads rock hard against his skin. He left the chinstrap open as they jogged three across around the field, the other position groups beginning their warm-ups as they went.
They returned to the middle of the field where Coach Bellick put them through a series of form running drills to get them loosened up, followed by stretching. The full warm-up took fifteen minutes, after which Coach Stanson brought the team together in the middle of the field.
The freshmen each pulled gold beanies on over top of their helmets as the offense lined up in their base formation. Coach Stanson then arranged the freshmen into Sentinel’s defensive front.
He walked through each of the players and gave their size and year, followed by a brief scouting report on them. At the end of it he had the freshmen show various defensive fronts with the offense running basic plays against them.
This continued for nearly half an hour, after which they switched sides and the freshmen played Sentinel’s offense for the defense to see. Even during a walkthrough session, Clay could see that the coaches were right about the amount of passing Sentinel did.
After another half an hour, Coach Stanson blew his whistle and the team retreated to the sideline. The players grouped themselves up by class and spread themselves the length of the field.
“I’m thinking ten,” Goldie whispered as the seniors took their place on the line.
“We lost, that’s five automatically,” Marksy said.
“But we didn’t have but a couple penalties,” Goldie countered.
Each week, the number of gassers the team performed on Mondays was a combination of the number of games remaining and penalties committed the week before. If they lost, an extra five was added to the total. 
Sometimes, at Coach Stanson’s discretion, a few more could be added as well.
Coach Stanson stood in the middle of the field with his whistle in hand and said, “Alright boys, since this is the last week of the season, you have one gasser. We had five penalties last week, so that’s five more gassers. And we lost, so that’s another five. Eleven total.”
“That’s not too bad,” Richmond said.
Coach Stanson paused for a moment and said, “And this week we play a team that likes to throw the ball from sideline to sideline. They’re a lot bigger school than we are and have a lot more players, so we can’t afford to get tired. So just for good measure, let’s double it. Twenty-two gassers!”
“Aw hell, spoke too soon,” Richmond said.
A few groans went up from the underclassmen, which Coach Stanson responded to by pushing the number to twenty-five.
Gassers were a conditioning drill where the players sprinted across the length of the field, touched the opposite sideline and returned in under eighteen seconds. If someone didn’t make it in time, the group ran another one that was untimed and didn’t count towards their total.
Most Olympic track runners run one hundred meters in nine-and-a-half to ten seconds one time on a track. This was asking high school football players to run 110 yards in cleats, on grass, in under eighteen seconds.
The drill began with Coach Stanson blowing the whistle once and the seniors taking off. When they reached the opposite sideline he would blow it again and the juniors started running. This wave of sprints continued in a steady pattern with position coaches keeping time for each of the classes.
The first ten gassers went by easily, but by the halfway point the icy air began clawing at their lungs. The freshmen were the first to miss time, followed soon thereafter by the sophomores.
The senior class was the only one not to miss, though both the Little’s were gasping heavily by the end. 
After twenty minutes of hard sprints, mercifully the practice broke and the players jogged back towards the locker room. Despite the cold, many were sweating and still panting as their cleats clacked on the asphalt.
“Last one and the old bastard couldn’t cut us a break, could he?” Goldie said.
“Hell, I think he did it because it’s the last one,” Marksy said. “It wasn’t about conditioning. We’re way past that point in the season.”
“Jesus, my lungs are burning,” Rich said. Beside him, Lyle coughed and spit phlegm onto the ground.
Outside the locker room a man in a red windbreaker and plain black ball cap was sitting on the single aluminum bench lining the building. He waited for them to approach and offered a half smile. “Which one of you is Clay Hendricks?”
Goldie snorted and the others headed inside as Clay slowed down a step. “That’s me, sir.”
The man stuck out his hand and said, “Coach Bruce Paulus, pleasure to meet you.”
Clay shook his hand and said, “Coach, it’s good to meet you and please don’t take this the wrong way, but I have one more week before I’m allowed to speak to you. I appreciate you making the trip, but I can’t jeopardize myself or my team by speaking with you before the season ends.”
Without another word he headed for the locker room, wondering what college would possibly be sending a coach out to meet him during a time when recruiting was expressly prohibited.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
Matt was the first to arrive. The game was set to kick off at eight, so he arrived fifteen minutes early with a large bag of chips and a two-liter of Mountain Dew. He knocked on the door and waited outside for Beth Anne to open it.
“Hello, Mrs. Hendricks, how are you?” he asked.
“I’m good, Mr. Richmond,” she replied. 
He smiled sheepishly at the insinuation and asked, “Clay around?”
“He’s in the front room, go on in,” she said.
Clay was seated on the couch, his feet propped up on the solid wood coffee table in front of him. His cell phone was pressed to his ear and he said, “Alright Chels, Matt just got here. Talk to you tomorrow?” He paused a moment before adding, “Alright, night!”
“Don’t let me interrupt anything,” Matt said as he put the chips and soda on the coffee table and sat down in an armchair across from Clay.
“No worries,” Clay said. “I warned her ahead of time you guys were coming over.”
“No Goldie yet?”
Before Clay could answer, the front door swung open and Goldie sauntered in. 
“Hey BA!” he called down the hall to Clay’s mom, walked into the living room and flopped onto the couch opposite Clay. “What’s shaking, boys?” he asked as he scooped up the chips Matt brought and pulled open the top.
Clay smirked. “Make yourself at home Goldie.”
“Don’t mind if I do,” Goldie said, cramming a handful of chips into his mouth. With the other hand he snatched up the remote and raised the volume several decibels.
The game was just starting, the Patriots and Broncos live from Foxboro, Massachusetts for their annual slugfest. 
“Who you like here?” Matt asked to nobody in particular.
“Broncos all the way,” Goldie said.
“Pats for me,” Clay said.
Goldie shook his head and said, “You’re a traitor to your kind, you know that?”
“To my kind?”
“Indianapolis, the place where Peyton Manning made his name, is like two hours from here. They’re the hometown team. Hell, your brother goes to school right down the street from them!”
“Actually, the Bengals are the hometown team,” Matt corrected.
“Yeah, but they don’t count,” Goldie said. “They suck, and have since Ickey Woods was there.”
Clay couldn't help but laugh. “Ickey Woods. Now there’s a name I haven’t heard in a while.”
“Naw, but seriously, how are you going to take the Patriots over Peyton tonight?”
“I’ve always been a Pats fan, you know that.”
“What kind of reason is that? That’s like saying West Coast rappers and East Coast rappers have always fought, so they should keep fighting.”
Clay stared with a blank expression at Matt . “Did he just equivocate me liking the Pats with somebody shooting Tupac or Biggie?”
Matt laughed heartily and held his hands up at his sides. “I don’t want any part of this one.”
Goldie stared at Clay expectantly, who finally said, “Alright, you know I’ve always been a Michigan fan, right?”
“Yeah?”
“And Brady went to Michigan.”
“And that’s it?”
“Naw, not just that he went there, but the way it all played out. Barely recruited out of high school, even split time as a senior with Drew Henson. Drafted 199th in the 2000 draft, passed over by every single team in the league before finally getting picked up. I mean, I know he’s become a prima donna lately, knocking up actresses and marrying supermodels, and we’re not even going to acknowledge his hair, but he’s still my boy.”
Goldie arched an eyebrow. “But you can’t really believe he’s better than Peyton.”
“No better, no worse, just different. One was anointed the greatest quarterback alive from the time he could walk. The other worked his tail off. They both ended up in the same place, just took different paths and have different styles.”
“If you had to pick one to win you a Superbowl?” Matt asked.
“Brady for sure,” Clay said. “He’s got three already, thrives in the big moment. With the exception of that one Superbowl run, Manning is essentially this generation’s Dan Marino.”
“Based on pure football skills, which is better?” Goldie asked.
Clay made a face. “Why would you ever make that choice? That’s like asking who’s the better actor, Pacino or Deniro?”
“Pacino,” Matt said.
“Deniro,” Goldie answered simultaneously.
Clay laughed again. “Thank you for proving my point.”
“Pacino?!” Goldie snapped. “Have you seen Raging Bull?”
“So Deniro gained some weight and learned to box,” Matt countered. “The Godfather II is the greatest performance ever by an actor.”
“Yeah, Deniro! He actually made you believe he was a young Marlon Brando!” 
The debate circled for most of the evening as the Patriots methodically worked over the Broncos. Around halftime Beth Anne came in and wished them all good night and at the end of the third quarter Clay’s dad poked his head in and said he was going straight to bed as well.
With three minutes left in the fourth quarter and the evening edging on towards eleven, Matt excused himself and headed out. Goldie waited for the game to end, took the rest of the chips and soda and headed for the door.
As he got there, he turned back to Clay and said, “You really believe all that stuff you said earlier don’t you?”
“What’s that?” Clay asked.
“About Brady being the one to pull for, since he had the tougher road to get there.”
“Absolutely,” Clay said without a trace of doubt.
Goldie turned a little in the doorway and weighed the response. “What’s it matter though?”
“What do you mean?”
“Who cares how they each got there. They’re both good. Just leave it at that and pick your favorite.”
Clay looked at his friend, then stared out the front window into the darkness. 
“Goldie, we play ball on a team with six seniors, for a school with a couple of hundred kids. We live in a town that lives and breathes with the farm report each morning. I’ve got to believe there’s extra merit to be had from the person that clawed and scratched than for the one that was put in the best possible position from the word go.” 
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Chapter Thirteen
 
Clay pulled his truck up beside the old white clapboard house and honked once. Any other time he would go in and say hello, but the clock on the dash showed it was already seven-thirty. Tardiness was frowned upon at Huntsville High, even for the best athletes in the school.
A moment later the kitchen door opened and Natalie stepped onto the porch. She said something back into the house behind her, pulled the door shut, and walked out around the front of the truck.
Clay’s jaw dropped a full inch as she did so, his gaze following her as she circled the truck and climbed inside.
“Hey,” she said as she tossed her gym bag in and climbed inside.
“Whaaaaat...” Clay said, drawing the word out slowly.
A tinge of color flashed to Natalie’s cheeks. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Clay shook his head from side to side in disbelief of her comment. “Oh really? So you routinely curl your hair and wear heels and a dress to school?”
Natalie shot a finger towards the dash . “We’re going to be late.”
The gear shift moved smoothly as Clay swung it down into reverse and backed down the driveway. “Seriously, what’s the occasion?”
“We always dress up for games, you know that,” Natalie said. “Not all of us get to walk around the school in our jerseys.”
The thought of the volleyball team’s gaudy blue and yellow uniforms entered Clay’s mind, drawing a smirk out from him. “Would you really want to though?”
“Well, no. I guess not. I’m just saying; this isn’t all that uncommon. No need to be poking fun.”
“And I’m just saying, you look sharp. I’m not poking fun.”
“Oh. Well, thank you. Was saying that so hard?”
“You’re welcome. Was thanking me so hard?”
She turned and narrowed an eye at him, then broke into a smile.
“So, big one tonight," Clay said. "Let’s hear your prediction.”
The Huntsville volleyball were scheduled to play Florence on their home floor in less than twelve hours for the district championship. A win would put them into the final four in Columbus at the Ohio State volleyball arena.
“Well, us in a walk obviously.”
“Obviously,” Clay echoed.
Natalie laughed and said, “I don’t know. It’s going to be interesting though, that’s for sure.”
“Oh yeah, how’s that?”
“Florence’s front line goes 5’10”, 6’1”, 6’1”.”
Clay’s eyes bulged a bit. “Jeezy, they cute?”
Natalie ignored the question . “Last game, we went clear to 31-29 to win in the fifth set. Florence hasn’t had a team score more than 10 against them yet.”
“So they’re good?”
“Uh, yeah.”
“So are you though.”
“I guess we’ll see.”
Clay rounded through town towards the high school and said, “Random question for you.”
“Shoot.”
“You think you’ll miss it?”
Natalie raised her eyebrows a fraction of an inch. “Playing volleyball? Or all of this?” As she spoke, she waved her hand in a circular motion towards town.
“Yes.”
She looked over and flashed another smile. “Yes and no. It’s different for girls here.”
“How so?”
“Look, don’t take this the wrong way cause you know I adore you, but we’re in the district finals. We’re one of the eight best teams in the state. You guys are good, but aren’t even going to the playoffs.”
“Ouch.”
“You know what I mean.  I’m just saying, two nights ago we had a bonfire for the football team. Friday we’ll have a pep rally.”
The truck turned into the high school parking lot and Clay conceded, “Yeah, I see what you mean.”
“And to answer your other question, I don’t know that I’ll miss playing volleyball all that much when I’m done.”
“Really? You play like you love it.”
“Some parts of it I do. I love the girls, traveling to road games on the bus, seeing you guys all going crazy for us at games. Far as playing goes though? I’m tired of always having a dislocated finger or two, of having to tape my ankles everyday, of having bruises on my hips from diving. I’ll ride this train as far as it goes, but I won’t be sad to get off when it stops.”
Clay put the truck in park and smiled from the corner of his mouth. “Nice metaphor. I like it.”
“Thanks. Thanks for the ride too.”
“Always a pleasure. Same time tomorrow?”
“If you’d be so kind.” 
Natalie grabbed her bag from the seat between them and they both hopped out of the truck. “So, what’s your prediction for tonight?” she asked.
“Huntsville pulls the upset behind a monster effort from Natty P!” Blake said, drifting away from her towards the locker room.
“Monster effort, huh?”
“Heck yeah,” Clay said, opening the locker room door behind him. He motioned at her outfit and said, “Look good, play good!”
She smiled and waved as he disappeared inside.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
 
Every Friday the varsity cheerleaders decorated the senior football player’s lockers. Each year, the cheerleaders divvied up the players, bringing them various snacks and treats and covering their lockers in everything from glitter to streamers.
Usually each cheerleader had a couple of players she was in charge of, but with the small senior class the division was an even one-to-one for everybody. What resulted was each player got twice the attention as usual.
Clay walked down the long hallway towards his locker, not even bothering to glance at numbers as he walked straight for the one that was engulfed from bottom to top in signs. The fact that the cheerleader assigned to him was his girlfriend made his even more conspicuous than most.
Clay unlatched his lock and swung it open, tossing in a few things and digging out his geometry book. He pushed it shut without thinking and a few of the signs drifted from the door to the ground.
He knelt down to pick them and as he tossed them into the top shelf of his locker heard the words, “So that’s how you treat my hard work, huh?”
Clay half smiled and closed the door to find Chelsie standing behind it. “Wow. That’s what you got from that? Not that the tape had dried out? Or that the signs were too heavy? Just that I didn’t like them?”
She raised her eyebrows in suspicion . “Really? Not some lame attempt to get rid of them one by one?”
Clay swung an arm around her shoulder . “How could I not like a sign that says ‘This Hornet makes me Horney’?” 
She giggled and whispered, “Now you know that sign was strictly for your eyes only. That one never made the locker.”
“Why is that, by the way?”
Chelsie jabbed him once in the ribs and said, “Not exactly public knowledge you know.”
“Oh. Huh,” was all Clay responded.
“So, how was the trip to school today?” Chelsie asked as the ambled around a corner, underclassmen bustling by. 
Clay rolled his eyes . “Aw hell, here we go.”
“I’m just asking!”
“It was fine, thanks,” Clay responded, a disbelieving smile across his face.
“Okay,” Chelsie said, raising her right hand so her palm was flat in the air.
Together they circled the halls toward the cafeteria, where the senior class congregated each morning before class. As they approached, Chelsie pulled his arm towards the gym and said, “Hey, come this way instead.”
Clay glanced towards the cafeteria with his lips pursed as if to ask why, but allowed himself to be pulled behind her. They walked in silence down another long hallway and circled into the gym.
Inside, a couple of freshman scurried through in various directions, but otherwise nobody was around. The bleachers were all pushed back for the impending gym class and a row of ping pong tables was set up along the far wall.
They walked several feet into the gym before Chelsie abruptly stopped and whirled around. The move surprised Clay as he pulled up short and asked, “Alright, what’s up?”
Without answering she held her books away from her and rifled through, pulling out a large white envelope. She eyed it nervously for a moment, exhaled and extended the package towards Clay.
Still not entirely sure what was going on, Clay accepted the envelope. “What’s this?”
She said nothing as he glanced down to see the words “Indiana University – Department of Admissions” stamped across the top left corner.
“Open it,” she whispered.
He kept his eyes locked on it and said, “What’s it say?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “I haven’t looked yet. I want you to do it.”
“Chels, this is yours. You should do it.”
She shook her head from side to side, her ponytail swinging behind her . “I can’t. My stomach’s been in knots all morning.”
“When did it arrive?”
“Yesterday, though I didn’t see it until this morning. Mom didn’t know I had applied and just tossed it into the pile with the other college magazines.”
“I didn’t know you applied either.”
“Well, I wasn’t going to say anything unless I got in, but now that the letter’s here I can’t stand the thought of opening it myself.”
Clay turned the envelope over in his hands and said, “It’s barely November. They’re already mailing decisions?”
“I applied early action.”
An uncertain look grew across Clay’s face . “Indiana? Really? I thought you hated the idea of being in Indianapolis?”
“I hate the idea of us not being together even more.”
“Yeah, but I haven’t applied to Indiana.”
“But with your brother being there, we both know you probably will,” Chelsie countered.
Clay raised his eyebrows and said, “Yeah, you’re—“
“Would you just open the letter!” Chelsie snapped.
The outburst caught Clay by surprise and he held his hands up by his side. “Opening the letter right now.”
She half smiled and said, “Sorry. I’m dying over here!”
Clay began tearing into the envelope and said, “You know you got in.”
“I don’t know that.”
              “Yeah you do. When they don’t accept someone, they send them a small envelope with a folded up form letter saying ‘You’re great, but sorry anyway.’ When they send something like this it says, ‘Welcome to Indiana!’”
The white envelope tore easily across the top and Clay pulled a thin stack of papers from within. He pulled the entire group out and scanned through them before beginning to read aloud.
“It is with great pleasure that the Admissions Committee for the University of Indiana extends a spot in the Class of 2018 to Miss Chelsie Swanson...”
A loud squeal emanated from Chelsie as she jumped onto Clay, throwing her arms around his neck. “Oh thank you, thank you...”
The papers Clay held fell to the ground as he caught her.  “Why are you thanking me? I didn’t make the decision, though I would have undoubtedly said the same thing.”
“Yes, but you opened the letter and made it official!” She pressed her lips to his several times, then looked up into his smiling face.
He sighed dramatically and said, “Yeah, I guess I did do that part didn’t I?”
“Yeah, I guess you did.”
“Congratulations,” Clay whispered, staring down into her eyes.
“Thanks,” she whispered, pressing her head against his chest and letting out a contented sigh.
The bell for class rang in the empty stillness of the gym, but neither moved an inch.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
 
One of the random things Clay always liked best about football season was the golden hue the late afternoon sun would take. The practice fields were on the west side of the school and as the sun would begin its descent each afternoon the long rays would almost glow off the grass.
Every time the sun’s rays took on that tone, regardless where he was or the time of year, he was immediately back to football practice in the fall. Those rays had been gone for a few weeks now, showing up only a handful of times as the October days had slid into November.  
Today was a rare treat though, the sun bouncing off the black asphalt of the parking lot as Clay laced up his cleats and walked out towards the practice field. For a moment he closed his eyes and tilted his head skyward, imagining the sun of earlier in the season warming his face as he walked out to practice.
The first players to take the field each day were specialists. Kickers, punters, long snappers, and return men. There wasn’t enough time during practice to get in all the exact work that these positions required, so they were taxed with hustling to the locker room after school and being the first ones onto the field.
Ahead of him Clay could see Lee Timms and Will Austin walking towards the field. Both were sophomore kickers, Timms handling the kickoffs and Austin the place-kicking duties. The two talked back and forth as they walked on ahead, Lee carrying the tees and Will with a large net sack of footballs over his shoulder. 
Twenty yards behind them was Clay, flanked by Matt and Goldie. Matt returned punts, Goldie kickoffs. Clay also went deep on kicks and handled all the punting.
Behind them they could hear one last set of cleats scraping the asphalt as the long snapper, Mike Tripp, made up the rear. 
“All this sunshine, should be warmer than it is out here,” Goldie complained, pulling his football gloves down over his hands. 
“It’s not too bad,” Clay said. “We’ve definitely had worse.”
“Yeah we have,” Matt said. “Besides, it was cool of Stanson to institute the Sweats Rule for us this week.”
The Sweats Rule was usually reserved for the playoffs, but Coach Stanson had made an exception this year. It allowed for players to wear team issue sweatpants to practice instead of their football pants. 
It didn’t make for easier practices, just much warmer players.
Before anybody could agree with Matt’s assessment, a loud hooting erupted behind them.
“Here comes Bellick,” Clay said, grinning. In addition to coaching the quarterbacks and linebackers, Coach Bellick also handled the specialists.
Behind them Bellick jogged up behind the players, reaching Tripp first and smacking his shoulders pads several times. “Whaddya say Mikey? Whaddya say Mikey?” he rattled in rapid fire succession.
Without waiting for a response he bounded forward and slapped Goldie on the back, spun and swung out through the open parking lot. “Hit me Clay!”
Clay instinctively found the laces on the ball in his hand and sailed a lazy pass into Bellick’s outstretched hands. Bellick secured the ball and held it against his body, drawing his toes to a stop just inches from a yellow parking line.
“And he gets both feet down! Touchdown!” he yelled and began to dance through the parking lot.
All three players laughed in unison and Matt said, “You’d think it was Christmas morning out here the way he’s bouncing around.”
“To him it is,” Clay said, laughing as Bellick came up behind Timms and Austin and slapped their pads with the palms of his hands.
The players reached the edge of the parking lot and broke in different directions. Clay went right towards the far end zone, jogging to loosen up. After that he went into a few high knees, a few heel kicks and did a little light stretching.
Tripp joined him a moment later and began loosening his shoulders in big wide circles. To their right Timms was kicking balls off a tee and Austin was doing leg swings. On the far end they could see Bellick joking with Matt and Goldie.
“Alright, you ready to get going?” Clay asked Timms.
“Let’s do it. Starting at ten?”
“Starting at ten,” Clay said.
Tripp dropped the ball on a random white line and Clay backed up two more white lines behind him. The first snap came back slow and a little wobbly and Clay snagged it and punted it smoothly. The ball traveled thirty-five yards past Tripp, where it was grabbed by Bellick and ran back to them.
Bellick tossed the ball to Tripp as he passed and said, “Feeling good today, Clay! Don’t think there’s any chance you can beat me.”
“None, huh?”
“Might as well not even try,” Bellick said.
Clay smiled and fielded the next snap from Tripp, this one a little tighter and quicker. He stepped forward with his right foot and planted his left, swung his right leg through and punted it forty yards through the air.
“That drop’s getting better,” Bellick said. “Only took me four years, but I damn near made a punter out of you.”
“That you did,” Clay agreed. “Damn near killed us both in the process too.”
Bellick laughed and said, “It hurt me way more than it hurt you, I promise.”
Clay laughed and snagged another snap from Tripp, kicking it high into the air. On the other end Matt settled under them, tossing the ball back in their direction after each one.
On the opposite side of the field, Timms laced up his square toed kicking shoe and began lobbing kickoffs towards Goldie. Beside him, Austin used the metal holder to knock place kicks through the uprights. A team manager, the school principal’s sixth grade nephew, fielded the kicks and tossed them back.
The routine continued for twenty minutes, Tripp snapping back to Clay who kicked them to Matt. Each time, Bellick would offer some bit of insight before shouting insults to Goldie.
Once Clay could feel a little sweat starting to form he said, “Alright Coach. I know you said not to even try, but I’m going to give it a go anyway.”
A sly grin spread across Bellick’s face and he said, “Alright, alright.” 
He rubbed his hands together and hopped up and down a few times, then swung his leg back and forth. At first it swung only as high as his waist, but after four or five times his toe was closer to his shoulder.
“Austin! Get over here for a minute,” Bellick said.
Austin ignored the kick he was lining up and jogged over, a smile on his face. Across the field, Timms had stopped kicking, looking on in amusement as well.
They all knew what was coming. It was a game that had played itself out every day for the last four years.
“We ready?” Clay asked.
“Best two out of three,” Bellick replied.
“Gentlemen, do the honors,” Clay said.
Tripp and Austin stood side by side ten yards away, each with a ball in hand. They counted aloud to three, then tossed the balls back to Clay and Bellick.
They each caught their ball cleanly, took three steps and punted them high into the air. Clay’s took off straight and floated down to the forty yard line. Bellick’s sounded a little hollow and toppled end over end to the thirty-three.
A cacophony of comments and snickers went up from around the field as Bellick bellowed, “That was my first kick! He’s been out here for half an hour now!”
Clay laughed heartily. “But you said I didn’t have a chance!”
“You still don’t. Best two out of three means I can afford to spot you one.”
Clay laughed again as Matt retrieved the kicks and tossed them back to Tripp and Austin. Across the parking lot they could see the team lining up and coaches walking towards them.
The snappers again counted in unison and tossed the balls back to Clay and Bellick. This time Bellick caught his kick evenly off the top of his foot and it shot out in a perfect spiral. Clay again hit his down around the forty yard line, a good three yards short of Bellick’s.
“Don’t hear you guys talking so loud anymore!” Bellick called, answered by more laughing.
“Damn, you improved a full ten yards on that one Coach.”
“Yeah I did. Imagine if I got more than one warm-up.”
Matt again tossed the balls back to the snappers as the team grouped up by the gate across the parking lot and began slowly loping around towards the practice field.
“Alright guys, we gotta hurry on this one,” Clay said.
“Naw, I don’t know,” Bellick responded. “What say we wait and play it off tomorrow? A double or nothing, final day, for all the marbles?”
Clay weighed the challenge for only a moment. “I like it. Tomorrow we do it one last time. Winner takes all.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
 
 All six seniors stuck around after practice. Usually when the volleyball team was playing they’d run home for dinner and as many as possible would return for the seven o’clock start time. 
Clay, Goldie and Matt made almost every game, with Marksy joining them for the bulk of them as well. The Little brothers were closer to half, but they still made as many as the farm would allow.
A week before, when the volleyball team miraculously won their district semifinal match, all six had agreed that tonight they would be there. 
The best thing about games late in the season was that darkness usually forced practice to end by five, instead of the five-thirty or six that early September afforded. When it was over the players showered in the locker room and met at Formaggio’s. 
The Killer B’s treated them like long lost friends when they arrived en masse and they had to insist that Anita allow them to pay for their food when they were done. Together they consumed three large pizzas and three pitchers of soda, leaving a large tip for Anita and an order of breadsticks for the B’s on their way out.
From Formaggio’s they went back to the school and convened in the locker room. Each one of them had brought a plain white t-shirt from home and Goldie produced a bag of his sister's puffy paint in multiple colors. 
There were six senior volleyball players on the Huntsville team. Each of the football players selected one and put her last name and number on the back of their t-shirt, then designed the front in any way they saw fit.
Using the white board, Goldie wrote the names of the other five volleyball players on the board and the remaining football players chose from among them. Nobody questioned that Clay would select Natalie, and he started right in to designing his shirt while the others debated.
The Little brothers chose the Beckley twins, Dana and Dara. Marksy selected Heather Meigs and Matt went with Robin Banner. Goldie claimed he had no preference in the matter, but everybody made sure he ended up with Jenna Poulson just the same.
The shirt designing process took over half an hour as the players fought for the markers and poured over their respective designs. Clay opted for basic black block letters for PRITCHARD and number 34 across the back. On the front he designed a Huntsville player pegging a spike off a Florence player’s head with Huntsville Volleyball arched above and below it.
A bit over the top perhaps, but he knew when he gave it to Natty afterwards she would love it.
Once the shirts were designed the guys laid them on the benches to dry and moved to the full length mirrors lining the back walls. Using blue, yellow and white paint they covered their faces with a variety of designs.
The Little’s did simple block H’s and the numbers of the Beckley twins, while Marksy did blue and white tiger stripes. Matt went with half yellow and half blue and Goldie drew the stitching of a volleyball on in yellow, then filled in the rest with blue.
Clay opted for a camouflage look, starting with a wide smear of blue that began at the middle of his forehead and crossed his face to just below his right ear. From it he drew three thick blue jagged lines running from that line at a ninety degree angle towards his jaw on the opposite side. He then added thin lines of yellow and white around it to finish the design.
Around his head he wrapped a solid blue bandana, the others donning wraps of blue or yellow as well. Through the walls they could hear pre-game music begin pumping from the gym and the buzz of a crowd starting to gather.
The last thing they did was don their homemade t-shirts before walking down the back hallway from the locker room to the gym. The space was busy with people, various team assistants and referees huddled about.
The music grew steadily louder as they made the walk, emerging through the side entrance in front of the Huntsville student section. Already the stands were nearly full and a loud ovation broke out as the players walked the short distance from the hallway to the front row of the student section.
Goldie raised his hands in exultation at the applause, Matt and Marksy yelling loudly to the crowd. Clay nodded his head in sequence to the blaring music, clapping his hands as he went. Several junior football players and students were on the second row and greeted them all with high-fives as they arrived.
On the floor the girls finished the last of their warm-ups at a frenetic pace, many of them already red faced and sweating. Across the court Dara Beckley was slamming short spikes into the floor as Natalie practiced digging them.
“Good Lawd, you see the size of them girls?” Goldie said, causing Clay to slide his gaze to the other side of the net where Florence was warming up.
“Nat said they were tall,” Clay said, taking in the understatement she had made. Across from them, Florence had no less than a half-dozen girls that were around six feet tall or better.
“Did she say they looked like an NBA team?” Goldie asked. On the other side of him Matt laughed aloud as Clay continued gawking at their length.
From behind him a pair of hands slid over his shoulders and onto his chest. “See something you like over there?”
Clay clasped his hands on top of Chelsie’s and said, “No, but I see something really damn tall over there.”
Chelsie laughed behind him, leaning her weight against his body. “Yeah, those girls look like they’d give you a run for your money in the height department.”
Clay leaned back into her and said, “I don’t doubt it.”
She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck and whispered, “Nice shirt, by the way.”
Clay dodged the potential barb and said, “Thanks, we all designed them just a little bit ago.”
The clock reached zero and a loud buzzer sent players jogging back to their respective benches. A small army of nine year old youth volleyball players swarmed the court, picked up the warm-up balls and returned them to the bin on the far side of the court.
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome tonight to the Huntsville High School Spangler Memorial Gymnasium for the District Finals matchup between the Florence Falcons and the Huntsville Hornets,” the announcer said over the PA system. Usually Benny Winslow did all announcing for home volleyball games, but the state had sent down a neutral voice for the finals. 
Huntsville had been chosen as the site for the game months in advance, it just so happening that the Hornets would play before the home crowd.
A stack of school newspapers made its way down the aisles of the student section and as the announcer read off the names of the Florence starters, the Huntsville students held them up in front of them. 
“We’re such dicks, you know it?” Goldie said, grinning over at Clay from behind a newspaper.
A large smile spread across Clay’s face. “It took a couple of newspapers for you to realize this?” 
As soon as the last Florence player was called, the papers were soon cast aside in lieu of loud cheering.
“Starting for the Huntsville Hornets, at setter, Senior Dana Beckley,” the announcer said. As soon as her name was called, Dana slapped hands with each of her teammates, then sprinted across the court and ran along the front row with her right hand out. All six of seniors slapped hands with her and yelled and clapped as she made her way to the back line.
“Also at setter, Senior Dara Beckley.” Dara did the same as her sister as the crowd cheered loudly. 
“At outside hitter, Senior Robin Banner,” the announcer said, pausing a moment before adding, “In the middle, Senior Heather Meigs.”
The crowd cheered loudly with each name called, stomping their feet on the bleachers and shaking milk jugs filled with coins and painted in yellow and blue.
“At libero, Senior Jenna Poulson.”
Jenna made her sweep along the front line as well and after she cleared Goldie asked, “Clay, what the hell’s a libero?”
“It’s a position, essentially it means she can’t spike.”
“Well that sucks. Why the hell not?”
“Kind of like linemen can’t catch passes in football,” Clay said. “Just one of those rules. How the hell did you make it through this many games and not know that?”
“Just never noticed before, I guess,” Goldie responded.
“And at outside hitter, Senior Captain Natalie Pritchard,” the announcer said. An extra loud cheer went up from the crowd as Natalie jogged over to the other side.
Instead of running by with her hand stuck out she walked down the length of the lines, giving fist pounds to each of the guys. When she got to Clay, they slapped hands palm-to-palm and brought their shoulders together, then slapped each other on the back in an abbreviated hug.
“Give ‘em hell,” Clay whispered.
They released the hug and finished the three part handshake as the right side of Natalie’s mouth turned up in a smile and she nodded twice.
“Huntsville has won the coin toss and will be serving first,” the announcer called as the starting lineups for both teams moved into position. 
Clay worked his way down the front row slapping high-fives with each of the players, ending with a high-five and a kiss for Chelsie.
In unison the entire student section called “Oooh” as Jenna lined up her first serve and started the game.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
 
 The fireplace in the living room was crackling loudly, throwing a wide arc of light and warmth into the room. Clay had stripped down to just a pair of gym shorts and a t-shirt, but couldn’t bring himself to move away from the end of the couch closest to the fire.
Usually his mother commandeered that seat in late October and didn’t give it up until sometime in April. She had a chill that always seemed to run to her bone and hands that were just a degree or two above an icebox.
Beth Anne turned in around nine and left Clay alone in the living room. As soon as she was gone he grabbed the remote and the warm spot and had been sitting there for a half an hour when his father made it home.
Clay had his legs stretched out and resting on the coffee table and his arm extended along the back of the couch as his father walked in and dropped himself unceremoniously into his recliner.
“What do you say, Pop?”
“Damn it’s hot in here. Why does your mother insist on keeping that fire cranked up so high?”
Clay smiled. “It’s a lot better now than it was. You should’ve been in here before she went to bed.”
“She already turned in?”
“Yeah, wasn’t feeling well. Said to tell you your dinner’s in the oven.”
Without a word his father went into the kitchen and returned a moment later holding an overflowing plate of pork chops, sweet corn, mashed potatoes and biscuits. In his left hand was a large glass of sweet tea.
“What are we watching?”
“NCIS: Los Angeles,” Clay said.
“Los Angeles? When did they start doing that?”
“This is the sixth season now,” Clay said. He was surprised his father even knew what NCIS was.
“Any good?”
“It’s entertaining.”
“I’ve heard the regular one’s pretty decent. Your mom says you and Colt both like it pretty well.”
“Yeah, regular NCIS is good. This one isn’t as well done, but it’s got hotter women.”
His father pulled a chunk of pork away from the bone and said, “So it’s a tie?”
“Pretty much,” Clay said. They watched in silence for a few minutes, then Clay asked, “You get the Baker place done?”
“Naw,” his father said, shaking his head as he pulled apart a biscuit. “I was out of gas and had to come back any way, so I decided to call it a night. Another day, day and a half and we’ll have it.”
“Good,” Clay said, sliding his gaze back to the television.
“I was able to pick up some of the game tonight in the tractor,” his father said.
“Yeeeah,” Clay said, extended the word out slowly.
“How’s Miss Natalie doing?” 
To everyone else in the family she was Nat or Natty, but to his father she was always Miss Natalie. He came from a very strict upbringing that believed women were to be treated with the utmost respect at all times, regardless of age. 
“I don’t know,” Clay said. “They disappeared into the locker room after the game. I stuck around for a while afterwards, but she never emerged.”
His father paused for a moment and looked over at Clay. Clay continued to watch TV for a moment, turning his head as he felt his father’s eyes bearing down on him.
“What?”
His father said nothing, just raised his eyebrows a fraction of an inch and continued to stare. After a few moments, he returned his attention to his plate and continued eating.
Clay waited until LL Cool J and Chris O’Donnell caught the terrorist they were searching for, then rose to head upstairs. He dropped the remote on the arm of the chair his dad was in and said, “Don’t lock the door when you go to bed, alright Pop?”
“You got it,” his dad said and immediately began surfing through the channels in search of a western.
Clay ran upstairs and put on heavy fleece pants, a long sleeved t-shirt and a baggy hooded sweatshirt. He pulled a ski-cap down over his ears, tugged on a pair of gloves and grabbed his phone, then headed out.
Instead of climbing into his truck he grabbed his old bicycle from the garage and peddled the half mile over to the Pritchard place. Most of the lights were out as he approached, a single light above the front door and a small light upstairs the only signs of life.
Clay swung the bicycle down the Pritchard’s driveway and came to a stop in the same place he’d stopped nearly fifteen hours before. He pulled the cell phone from his pocket and sent a text message to Natalie.
Sure is a nice night. Reminds me of summertime.
He walked around the screened-in mud room to the front porch and sat down on the top of four wooden steps. Three full minutes passed until the sound of the front door wrenching itself open could be heard behind him.
A small smile creased his face and passed just as quickly. He knew she would get the reference, but didn’t want her to see him smiling or laughing right now.
“It took me a minute to decipher that one,” a small, tired voice said behind him.
Clay rose and slowly turned around as Natalie pulled the front door shut behind her and stepped out onto the front porch. A heavy wool blanket was wrapped tight around her with flannel pants and fuzzy slippers poking out the bottom.
“Where else have I spent most nice summer evenings than on these steps?” Clay asked.
Natalie shuffled forward and sniffed loudly. Under the light Clay could see her eyes were puffy and her cheeks blotched with red, though everything was dry for the moment. 
He walked forward and wrapped his arms around her as she laid her head on his chest. She didn’t try to unwrap herself from the blanket or return the hug, just stood leaning against him for several long moments.
Clay released the hug and resumed his perch on the steps as Natalie fell in beside him. “Did I interrupt anything?” he asked.
Natalie smirked and said, “Not unless you count listening to Jenna cry on the phone.”
“Do we count listening to Jenna cry on the phone?”
A thin laugh escaped her. “No, definitely not.”
Several lines entered Clay’s mind, but he let each one pass without commenting. He knew his friend well enough to know she would lead the way.
“That first game, I thought we had a chance,” Natalie said.
“A chance? Hell, it went to extra points to decide it. We all thought for sure it was going five sets.”
Natalie shook her head and said, “So did I. They beat us 27-25 for crying out loud. One point each, back and forth.”
“Yep.”
“Then, the wheels just sort of fell off.”
“Losing that first set was tough,” Clay agreed. “Took a lot out of you guys.”
“Yeah, but to only score eight more points the rest of the night? It didn’t take that much out of us.”
Clay tried to say something, but decided to simply say, “Yep.”
A few more moments passed and Natalie said, “Not how I would have pictured it finishing up. I mean, I knew that the odds of us winning state weren’t all that good and that at some point it would end with a loss, but...”
“Not the loss you’d envisioned huh?”
Natalie snorted. “Not exactly. Definitely not the enduring image I wanted in my mind, in everybody’s mind, of our class playing volleyball. Getting housed on our home floor like that.”
Clay stared ahead into the darkness of the yard he knew so well and said, “You know, I know it’s not much consolation, but after I go to bed tonight that game will never enter my mind when I think about you playing volleyball.”
“Oh yeah? How’s that?” Natalie whispered.
Clay closed his eyes for a moment and said, “When I think of you playing volleyball, it will be of us right out here.”
A small smile tugged at the corner of Natalie’s lips but she said nothing.
“Remember all those summer days out here with a ball? Back and forth, back and forth.”
A weak chuckle crawled from Natalie. “Remember the time we strung toilet paper between the trees and used that as a net?”
Clay couldn't help but laugh. “Oh, yeah I do. Your parents felt so bad after seeing that, they went out and bought you a net the next day.”
“Thing was, I kind of liked the toilet paper better.”
“So did I!” Clay said, rocking to the side and nudging Natalie, both of them laughing.
Behind them a light came on in the kitchen. They both turned and looked at it, then paused to look at each other.
“I should be getting home,” Clay said.
“Yeah,” Natalie agreed. “If they come out and see you here they’ll want to talk about the game and stuff. I don’t know that I’m up for that.”
Clay rose, helped Natalie up and wrapped his arms around her blanket cocoon once more. 
“Thanks for stopping by,” Natalie said. “I needed it.”
“You’re more than welcome,” Clay said. “You’d have done the same for me. Just be sure to pass along my apologies to Jenna.”
He released the hug and backed down the stairs as Natalie retreated towards the door. “Where’s your truck?” she asked.
“Didn’t bring it. Actually rode my bike over.”
“You rode your bike? It’s like forty degrees out here.”
“Yeah, well, I was hoping not to wake anybody,” Clay said. He held a hand towards the kitchen light and said, “Lot of good that did, huh?”
Natalie smiled and said, “Aw, that’s alright. You know they don’t care. You’re family.”
“Yeah, I know,” Clay said, backing down the sidewalk towards the driveway. “The way I saw it though, damn near every time we’ve sat on these steps under the stars it was because I rode my bike over here to visit. Why should tonight be any different?”
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Chapter Eighteen
 
 Five minutes before the alarm was set to go off, a pair of text messages woke Clay up. The first was from Chelsie, telling him her mom had made pumpkin doughnuts that morning and she was bringing some over for breakfast. The second was from Natalie telling him she wasn’t going to school and wouldn’t be needing a ride.
Clay lay in bed and watched the pale grey light of the morning dance along the ceiling until the alarm chirped beside him, turned it off and swung his feet to the floor. He showered and dressed, packed his bag for practice, and by the time he came down the stairs he could hear Chelsie and his mother talking at the table.
“Morning,” Clay said as he entered the kitchen. The aroma of baked pumpkin hit him full in the face as he paused mid-step and inhaled deeply.
His mother and Chelsie both laughed and his mother said, “I think you were dead on.”
Chelsie returned the laugh. “I told you he loved the doughnuts!”
Clay dropped his bag by the door and bent down to kiss the curly hair atop Chelsie’s head. “I told you that information was only to be used for good, not evil.”
“Evil? Why I have no idea what you mean,” Chelsie said, feigning innocence.
“Neither do I,” his mother said with a mouthful of doughnut. “Nothing evil here.”
Clay chuckled, pulled up a chair beside Chelsie and tore into a doughnut. He closed his eyes for a second and savored the rich, moist goodness. Without opening them he pushed the remainder of the doughnut into his mouth and swallowed it all in one blissful bite.
Beside him Chelsie and his mother stifled laughs, but said nothing.
“Alright, fine,” Clay begrudgingly admitted. “Maybe evil wasn’t quite the word I was looking for.”
Chelsie flashed him a smug smile and quietly continued sipping her coffee.
“So to what do we owe the rare treat? Doughnuts on a Wednesday?”
“Well, since we’re hosting tonight," Chelsie said, “mom’s been cooking up a storm. I guess since she had everything on hand, she decided to go ahead and knock out some doughnuts.”
Clay narrowed his eyes a bit. “Should I take that to mean there may be a pumpkin roll on hand tonight?”
“I can neither confirm nor deny.”
Beth Anne watched the exchange with slight amusement, her eyes playing back and forth between them.
Clay tore his gaze away from Chelsie and reached for another doughnut, going a little slower now and finishing it in four bites. After a third, he finished his milk and slid himself back from the table.
“Only three?” Chelsie asked. “Mom will be disappointed. May think she’s losing her touch or something.”
“Nothing of the sort,” Clay said. “It’s that there’s pumpkin roll coming today and I do still have to suit up on Friday.”
“Ahh, the old not-in-season excuse,” Chelsie said. “I’ll be sure to relay the message.”
“Please do,” Clay said, rising and placing his glass in the sink. He ran water into it and swirled it around, then tossed it down the drain.
“Well, shall we?” Chelsie asked.
“Yeah, it’s getting to be that time,” Clay said. “Wait...we?”
“Mom dropped me off this morning. With the plate of doughnuts and stuff, I just told her I’d get a ride with you.”
Clay smiled at the thinly veiled excuse and said, “By all means. Shall we?”
He picked his gym bag up from the floor and held the door for Chelsie. “See you tonight at the Swanson’s?” he asked his mother.
“I’ll be there,” she said.
“See you then,” he said and was out the door.
“Have a good day,” his mother called behind him.
Chelsie waited for him just outside the door and he threw his arm around her as they headed for the truck.
“Just so happened to need a ride this morning, huh?”
Chelsie grasped his right hand atop her shoulder with her own. “Can’t a girl get a ride to school from her boyfriend?”
“Of course she can. Her wanting a ride this particular morning wouldn’t have anything to do with her thinking there may be another passenger coming along would it?”
Chelsie played at not knowing what he meant. “Is there another passenger coming along?”
“Not at all. I’m just asking.”
Clay walked her around to the far side of the truck and opened the door for her. She climbed in and he closed the door behind her and tossed his gym bag into the bed of the truck.
“And to answer your question,” Chelsie said as he climbed in, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Clay laughed as he started the engine and dropped the gearshift into drive. “Of course you don’t.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
 
 “Overall, I would say the tests went pretty well,” Mrs. Elmner said as she circled the room, handing back the tests from the previous week. With each paper, she would come around to the student and slide it face down on their desk to make sure their grade wasn’t broadcast for the room to see. “I can tell we as a class are still having some difficulties removing one cubic entity from another, but that is to be expected.”
The pile of papers in her hand was almost gone before she got to Clay, the sound of her thick shoes reverberating against the hard wood floors. She set his test down in front of him and moved on without saying anything.
Clay turned the paper over and saw “81 B-/C+” written across the top. Beside him Goldie peered over and gave an approving nod, then held up his own paper with “72 C-“ scrawled on it.
“Superstar and a genius,” Goldie whispered.
“A B- hardly qualifies me as a genius.”
“You heard Elmner, the whole class sucked on this one.”
Clay cracked a smile with one side of his mouth and settled back into his chair as Mrs. Elmner took to explaining commonly made mistakes on the blackboard. She outlined various methods of determining special measurements when certain variables were unknown and walked them through how to remove one cubic volume from another.
The minutes crawled interminably by, aided by Clay checking the clock every thirty seconds. He did his best to pay attention and took diligent notes, though class seemed even slower than usual.
When the bell mercifully rang, Goldie jumped up and headed straight for the cafeteria. He knew better than to wait for Clay, who would be sojourning to the gym for another round of protein bars and relative silence.
The class followed Goldie’s lead, quickly gathering their things and heading for the door. Idle chatter about music and the weather commenced as Clay took his time putting away his papers and stacking them atop his math book.
When the room was empty, he put his books under one arm and shuffled over to Mrs. Elmner’s desk. He perched himself atop the closest desk and rested his foot on the seat, balancing the books on his knee.
“Mrs. Elmner, do you have a minute?” Clay asked.
Theresa Elmner looked up from her desk, unaware that Clay had been standing there. “Clay! Of course, what can I do for you?”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you,” Clay said, half smiling.
“No, no, not at all. What’s going on?”
Clay paused for a moment and studied Mrs. Elmner. She was in her mid-fifties and could probably retire soon, though everybody seemed to think she would teach forever. The years had brought on some extra weight and a great many grey hairs, but had not touched how sharp her mind was.
“Is this about the test?” Mrs. Elmner asked. “I know this is a busy time of year, with the season wrapping up and stuff, but you know I can’t change grades.”
The thought embarrassed Clay and he stammered out, “No no! Not at all! I mean, it is about the test, but nothing like that.”
“Oh,” Mrs. Elmner said, surprise in her voice. “I was going to say, I thought you did rather well on this test.”
“Well, I don’t know about rather well, but I’ve definitely done worse,” Clay agreed.
Mrs. Elmner smiled, but said nothing.
Clay took a breath and decided to go back to the beginning. “Earlier this week I had a meeting with Mrs. Norris. She and I sat down and discussed the requirements for being eligible to play college sports.”
“Mhmm,” Mrs. Elmner said. “So you’re going to be playing football next fall?”
“I don’t know yet,” Clay admitted, “but there’s been some interest and recruiting usually picks up after the season.”
“And right now you’re not eligible?”
Clay made a non-committal face and said, “It’s hard to say. Eligibility is determined by an organization called the NCAA Clearinghouse. They look at your grades, test scores, etc. and determine if you’re eligible to play.”
“I see,” Mrs. Elmner said, nodding along.
“Right now, I’m very border line. As you know, my grades are alright. As you probably don’t, my test scores weren’t that good.”
“And by weren’t that good you mean?”
“18 on the ACT. Not horrible, but with a 2.35 GPA it means I’m right on the line.”
“So you need to raise your grades?”
“Well, yeah, that wouldn’t hurt. The thing I’m worried about there though is I’ve only got one more grading period before everything needs to be submitted to the Clearinghouse.”
“So while you can improve, it might not pull your GPA that far.”
“Exactly,” Clay said.
Outside the classroom a few students shuffled by, talking loudly. Both Clay and Mrs. Elmner glanced towards the door, then turned their attention back to the conversation.
“When are you retaking the test?”
“December. Six weeks from Saturday.”
“Still a decent bit of time,” Mrs. Elmner said. “What do you need to score?”
“I don’t know that there is a specific target score, just that I need to raise it some. I’m hoping for 22 or 23, but will take anything out of the teens.”
Mrs. Elmner gave a non-committal twist of her head and said, “Difficult, but doable.”
“Thanks,” Clay said, half-smiling. “That’s what I’m hoping for. Anyway, that’s why I’m here. I’m hoping you can point me in the right direction.”
“Point you in the right direction?”
“Well, my last test I scored a 20 on three of the four sections. Math was my weakest at a 16. I thought I would start there.”
Mrs. Elmner’s eyes bulged a touch and she said, “When did you last take it?”
“Summer before last, between my sophomore and junior years.”
“So before you had me for a teacher?” Mrs. Elmner said. “That in itself should help a lot.”
Clay laughed and said, “That it should.”
Mrs. Elmner brought her hands together in front of her and said, “What kind of help were you looking for?”
“I’m not even sure,” Clay said. “Mrs. Norris mentioned some prep courses. I’m sure there are books around. I guess I’m just looking for some suggestions.”
Mrs. Elmner slid her thick-framed glasses down her nose and set them on the grade book in front of her. “Are you free at this time every day?”
“Yeah. It’s my lunch period, though I always bring my lunch.”
“I know you only have a couple days of your season left. Starting Monday, bring your lunch here during this period and I’ll tutor you.”
Clay’s mouth dropped open. “Uh, that’s, very kind of you, but please know that wasn’t what I was getting at. I know this is your free period too.”
Mrs. Elmner waved a hand and said, “I’ve had a free period every day for thirty years. Missing a few weeks worth won’t kill me.”
“Thank you...so much,” Clay said.
A smile spread across her face and she said, “You are more than welcome. People don’t realize that things like this are why we get into teaching.”
“Things like this?”
“Yeah, students seeking out our help. Wanting to better themselves. It’s one of the most rewarding parts of our job.”
Clay picked the books up from his knee and stood. “Thank you again. Really, I appreciate it.”
“You’re very welcome, Clay.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
 
 The white athletic tape made a stretching noise with each pull as Clay wound the roll around his right cleat time after time. Beside him Goldie pulled his shoulder pads on over his black neoprene shirt and nodded in approval at what he saw.
“Busting out the tape today. Nice.”
“Just on the right foot,” Clay said. “Last one of the season, got to pull out all the stops.”
Goldie smiled and said, “You realize he won a helluva lot more of these than you have this year right?”
“Hey, the man said winner-take-all. I’m holding him to that.”
Goldie snorted as Clay finished wrapping his foot and tossed the roll of tape into his locker. It made a loud rattling sound as it hit against the aluminum locker and another as Clay grabbed his helmet and slammed it shut.
Gripping his helmet by the facemask he waited for Goldie to finish and together they walked over to the coach’s office along the back wall. The door stood cracked open a few inches and Goldie hollered, “Hey Coach Bellick, it’s Judgment Day! You ready?”
A set of fingers wrapped themselves around the edge of the door and pulled it back and a moment later Bellick’s face appeared. He held a finger to his lips, then held it up as if to say ‘I’ll be there in a minute.’
Both Clay and Goldie nodded as Bellick’s head disappeared. Behind him Clay caught a glimpse of Coach Paulus in the same red windbreaker and black cap before the door swung closed.
Clay paused for a moment and stared hard at the door.
“Dude, you coming?” Goldie asked from the doorway, snapping Clay from his stare.
“Let’s do it,” Clay said, half-jogging a few steps to catch the door Goldie held for him.
The two of them walked together across the parking lot to the field where Timms and Austin were already kicking balls. Ahead of them Matt turned and said, “About damn time fellas!”
“Maybe we just don’t need as much practice as you do!” Goldie called.
They could see Matt’s head bob a few times and hear him talking, but couldn’t make out the words.
“What do you think he’s saying right now?” Clay asked.
“I bet he’s saying, ‘You know, Goldie’s right. They’re just being nice by letting me catch a few extra balls.’”
“You know, somehow I don’t think that’s what he’s saying,” Clay countered.
Goldie weighed it for a moment and said, “Hmm. Maybe he’s saying that he hopes I don’t pick him later?”
Clay snickered and said, “Yeah, I don’t think that’s what he’s saying either.”
“No?”
“Naw, besides, you wouldn’t actually pick him would you?”
“Hell no. I’m sure the Little boys will pick each other. Bad enough to have two seniors going up against one another.”
“Yeah, I hadn’t thought about that. More than one would be poor form.”
“You figure out who you’re picking?”
Clay smiled and said, “I’ve got something worked out.”
“And I’m guessing you’re not sharing?”
“Oh, you’ll see soon enough,” Clay answered as they reached the grass and took off in opposite directions. 
Clay jogged over to where Tripp was already stretching and did a few quick form runs. He moved into a brief dynamic stretch and kicked a few balls towards Matt.
“Breaking out the tape?” Tripp asked.
“No reason to hold back,” Clay said, smiling as he swung his leg into another punt.
“You think you got him today?” Tripp asked.
Before Clay could answer, the sound of a shrill whistle erupted from the parking lot. Everybody on the practice field looked over to see Bellick running towards them, dodging cars like he was a running back in the open field and blowing the whistle every few seconds.
Clay and Tripp both laughed as Tripp said, “That man’s crazy.”
“He’s high on life, that’s for damn sure,” Clay agreed.
Bellick came to the last car in the lot, a faded grey Honda Accord, stutter stepped and spun around it, then broke into a sprint for the end zone. 
“Bellick breaks into the open field!” he yelled, narrating his own play. “He’s at the thirty, the twenty, the ten! He’s only got one man left to beat!”
As he reached the edge of the practice field he stopped cold in his tracks and stood with his hands on his hips. The whistle fell from his lips and he pointed a stony finger at Clay. “And that man is you!”
A cacophony of laughs broke out across the field, leaving several of the players bent over. 
“Shouldn’t even bother showing up again today, right Coach?” Clay called.
“It’s going to take more than a fancy tape job to beat me today Hendricks!”
Clay smiled and motioned Bellick towards him, grabbing another ball and attempting to punt it. He was still laughing from the entire show and the ball caught the side of his foot and fluttered to the side.
Bellick pulled up beside him and bounced a couple of times in place. “I told you. Look at how scared you are. Can’t even kick the ball.”
Clay smiled bemusedly and caught the snap from Timms, stepped into and booted a kick high into the air.
“That one didn’t look too bad,” Clay offered.
Bellick swung his leg from side to side and front to back several times. “No, no it didn’t. You’re pumped up for this one I can see.”
Clay kicked another one and waited as Timms went to fetch it back from Matt. “Coach, can I ask what was going on with Coach Paulus back there?”
A look of surprise caught Bellick and for a moment he stopped bobbing in place. It quickly passed and he resumed warming up. “What do you mean?”
“We’re in season, Coach. Isn’t that a violation?”
“That...that’s not what you think it is,” Bellick said.
“How so?”
“Just, trust me. Definitely no violation,” Bellick said.
Clay’s eyes narrowed a little and he stared for a couple of seconds before letting it go.
“Alright boys, bring ‘em in here!” Bellick called, motioning with his hands. “It’s put-up-or-shut-up time!”
Timms and Austin both stopped kicking and jogged over to where Bellick and Clay were. Goldie joined Matt on the far side of the field and began lobbing indiscernible comments down at them.
“The rules,” Bellick announced in an official tone. “Start with a ball in hand from behind the thirty yard line when kicking, best two out of three wins.”
Clay grinned and nodded. Tripp tossed each of them a ball underhanded and moved off to the side with Timms and Austin.
“On three,” Bellick said. “One...two...three!”
Side by side they each stepped forward and dropped their ball, swung their leg through and connected as hard as they could. The force of their leg swing brought them both off the ground as Clay’s burst forth end over end and Bellick’s moved in a perfect spiraling arch.
They each edged forward and watched as Clay’s hit and bounced high into the air. A moment later Bellick’s hit behind it.
“Look at that boys! Don’t even need a warm-up kick!” Bellick crowed.
“Come on, get the balls back here!” Clay yelled beside him.
They waited a few minutes for Goldie and Matt to return the balls and lined up for round two. 
“On three. One...two...three!” Bellick called.
Again they both went through their motions and connected at the same time. Two hollow thuds sounded out as Clay’s kick shot forward in a tight serpentine spiral and Bellick’s fluttered towards the parking lot.
“Looks like we’ve got a tie ballgame!” Goldie called from across the field as he ran for the parking lot to chase down Bellick’s kick.
Bellick and Clay stood side-by-side and waited for the balls to return. Bellick bobbed up and down as Clay shifted his weight from one foot to the other.
“Four years of kicking competition comes down to one last kick,” Bellick said.
Clay chuckled and said, “Don’t you think we’re well past psych jobs at this point?”
“Never get past a good psych job,” Bellick said, catching the pass from the Goldie. He turned and grinned at Clay as the second ball came in and they returned to the starting line.
“Would you like the honors this time?” Bellick asked.
“Alright,” Clay said.
“Come on now Clay, you got this!” Goldie called out. Beside him Matt clapped his hands together, bouncing from side to side. 
“Here we go now, for all the marbles,” Timms said.
“Last one!” Austin chirped.
“One...two...” Clay counted out. “Three!”
In unison they stepped forward and punted. Side by side the balls floated upwards, both moving in knuckleball fashion against the pale grey sky.
Everybody present edged forward as the kicks wound through the afternoon air.
Bellick’s was the first to hit, followed a fraction of a second later by Clay’s. Goldie and Matt both ran forward, Matt with his hands held less than a foot apart.
“Clay by this much!” Matt shouted out.
Beside them Tripp, Timms and Austin all raised their hands and shouted, “Oooh!”
“Down goes Frazier! Down goes Frazier!” Goldie called out, shadowboxing the air.
Clay stood and laughed, shaking his head at the excitement around him. Beside him Bellick stood with a smile on his face and said, “Bout damn time you beat me.”
“You’ve been waiting a long time for that haven’t you?” Clay asked.
“Damn right,” Bellick said and extended a hand to Clay. The two shook, rotated their hands around the thumb and brought their shoulders together into a hug.
Behind them a familiar voice called, “So what happened?” from the parking lot.
Bellick released the hug and lifted Clay’s hand in the air towards Coach Stanson and the rest of the team. 
“After four years, the kid finally did it!”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
 
 “Black A 8! Black A 8! Set...Hut!” Clay barked in a deep guttural tone. A moment later junior center Hal Renton slapped the cold, hard ball into his hands and Clay began striding backward from the line.
The sounds of grunts and shoulder pads clapping filled his ears as he completed his five step drop and scanned his receivers. 
On his right Marksy sprinted forward seven yards and broke hard for the sideline. To his left, sophomore slot Andy Wells ran a drag towards the middle of the field. Beside him, Goldie blocked for three seconds before releasing out into the flat.
If pressured, any of the first three reads were open for Clay to unload it. Instead, he paused for an extra second and waited for Matt to gain separation before launching the ball down the right sideline.
The ball shot away from Clay like a rocket, flying straight and true in a tight spiral. With each moment the ball was in the air Matt gained a little more distance from the cornerback covering him. He sprinted as hard as he could for several long seconds, extended his hands and cradled the pass. Without breaking stride he covered the last ten yards into the end zone and threw his hands high into the air.
A smattering of cheers went up from the handful of people watching practice on the sidelines. A few were retired townspeople like the Killer B’s that came every afternoon with their lawn chairs and watched. Most were there for the festivities of the day, leaning against the side of their car or sitting on the tailgates of trucks.
Coach Stanson clapped as the players returned to the huddle and slapped Clay on the helmet as he walked by. “That’s a way to look him off. Go through your reads before taking the deep ball.”
“Yeah, Coach,” Clay said.
Stanson held his whistle to his lips and blew it sharply three times before letting it fall back to his chest. “Alright boys, that’s enough for today.”
A handful of people climbed out of their cars and began walking over to the sideline and another small round of applause went up. 
Stanson waited for the players to gather round and said, “Good practice today. That’s a way to focus and execute. Tomorrow we’ll come out and have a clean walk through, get ready to end this right on Friday.”
The players responded in unison with a deep, “Yeah!”
“Now tomorrow, we’ve got the senior dinner. Everybody plan on being back here at six o’clock in the cafeteria. We’ll eat as a team and when we’re done, the floor is the senior’s.  
“For you young guys that haven’t been here before, the senior dinner is a chance for everybody to get up and say as much or as little as they want. Say some thank you’s, say a pregame speech, don’t say a damn word. It’s up to them.  This group has been a class act from the first day, I trust tomorrow will be no different.”
He paused and scanned the group as a smile spread across his face. “Before we get to tomorrow though, we’ve got one last thing to take care of here today.”
Another round of cheers went up as players pulled their helmets back on and began to move apart.
“Underclassmen, I want two lines facing each other five yards apart!” Stanson barked. “Seniors, down on the end!”
The underclassmen split themselves in half and stood on the forty-five and fifty yard lines of the practice field. Many clapped and hollered as the seniors walked to the far end of the group.
Stanson emerged between the lines and said, “Alright, who’s going first?”
Marksy stepped forward and adjusted his facemask, bobbing his head as he went. The other seniors slapped him on the helmet and shoulder pads as he stepped away from them.
“And who’s it going to be?” Stanson asked.
“I want Tripp!” Marksy called.
A loud chorus of “ooh!” went up as Tripp stepped away from the forty-five and stood opposite Marksy from ten yards away.
“On my mark!” Stanson barked, then paused a moment before blowing a single time on the whistle.
Marksy and Tripp both exploded towards each, running as hard as they could and lowering their shoulders. They collided in a loud smacking of pads, Tripp standing his ground for a moment before being pushed back a few yards.
Stanson blew his whistle a couple of times to signal the end as everyone cheered loudly. 
“Who’s next?”
Matt stepped away from the seniors and said, “Give me Foster!”
More cheers went up from the team as Matt and Foster squared off, surging forward on Stanson’s whistle. The players met in the middle of the two lines and came to a complete standstill, the only movement their legs churning in place. They stayed that way for several seconds before Stanson blew the play dead and the team began cheering again.
“Next up!” Stanson called.
Rich Little stepped out and jogged to the other end of the column as Lyle walked forward and took his place opposite him.
“You guys sure you want to do this?” Stanson asked.
“Oh yea,” Lyle said as Rich stuck in his mouthpiece and bobbed his head emphatically.
“Alright,” Stanson acquiesced and raised the whistle to his lips. He paused for a second, then blew a shrill note and sent the brothers hurtling at one another.
Lyle had a little more steam built up at contact and drove Rich back about a yard, the sound of their hit reverberating in the cold afternoon air. A moment later Rich dug in and drove back into Lyle, the two of them spinning out towards the ground and landing in a heap.
Players and spectators both applauded as the brothers climbed up and slapped each other on the helmet, smiling broadly.
The whistle barely stayed between Stanson’s teeth as he grinned and called, “Next!”
“I guess this is me?” Goldie said.
“You’re up,” Clay said.
“Guess it wouldn’t look very good if I laid out the superstar quarterback in front of all these people now would it?”
“Even worse getting your ass lit up by a quarterback in front of all these people,” Clay said.
Goldie grinned back at him and jogged into the column. “Give me Austin. Bout damn time a kicker got hit!”
A mixed bag of responses erupted from the team.  Clay laughed so hard he bent at the waist and said, “You picked the damn kicker?”
He could hear Goldie laughing as Austin walked from the line and stood opposite him.
“Just remember, we need him to kick extra points on Friday,” Stanson said.
Goldie nodded several times and raised a hand in acknowledgement. Stanson paused another moment, then blew the whistle.
Austin got the better jump off the ball and hurtled himself between the columns as hard as he could. Goldie was a split second late and met him with a thunderous clapping of pads. The collision knocked both players back a full two yards, bringing them to a complete stop as they lost all momentum.
Goldie began to charge again but Stanson blew the play dead as the field burst into chaos. Claps, whistles and trash talking emerged from all around as players slapped Austin on the helmet and Goldie stood yelling in the middle of the commotion. 
Clay laughed so hard he again had to rest his hands on his knees as Stanson continued to blow the whistle and players slowly returned to their respective lines.
“Alright, last one. Who’s it going to be?” Stanson called.
“Willie Stargill!” Clay said.
“Kick his ass Willie!” Goldie called out as several people laughed.
Clay stepped forward and looked at Stargill, who stared back and nodded twice. He touched the side of his facemask and Clay could see his chinstrap was tucked into his helmet but wasn’t fastened.
Stanson blew the whistle and the two shot forward at each other. At the last second Stargill pulled up just a bit as Clay launched himself forward and buried his left shoulder into Stargill’s chest.
The plan worked perfectly as the shot knocked Stargill backwards, sending his helmet hurtling off in the opposite direction.
Immediately the team and fans erupted with yells and cheers, swarming Clay and Stargill and pulling them to their feet. Stanson blew his whistle repeatedly and fought his way through the team, finding them at the center of the mass.
“Jesus! Are you alright Willie?” he called, grabbing Willie by the chin and swinging his head from side to side.
Willie smile, laughing so hard he could barely breathe. “Yeah Coach, I’m fine.”
Stanson’s jaw dropped for a second and he stared at him, realization dawning on him. “You sonsabitches planned that.”
The team broke into laughter as Stanson couldn’t help but smile and continue shaking his head. “Alright underclassmen, let’s get them out of here!”
On cue, several underclassmen swarmed each senior and hoisted them into the air, carrying them from the field to the parking lot. When the familiar sound of cleats on concrete greeted them the players released them to the ground and Matt and Goldie appeared on either side of Clay.
“You weren’t kidding when you said you had something planned were you?” Goldie asked.
“Well it was either that or get lit up by a kicker,” Clay said.
Goldie shoved him away, pushing an amused Clay several feet across the parking lot. “That little bastard had a head of steam going didn’t he?”
All three laughed hard as they crossed the last of the concrete and made their way to the stairs for the locker room. Marksy and the Little’s waited for them there and Lyle said, “One last time?”
Aside from game time, the best moment of each week was at five-thirty on Wednesday. It marked the end of padded practices for the week, nothing but walkthrough and the game for five more days. 
Goldie walked between them and started up the first of the stairs, then turned and yelled, “What time is it?”
“Five-thirty Wednesday!” the seniors yelled in unison. They all laughed together and clasped each other on the back, making their way into the locker room after their last real practice together.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Six times throughout the year, the senior class got together on Wednesday nights and had dinner. The mother of one football player and one cheerleader would partner up and welcome the twelve seniors into their homes. 
Cars already filled the driveway and spilled out into the street by the time Clay arrived. He pulled past the Swanson’s house and into the neighboring driveway, then backed up and eased in behind Matt’s Honda Civic. Leaves were piled along the curb and he could hear them crunching beneath his tires as he came to a stop. 
The familiar sight of the Swanson’s house sat on his right and he paused for a moment and gazed up at it. Thick pillars supported a high front porch and large open windows framed either side of the enormous front door.
The house was lit up from within and soft orange light spilled out into the darkening evening. Through the windows he could see many of his friends moving about, laughing and snacking on hors d’oeuvres. 
A light tapping on the glass beside him caused him to visibly flinch and he jerked his head around to see Chelsie standing just outside his door. Her face creased into a smile as she opened the door and said, “I hope Sentinel doesn’t scare you quite so easily.”
Clay chuckled and said, “I didn’t see you sneak down the driveway.”
“I didn’t sneak. I went out to my car to grab my phone and saw you pull up. Thought maybe I’d get a quick minute with you alone before we went inside and I had to share.”
“Now why would you want that?” Clay asked, using his best innocent voice.
Chelsie smiled, grabbed a handful of his shirt and pulled him towards her. They met in the middle with a deep kiss, standing on the opposite side of the truck with the interior light illuminating them.
The sound of knuckles wrapping on glass rang out from behind them, causing them to separate.
“Goldie?” Clay asked, his back to the house.
Chelsie peered around his shoulder and confirmed, “Goldie.”
“Yeah,” Clay said, closing the truck door and throwing his arm around her. The other he threw in the air with a gesture for Goldie.
Together they walked up through the middle of the yard with orange and yellow leaves crunching underfoot. In the driveway were a half dozen cars Clay recognized from his classmates, along with Chelsie’s, Mrs. Swanson’s and his mother’s.
Side by side they ascended the four steps onto the porch and entered through the front door. It opened into a large foyer, with an immense staircase rising before them and open doorways on either side. 
To the left was a family room with a large television playing a college game on ESPN. Marksy and the Little’s were in there with Megan Willis and Rebecca Hubbard, talking and sharing a tray of cheeses and veggies.
Off to the right was a formal dining room with a large cherry table and matching chairs. Along the walls were framed photos of the family and down the middle of the table were several more trays of meats and cheeses, veggies and crackers.
“You kids realize this is a family friendly event, right?” Goldie said as way of a greeting. Melissa Zantos and Matt both started laughing and Sarah Slater coughed on a carrot she was eating.
Clay elbowed Chelsie and whispered loudly, “Ask Goldie what happens when you mess with a kicker.”
“Oooh!” Matt yelled, mirth on his face.
“Hey! We agreed to never speak of that again!” Goldie said, rising to his feet.
“I remember no such conversation, do you Matt?” Clay said.
“None whatsoever,” Matt replied. “I’m thinking more like what happened today may be replayed for the next fifty years.”
“What happened today?” Chelsie asked.
“Care to field this one Goldie?” Clay said.
Goldie stared hard at Clay, trying his best to appear angry. “I may have underestimated my choice for Senior Hit Day today.”
Sarah’s eyes grew large and her hand reached for her mouth. “You got your ass kicked by a kicker on Senior Hit Day?”
Laughter broke out around the table as Goldie waved his hands and tried in vain to convince the room of what had ‘really happened.’
Clay left Goldie standing in the dining room waving his arms about and went into the kitchen where his mother and Mrs. Swanson were finishing up dinner.
“Hey, Buddy,” his mother called as he entered.
“Hey, Mama!” he replied. “Hey Mrs. Swanson!”
Mrs. Swanson pulled an enormous roast from the oven and placed it on the large wooden cutting board inset in the counter where an equally massive turkey was cooling. “Clay, how many times must I ask you to call me Donna?”
Clay smiled and said, “Sorry. Sure does smell good in here. What we got here? Some roast beef, a turkey, some potatoes?”
“We’ve got a turkey, roast beef, mashed potatoes, corn, homemade bread, gravy,” his mother rattled off.
“And by special request we’ve got pumpkin roll and ice cream for dessert,” Donna finished.
Clay turned, peeked back into the dining room and lowered his voice. “You know, these guys would be just as happy with ice cream for dessert. They don’t have to know about the pumpkin roll.”
Both women burst into laughter at once and his mother said, “I’ve already got one in foil stashed in the car.”
“Excellent!” Clay said, a smile across his face.
Donna swung a hand at the spread before her and said, “We were going to do Italian with chicken parmigiana and lasagna, but your mother said you guys were having spaghetti tomorrow night for the senior dinner.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered. Something tells me you would have blown that dinner out of the water. It wouldn’t have been a competition.”
“Yeah, but that’s no fun,” his mother said. “We wanted to mix it up.”
“Hey, I’m not going to argue with you,” Clay said, holding his hands in the air. Chelsie appeared beside him and put her arm around his waist.
“Alright, I think we’re ready,” Donna said. “Is everybody here?”
“Katie called a little bit ago and said she’s not feeling well,” Chelsie said. “Everybody else is here and ready to go.”
“Clay, will you tell everyone it’s time,” his mother asked.
Clay disappeared through the dining room and into the living room and by the time he returned to the kitchen a dinner line had already formed. The seniors grouped up on one end of the kitchen, each of them grabbing up plates and silverware. Opposite them his mother and Donna stood ready to carve turkey and roast beef.  Between the two sides was a spread that steamed high into the air.
One by one the seniors loaded their plates and disappeared into the dining room. Clay was the last to go through the line, opting for both turkey and roast beef before joining the others at the table. 
The group ate and talked for nearly an hour, touching on everything from upcoming college choices to reliving Senior Hit Day exploits just hours before. Beth Anne and Donna ate in the kitchen, dropping in every so often with more soda or lemonade.
When the meal was completed they insisted the seniors remain seated and served them pumpkin roll and ice cream. Clay sat at the head of the table, Goldie to his right and Chelsie to his left as the evening faded from dusk to darkness. Every so often Chelsie would pat his thigh and he would squeeze her hand in return.
After dessert everyone remained around the table for a few more moments relishing how full they were. After almost two full hours, Marksy mentioned he should be going and stood to leave.
“Oh no! Wait wait wait!” Donna said, running in from the kitchen.
Marksy lowered himself into his seat and said, “I was going to thank you and tell you how good it was before I left, I swear.”
A chorus of thank-you's and compliments on the meal went up from around the table.
“Oh, not that,” Donna said, waving off the comments with a flash of her hand. “We have something for you guys before you go.”
She disappeared into the kitchen and Goldie leaned in and whispered, “Wasn’t the meal the something-before-we-go?”
“Beats me,” Clay said. He nudged Chelsie and said, “You know anything about this?”
“Nothing.”
A moment later his mother and Donna each returned carrying several large gift bags of blue, white and yellow with matching streamers tied to the handles. They handed one to each of the seniors, then stood together at the end of the table as the group glanced from one to another.
“Alright, you have to open them all together,” Beth Anne said.
“Wha...you guys didn’t have to do this,” Clay said.
“We know that, we wanted to,” Donna said. “Now please, everybody open them!”
In unison the seniors pulled open the bags and reached inside. The bags held several large handfuls of tissue paper and inside it a large wooden picture frame.
Each person around the table pulled the frames from their bags and stared down at a picture of the twelve of them together in front of the bonfire just three nights before.
“Wow...thank you,” Sarah said.
A consensus of agreement went up around the table.
“You guys really didn’t have to,” Lyle said.
“We know that, we wanted to,” Beth Anne said. “They’re from all the parents.”
The room was silent as each of the seniors stared down at the gifts, Beth Anne and Donna smiling at the end of the table.
Clay looked up at his mother and nodded, then looked down again at the photo. He was in the middle of the group with the still-lit bonfire rising up behind him. His right arm was around Chelsie’s shoulder and her right hand was raised to grip his. His left arm was around Goldie. 
The other nine players and cheerleaders were bunched together, all smiling. They were eighteen and fearless. Twelve people on top of the world and without a worry of their own.
Along the bottom of the picture his mother and Donna had added a monogram. 
Seniors 2014: A Season to Remember.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
“You’re at the stadium aren’t you?” Colt asked. No greeting of any sort, just the question.
“Actually, no,” Clay said. 
Colt paused for just a second, then said, “You’re in the barn.”
“I’m in the barn,” Clay affirmed quietly.
Above him two naked light bulbs threw yellow light across the weight stacks sending webs of shadows throughout the barn. Below the horses neighed and pawed the sawdust beneath their feet, voicing their displeasure at the light and the sounds of weight clanging.
“You think working out will hurt me on Friday?”
Colt snorted. “You? You’re the kind of guy that walks by the weight room once a week and you’re in shape. Whether you lift or not has little to do with it.”
“Gee, thanks,” Clay said.
“Hold on a second,” Colt said and Clay could hear him put the phone down. A moment later he heard the sound of cellophane followed by a loud clattering.
“Alright, sorry,” Colt said, his voice breaking a little bit.
“You alright? What was all that?”
“That was me unwrapping ice packs from my knees.”
“Geez, sounded like you were opening a bag of chips or something.”
“We use plastic wrap to hold them in place. You can still move a little bit and don’t have to worry about the packs going anywhere.”
“Damn, sounds fun.”
“Oh, it is,” Colt said, making no effort to mask the sarcasm in his voice. “So what’s got you out in the barn tonight?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Couldn’t turn my head off, had some extra energy.”
“Senior Hit Day or final dinner?”
“Yes.” Clay chuckled and added, “How’d you know?”
“Wasn’t that long ago I was going through it too.”
“Yeah, I’ve been out here trying to think of when you went through it. You never seemed like any of it bothered you.”
“How so?”
Clay made a face, staring out over the barn. “I don’t know. You just never got too high or low about any of it.”
“That you saw anyway,” Colt corrected. “You have to remember, you’re more like Mama. You wear your emotions for the world to see whether you want to or not. You’re pissed, everyone knows. You’re sad, we know that too.”
“And you’re like the old man?”
“For better or worse,” Colt said, a hint of something in his voice. “Stoic to the end.”
“So all this got to you too, huh?”
“Of course it did. How couldn’t it? It was an entirely different situation though, going through the playoffs and stuff. I had a lot longer to digest it. Several weeks of thinking it could be the end. You had the end dropped on you like a hammer.”
Clay smirked at the imagery and said, “Ain’t that the truth.”
“How’d Senior Hit Day treat you? You and Willie pull it off?”
A smile grew across Clay’s face and he said, “Oh yeah. Worked beautifully.”
“Did it bring the house down?”
“Place straight erupted. Stanson went nuts, thought Willie broke his neck.”
As Clay relayed the story, Colt laughed loudly on the other end.
“Damn thing of it is though, we weren’t even really the best one of the day.”
“You sent Willie’s helmet skyrocketing of his head and weren’t the best of the day? What the hell happened?”
“Goldie.”
“Ah hell, I should have known. Let me guess, he picked some hundred pound freshman and lit him up.”
“Close. He picked Austin.”
Clay could hear the sound of liquid being spat as Colt choked out, “He picked the damn kicker?!”
“That’s exactly what I said!” Clay yelled, laughing until his stomach hurt.
Several long moments of laughter and short breaths filled the air before Colt said, “How’d it go? Is Austin out for Friday?”
“I dunno...” Clay said, drawing it out. “His leg may be too tired from kicking Goldie’s ass.”
“Whaaaat!” Colt shouted, launching them both into another bout of laughter that lasted two full minutes.
“You realize he’ll never live that down, right?” Colt finally asked once he had recovered.
“I have absolutely no intention of letting him ever forget it,” Clay confirmed.
“Aw hell,” Colt said, his breath coming in rasps. “And how’d the dinner go?”
“It was good, it was good. Excellent food, good time.”
“Mama was in on this one, right?”
“Yeah, she and Chelsie’s mom put it together.”
“How are the folks doing?”
Clay lay back on the weight bench and stared at the open wooden rafters above him. “They’re good. Haven’t seen Pop much this week, he’s been off helping the Baker’s and stuff. Mama seems good. Tired. Busy. The usual.”
“Aren’t we all,” Colt said, more of a statement than a question.
“How’s things around there? Who you got this week?”
“Minnesota comes to town on Saturday.”
“You ought to have that one shouldn’t you?”
“Yeah, I think so. I’d like to think we can have them all, but we really should beat the Gophers. Hurowitz is still out though, could be a boring game to watch.”
“Lot of blocking this week?”
“I’ll get some looks when we do throw. You know as well as I do that a tight end is an inexperienced quarterback’s best friend.”
“That it is,” Clay agreed. He sat up off the bench and the cold barn air wrapped around him. His workout sweat was gone and his heart rate had slowed back to normal. “Alright man, I think I’m going to head inside.”
“Barn starting to get cold?” Colt asked.
Clay chuckled and said, “How the hell do you do that?”
“I’ve been there too. All of it. Little unnerving isn’t it?”
“Extremely,” Clay said, standing and rotating a few times at the waist.
“You doing alright, man?” 
Clay stopped rotating and said, “Yeah, I’m good. Most of the time it’s no big deal. Every now and again though something will kick up, makes it hard for a few minutes.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Colt agreed. “It’ll be that way for a while. Trust me though, push it away for the moment. Just like I told you the other night, drink as much of it in right now as you can. There’ll be plenty of time for reflection later.”
Clay walked over to the thick wooden support post that ran from the floor to the roof and rested his forearm against it. “It’s weird. I’ve never been this way before. I keep wondering what the hell’s going on.”
Colt chuckled on the other end and said, “Nothing, nothing at all. Your career ending is a big deal, everybody has to deal with it in one way or another. Even Goldie and Matt. They just aren’t showing it or don’t realize it yet.”
The thought of Goldie reflecting on anything made Clay smirk and he pushed himself back from the post. “Alright, I’ll talk to you later.”
“Yes, sir. Later.”
“Bye.”
Clay snapped his phone shut, slid it into his pocket and climbed the stairs down one at a time. He jumped the last few and landed on both feet in the shallow straw.
“Have a good workout?” his father’s voice asked from beside him. The sound of the voice startled Clay and he flinched for the second time that night. 
He turned to see his father standing over his workbench, cleaning out a paintbrush. 
“Yeah, it was good. Just a light one, nothing crazy.”
“Hmm,” his father said, dipping the brush into a can of gas and straining it out into a rag. “How’s Colt doing?”
“Sorry, I didn't know you were down here.”
“No need for an apology. I just came in at the tail end. The tractor caught a rock out in the field and chipped the paint. Wanted to get it touched up so it doesn’t rust.”
Clay nodded. “You guys get it done?”
“Yeah, fields are all done.”
“Good,” Clay said. He walked over to the first stall, rubbed the quarter horse’s nose and glanced up at the weight room above. “How’d you know I was talking to Colt? Something I said?”
His father shook his head and said, “I actually couldn’t hear what you were saying, it was the way you were saying it.”
“What do you mean?”
“You guys both sound different when you’re talking to each other.” He finished the brush and hung it from a nail to dry, then wiped his hands on a clean rag.
Clay gave the horse a final scratch and said, “Never thought about it. Must be a brother thing.”
“No, it’s not. My brothers and I were never that close,” his father said and tossed the rag back onto the bench. “Come on, let’s go see how big a fire your mother has built.”
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Chapter Twenty-Four
 
The murmur of voices resonated like a dull buzz throughout the room. Without opening his eyes Clay lay across his bed and listened as it persisted, rarely raising more than a decibel or two above quiet conversation.
With a low groan Clay opened his eyes and lifted his head from the bed. He was stretched from corner to corner on top of the covers, the top half of his comforter pulled across him. A small dent was left in the bottom corner of his pillow where he had just caught the edge of it before falling asleep.
Normally the sound of his box fan would have drowned out all noises from below, but the night before he fell asleep talking to Chelsie and hadn't turned it on. The phone still lay on top of his pillow where it fell away from his ear. 
He only hoped she wouldn’t be too offended.
The bed creaked beneath him as he sat up and touched his stocking feet to the floor. He rotated his neck from side to side and rolled his shoulders for a few seconds as the voices from downstairs persisted.
Clay rose from the bed and crossed his room to the top of the stairs. He rested his hand on the knob atop the corner post and listened as his mother’s voice drifted upwards.
“How bad is it?”
“Heath said it wiped out four full lengths. That’s all broad board fencing that’ll have to be replaced,” his father replied.
“How hard will that be?” 
“Shouldn’t be too bad. Hardest part will be getting the wood in here to do it.”
“Why’s that?” his mother asked, concern in her voice.
“Takes a special kind of lumber to be used for fencing. Most boards come in eight foot lengths, fence boards come in ten or twelve feet. It all has to be pressure treated. Probably have to be ordered from out of state.”
“What will they do in the meantime? Just leave a hole?”
Clay listened as his father explained, “No, can’t do that. He’s already had two cows wander out. Lucky he got them back before anything happened to them.”
“So he’s just going to put something across there until he can get it fixed?”
“I guess he’s running over to Lowe’s in Dayton right now to get some new fence posts. He’s going to call on his way back and have me meet him over there with the tractor.”
“The tractor?” his mother inquired.
“Yeah, we’re going to use the hydraulic press to set the posts. After that he’ll probably string wire across them or something until he can get boards up.”
Clay paused a moment longer, then drifted down the stairs. He took the steps one at a time, letting his full weight hit each one so they were sure to know he was coming and it sounded like he just woke up.
“Hey there!” his mother called as he hit the last step and circled around the foot of the stairwell towards the kitchen. 
“Morning,” Clay mumbled.
“What are you doing up so early?”
Clay looked outside and noticed the world was still very dark. He glanced at the stove to see the digital clock reading five forty-three.  “Didn’t even realize it was this early. Just woke up and heard voices. What’s going on?”
“A driver fell asleep at the wheel and went into the Tanner’s field,” his father said. “Took out a big chunk of fence, let some of his cows out.”
“Wow, was anybody hurt?”
“Naw, apparently the driver was in a big diesel and barely dented up his fender.”
“Is he going to pay for damages?”
His father snorted and said, “I guess the guy didn’t have insurance. Said he’d pay it out of pocket, but my guess is nobody will ever see him again.”
“Not from around here I take it?”
“Illinois, just passing through,” his father said, taking a long pull from his coffee. 
“Yeah, he’s gone,” Clay agreed, pulling up a chair at the table. “What the heck was he doing here? In the middle of the night?”
“Who knows?” his mother added in.
“Probably trying to take a short cut instead of going clear up to 70 to head west. Looking at a map it seems quicker,” his father added.
“Yeah, until you go through every tiny town like ours and have a steady diet of 45 miles per hour the whole way,” Clay said.
“Or find yourself on some sleepy little road and end up driving through a fence,” his father finished.
Clay nodded in agreement and rested his chin on his folded arms. He glanced over at the clock on the stove, which now registered fourteen minutes before six. “How in the world did you find all this out already?”
“Remy called about a half hour ago. Said he knew I’d be up.”
“Still...” Clay said.
“Well, I guess he was out chasing cows for an hour this morning. Needs to get something put up to make sure no more get loose.”
“Ah, the tractor press,” Clay said, feigning that he hadn’t heard that part of the conversation just moments earlier.
His father began to respond, but the sound of the phone ringing shrilly behind him cut it off. In a rare occurrence his father rose and answered it.
“Remy?” he asked, paused for a moment and said, “Alright, I’m on my way.”
He hung the phone up and drained his coffee, setting his mug down in the sink. He grabbed his faded gray Carhart jacket from the chair back and threw it around his shoulders.
“Yeah, we’re going to get the posts set now so he can get something strung across them. I guess the truck left a few decent ruts in his field, so I’m going to see if I can level them out a little.”
“You need a hand?” Clay offered. “I’ve got an hour and a half before I’ve got to head to school.”
His father shook his head. “No thanks. Next week I’d take you up on it, but not today. Besides, you know Remy. It’ll be at least that long before he stops bitching long enough to do anything.”
Clay laughed aloud as his father threw a wave to the room and disappeared out into the darkness. A few minutes later the sound of the tractor turning over could be heard and the flash of headlights swept across the wall as he set off for the Tanner farm.
“You going to go back to bed for awhile?” his mother asked.
“Naw,” Clay said. “I’m up now and it’s almost six. I’ll just hang out here with you if that’s alright.”
His mother raised her hands and said, “No arguments here.”
Clay smiled and stared out the window at the fading red taillights of the tractor. “Sure seems like Pop’s spending a lot of time doing other people’s work these days.”
His mother stared down at her coffee mug and said, “Things are hard right now. We’ve always been lucky to have you and Colt to pitch in when we needed a hand. Others aren’t so fortunate.”
Clay read between the lines on the statement and asked, “People are in the red huh?”
His mother pressed her lips together and gave a terse nod of the head. “I won’t pretend to know everybody’s situation around here, but I do know there’s a lot more red than black these days.”
Clay pushed his chin up from the table and looked at his mother. “And where do we fall on that spectrum?”
His mother reached out and patted his arm. “You know you’re father works too hard to ever let anything happen to us. As long as you boys still come around to lend a hand from time to time, we’re going to be just fine.”
The words settled on Clay for a moment, then he offered a small smile and nodded his head. The moment lingered a bit longer before his mother withdrew her hand and returned it to her cup.
Clay rose to a standing position and grinned over at her. “I don’t suppose we’ve got any of those doughnuts left do we?”
His mother smiled in appreciation. “Shoot, those barely made it through breakfast yesterday.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
The brown paper bag rustled loudly as Clay dug past his banana, protein bar and sweet tea to find the Hershey’s dark chocolate bar hiding at the bottom. Pressed against the tea all morning it was cold, but not frozen solid.
“Miss Clairmont, any chance we can arrange a trade?” Clay asked.
Miss Clairmont feigned a disapproving look over the top of her glasses and said, “Depends, I suppose. What kind of trade are you proposing?”
Clay held the chocolate up between his index and middle finger. “You take a few minutes to enjoy some chocolate while I sneak down there and have a banana and a Met-Rx bar?”
She chuckled to herself and said, “You know I really shouldn’t.”
“Well, you know this is dark chocolate, which has fewer calories than regular. Some studies have even shown it’s good for you.”
“Now how can I say no to a trade like that?” Miss Clairmont relented.
“You really can’t,” Clay said, taking a few quick steps over to her makeshift desk and placing the candy atop her attendance book.
For the second time in a week, Clay turned back from Miss Clairmont with a smile on his face to find his seat at the far end taken. Natalie was sitting on the second row of the bleachers with her hair pulled back into a pony tail and wearing a hooded sweatshirt. A pair of running shoes rested on the first row as she leaned back onto the row behind her with arms folded across her chest.
She was gazing straight ahead and watching a smattering of people begin hitting ping-pong balls back and forth. 
“Are you stalking me?” Clay asked as he walked up.
Without looking over Natalie smirked and said, “Some guy showed up in the middle of the night a couple of days ago. It was kind of endearing, thought I’d give it a try.”
“And how’s that working out for you?” Clay asked, elongating his stride to step up onto the first row and slide to a stop beside her.
“Eh. I don’t have his delivery, feels like I’m rushing it.”
Clay matched her gaze out at the ping-pong players and said, “Yeah, maybe a little, but you can’t take it personally. Trying to match panache with someone as skilled as this mystery man would be like trying to paint the Mona Lisa your first time touching a brush.”
Natalie coughed beside him and turned. “You call that the Mona Lisa?”
Clay’s faced broke into a laugh and he jabbed Natalie’s arm with the side of his fist. “Wouldn’t you agree?”
“Yeah, something like that.”
Clay laughed again and asked, “So to what do I owe the pleasure of two midday visits in a single week?”
Natalie extended her arms in front of her in an exaggerated stretch and said, “Same as last time, just got here.”
“Car troubles again?” Clay asked, rooting around in his bag and removing the banana. “You know I would have stopped by this morning.”
“Yeah, I know. Mom and I decided to go for breakfast. We ended up sitting and talking a couple hours before she dropped me off here.”
“Everything alright?” Clay asked, peeling back the top of the banana.
“Oh yeah, great even. We were just hanging out, talking about next year and stuff. Time got away from us.”
“Ah,” Clay said, tearing off a piece of fruit and tossing it into his mouth. He held it out towards Natalie, who shook her head and waved a hand at it. “So you thought it would be an optimal time to come in and harass me again is what you’re saying.”
Natalie pursed her lips and bobbed her head. “Pretty much. I wasn’t hungry and figured we could hang out before your guard dog showed up.”
“My guard what? Oh, never mind.” Clay instantly corrected, gathering she was referring to Chelsie. “She’s not a guard dog...”
“She’s just a little jealous,” Natalie finished. “I know. You’d think after four years now she’d be used to us.”
Clay exhaled and shook his head. “You’d hope anyway.”
“Just think, if I ever get a boyfriend you’ll be able to make them jealous too!”
“I hardly think I’m the type anybody’s going to be jealous of,” Clay said, finishing the banana and tossing the peel in the bag. He removed the sweet tea, placed it on the bleacher beside him and dropped the protein bar in his lap.
“Oh please,” Natalie said and grabbed the protein bar. She opened the wrapper, pulled a chunk off the end and popped it in her mouth. “Oof, how the hell do you eat these things every day?”
Clay tore off a large piece and stuck it between his teeth. “You get used to it. By protein bar standards, this is like eating a Snickers.”
“You mean it gets worse?”
“Oh, much.”
Natalie grabbed the tea and took a swig. “Alright, now that we’ve got our energy levels up, what say we challenge Mutt and Ike to a little mixed doubles action?”
Clay stuffed the last of the protein bar into his mouth and chewed quickly, gazing over at the two phys ed teachers casually hitting ping-pong balls back and forth. Ms. Mutterman taught PE and health and coached basketball and softball, though to her students she was known simply as Mutt. Mr. Ikeman was in his first year of teaching, a Huntsville graduate barely five years removed from being a student himself.
“You think?” Clay asked.
“What, you scared?” Natalie asked, already climbing down from the bleachers.
“Only of the fact that I have a game tomorrow.”
“And you think the big strong football player will get hurt playing ping-pong?”
“I’m just saying, my back still hurts from piggy backing you last time we played.”
“Ooh,” Natalie said, clenching her jaw in indignation. “Get your butt down here boy.”
Clay chuckled and stuffed the protein bar wrapper into the bag. He wadded everything into a ball and tossed it into the garbage as Natalie laid down the challenge behind him.
“Now, if you guys are scared, we understand,” Natalie said as Clay jogged over, coming up beside her and draping a lazy arm across her shoulder.
“See, I told you they wouldn’t go for it,” Clay said.
“Oh, did you now?” Mutt asked. “And what made you so sure of that?”
“Simple, nobody likes losing,” Clay said. 
Both Mutt and Ike laughed and Mutt circled around to join Ike. “Grab some paddles then.”
Natalie and Clay both went to the old milk crate resting beside the table and grabbed paddles, taking their place across from them. 
“Ready for PING?” Mutt asked.
“Just like that? No warm-up or anything?” Clay asked.
“Hey, you guys laid down the challenge. Figured you’d be ready to go.”
“No, that’s fine,” Natalie said, tapping her paddle against Clay’s arm. “Serve it up.”
Mutt tossed the ball across the net and said, “P.”
Clay hit it back across and said, “I.”
Ike returned the lob and said, “N.”
Natalie returned the ball a little harder and said, “G.”
Mutt rifled the next shot into the corner back at Natalie, past Clay’s outreached paddle. She laughed triumphantly and said, “Our serve chumps.”
She took the ball in her hand and served cross court to Clay, who promptly smashed it back at her. “1-0, chumps.”
The two sides played back and forth for the next half hour, Mutt and Ike claiming the first game and Natalie and Clay soon knotting the score at one. As they played the gym filled in around them, people filtering in and settling on the bleachers.
Curious onlookers wandered over to the table as the game progressed, starting quietly but soon swelling into boisterous cheering. In the second set when Mutt pulled her hair back into a ponytail the crowd took notice and before the third when Natalie pulled off her hoodie and began to play in a t-shirt it noticed again.
Chelsie and Goldie were among the students to join, Goldie talking trash to both sides and Chelsie offering praise to Clay at every break in play. The game waged into the third set, a sweat starting to form as Natalie and Clay wove in and out of each other to track down every shot Mutt and Ike sent their way.
With the score knotted at 20 each, Mutt offered to end it all in a dead tie. The crowd booed loudly at the suggestion and Natalie turned to Clay. “What do you think?”
“There are no ties in ping-pong, as there are no ties in life,” Clay waxed. “Win by two?”
Mutt smiled and said, “Works for me.”
Goldie and Chelsie both cheered and offered encouragement as Natalie turned her head and whispered, “Did you just quote She’s Out of My League?”
A smile grew cross Clay’s face. “You know I love that movie.” He settled in diagonally from Mutt, who served it across. Clay returned it deep into the far corner, where Ike tracked it down and sent it straight into the net.
A cheer went up as Clay said, “21-20, match point.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Mutt said and again sent the serve bouncing towards Clay. Clay put the ball back into the same exact spot as before, though Ike had anticipated it and was a half step to his right for the return. The ball still almost sped past him and he looped the return high up into the air.
“Here we go,” Goldie called as the ball bounced high off the table and Natalie smashed it hard back across the net.
A loud cheer went up as Clay slapped high fives with Natalie, followed by Goldie and a handful of other watchers. He gave a fist bump to Mutt and Ike and wrapped a tight arm around Chelsie as the crowd dispersed from the table.
“That was fun,” she said as they headed towards the hall and their next class.
“Yeah, it was,” Clay agreed. “And here I didn’t even think you liked ping-pong.”
“Well I don’t like to play, but I like being a part of stuff like that.”
“Stuff like that?”
“You know, random people all together. Everybody’s happy, talking back and forth, cheering for one another. It’s fun.”
Clay rolled the statement around for a moment and realized what she was saying could be applied to a lot broader spectrum than just a game of ping-pong. 
“Yeah, it really is,” he had to agree.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
 
In football, unlike basketball, the home team always wears the dark colored jersey and the visiting team always wears white. As part of their preparation for the season, the Hornets all received two practice jerseys each year. They wore blue ones on the weeks of homes games and during pre-season camp and white ones for away games.
Clay flipped the hood on his Huntsville football sweatshirt over his head and slid his blue practice jersey on, then shifted the hood back down on to his neck. He tugged at the sleeves of the jersey a few times to get it to sit right, picked up his helmet and headed for the door.
Goldie and Matt were already waiting by it, several juniors and sophomores standing just behind them.
While practices on Monday, Tuesday and Wednesday were without fanfare and an exercise in physicality, Thursday was an entirely different beast. Instead of heading directly out, players lined up by the door to walk out as they would the next night. They walked single file from the locker room, through where the fan tunnel would be and grouped up on the edge of the field. From there they broke into a full rendition of their pre-game warm-up, only with a much longer period of running through plays. 
“Who’s got the lead this week?” Goldie asked as Clay approached. Each week, a different senior got to be the first in line and the first through the tunnel. Normally this privilege rotated among the three or four elected captains of the team, but since there were only six seniors they had all been named captain.
“Beats me,” Clay said. “Who all hasn’t gone yet?”
Matt looked up on the wall where the varsity schedule was painted each year as a reminder to players working out what they were working towards. “Well, let’s see, we’ve had four home games so far.”
“I went the first week,” Marksy said, pulling on gloves as he approached.
“I went week four,” Goldie said.
“Week five,” Matt said.
“And the Little’s went together last week,” Marksy pointed out.
“So gee, who does that leave?” Goldie said mockingly.
Clay rolled his eyes and bit back a retort. He had known in the back of his mind that this was his week to go, but was hoping he’d find some way around it. 
A loud clap originated in the back of the locker room and Coach Bellick stormed out of the coach’s office. “Alright boys, get ‘em buckled up. We’re on in two!” He kept clapping as he bounded through the locker room slapping players on the back or atop their helmet as he made his way to the front door. He stopped just short of the threshold and said, “You know what to do,” to the seniors, then pressed his back against the door latch and disappeared outside.
Two minutes later the unmistakable sound of the Huntsville fight song split through the air and Goldie said, “There it is. Showtime!”
Without saying a word Clay pressed open the locker room door with his left hand and slapped the word TEAM stenciled above the door with his right. He exited into the afternoon air, followed in line by each of the seniors, all of them silent in their blue jerseys and helmets.
A handful of students still drifted through the parking lot and away from the building and many of them stopped to stare as the team filed past. A few even clapped their hands or shouted encouragement.
Clay nodded to each of them as he passed, the sound of the fight song deafening as it rang through the stadium PA system. The four banks of lights lining the field flipped on as the team entered the tunnel, the halogen bulbs barely noticeable in the afternoon light.
Clay reached the grass edge of the field and jogged straight across the back of the end zone to the goal post. He stopped his jog and walked out a few steps as the other seniors filed in behind him in a row five across. Behind them, the juniors and sophomores filled in the lines with five people each.
When the last player had reached the team and taken his place in line Clay started a slow and steady clap. The team fell in with him, the beat growing slowly but incessantly stronger. As it reached a fevered pitch Clay jogged straight into the group and buried his face mask between Rich and Lyle’s.
The next night he would follow the same cadence that captains had been following for years, leading the team in a rhythmic chant. Today though, he told the team to focus, look sharp, and get ready go out as winners.
From there the team broke towards their position coaches, going through the same form running and stretching routines they would just one night later. As he stretched Clay noticed a few dozen parents and fans sitting in the bleachers. Many of them held cameras in their hands and snapped endless photos of everything that unfolded.
One of them was, of course, his mother. 
Sitting three rows deep directly across from him, she was seated next to Susan Marks. Each of them had cameras around their necks and wore blue sweatshirts under their coats. As Clay watched they took turns snapping photos and waving about with their hands.
Overhead the fight song ended and transitioned into a steady cacophony of crowd noise. It ebbed and flowed from one moment to the next, interjected with the band playing and cheerleaders chanting, just like the players would deal with the following night.
After stretching Stanson blew his whistle and Clay and the other quarterbacks went straight to the end zone where they began throwing short and intermediate pass routes with receivers. On the opposite side of the field the linemen worked through blocking schemes together, every single person on the team doing something simultaneously.
As the players did this the crowd drifted down towards the end zone, the cameras beginning to flash in the graying afternoon sky. 
Ten swift minutes passed at this pace, with Clay firing passes to whichever receiver happened to pop in line for him. Official time ticked off on the scoreboard. The first ten minutes was allotted for stretching, the next ten for pass routes.
At exactly the twenty minute mark Stanson blew his whistle again and the quarterbacks and receivers were joined by the running backs and began running a skeleton offense against a scout team defense. This continued for the next ten minutes and at the thirty minute mark, another whistle brought the entire team together.
The next thirty minutes were devoted to team offense. Freshmen and sophomores wore gold jerseys over their blue ones and acted as Sentinel’s defense while the offense ran the full array of their offense against them. Each five minute segment was devoted to a different game situation, ranging from third-and-long to goal line. 
Clay moved briskly through the plays, barking signals and taking special notice of any wrinkles Sentinel might throw his way. He blocked out the deafening crowd noise being piped into the stadium and paid no heed to the flashbulbs from a few dozen cameras going off around him.
When the clock on the scoreboard reached sixty minutes the two sides switched and the starting defense ran through all of their schemes to face various game situations. Despite the cold temperature, sweat formed on the brow of many players and Clay pushed the sleeves of his sweatshirt to his elbows for some relief from the building heat.
At the eighty minute mark, the entire team came together and made a single run through of all special teams. Given the cold weather and the lack of warm-up time, no punts or kickoffs were made. Rather, a check was done to ensure that everyone was where they were supposed to be and knew their assignments.
The final act of practice occurred each week at the eighty-nine forty-five mark on the clock. At that time the team began counting backwards towards zero as the field goal team rushed out onto the field. Clay as the holder would wait until there were three seconds remaining, then call for the snap and Austin would kick it through.
Every Thursday practice ended at exactly the ninety minute mark, as the clock and crowd noise both stopped abruptly. The quiet in the wake of an hour and a half at full volume was in many ways just as loud and those on the sidelines stood looking around, wondering what had happened.
Stanson blew his whistle one last time and the team gathered around. He ordered them to hit a knee and said, “Alright boys, good practice today. Liked the focus and the intensity I was seeing out here. I hope you all realize that is exactly the kind of focus we need to have tomorrow night, from the time you start getting dressed until the time you walk off this field. You with me?”
“Yes, sir,” the team said in unison.
“Alright. Now I’ll have more to say about tomorrow later on tonight, but for the time being let’s get inside. Take a shower, get changed, do what you need to do and be back here tonight by six. Meet in the cafeteria. The boosters have put together a nice dinner for you—“
Beside him Clay heard Goldie whisper, “Oh boy, rubbery spaghetti and salad.”
Clay smirked as Stanson continued, “—so be in the cafeteria at six sharp. Line up according to class, no dress code or anything like that. What time?”
“Six o’clock,” the team said in unison.
“Good,” Stanson acknowledged. He raised his right hand high in the air and said, “Alright boys, bring it in.”
The team rose as one and gathered in, the ones around Stanson raising their hands to his and the ones further out resting their hands on the man in front of them. 
“Hornets on three,” Stanson said. “One, two, three!”
“Hornets!” the team exclaimed in unison as players broke into several directions. The freshmen ran to collect the footballs and gold jerseys scattered around the field as many of the sophomores and juniors began jogging for the locker room.
The six seniors broke away and walked towards the locker room as a group.
“There any point in pretending we can slide past them?” Goldie asked.
“Not a one,” Clay said as they watched the five mothers of the seniors loop around the fence surrounding the field, cameras in hand.
The seniors all half smiled as their mothers snapped pictures of them making their way over. 
              “You boys got your speeches all worked out for tonight?” Clay asked.
“Hell no,” Lyle snorted.
“I don’t suppose we can do it together?” Rich asked.
“Hey, whatever you guys do in the privacy of your own home is your own business,” Goldie smarted off.
Lyle shoved him as Matt added, “Weren’t you guys originally from Kentucky?”
Rich pushed him and said, “Very funny, dicks. I meant, I don’t think any of us are that pumped to be giving a speech tonight. Can’t we all just stand up together, say thanks and be done with it?”
“You kidding me?” Goldie said. “This may be the last practice I get before I win an Oscar. No chance I let this pass by.”
“Do I even want to know what category you’d be winning in?” Clay asked with a groan.
“It’ll be a new category,” Goldie replied without missing a beat. “Best actor-director-writer to ever live.”
Before Clay could respond, the troupe of senior mothers descended upon them. The mothers directed them first to stand individually and then as a group. Sometimes they had them stand with the scoreboard as the background, others with the goal post or the bleachers as the backdrop.
A full twenty minutes of smiles and flashbulbs passed on the field as the lights overhead grew brighter in the waning afternoon sky. The final pictures taken were of the players with their mothers before mercifully they were released for the locker room.
They jogged the remainder of the field and down the gravel tunnel, pulling up to a walk only as they reached the asphalt edge of the parking lot. Many of the underclassmen had already left, the lot holding just a couple dozen remaining cars.
“Oh, hell yeah,” Goldie said, raising a hand and pointing towards the long aluminum bench outside the locker room. On it, several girls were moving about.
Every Thursday the cheerleaders brought treats for the players and had them waiting after practice. Usually it was candy bars, root beer floats or something of the sort. A smile grew across each of the senior’s faces and they jogged the remainder of the parking lot towards them. Most of the cheerleaders had already gone, leaving only the seniors behind.
“I thought for sure you ladies would have just said forget it and left us,” Goldie said.
“Sarah wanted to, but the rest of us said no,” Megan said, casting a glance towards Sarah.
“That’s not what I said,” Sarah countered. “I just said it’s cold as hell and we could just leave it for them in the cafeteria.”
On the bench Rebecca took the top off a large Tupperware container and Melissa pulled a tub of ice cream from a plastic sack under the bench. Megan grabbed a stack of plastic plates and handed them one by one to Rebecca, who scooped a warm apple dumpling from the Tupperware and passed it on to Melissa. Melissa then added a dollop of vanilla ice cream to it and set it down on the bench beside her. Chelsie and Sarah scooped the plates up and passed them to the six hungry players.
Clay was the last to be served, waiting until Chelsie had taken plates to Marksy and Rich before accepting a plate and a kiss from her. “Apple dumplings and ice cream huh? You ladies really went all out this week.”
 “Well, we figured with it being the last game and all...”
Clay smiled and leaned in close. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a little known fact that I love apple dumplings and ice cream would it?”
“Nope, nothing at all,” Chelsie said, returning the smile.
The players all thanked the girls for the food and both sides began drifting towards warmer locations.
“Will I see you tonight?” Chelsie asked as Clay started to head towards the stairs behind the others.
“Mmm, I don’t know,” Clay said. “Depends how late we go. There’s only six of us, and it’s not like many of us are long winded—“
“Accept Goldie.”
“Accept Goldie, so it should be fairly early. If so, I’ll give you a call.”
“Sounds good, see you then!”
“See you then,” Clay said, turning towards the locker room, the steaming apple dumpling in his hand.
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
For years, the honor of serving dinner at Senior Night was performed by the same five women. Each was the wife of a coach on the team at the time of the first Senior Night in 1968 and they enjoyed doing it so much, they continued for the next twenty-five years.
One by one the women passed away until only two remained. Coupled with the growing number of players on the team, they were unable to keep up any longer and they respectfully resigned after the 1993 Senior Night.
Starting then, the Huntsville Boosters happily took over the task. The first couple of years it was performed by the Board, but soon every booster wanted to be a part of it and a lottery began. 
The only rules to the lottery were that you couldn’t be a parent of an active member of the team and you couldn’t serve dinner two years in a row. Each year it was the first thing done by the newly elected Board and through the years a myriad of stories had sprung up involving conspiracy theories on people trying to stuff the ballot.
It wasn’t that people were clamoring to serve spaghetti as much as the fact that after the meal was served, they could stay and listen to the senior speeches. For many, it was a time where they could hear in a player’s own words what their time at Huntsville had meant. For others, it was a validation that their adoration for the Hornets as fans was matched by the passion of the players.
It was a lot easier to be fanatical about something, knowing that everyone around them felt the same way. One jumped, everybody jumped.
While many of the underclassmen ran home as soon as practice was over, Clay and the other seniors didn’t bother. By the time they reached the locker room it was already five o’clock, so Clay enjoyed his apple dumpling before hitting the showers and getting back into the clothes he had worn to school that day.
At a quarter to six he walked his gym bag out to the truck, then he and the other seniors headed for the cafeteria. They took the long way through the halls, purposefully walking by the glass trophy cases on the outside of the gym. 
The cases lined both sides of the hall, fifty feet in length with three shelves in each. One side held the various accomplishments and accolades of football teams throughout the years. State championships, league titles, individual record holders. The other trophy case held all other sports.
The group walked slowly along, surveying the teams of past decades. Teams with facemasks of a single bar and lineman that weighed one hundred and fifty pounds. Teams like the 1971 squad that didn’t trail for a single second the entire season, despite it being before the division system was instituted and playing teams from Cincinnati and Cleveland.
One entire case was filled with game balls from various championships, some with the date and scores written on them in marker and others wearing nothing but grass stains and dirt.
The last sections of the case held pictures and displays of various Hornets throughout the years. Thus far the school had retired three numbers, each of which hung on the back wall of the case. 
The first was the number 88, worn by Sam Sayers in the 60’s, still the only Hornet to ever see the NFL as a receiver for the Jets. The second was number 21, worn by Jerry Riskell, the only resident of Huntsville killed in Vietnam. His death occurred just nine months after his last game. The final retired number was 93, worn by Coach Stanson when he himself was a player many years ago. The retiring was symbolic of his coaching career, but the boosters had decided to retire his playing number too as a sign of appreciation.
Pictures of All-Ohio players stood in frames of varying size and shape, reflecting over a dozen young men throughout the years. The largest and most recent addition to the case were two framed pictures of Colt, one catching a touchdown pass in the state championship just three years prior and another of him catching a touchdown pass in the Horseshoe at Ohio State for the Hoosiers the season before. There were even some rumors that his number 45 would be the next one retired.
Clay paused at the pictures of his brother and stared a few extra moments as the group moved forward. He focused on the picture of the touchdown from the state championship a few years earlier, remembering the play and where he had been standing just twenty yards away when it happened.
Every member of the team, from senior to freshman, had a received a championship ring after that game. Both Colt and Clay’s were at home in their mother’s jewelry box where they were never touched. Colt’s because he didn’t believe in such things and Clay’s because he didn’t feel like he had really earned it.
“You good?” Goldie called from down the hall, snapping Clay out of the memory. The rest of the guys were standing a short distance away, each looking back at him. 
“Excellent,” Clay said and half jogged to catch up with them. Goldie opened his mouth as if to offer a smart aleck response, but thought better of it and said nothing.
The group wound into the cafeteria at three minutes before six. Most of the team was already there and seated haphazardly about the room, grouped around tables of five or six each. The coaching staff sat together at two tables towards the front and a general buzz of conversation hung over the room.
The seniors chose a single table towards the front, opposite the coaches, and pulled up chairs. Pitchers of water sat in the middle of the table, along with small butter dishes and overturned water glasses.
The seniors had just taken their seats when the doors to the cafeteria opened. Benny Winslow stepped out and beckoned everyone forward before disappearing back inside. 
Coach Stanson stood with his right hand raised, quieting the room before him. “Seniors, go ahead.”
The six seniors rose as a group and headed for the serving line. Clay hung back as the other seniors entered, grabbing trays and moving forward.
Behind the counter were Benny and Bert Winslow, along with Myrtle and Jasper Hymen, a retired couple from across town. Bert was the first of the serving line, scooping spaghetti noodles onto plates and sliding it to Benny who ladled homemade meat sauce atop it. Myrtle piled fresh baked bread onto each of the plates and handed it to the players as Jasper used tongs to drop Caesar salad onto clear plastic plates and pass them across as well.
The line worked as a smooth machine, serving the other five seniors in record time as Clay approached. “Only two of the Killer B’s working tonight? I bet poor Barney is somewhere cussing up a storm.”
Bert made a sour face and said, “He can’t be too worked up, he got to serve last year.”
Clay paused and thought back a moment. “Yeah, that’s right he did. And if I remember correctly he rather enjoyed the fact he was here and you boys weren’t.”
“Luckily for us, there weren’t many fireworks for him to brag about. This year, we really need you guys to come up with something good that we can hold over his head.”
Clay laughed and said, “I’ll see what I can do...or better yet, I’ll see what Goldie can do.”
The entire serving line laughed as Clay exited and headed towards the table. As he did so the coaching staff rose in unison and headed for the line. 
Clay took his seat at the table, flipped his water glass over and filled it. The others were already eating accept for Goldie who said, “What are we drinking to Superstar?”
Clay thought for a moment, then smiled. “To the Dirty Half Dozen.”
He raised his glass as the other seniors agreed and the group clinked glasses. They drank deeply and dug into the spaghetti as the juniors, followed by the sophomores and freshmen took their turn through the line.
A half hour of food and laughter passed and as soon as the last player was served, Bert and Benny began circling with large tubs and picked up the plates and glasses of those who were finished. Another half hour passed as the servers collected the dishes and the team finished eating. In the back, the sounds of the large dishwashers being loaded and unloaded could be heard.
At fifteen minutes after seven, the four servers filed into the back of the cafeteria. Coach Stanson watched them enter and once they were seated stood again with his hand raised.
“As you all know tonight is one of the oldest traditions in Huntsville football. One thing I believe in more than anything is closure and Senior Night is one of the best ways I know how to offer that.
“Look around. There’s nobody here but us. Now, these six seniors have been through hell and high water these past years. They have worked their tails off and have done everything that this town and this team have asked of them.
“The floor is theirs to say whatever they like to whomever they like. Whatever is said in this room stays in this room. Whatever they need to get off their chest is just that and is not to be taken any further. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir,” the room murmured together.
“Tomorrow morning, we call it up in the front lobby at seven-thirty sharp. What time?”
“Seven-thirty,” the team responded.
He turned to the table of seniors. “Gentlemen, the floor is yours. I won’t say another word until tomorrow morning’s call-up.” He extended a hand towards the front of the room and lowered himself into his seat.
Matt stood first and shuffled to the front of the room. 
“Hey guys,” he began, giving a shy smile. “You guys all know I’m not a huge talker, so I’ll keep this short. 
“First I just want to thank Coach Stanson for allowing me to be a Hornet and to Coach Dorcheck for working with me the last few years. I’d like to thank all of you that have worked so hard and made this such a great season. Finally, I’d like to thank the senior class. You guys have been like brothers to me, on and off the field, and this has been the most fun I’ve ever had in my life.”
He pressed his lips together and nodded to the room. “Thank you,” then moved back to his seat. As he got there Goldie reached out and slapped him on the back as the room clapped.
Marksy was the next one up. He stood right where Matt had before him, with his hands stuffed deep into his pockets, and looked the room over before speaking.
“Evening, everybody. I know this is a little different venue than we’re used to seeing each other in, so I hope you’ll indulge me if I diverge a little from just the traditional thank you’s. I would of course like to thank Coach Stanson and the rest of the staff for allowing me to be a part of this team and working with me to develop whatever bit of talent they saw there. I would also like to thank each of you sitting here, especially the senior class, for making this season so special.”
He paused for a moment to collect himself and said, “Over the last few weeks I’ve given some thought to what I would say when I got up here in front of you guys. I’ve kicked around dozens of different ideas and the one I kept coming back to has been, look to each other.
“Guys, believe me, I know how much this can suck. There is nothing fun about spring practices, or early morning runs, or two-a-days in the heat. What’s fun, what you’re going to look back and remember, is the time with the other guys. Getting through it together. Hanging out in the locker room and wearing your jersey to school on Fridays.
“Yeah, you’re going to remember the games and the sound of the gravel as you walk out and the band playing after a touchdown. But I promise you, each other will be what stays with you the most. It will be what stays with me the most and what I will always be indebted to all of you for. Thank you.”
Applause broke out around the room as Marksy walked back and took a seat. Rich and Lyle looked at each other and rose in unison. Side by side they walked to the front of the room and stood before the team.
“Whoa, they’re actually going up together?” Goldie whispered. “Has anybody ever done that before?”
“Not that I know of,” Clay responded, “but that doesn’t mean it can’t happen.”
“So, we know it’s a little uncommon for two people to come up here together,” Rich began, “but we decided that we both would probably end up saying the same thing anyway so we decided to go with it.”
“Besides, most of you guys can’t tell us apart anyway, so why bother giving the same message from the same person twice?” Lyle added.
The crowd chuckled, punctuated by a couple of loud claps from Goldie and Matt.
“Now just like all the other seniors, we have a great many thank you’s to make, but we’ll get to those one at a time and in person,” Lyle continued. “Instead, we figured we would share with all of you what this entire ride has meant for the both of us.”
“As many of you may not know,” Rich said, “we came very close to being two more of the original fourteen that aren’t up here before you tonight. Two more guys wearing jeans and flannels on Fridays and trying our damnedest to pretend that we didn’t know what was going on out on that field.”
“Or worse yet, two guys going and watching and trying to pretend that it didn’t matter to us,” Lyle said. He paused a moment and glanced to his brother. “See, like most of the families in this town, we pay the bills by farming.”
“And sometimes, that means more bills and less paying,” Rich said. “Last summer, our farm was dangerously in the red and the bank was starting to come around. A lot.”
“Daddy was sleeping less and less and mom, well, she just cried,” Lyle said.
“I remember one night we went down to the reservoir to do some cat fishing and we ended up talking a long time. We talked about how we could help the family and how much it would kill us to give up football.”
“In the end,” Lyle said, “we decided we would hang up our cleats and do what we could to keep things going.”
“Now it was going on dawn when we made it into the house and the folks were already awake and sitting around the table,” Rich continued. “We marched right in, dog tired and smelling like hell, and told the folks what we intended to do.”
Lyle paused for a moment, then spoke in a very quiet voice. “Daddy would not hear of it. Told us that the one thing he looked forward to each and every week was getting to come down to the stadium and watch us play ball.”
“And that he’d be damned if we were going to miss our senior year on his watch,” Rich added.
“We’re telling you all this not to make anybody feel sorry for us or to sound like a sob story,” Lyle said. “We’re telling it so you understand what it means to us.”
“And what it should mean to you,” Rich said. “Whether you guys realize it or not, the joy of a lot of people is tied to us walking out on that field every week.”
“That’s a responsibility we take very seriously, and I hope it has shown this year,” Lyle said.
“And we hope it’s a responsibility you guys embrace and take seriously moving forward as well,” Rich said.
The two nodded and returned to their seats as the room applauded. 
Goldie looked at Clay, puffed his cheeks and raised his eyebrows. Without waiting for the clapping to fade away he pushed himself up from his seat and walked to the front of the room.
“Hey everybody,” he began, “as you all know, it’s me, Goldie.”
The room broke into laughter, guys shaking their head as their chests bounced with deep chuckles.
Goldie chuckled a few times himself and said, “As you guys all know I have a habit of not knowing when to shut up, unless you get me in front of a room of people, and then it’s kind of tough getting me to speak.
“I guess, like Matt, basically I just want to thank a lot of people. First the coaches, for taking a chance on me, putting me out there each week. Even back when I was a scrawny sophomore that barely ever went the right way, you guys stuck by me and made a player out of me. I appreciate it.
“Second to the senior class,” he turned and addressed them as he spoke, “it’s been a hell of a ride guys. But we’ve still got one week left.”
He turned back to the team and said, “And I’d like to thank all of you. 
“It’s no secret that I’m not exactly Einstein, or Tom Brady, or Brad Pitt…well, maybe Brad Pitt,” he said as the room erupted again, this time with cat calls and wolf whistles.
Goldie grinned and said, “The fact is, I’m just a good old boy. A good old boy from a small town that likes playing ball and having fun, and that’s what this year has been for me. I couldn’t ask for anything more and I thank you all for making that happen.” He paused as if to add something else, but bit it off, nodded to the room and headed for his seat.
Applause arose from the room as Goldie took his seat beside Clay. “Where’d that come from?” Clay asked.
“What happened, I just blacked out,” Goldie said, a sly grin across his face.
Clay smiled, stood and walked towards the front. Things seemed to slow down for a few moments as the laughter died away and he took his place at the head of the room. 
Every week he played in front of a few thousand people and never thought anything of it. Tonight, standing here though, he felt every last pair of eyes on him.
“For the last week now, I’ve been running through my head all the things that I might say up here tonight. Trying to find the words to put into context what playing football here in Huntsville means to me and has meant over the years. I’ll probably forget some things and I may ramble a bit, so I ask you up front to please bear with me.
“Several days ago I was talking to my brother about what went through his mind as his senior season wound down. I asked him if it was different knowing he was going to the playoffs and not knowing if any given week would be his last. He told me that every person that has ever played ball knows the end is coming, whether they choose to admit it or not.
“Up until a week ago, I had never really admitted it. I’d like to say I never thought about it, but the truth is I didn’t want to think about it. I didn’t want to concede that it would all end one day. 
“Over the last six days, I’ve been paying special attention to everything going on around me, trying to figure out why that was.”
He paused for a moment, drawing in a deep breath. “Last summer I was sitting on the front porch with Pop talking about this season and I asked him if he had any advice. All he said to me was ‘Son, the ones who are great are those who learn to enjoy the struggle.’
“I remember looking at him a few times and wondering what the hell that meant, but I never had the nerve to ask him. But this last week, opening my eyes and taking in everything around me, I think I finally figured out what he was saying.
“A lot of the guys have already touched on it up here tonight, but what I’ve come to understand this week is that this is much, much larger than just a team playing ball. This is a group of guys that have grown up together, and have seen each other through the best and worst of times. It’s about a town that looks to us, that derives a great deal of its identity from what we do out there on Friday nights.
“Now to some people that may seem foolish. They may wonder why anybody would willingly sign up for something like that.
“To me, I wouldn’t have it any other way. I embrace talking to the Killer B’s at Formaggio’s and having people recognize us around town, having the pastor give us a special shout out at church and being the joy that helps people get through their week. I consider myself blessed to have grown up with such great people around me and to having my identity linked to the collective efforts of the town I come from.”
Clay paused and looked down at his shoes for a moment before lifting his gaze back to the room. “I don’t mean to short shift anybody up here. Coach Stanson, Coach Bellick, staff, I thank you for all you do day in and day out for us. Seriously, I appreciate it.
“Senior class, I can’t thank you enough for the last, well, eighteen years. Everything from running out together on Friday nights to sitting in the locker room on Saturdays and listening to stories of whatever skank Goldie took home the night before. I thank you for all of it.”
A round of laughter broke out, but Clay continued forward anyway.
“But most of all, if you guys take anything away from this, let it be the best piece of advice I ever received. Learn to enjoy the struggle. I just told you what that means to me and for each one of you it will mean something different. But I urge you to find whatever that is and embrace it. You won’t be sorry. 
"Thank you.”


 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
The gravel crunched beneath Clay’s feet as he headed past his truck and through the tunnel towards the stadium. He walked onto the edge of the grass and skirted the field, heading straight for the visiting bleachers.
He dug his cell phone out of his pocket and hit speed dial three, then pressed the phone to his ear as he continued to walk. 
Chelsie answered on the third ring. “Hey there, how’d it go?”
“It went pretty well,” Clay said. “Everybody was surprisingly good.”
“Everybody?” Chelsie questioned.
“Yeah, everybody. Nobody got too far out of their comfort zone, nobody said anything they may later regret.”
“Well good. And yours went well?”
“Yeah, I think so. The guys all told me it was one of the best they’d heard.”
“Of course it was,” Chelsie agreed. “My man’s quiet a smooth talker.”
Clay smiled and said, “Hey, I don’t suppose this smooth talker could persuade you into joining me down at the stadium?”
Silence filled the line for several moments. “I don’t think I can tonight Clay.”
“Is everything alright?” Clay asked as he reached the far edge of the grass and looped through the gate on the visitor’s side.
“Um, yeah, I just can’t come out tonight.”
Clay smirked, shaking his head at her reaction. “Alright. I guess I’ll talk to you later.”
“Please don’t be mad, I just can’t tonight.”
“Naw, it’s fine. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He snapped his phone shut and trudged up the stairs along the side of the bleachers, weighing each of his steps as he ascended.
“Don’t be mad at her,” a familiar voice said from the darkness above. “I asked her to tell you she couldn’t come as a favor to me.”
Clay’s head shot up to find the long, thick frame of his brother stretched across two rows of the bleachers in the seat Clay was headed for. “Well I’ll be damned. What are you doing here?”
Colt stood as Clay hurried up the stairs and the brothers slapped hands and moved into a shoulder hug. 
“All we have on Fridays are meetings, so I told Coach it was a family emergency and made the drive back,” Colt said.
Clay snorted and said, “This counts as a family emergency?”
“Doesn’t it?” Colt asked, raising an eyebrow as the brothers took a seat next to each other.
Clay weighed the question and smiled, shaking his head. “Maybe until an hour or two ago, but then things just kind of clicked.”
“You made peace with it,” Colt said.
“Yeah, I did,” Clay said, sighing.
Colt turned to him and nodded. “So you figured out what ‘learn to enjoy the struggle’ meant for you?”
Clay’s jaw dropped open before a slow smile spread across his face. “Pop.”
“Pop,” Colt said, mirth in his tone. “The old man’s a lot sharper than we sometimes give him credit for. He never says too much, and he never says it unless we’re ready to hear it.”
Clay laughed and shook his head in agreement.
“So, first things first. You hungry?” Colt asked.
“Yeah, somewhat. That same spaghetti they’ve been serving for years is a nice gesture, it’s just not a very good dinner.”
“I thought you might say that,” Colt said and reached down for a black Indiana gym bag on the bleachers by his feet. He drew it up on to the seat beside him and unzipped it as the smell of grilled meat and melted cheese poured out.
“Is that what I think it is?” Clay said, leaning forward to see what was inside the bag.
“It is indeed,” Colt said. “Two Hoosier Daddy subs from the Bulldog.”
The Bulldog was a pizza and sandwich dive that Colt and Clay found when out exploring in Bloomington two summers before. They stumbled across the place after getting into town late and the little Greek man behind the counter insisted that the Hoosier Daddy was what they wanted. Grilled chicken, onions, mushrooms and peppers with melted provolone on a freshly baked hoagie roll that was served piping hot.
“I know you’re a little bit of a girl with what you eat,” Colt said, “you think you can handle this the night before a game?”
“Bring it here, smartass,” Clay said, holding his hand out for the sub.
Colt laughed and passed him the sandwich, followed by a Gatorade. “I even told Marco this was for you and to wrap it up extra well because it would be a while before we ate.”
“Mighty nice of you both,” Clay said as he tore open one end and started in on the sandwich.
Colt did the same and said with a full mouth, “And let me tell you, smelling these the whole way back without eating them both was no easy task.”
Clay held the sandwich up and said, “Much appreciated” before taking another enormous bite.
“So how long you back for?” Clay asked.
“Until about this time tomorrow,” Colt said. “I’ll head back the minute the game is over, get in around midnight.”
“Coaches won’t be happy with that,” Clay said.
“Eh, what they don’t know won’t hurt them. We don’t play until seven Saturday night, so we’re staying in our own rooms. I can sleep in that morning. Besides, you know as well as I do that I’ve never had a problem getting up for a game.”
“This is true,” Clay said, thinking back to his brother bouncing off the walls hours before games. 
Clay finished off the sandwich and crumpled the aluminum foil into a ball. “So what’s it like? Playing college ball?”
Colt finished the last of his sandwich as well and took a long pull on his Gatorade. “It’s a job.”
“How’s that?” Clay asked, turning his head to look over at his brother.
“It’s not like this,” Colt said, waving a hand towards the field. “This, this was fun. We were good. Everybody loved us.”
Clay’s eyes bulged a bit. “And it’s not even better there?”
“Not even close,” Colt said. “The first thing you learn in college football is everyone is dispensable. Everybody treats you like a replaceable part in a machine. And really, that’s all you are.”
“So you don’t like football anymore?” Clay asked.
Colt exhaled, pushing his breath out in a long slow manner. “I didn’t say that. It’s just, different now.”
“How so?”
“See, here football is revered. Not because we’re all so great but because the town loves it, lives and dies with it, derives its identity from it. Get what I’m saying?”
Clay thought back to his speech just a short while before and smiled. “Definitely.”
“There, you’re a number. The team’s not very good, it’s a basketball school. The professors hate the football team and think we’re a bunch of Neanderthals that don’t deserve to be there.”
Clay was certain it was the only time anybody had ever called his brother a Neanderthal, but he said nothing.
“I guess what I’m saying is, when you play in high school you love football. When you play in college, you respect football but you’ll never love it again.”
Clay let out a low shrill whistle and continued staring over the field. “Favorite memory?”
Colt smiled and said, “You mean besides lighting you up for Senior Hit Day?”
“Shoot, you barely even touched me,” Clay countered. 
Truth be told it was still the hardest he’d ever been hit, though he would never admit that to his brother.
“Oh, okay,” Colt said, raising his eyebrows in sync with the words. “Let’s see, favorite memory. Lots of random stuff.  The smell of the locker room, the sound of the gravel, the feel of the lights. If I had to pick one thing though, it would be Friday nights after the games. The four of us sprawled out in the living room, Mama making food, watching the scoreboard show on Channel 10 with Pop.”
Clay thought back and smiled. At the time he’d still been terrified of the post-game Critique, though in truth he’d barely played enough that year for it to matter. 
“How about you?” Colt asked.
Clay pursed his lips and thought about it for a second and said, “Tomorrow night.”
Colt smiled and stood, stretching his arms high above his head. “Good answer. It’s getting cold, what say we go surprise Mama?”
Clay stood beside him and said, “Yeah, the folks will throw a party when they realize the favorite’s home.”
“The favorite hasn’t left yet. You know, the quarterback, the golden boy.”
“Ah hell, here we go,” Clay said, following Colt down one step at a time.
Together they walked towards the open gate and across the back of the end zone, turning as they reached the opposite sideline and gazing across the field.
Then, without a word, they turned and walked through the tunnel towards the parking lot.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
A lot of the bigger schools had uniforms made by Reebok or Nike, jerseys that were specially designed to fit tight over shoulder pads and had elastic in the sleeves to keep them snug around the arms. Some even had jerseys with names and numbers sewn on them, made of heavy mesh and canvas.
Those were schools with big budgets and boosters that could cover such expenses just by writing a check. Huntsville was no such school and had no such benefactors.
The jerseys they wore were purchased eight years prior. The ones before that had been around since the early eighties and finally had to be retired when the state changed the rules mandating that jerseys at least reach a player’s waistband.
Clay pulled his blue and gold number eight over his head and tugged at the neck and sleeves to get it to sit right over his white ribbed tank top. The year before he had cut two small slits into the hem around the sleeves and wound a shoestring through them. The strings hung down along the inside of his biceps and he bunched the sleeves just enough to tie them, then tucked them under.
Goldie had done the same thing with his, but as an excuse to tie his as high and tight to his shoulders as he could. Clay did it so his sleeves wouldn’t get in the way when he threw the ball, he could care less about how it looked walking down the hall.
The smell of bacon wafted up the stairwell and he could hear voices downstairs as he stood in front of the mirror and checked the reflection of himself in the blue jersey and jeans for the last time. He then smiled and shook his head at how sentimental he was being and headed downstairs.
“I still can’t believe you just showed up like that!” Beth Anne said as she scooped pieces of bacon out of the frying pan and onto a plate lined with paper towels.
“The coaches going to be pissed you’re here?” Pop asked, swooping in and sniping a piece of bacon.
“Naw, I told them I had to get home for an emergency and would be back tonight. They were cool with it,” Colt replied.
“Good,” Pop said, nabbing another piece, “one game’s not worth getting in trouble over.”
“This is hardly one game,” Colt replied. He saw Clay enter the kitchen and said, “This is the night our very own Clay Hendricks makes high school football history!”
Clay smiled and tossed his gym bag on the floor by the table. “Got that right.”
“Oh yeah, how you going to do that?” Pop asked, taking more bacon from the plate.
Beth Anne swung the greasy spatula at his hand and said, “Would you stop stealing all the bacon? There’s not going to be enough left for the boys!”
“That’s alright Mama,” Clay said, “I won’t be eating any anyway. He can have mine.”
“Mine too,” Colt said.
Beth Anne turned around from the stove and said, “You boys really don’t want any? I made it for you.”
“No, you made it because the favorite’s home,” Clay said.
“And has his last game of the season tonight,” Colt retorted.
“Would you two stop that? How many times do we have to tell you we don’t have favorites in this house?” Beth Anne said. “And why don’t you boys want any bacon?”
“Too salty,” Clay said. “I’ll have cotton mouth all day if I do that.”
“Same here,” Colt said.
“Make it tomorrow and I’ll eat a whole pound though,” Clay said, walking over and throwing an arm around his mother’s shoulder.
“I expect every meal at Christmas to include bacon,” Colt added in.
“You boys are really missing out,” Pop said, continuing to munch on the bacon. “I still have eligibility left and you don’t see me worried about it being too salty.”
Clay and Colt looked at each other and rolled their eyes. They’d been hearing about their father’s remaining eligibility since a coach had mentioned it three years prior when recruiting Colt for Northwestern.
“Can you boys at least have some eggs then?” Beth Anne asked.
“Really Mama, I’m good with a protein bar,” Clay said.
“Fruit and yogurt for me,” Colt said.
Beth Anne playfully tossed the spatula in the pan. “So what am I doing this for?”
“For me,” Pop said, kissing her on the cheek and pouring himself another cup of coffee. “Besides, you boys all come home and I get to eat.”
“Mama been starving you again, Pop?” Colt asked.
“If I get anything to eat at all, it’s a good day,” Pop said.
A laugh went up around the room as Clay filled a plastic bottle with sweet tea and tossed a couple of protein bars and bananas into a bag. “Call up’s in fifteen minutes, I should be heading out.”
“You saving our seats for tonight?” his mom asked.
“Blanket’s in the truck,” Clay said and headed out through the door.
A moment later the porch door swung open and Colt bounded down the steps and half jogged behind him. 
“What’s up?” Clay asked.
“Nothing,” Colt said, “just need to grab some stuff out of my truck.” 
“Ahh,” Clay responded. “Folks sure are in a good mood this morning. Especially Pop...happiest I’ve seen him in a long time. Guess that’s what happens when the favorite comes home.”
Colt got to his truck, pulled open the door and paused for a moment. “It’s Friday, it’s Parents Night, he gets to watch you play quarterback in the Blue and Yellow one last time. I highly doubt my being here has a damn thing to do with it.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
 
“Superstar, the strings are there for a reason! Use them!” Goldie called out, climbing from his Trans Am as Clay did the same from his truck. His own sleeves were tied tight under his armpits and up on top of his shoulders, exposing the entirety of wiry and toned arms.
Clay glanced down at his own sleeves, lightly bunched between his shoulder and elbow. “We don't all have the guns you do, Goldie. Just be too embarrassing for me and my noodle arms to stand next to you.”
“While that is probably true,” Goldie concurred, adding a half strut into his step, “you are the damn quarterback and it is time you acted like it.”
“I’ve made it this far, I think I can go it one more day,” Clay countered.
“All the more reason,” Goldie said. “You’ve been the starting quarterback for three solid years, yet you’ve dated the same girl and played the ‘Gee, heck’ humble card the entire time. Sickening, I tell you.”
Clay chuckled. “What do you think would have happened if you’d been the quarterback all these years?”
Goldie paused for a moment outside the locker room, then pulled the door open and stepped inside. “Ah hell, best we not think about that. A guy could go into system overload thinking about everything that could have been with that one.”
“You mean like VD and illegitimate children?”
“I was thinking notches in the bedpost and nights out at the lake,” Goldie said, “but you’re probably not wrong either.”
“What’s up, guys?” Clay said to the other seniors, already in the locker room and clustered on one of the benches. Around them most of the team had assembled, all wearing their blue game jerseys.
“Living the dream,” Matt said.
To his left Marksy smirked and said, “Yeah, something like that.” Beside him on the bench was a half-empty bottle of Pepto Bismol. A faint trace of pink lined the corners of his mouth.
“Did you hook up with that foreign exchange chick again?” Goldie asked. "At least wait until after the season."
Marksy grabbed a towel from the bench beside him and threw it at Goldie’s head. “No, smartass. Anybody else get sick from that dinner last night?”
The guys all looked at one another and shook their heads. 
“Great,” Marksy mumbled, picked the towel up and used it to wipe his mouth.
Clay glanced up at the clock on the wall and said “Three minutes. Shall we?”
The other seniors all stood and Rich said, “Let’s do this, one last time.”
“A fact I’m sure breaks your heart, right Clay?” Matt asked.
Clay scowled at him and said, “You guys know I hate this rah-rah stuff.”
Goldie came up behind him and clasped his hands down on Clay’s shoulders. “Come on now, you’ve got to embrace it. Just like the sleeves. This is your last chance, live a little!”
Clay shook his head and smiled as the team filed out the back door into the hallway. The underclassmen stood to the sides and allowed the seniors to get to the front, falling in behind them.
 The seniors walked through the wide hallways, the students parting and pressing themselves to the side as they passed. Together they led the team around the gym and down the front hallway, stopping to form a large circle.
At exactly seven-thirty a shrill whistle blew through the school and a drummer began pounding out cadence on a snare drum. A moment later the twelve member pep band fired up their instruments in a full rendition of the Huntsville fight song.
Many students clapped and cheered, funneling their way towards the front foyer and surrounding the team. 
Halfway through the song a deep and throaty yell could be heard and a moment later Coach Stanson emerged through the students, dancing a jig as the crowd laughed. He continued into the middle of the players, who all laughed and clapped as the band finished the song.
The crowd quieted down for a moment and Stanson sang out, “Running cross the field later on tonight!”
Immediately the team picked up the chant and continued, “Huntsville Hornets looking for a fight, We got hunger and we got speed too, Look out Lions ‘cause we’re coming after you!”
Stanson took over and sang, “Running down the field later on today!”
Again the team picked up the chant.  “Damned old Lion tried to get in our way, We said ‘Lion you’ve got to move, There ain’t enough room for us and you!”
Stanson jumped in one last time.  “Walking off the field at the end of the game!”
“Damned old Lions are full of shame, Cause we beat ‘em hard and we beat ‘em right, Another Hornet victory later on tonight!”
At the conclusion of the last verse the drummers beat their instruments and the crowd cheered. Stanson raised his right hand high in the air and all of the players followed suit. “I shouldn’t have to say a lot to you guys today. You all know what tonight is and what it means. Have a good day, stay focused, and I’ll see you all back here at 2:00 for the pep rally. Understood?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Win on three...one, two, three!”
“WIN!” the team shouted in unison, the crowd cheered again.
A moment later the crowd dispersed in various directions, almost all of them dressed in Hornet blue and yellow. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
 
Mrs. Brubaker cued up the DVD to scene 17 and pressed play. Gary Sinise and John Malkovich popped up on the screen, reprising their roles as George and Lenny in the most recent Hollywood version of Of Mice and Men.
Goldie leaned back in his seat three rows in front of Clay and said, “Is this the oldest TV left in Ohio?”
Clay glanced up at the ancient Panasonic with turn knobs and a large box tube off the back. “You said that yesterday. And like I told you then, just be glad we’ve got a DVD player.”
Goldie smirked and turned around as Mrs. Brubaker shuffled to the corner of the room and turned off the lights, then took a seat at her desk. The class was in their third straight day of watching the movie, a treat for having recently completed the novel. 
Clay sat in the back row and scanned the room. Goldie, Matt and Lyle were all in the room, along with Megan, Sarah and Rebecca. Beside him sat Natalie, who glanced over to make sure Mrs. Brubaker was busy grading before sliding her desk over several inches under the guise of getting a better view of the screen.
“This place looks like a damn scene out of Glee doesn’t it?” she whispered.
Clay looked blankly at her, offering nothing but a few slow blinks.
“Is that look because you can’t believe I said that or because you have no idea what I’m talking about?”
“Yes,” Clay whispered, then smirked. “What the hell is Glee?”
Natalie again stole a glance over to Mrs. Brubaker and said, “We’ve got to cure you of this indifference of yours to television.”
“I’m not against television. I watch football regularly.”
“You’re such a guy sometimes,” Natalie said.
Clay raised his palms upward and said, “Am I supposed to apologize, or...?”
Natalie rolled her eyes. “Glee is a show on Fox about a glee club at some high school in northern Ohio. I say we look like them because the football players wear their jerseys and the cheerleaders wear their uniforms all the time.”
She threw a hand to the room where the players were all in blue jerseys with yellow numbers and the cheerleaders wore blue uniforms with Hornets emblazoned across them in yellow.
“Hmm, maybe,” Clay said. “Like I said, never seen the show. Besides, we’ve been doing this around here for years. Heck of a lot longer than some show for sure.”
“We’ve been doing a lot of things around here for years, doesn’t mean that’s the way it should be,” Natalie countered.
Clay smiled an exhausted smile. “Can I ask you a favor?” 
Natalie turned and rested one elbow on her desk and the other on the back of her chair .“Shoot.”
“Just once, just for one day, go with it. Embrace all this,” he waved a hand at the room, “stuff. This weekend I’ll come over and we’ll sit on the porch and talk about next year and Thanksgiving. We can even watch Glee. But for today, just one day, be a part of it. For one day be a resident of Huntsville.”
Natalie pursed her lips a bit as a look of hurt passed over her face. “You don’t think I’m a resident of Huntsville?”
Clay scanned the room to make sure nobody could hear their whispers and said, “Yes and no. You’re a resident for sure, but hardly ever do you live here. The other night was probably one of the only times I’ve ever got the impression any of this even mattered to you.”
“Of course it matters to me, but it doesn’t mean I should close my eyes and ignore the reality of things.”
“Which is?” Clay asked.
“That a lot of what this town does and stands for is a little hokey. It lives and dies on what the high school sports team of the month is doing.”
Clay turned and matched her pose. “Yeah, maybe that is a little hokey. But at the same time, doesn’t it also make it a little great? We get to be a part of something, no matter how short lived, that truly matters to a lot of people. How many people go through their whole lives never feeling that way?”
Natalie opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and slouched back a bit in her seat. “You know, I’ve never thought of it that way.”
The corner of Clay’s mouth turned up in a smile. “I hadn’t either until just recently.”
Natalie matched the expression. “Never thought I’d see the day where you got into all this stuff too. You’ve never been one to seek the spotlight or embrace the frivolity of superstardom.”
“And I’m not now either,” Clay said. “I guess I just decided that I wanted my last game to be my way, to go out on my terms. And one of those terms is having my best friend there in the moment with me, not scrutinizing it from afar.”
Natalie smiled again and looked down at the strings of her hoodie. “Of course. I’m always right there with you.”
Clay turned back in his seat and watched a few seconds of the movie.
Natalie did the same, then leaned towards him a few inches and whispered. “You could have just asked me that though, you know.”
A smile traced Clay’s face. “Yeah, but what fun would that have been?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
 
Pep rallies were such a common thing at Huntsville High, there was even an amended class schedule for them. After lunch, all three classes were cut from forty-four to thirty-two minutes. Combined, it added up to thirty-six minutes set aside at the end of the day. 
Six minutes for everyone to convene in the gym, thirty for the rally itself.
When the bell schedule was altered, the normal timers were turned off and the bell rung manually in the office. The ones announcing the beginning and ends of the sixth and seventh periods and the start of the eighth were rung by hand. The final bell was the sound of the band coming through the halls on their way to the gym.
Clay had been staring at the clock on the wall for over fifteen minutes when the rat-a-tat of a snare drum started not far from his class and a moment later the deep reverberating beat of a bass followed it. This continued for several seconds before the entirety of the band, not just the pep band as with the morning call up, joined in.
By the time the Huntsville fight song was at full tilt, students were streaming from classrooms and the sounds of lockers opening and closing filled the halls. The band was not very large by traditional high school standards and as it moved through the hall and died down, the sound of chatter soon filled in. 
Clay found Matt just outside his classroom and a moment later Marksy joined them. Chelsie ran by and waved her pom-poms at them, smiling as she fought her way to meet the cheerleading squad in the gym.
“You ever get that déjà vu feeling about these pep rallies?” Marksy asked as the three of them walked side-by-side through the hall, a swirl of people moving around them in both directions.
“Little bit,” Matt confirmed.
“I’m getting more of a ‘can we just play the damn game already’ vibe,” Clay said.
“Amen to that,” Matt said.
“Agreed,” Marksy echoed.
They hit the corner by the cafeteria and were joined by Goldie. He fell in step beside them, held out his left arm and said, “Are these sleeves tied up high enough?”
“Any higher and they’d be a turtle neck,” Clay deadpanned.
Matt snorted as Marksy added, “Do you really think there’s a woman left in this school that hasn’t seen your arms?”
A cocksure smile grew on Goldie’s face. “Good point.”
Ahead, the Little's stood shoulder-to-shoulder and waited for them. Most of the crowd had emptied from the halls into the gym and the band was again playing the school fight song. The sound of clapping and feet stomping grew louder as the group approached the gym, stopping outside.
The six seniors grouped around the door and took in the scene unfolding before them. The student body filled the entire right side of the gym, nearly all of it bedecked in blue and yellow and on their feet. The band stood on the far side of the gym floor, two dozen members in perfect rows belting out tunes.
On the near side of the gym the cheerleaders danced in sync with the music, their pompoms and feet rising in unison as they went through the dance that had accompanied the song for years. Lining the front of the bleachers, standing on the gym floor, was the rest of the football team. Many of them were grouped together, examining the crowd or watching the cheerleaders in awe.
Coach Stanson appeared from along the wall and stood beside the seniors watching from the doorway. “What’s the good word?” he asked.
“Coach,” a few murmured.
“Excited to be here,” Goldie said.
“Let’s play some ball already,” Clay added.
The band finished the fight song and immediately the cheerleaders launched into a cheer.
We’re the toughest, we’re the meanest,
We’re the baddest team in town,
Hornets, Hornets, mark it down!
“Man, that’s deep,” Rich extolled.
“Poetic,” Lyle agreed.
The seniors snickered as Clay caught Natalie’s eye and made an apologetic face. She smiled and shook her head, forcing herself to clap along with everyone else.
The crowd cheered as Coach Stanson stepped away from the seniors and walked out onto the floor. In his hand he carried a cordless microphone and flipped it on as he neared center court. A single flare went up through the speakers, settling into a dull hum as he raised it to his mouth.
“Please, please, be seated,” he began, followed by the sound of muffled movement as several hundred bodies descended onto wooden bleachers. Along the front the players sat on the gym floor, many of them leaning against the bottom row or resting their forearms across their knees.
“First of all, thank you all so much for being here today. Football is a sport where hard work and desire can take you a long way, but sometimes that isn’t quite enough. Sometimes when the chips are down and the game’s tied in the fourth quarter, you need that little something. That little extra boost to help you get to the next level. That’s what you all have been for us this year, and I trust that’s what you all will be for us tonight!”
A drummer pounded on his snare drum in rapid succession as the crowd cheered their agreement with what Stanson was saying. He paced back and forth in front of them as he waited for them to quiet before continuing.
“Tonight we welcome the Sentinel Lions here to Huntsville. Now I say welcome because we’re looking forward to them and that 8-1 record they’re bringing in here. We’re looking forward to those all-conference players they have on that team. We’re excited about another opportunity for a big city school to come in here and see how we do things on the farm!”
The crowd rose to their feet together and cheered as the band leapt into a round of the alma mater. The crowd clapped in unison and the cheerleaders danced along with another choreographed routine. Coach Stanson flipped the microphone off and walked to the side. 
When the floor was again his he walked back to center court and said, “Right now it is my distinct pleasure to introduce all of you once more to the six seniors who tonight will take the field one last time as Huntsville Hornets. The Dirty Half Dozen that have overcome tremendous adversity, have worked their tails off, and I promise you will do everything they can to make sure this team and this town go out a winner tonight!”
More applause roared from the crowd, accentuated by the high pitched yells of some females in the audience.
“First up, starting at right guard and left defensive tackle...Rich Little!” Coach Stanson called as Rich walked from the doorway to mid-court and stood beside him. The crowd cheered, aided by the deep boom of the base drum.
“Beside him, starting at left guard and right defensive tackle...Lyle Little!” Coach Stanson said, followed by the same cheers.
“Third up, playing wide receiver and defensive back for us...Matt Pritchard!” Matt jogged out to stand in line beside the others, a few loud whistles mixed with the cheers.
“Next up, starting at tight end and defensive end for us, Jon Marks!” Coach Stanson announced as Marksy nodded to the crowd and looked as if he was going to wave, but thought better of it.
“Five bucks says I get a louder cheer than you,” Goldie whispered to Clay as Marksy joined the others at half court.
“What?” Clay asked. “You can’t be serious.”
“As a heart attack,” Goldie said.
Clay snorted and said, “Alright, you’re on.”
Goldie smiled as Coach Stanson said, “And starting for us at running back and inside linebacker...Jason Golden!” 
Goldie walked out from the doorway to the loudest cheer yet, the drums and clapping punctuated by a large volley of female yells. He got to midcourt and exchanged fist bumps with Marksy and Matt, then turned, raised his eyebrows and gave a half smile to Clay.
Clay shook his head as Coach Stanson said, “And last but not least, a man you all already know quite well, playing quarterback and inside linebacker...Clay Hendricks!” 
An explosion of sound hit Clay as along with the chorus of drums, claps and yells came the sound of many dozens of feet stomping on the wooden bleachers. He cast a sideways glance to see Natalie leading the charge and glanced to his left to see Chelsie doing the same.
He reached midcourt and exchanged fist bumps with the others, then leaned towards Goldie. “You owe me five bucks.”
“Damn you, Natalie,” Goldie whispered through a clenched smile.
Clay laughed as the band launched into a final playing of the fight song. The crowd rose to their feet and clapped along and at its conclusion Coach Stanson said, “Thanks for coming out, we hope to see you all back here later tonight!”
A few final cheers went up as the crowd emptied onto the gym floor and headed for the door. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
 
 The ritual of pre-game meals evolved every year Clay was in high school. For years, the local Methodist Church fed the team before games. Each Friday at 3:30 the team would board a bus and head over to the church, where the gym was spread out with folding tables and chairs. Players paid a flat $6 and each week were fed something different, whether it be burgers or chicken or beef.
That was where the team ate Clay’s freshman year, the last time the Hornets won the state championship. The arrangement worked well for a long time and the team was happy to continue it. Shortly after that season ended though, Pastor McMann passed away unexpectedly and the church decided that they would discontinue the tradition. They felt that the coinciding championship and the passing of their long-time leader was a sign it was time to step aside.
Clay's sophomore year the team transitioned to Formaggio’s, the only true restaurant in town. The price was a few dollars higher per man and the food was good, though after a while the team requested that the season be their last with Formaggio’s. 
Only so much pasta a person could eat and be expected to play football.
His junior year the team tried a third option, which was to cut players loose after school and allow them to eat however they saw fit. Each week Clay and a few others would go to his house and eat sack lunches in the living room, watching television until it was time to go back. It was a system that most everybody really liked, until the week two seniors were late returning and got benched for the first half of a game.
The fourth incarnation of the pre-game meal was a kind of bastardized version of the year before. Players could eat whatever they liked, they just weren’t allowed to leave school grounds. 
Most players had their parents or girlfriends deliver food to them, while Clay just packed a little heavier in the morning. In addition to his protein bar, banana and sweet tea for lunch he’d include a peanut butter and jelly on wheat, another banana and a Gatorade. When it was warm outside he and some others would walk out and eat on the bleachers. Once it got cold, they went to the gym instead. 
After the pep rally Clay walked Chelsie out to her car and talked to some of the guys in the parking lot. He then pulled a long blue and yellow blanket and a roll of athletic tape from behind the driver’s seat of his truck and walked out to the stadium. He counted down three rows from the top on the fifty yard line, spread the blanket out and wrapped three long strips of tape around it to secure it.
Pop liked to make sure he got the seat he preferred and he got it early. Within a few hours, most of the section would be spoken for.
At four o’clock he dug his second sack lunch out of his truck and walked into the gym to find Marksy, Goldie and a few others already there. They were all eating and talking animatedly while down at the other end several players stretched out and napped along the bleachers.
“Come on, it would be funny!” Goldie said.
“No,” Marksy said, shaking his head and taking a huge bite of apple. “You’re not doing it.”
“Why the hell not?”
“Because, why be a dick?”
“What’s going on?” Clay asked, sliding up and taking a seat alongside the group.
“Goldie wants to inflate his lunch sack, go over and smack it above some sleeping beauty over there,” Marksy explained.
Clay looked past the group to the far end of the bleachers. He noticed the person lying prone on the third row and said, “No, you’re not doing that.”
“Aw, what the hell?” Goldie said, holding his hands out. “You just got here, what gives you the right to decide?”
“Because you’re not going to terrorize that kid for kicking your ass on Senior Hit Day. It’s over, deal with it,” Clay said, unpeeling the plastic wrap from his sandwich and taking a bite.
The group all craned to see down to the far end of the bleachers and Rich said, “That’s Austin! That’s why you want to do it!”
“No, it’s not!” Goldie countered.
“Like hell,” Marksy said, sitting back down and taking up his apple again.
Goldie leaned over and whispered, “Thanks, dick.”
“Anytime,” Clay said, smiling as he continued chewing his sandwich.
A few minutes passed in silence as the guys continued eating. At twenty minutes after four, Matt entered the gym carrying a roll of several sheets of paper stapled together and a black marker. He walked up onto the first row of the bleachers, straddled it and tossed the papers down. 
“Alright, fellas. Nine weeks in and we have a dead heat. Clay, Rich, Goldie and myself all have one each with Marksy and Lyle making up the rear,” he said, pulling the cap off the marker with his teeth and flipping to the last page on the roll.
Each week the seniors gave their predictions for the final score of the game. It was something they had come up with while talking on the bleachers before the first game of the year and it had grown from there.
There were only three rules to the game as best as anyone could tell. The first was that both scores had to be exact for a win, being close didn’t count. Second, no two players could pick the same score. 
Third, more a presumption than a rule, was that the Hornets always win.
“As we had no winner last week, the floor remains yours from Week 8 Rich. Have at it,” Matt said.
“Hmm...I’m feeling good tonight. Let’s say 35-10,” Rich responded.
“Oh my, swinging for the fences,” Matt said, scrawling down the tally. “Next to you, Goldie.”
“I’ll do you one better,” Goldie said, “42-14!”
A chorus of whistles went up around the group as Goldie smiled, bobbing his head in steady rhythm. 
“Now for myself, I foresee something slightly closer. 34-17,” Matt said, scribbling down the numbers. “Clay?”
“Let them go,” Clay said. “I’m still thinking.”
“Alright, moving on to...well, since you both suck, I guess we’ll say Lyle,” Matt said.
Both Marksy and Lyle made sour faces and Lyle said, “35-21, good guys.”
“We know who’s going to win, you don’t have to say that part,” Goldie pointed out.
“Marksy?” Matt asked.
“28-17,” Marksy replied.
“Damn, cutting it a little close aren’t you?” Goldie said.
“The man can pick whatever he wants,” Matt said, writing the score down.
“The man can pick whatever he wants,” Marksy echoed towards Goldie.
“That’s also why the man hasn’t won yet,” Goldie retorted.
The group laughed as Matt turned and said, “Alright Superstar, we’re back to you. What’s it going to be?”
Clay smirked and stood. He crumpled the brown paper sack into a ball and began stepping from the bleachers. 
“You’re really going to hate my pick then Goldie.  30-27...” he said and moved towards the door, then stopped and turned back. “In overtime.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
 
“Punt team,” Coach Stanson said.
At the words, the eleven players on punt team lined up in their respective positions, the fifty yard line their starting point. The remainder of the team stood in silence opposite them, many in jackets or hooded sweatshirts.
“Good,” Coach Stanson said, standing with the other coaches off to the side. “Punt return.”
A handful of players moved from one side of the fifty as an equal number replaced them on the other. Each player walked straight to their position, stood, and waited for the next team to be called out.
Special teams check was the first part of pre-game warm-up each week. The players had until five to eat, at which point they met in the locker room and walked as a team to the field. They would go through each special team to make sure every player knew where they were supposed to be and when, though by this point in the season it was more a formality than anything.
Stanson took the team through the rest of the units, then said, “Alright guys, from this point on I want your head in the game. No horsing around. I want you focused on the task ahead. Tonight’s Parent’s Night, so we’re going to start a little earlier. Specialists out at six, team out at six-fifteen.”
The coaches headed straight in, while many of the players wandered quietly around the field. Some lay down on the grass while others sat on the bench and stared out at where the game would take place a short time later.
After a few minutes, many headed for the various restrooms around the school, male or female, to relieve themselves in one of the oldest, if less talked about, traditions in sports. Clay meandered over to the sidelines to make sure his blanket wasn't disturbed, then followed the fence back towards the tunnel gate to the locker room.
Beside him the boosters were beginning to open the concession stand for the night, several people moving in unison as they started preparing food and filling the coolers. Bert Winslow saw him and offered a wave and thumbs up, but said nothing as he walked by.
Clay walked alone into the locker room and dug his iPod out of his locker. He found his pre-game playlist and began to pound AC/DC and Gun N' Roses into his ears as he changed out the week-old spikes in his cleats and switched the pads from his practice to game pants. 
The locker room became a blur around him as he zoned in on the music, thoughtlessly pulling on his compression shorts and pants, followed by tall blue socks and his cleats. He wrapped the better part of a roll of tape across the bridge of each foot and behind his ankles, then pulled on the tattered remnant of the same undershirt he’d been wearing for years.
Faded grey with Huntsville football stenciled across it in blue, the shirt was one they’d received for going undefeated in the seventh grade. As a full t-shirt it would have never still fit, but without sleeves or a bottom it worked perfectly as an undershirt.
The last thing to go on was his shoulder pads, his blue number eight jersey already stretched tight across them. He threaded his arms up through the holes and had Goldie pull it down over his head. He rested one arm at a time on Goldie’s shoulder as he tied back the sleeves, then did the same for him.
“Specialists in two minutes!” Coach Bellick hollered and several players moved to stand by the door. Clay stuck his iPod into his locker and pulled a tube of eye black down from the top shelf, twisting a large smear under each eye. The very last thing on was a two-inch wide blue sweat band on either forearm before he too headed for the door.
“Alright, let’s take ‘em out!” Bellick called.
Clay thumped the stenciled TEAM above the door and headed out. His cleats clattered a chaotic rhythm as he and the others crossed the parking lot and headed for the tunnel. Many fans were already beginning to arrive and many clapped and called out as they passed.
The sound of their cleats changed from clatter to chafing as they crossed from the parking lot onto the gravel of the tunnel. Smoke began to waft up from the oversized grill outside the concession stand and the smell of pork tenderloin hung in the air.
Standing alongside the concession stand was Coach Paulus, wearing the same windbreaker and ball cap. He stood with his arms folded and a half smile on his face, watching intently. Clay met his eye for just a moment then faced forward, shaking his head slightly but saying nothing.
He reached the edge of the grass first and waited for the others to join him before everyone burst out in different directions at once. Footballs were already lined up strategically around the field for the various specialists and a troupe of elementary school ball boys in their pee-wee football jerseys stood anxiously waiting to shag kicks.
Clay and Tripp headed for the opposite sideline and did a quick stretch before going straight into punts. Matt caught them and tossed them back, while on the opposite side Timms began booting kickoffs to Goldie. Austin worked in the middle of the field, knifing place kicks through the uprights as ball boys chased them down and tossed them back.
On the opposite side of the field, the specialists for Sentinel began doing the same, dressed in white jerseys with purple pants and helmets with yellow trim. Along the back end zone the scoreboard stood at just over eighty minutes, counting down the time until kickoff.
With seventy-five minutes on the clock the rest of the team made their way down the tunnel, many of them yelling and clapping as they formed up in a single file line stretching from the edge of the grass clear back to the parking lot. Clay waited for the other specialists to find their place in line, then took his spot at the front and jogged along the back of the end zone to the goal post. He stepped forward from there and turned to face the team as they filed in behind him and began clapping his hands slowly, the others following suit as they arrived. Each time the beat got too fast, he restarted, waiting for the rest of the team to pour in.
When the last freshmen had taken his place at the back of the heap, he let the pace of the clap build into frenzy before rushing forward and having the team surround him. The crown of his helmet met both Matt and Goldie’s and he yelled out, “Hornets!”
“Hornets!” the team called in response.
“Can’t be beat!”
“Can’t be beat!” 
“Won’t be beat!”
“Won’t be beat!” 
“All for one!”
“All for one!”
“One for all!”
“One for all!”
“Kick ass!”
“Kick ass!”
At that, the team broke out of the huddle, each player headed towards their position coach just as they had rehearsed a day earlier. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
 
Most high schools have Parents Night. They allow the parents, or in rare cases guardians, to walk a player across the field at some point during their senior season. Often, it’s done some time early in the year and every senior, regardless of sport, goes at the same time before a football game.
Things go a little differently at Huntsville High. First, seniors are honored before their last home game. The school and the town felt, and continue to feel, it’s the only way to properly thank an athlete for the years of hard work and dedication. 
Second, athletes are presented before their own final home game, whether it's a football game or cross country meet. Otherwise, it wouldn’t be giving proper respect to sports besides football. 
Finally, the school allows for players to bring whomever they’d like on the field with them. Sometimes players brought along grandparents, once a dog had even been accompanied an owner. 
At the end of pregame warm-ups, the team jogged to the edge of the field as a whole unit. From there the underclassmen and coaches departed for the locker room and the seniors waited for the long procession of parents and cheerleaders under the scoreboard to walk along the home sideline towards them. As they walked, the band played ceremonial music and many in the crowd stood and applauded. 
On the opposite side of the field, Sentinel completed the rest of their warm-up. 
“What do you think?” Matt asked. 
“About what?” Rich asked. 
Matt nodded with his chin to the opposite side of the field and said, “Sentinel. They don’t look so big to me.” 
“What do you care how big they are?” Lyle asked. “You’re a receiver, you know what you’re getting every week.” 
Clay chuckled as he watched Sentinel run through plays, their own quarterback a lot like himself as he rolled out to the left and threw a spiral into the arms of a crossing receiver.  
“Why the hell they line up way down there?” Goldie asked, pacing back and forth and watching the line grow closer. 
“Beats the hell out of me,” Marksy said, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. 
Halfway down the sideline the procession paused, a huddle of Sentinel players standing off across from them.  A few pointed fingers were exchanged before the players jogged away, off to join the rest of their team. A moment later, the line continued its march down the sideline and Sentinel departed for the locker room. 
“What was that all about?” Goldie asked.
“Two-to-one says it involved my family,” Clay said. 
The others laughed as the front of the procession reached them. The cheerleaders were the first in line, flanked on either side by their parents. A few siblings, a grandmother and an aunt were mixed in as well. Chelsie smiled and waved and her father told the guys good luck as he and the others made the corner around the end zone and headed for the goal post. 
Behind them came the football player’s families, led by the Little’s and followed closely by the Pritchard’s, Marks’s and Golden's. Bringing up the rear were Beth Anne, Pop and Colt. 
“Alright, what happened down there?” Clay asked as way of a greeting. 
Colt  boomed a deep laugh. “Pop just about took care of the Sentinel secondary for you.” 
Clay’s eyebrows raised and he cracked a smile. “Oh yeah?” 
“You know how I get at game time,” Pop said, still visibly scowling. “Little bastards smarted off to us...” 
Clay and Colt both laughed as Pop looked at Clay. “Number 35. Down, first play.” 
“Got it,” Clay said, unable to hide the smile still on his face.  
Clay took his place between his parents with Colt alongside Beth Anne as they walked in line towards the goal post. On the field, the band had formed two columns in the shape of an L and as each senior was announced they walked through it to the sideline in front of the stands. There they posed for a picture before stepping to the side and allowing the next senior to come along. 
“Next, being escorted by his parents Ned and Suzanne, tight end and defensive end, number 85, Jon Marks,” the announcer called out as Marksy and his family stepped forward. As they did so the flag girls twirled their blue and gold flags from high above to their sides, the band playing solemnly as they passed through. 
Once they reached the twenty-five yard line, the announcer continued, “Escorted by his parents James and Lisa, running back and linebacker, number 23, Jason Golden.” 
On cue, Goldie and his family stepped through the line of twirling flags and forward between the playing lines of the band. 
Behind him Clay and the Hendricks stepped in front of the goal post, standing four across. “And finally, being escorted by parents Austin and Beth Anne Hendricks and his brother Colt, quarterback and linebacker, number 8, Clay Hendricks.”
Goose bumps shot down Clay’s arms as his mother looped her arm through his and the four of them stepped in sync through the line of twirling flags and band members playing. They walked towards mid-field and turned just after the forty yard line toward the sideline. They paused along the heavy white sideline stripe as many in the crowd stood and applauded and a photographer took a group shot of them. 
“Please join me in applauding the senior class for all they have done,” the announcer said and the crowd again cheered, punctuated by loud yelling from the student section. 
Clay glanced over and saw the student body bedecked in blue and gold, many wearing face paint or the white away jerseys of their favorite player. Tucked in the middle of the front row was Natalie, wearing his white number 8 jersey with blue paint smeared across her face.
Beth Anne spotted it at the same time and said, “Chelsie’s not going to like that too much.” 
“Chelsie’s the one that had the jersey,” Clay said. “She must have given it to Natalie to wear.”
“Aw, you can worry about that later. Right now it’s time to kick some ass!” Pop said, and clapped him hard on the shoulder pads. 
Clay looked down the line to the other seniors and nodded and as a group they began to move back towards the locker room. Beside him Colt walked along for just a moment and said, “I have to take off as soon as this is over, but remember what I told you. Tonight is your night. Go out the way you want to.” 
Clay nodded once, then he and the other seniors jogged down the sideline and towards the locker room. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
 
The locker room was quiet when the seniors returned. Players were seated on benches strewn around the room, many of them leaning forward with their elbows on their knees staring straight ahead. 
Goldie was the first one through the door, shattering the silence. “What do you say, boys?!” 
Player's heads instantly shot up and several stood. A moment later Matt entered, clapping and bobbing his head. Behind him Marksy shot through the door and yelled, “Whoo-hoo!” 
The room snapped to life as the Little’s burst through, followed by Clay. Players were yelling and slapping each other on the shoulder pads, a few even slammed their helmets into the metal lockers behind them. 
As if on cue the door to the coach’s office opened and each of them filed out, dressed in matching khaki pants with blue pullovers and ball caps. The last one out was Stanson, who stepped forward into the room and raised a hand into the air. The room quieted down and he yelled, “Father!” 
The players all found a spot nearby and a hit a knee, grasping the hands of the player on either side of them. The front door to the locker room opened and Pastor Waverly stepped in, bedecked in Huntsville blue and gold. He stepped just a foot or two inside the door and waited a moment for the room to settle, then launched right into the prayer. 
“Father God, we thank you so much for this opportunity to stand united before you tonight. To know that there are times in life where no matter how different we may appear, we can come together in a common cause and work not only towards a goal but also for the people beside us. We thank you for the people in this room and the bonds that you have forged that allow us to be a part of something so much greater than any one of us could ever be alone. 
“We pray tonight Lord that you protect each one of these young men as they take the field. That you keep them safe from injury. That you allow them to perform up to the potential you’ve so richly bestowed upon them. And most of all, we ask that in everything we do, we perform in a way that brings glory to your name. We pray these things in your son Jesus’ name, who taught us how to pray...” 
At that, the team proceeded forth with the Lord’s Prayer, each player and coach reciting the words in an even rhythm, their voices forming a steady cadence throughout the room. At its completion, each player released the hands around them but remained on a knee.
Stanson stood, replaced the ball cap on his head and stared out over the room. “Earlier tonight, I thought about what I might say to you guys right now. I thought about giving you the usual pre-game-type speech, full of piss and vinegar. But I decided against it. I decided against it because I realized there wasn’t a damn thing I could tell you that the six seniors in this room didn’t already say last night. You know everything this game means. To the people in this room, to this school, to this town.” 
He paused a moment and said, “I won’t lie to you, I’m hurting as much as anyone right now about the fact that we aren’t going to the playoffs. But the more I rolled it around this week, the more one absolute truth became apparent to me. 
“And that truth is, we go out there tonight knowing there is no tomorrow. We go out there knowing we have forty-eight more minutes, ever, as a team. There’s no win-and-advance here. So what that says to me is we can go out there and roll over quietly. We can let Sentinel, the bigger school, waltz in here and take it to us on our field, then move on to the playoffs with a conference title in hand. 
“Or, we go out there tonight and we draw a line in the sand. We say, ‘Yeah, we’re a tiny school. Yeah, we’ve only got six seniors, and yeah, we know this is our last game. But by God we’re taking you down with us.’ We walk out there, right now and we finish this with guns blazing.” 
He paused for a moment and looked around the silent room and said, “So, what’s it going to be?” 
The room sprang to its feet, a loud cheer erupting from the players. 
“Let’s line ‘em up!” Coach Bellick yelled and the coaches all filed from the locker room. Clay found his way to the door and lined up first, followed by Goldie and the other seniors. He paused and waited for a moment as the underclassmen formed a loose line behind them, then turned to face forward.
He stared straight ahead at the Hornet mascot stenciled on the door and bounced a few times on the balls of his feet, the weight of his shoulder pads lifting and falling against his chest with each movement. Behind him, several heavy hands slapped his shoulders and helmet. Without turning around he nodded his head several times.
“Let’s do this boys,” Goldie said behind him. 
“We got this,” Rich muttered.
Clay looked back over his shoulder and said, “You damn right we do,” shoved open the locker room door and slapped the top of the frame. He stepped out into the brisk night air as behind him more loud slaps could be heard.
In the parking lot several handfuls of fans cheered, many shaking cowbells and milk jugs filled with coins or rocks. Clay walked straight down the stairs and across the parking lot, his eyes blazing and his jaw set as he marched forward. His cleats clanked against the asphalt underneath him as he strode forward, trusting that his team was behind him without looking back. 
At the edge of the parking lot the asphalt turned to gravel, the open path closing into a narrow corridor with flags and fans lining both sides. Clay barely noticed them as he walked forward despite hands slapping at his shoulder pads, helmet and jersey. 
The tunnel widened a bit at the edge of the grass and Clay paused, waiting for the others to fill in around him. He kept his eyes trained straight ahead, his body rigid and poised. A few seconds later the band began to play the alma mater and Clay turned back to face the team. 
“Day by day!” he roared. 
“Day by day!”
“We get better and better!”
“We get better and better!” 
“Team that can’t be beat!” 
“Team that can’t be beat!” 
“Team that won’t be beat!”
“Team that won’t be beat!” 
“Hornets on three...one, two, three!”
“Hornets!” the team called in unison as Clay turned and strode through the tunnel of fans that melted into the marching band. People yelled and clapped and the band played, it all blending into a blur as Clay jogged through the middle with dozens of players on his heels. 
The team reached the sideline as the fans in the stands cheered and the fans from the tunnel moved fast for their seats. After a few moments the sideline quieted down and Clay and the other seniors met at mid-field. They stood six across and watched as a small handful of Spartans did the same across from them. 
Three officials stood atop the blue and yellow Hornet painted at mid-field and the Umpire motioned to both sidelines for the captains to converge. The Huntsville captains kept their helmets on, walking with their eyes fixed across from them.
Opposite them Witten, Ziemann and two other Sentinel Lions walked forward with their helmets tucked under one arm. Two of them had their entire face painted, another wore a purple bandana atop his head. 
“Man I hate that crap,” Clay muttered. 
Beside him a thin smile spread on Goldie’s face. “I know you do.” 
The two sides met at mid-field, a few yards separating them as they stared daggers at one another. Behind the Sentinel captains Clay noticed a team with almost twice the players as Huntsville, though before him he saw nobody that really impressed him. 
“Alright captains, I’ll be your referee tonight,” the official in the middle said. “Let’s have a good, clean game. If there are any problems I don’t want to hear from anybody but the guys here right now. 
“Here I have a plain ordinary quarter for the toss. Sentinel, you’re the visiting team, you will call it in the air.” 
He flipped the quarter high into the air as Witten said, “Tails.”
The referee caught it and turned it on his wrist. “Visiting captain has called tails, and it is tails. Would you like to kick, receive, defer or choose which end to defend?”
“We'll receive,” Witten said, his gaze sliding over to Clay. 
“Home captain, which end zone will you defend?” 
Clay smirked back at Witten and nodded his head towards the far end zone. 
The two sides turned and positioned themselves towards their respective end zones as the referee motioned that Sentinel would be receiving. The Sentinel crowd cheered as Clay and the others bounded back off the field, excitement boiling down from the stands around them. 
“Kickoff team!” Coach Stanson called, as eleven players grouped around him. He checked to make sure everyone was present and said, “Alright, let’s do this!” 
The team jogged out onto the field and positioned itself from sideline to sideline as Timms placed the ball down on the tee. On either side of him were Clay and Goldie. 
Timms counted back five yards from the ball and two to the left and nodded to Clay, who stepped forward and peered down to his right. “Ready on my right?!” 
“Ready!” 
“Ready on my left?!” 
“Ready!” 
He stepped back into line and paused for a moment as he and Goldie slowly started to jog towards each other. They raised their fists high into the air and bumped them against one another, then turned and sprinted forward. Between them Timms moved for the ball. 
All ten Hornets crossed the line at the same time, just as Timms’ foot connected with the ball with a loud thud. It sailed end over end into the night sky, hurtling forward until those watching from behind lost it in the bright stadium lights.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
The old wooden bleachers gave just the slightest bit beneath Clay’s feet as he trudged up the stairs. The sound of his Nike sandals slapped at the back of his heels with each step, muted by the thick socks on his feet. 
“There he is! Bout damn time Superstar!” Goldie said as Clay reached the third step. 
Clay smiled. "You know, some of us actually get tired out there. Takes a little longer to get showered and changed after a game.” 
“That just means some of you aren’t in as good of shape as I am,” Goldie retorted. 
“Yeah, that’s it,” Marksy snorted.
“If you’re in so good of shape, tell me how Ziemann tracked you down from behind on that run?” Clay asked. 
“Ah hell, here we go,” Goldie said. 
“Beat down by a kicker and caught from behind by a linebacker. Tough week, eh Goldie?” Matt chimed in. 
Clay laughed with the others as he found his seat a few rows from the top and sat down. He pulled two hot dogs and a Gatorade out of the oversized pouch in the front of his hooded sweatshirt and placed them on the bench beside him.
For a moment he paused and stared out at the field before him. The lights blazed over it, illuminating the green grass and the vibrancy of the Hornets emblem painted at midfield. 
The scoreboard to his left announced that the home team had won 30-27. In the corner, under the heading marked QTR stood the number five. 
Overtime. 
After a moment Clay blinked hard, snapped himself out of the moment and attacked the first hot dog beside him.  
“So I guess we all owe you a Gatorade or something, huh?” Rich said, turning to look at Clay. 
“How’s that?” Clay asked. 
Rich tossed the crown of his head back towards the scoreboard and said, “Nailed the score and the overtime part. Impressive.” 
“You know that’s the first thing that went through my head after we scored the game-winner?” Matt added. “Sumbitch, Clay called it exactly.” 
Clay gave a non-committal twist of his head. “What can I say? I just had a feeling.” 
“Feeling my ass,” Goldie said. “If I didn’t know better, and if you hadn’t carried us the second half, I might have thought we had a point shaving scandal on our hands.”
Clay finished the first hotdog and dead-panned, “Yes. The most competitive person you know would throw a game to win a couple of Gatorades. How did you figure it out?” 
“I said if I didn’t know better!” Goldie said. 
Clay opened the Gatorade and took a long pull as the phone on his hip vibrated against it. He pulled it out and looked down to find three new messages waiting for him. 
The first was from Chelsie, sent just a few seconds before. Great game tonight sweetie! Call me when you get home? Clay considered answering for a moment, but decided against it and scrolled down to the next message. 
It was from Natalie and had come in about forty-five minutes before. I was proud to be wearing your jersey tonight…and you were right. It is a lot more fun when I embrace it. 
“I’ll be damned,” Clay muttered, a half smile forming across his face. 
The final text was from his brother, sent just minutes after the game ended. You walked on the field with your family and you walked off a winner with your best friends. Can’t ask for any better than that. Storybook ending buddy.

Clay flipped the phone shut, put it back in his pocket and rested his elbows on his knees. He took a long pull from the Gatorade and looked out over the field. He looked down at his friends strewn across the bleachers around him and he thought about everything that had happened in the last week. He didn’t know if he would ever play football again, but for the time being that was okay. 
A final smile spread across his face. 
Colt was right.
It had been a storybook ending indeed. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ten Months Later 
 



 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue

The Sentinel game was the last time Clay ever played football. He received a fair bit of interest from various colleges in the area, mostly smaller schools and a few MAC teams, but decided against it. He was asked to play in several all-star games the next summer, but chose to refrain from them as well. It would have been too hard trying to fly back for them, and he couldn’t have gotten the time off anyway. 
As it turned out, Coach Paulus wasn’t a coach looking to recruit him. He was a scout for the Cincinnati Reds. Three months after the Sentinel game, the Reds used their 8th round pick to draft Clay to pitch for them. 
Three hours after his high school graduation Clay made the short drive to Dayton and began his baseball career by firing a five-hit shutout for the Class A Dayton Dragons. By August he was called up to the Class AA Carolina Mudcats and some buzz in the organization indicated that he might even get invited to spring training with the Reds when they opened in March. 
He had a long way to go, but if he stayed healthy all indications were that he had a shot to be something special. 
The baseball season ended the first week in September and the following week he and Chelsie packed up their belongings and moved to Bloomington. His work with Mrs. Elmner paid off and his test scores jumped, making his acceptance an easy decision for Indiana.  
He and Colt moved in together into a two-bedroom apartment just off the edge of campus. Clay asked the Reds to speak with Indiana, who allowed him to workout with their baseball team and use the team facilities during his time on campus for the fall and winter quarters. In the spring he would report for training, which would delay his graduation some, but at least his class work was getting done. 
Chelsie remained in Huntsville through the summer, traveling to Dayton to watch every game he played in before taking up permanent residence beside her computer every time the Mudcats played. She moved into a freshman dorm less than a block away from Clay and Colt and decided to pursue teaching so she’d have the summers free to watch baseball. 
Natalie turned down interested schools to play volleyball in college and enrolled at the University of Kentucky. She and Clay talk constantly and she freely admits he is one of the few things she misses about small town life. 
Goldie moved up the road to play football at Capital, but made it through three days before deciding that it wasn’t for him. He was just fine with the way his career had ended that night against Sentinel. 
Matt and Marksy both applied to Cincinnati and moved down as roommates. Rich and Lyle went to work part time on the farm as soon as football ended and moved it to full time as soon as they graduated. 
As for Huntsville, things continued as they normally do. People still go to Formaggio’s for pizza and farmers are still having trouble making ends meet. Pastor Waverly still offers up support to the Hornets from the pulpit each week and the Killer B’s still analyze every aspect of the upcoming game. 
Folks are still a little nervous about the new quarterback, but are excited about the amount of experience everyone else got last year thanks to a thin senior class. Two weeks into the new season, people are already talking about the playoffs and a potential state championship run. 
People who aren’t from a place like Huntsville don’t understand it. They don’t see how a town can live and die by the actions of a few young men. They don’t understand how a game can possibly mean so much to so many. 
These people have never donned a jersey with pride and walked the halls. They have never run out to have a stadium full of people they’ve known their entire life cheering for them. They’ve never awoke before the sun to train with their teammates or suffered the pain of a heartbreaking loss. 
Instead of accepting such facts though, they try to rationalize it away. They point and ridicule. They say that football means so much because Huntsville has so little. They say that the town and its people are fools for ever caring so much about something so trivial. 
They say it’s just a game. 
As for the people of Huntsville and the thousands of towns like it across the country...they’re okay with that. They’re okay knowing the real reasons behind their love of high school football and the young men that play it and they’re okay with outsiders not fully understanding it. 
If people want to believe that it’s just a game, the folks of Huntsville are happy to go right ahead and let them. 
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