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  Introduction


In Kettle Ridge, Texas, there is a religion, and it is played on Friday nights. 
You have to understand that first, before anything else, or none of the rest of it will make sense to you. You'll want to ask how a whole town could not see what was happening right in front of it, and the answer is that the town was perceiving something every Friday under the lights; it just wasn't the reality that was actually there.
We are not a big place. One high school. One dealership. One field with a man's name on it in letters you can read from the highway. When you grow up here, you learn the calendar has two seasons: football and waiting for football. You learn that the stadium holds six thousand people and nine thousand come anyway, and you learn the exact sound a crowd makes when the lights snap on against a purple sky; it isn't a cheer, it's an inhale, like the whole town has been holding its breath since last Friday and can finally let it out.
I know that sound better than anyone, because I'm the one who records it.
I run the cameras. All of them: the press-box rigs, the sideline handheld, the little one on the equipment truck that's supposed to film the sky. Every frame that exists of this town's one true love passes through my hands before it becomes what everyone remembers. I used to think that made me a kind of historian, keeper of the record. I was proud of it, in the quiet way you're proud of a thing you're good at that nobody notices, because I felt responsible for capturing the truth behind the lie.
What I didn't understand, back then, is that there's a difference between the record and the truth, and that difference is everything-it's what the town chooses to see versus what truly is.
A camera only sees what's inside the frame. It doesn't see the thing at the edge, the thing in the dark, the thing somebody moved just before the light hit it. For years I filmed a beautiful, roaring, sold-out lie every Friday night and called it my job, and the men who built that lie counted on exactly one thing to keep it standing: that everyone would keep looking where they were pointed.
They forgot about the girl holding the camera.
This is the story of forty-one seconds of footage that nobody was supposed to find, and what it cost two of us to make an entire town stop looking at the game and, for once, look at what was happening in the parking lot.
It starts with a text message.
Three words.
I have read them ten thousand times since, and I will read them ten thousand more. I want you to read them the way I first did late, alone, in a hotel hallway, with no idea that the next thirty-five days would take everything and give me back something I never expected, in front of nine thousand people, under the only lights this town has ever agreed to look at, because ignoring the truth is no longer an option.
Don't go outside.
I did what she told me.
I've spent every day since learning how to do the opposite.






  
  Chapter one
Forty-One Seconds


11:52 PM. Friday, October 3. Lakeshore Inn, Bellamy Falls, Texas. 
The ice machine on the second floor makes a sound like somebody grinding their teeth.
I'm sitting on the carpet outside room 207 with my back against the wall and my camera bag between my knees, because our room is a triple and Brooke from cheer snores like a lawnmower, and because Mia said she'd be back in five minutes.
That was twenty minutes ago.
I check my phone. Nothing since 11:31, when she sent me a photo of the vending machine with the caption: "This hotel has Zebra Cakes; we are never leaving."
I text her: where are you?
The dots come up. Stop. Come up again.
Then one line.
Mia: DON'T GO OUTSIDE
I read it twice. I type ?? and hit send, and the message sits there with Delivered under it, and the ice machine grinds, and somewhere down the hall a door closes softly, the way doors close when the person closing them doesn't want to be heard.
I stand up.
I don't go outside.
I have thought about that decision every hour of every day since.
Friday, October 17. Two weeks later.
"Roll it back," Coach Vickers says. "Third and six. Show me the pull."
I roll it back.
On the big screen in the film room, the Bellamy Falls Cougars line up in a stack, and our left guard pulls right,t and Cade Whitlock takes a handoff and disappears into a hole that isn't there yet and then is. Fourteen yards. The play looks even better at half speed, which is why I cut it at half speed for the recruiting reel.
"There," Vickers says, and taps the screen with a knuckle. "That's the frame. That's the one Brazos State wants."
"Already tagged," I say.
"Of course it is." He says it the way people say it about me:e a little proud, a little like I'm a calculator he found in a drawer. He's the offensive coordinator, Vickers, and the only coach on staff who's ever asked me what I actually do. Most of them think the tape makes itself.
It doesn't. I make it. I run every camera the Kettle Ridge Raiders own: the two press-box rigs, the sideline handheld, the end-zone tripod that the JV kid always forgets to level, and the GoPro strapped to the equipment truck that is technically for "travel content" and mostly records the sky. I cut the game film Sunday night, the recruit reels by Tuesday, and the hype video for the Thursday pep rally that eleven hundred people watch and nobody thinks about.
Every frame that exists of Raiders football goes through me.
That's not a brag. That's just the size of the thing.
There are two chairs at the editing desk. I'm in one.
The other one is empty.
I keep the tape going. Cade again, different play, second quarter: a swing pass he catches one-handed and turns upfield like the catch was nothing. Vickers makes an approving noise. I clip it. I do not look at the empty chair because if I do, the two weeks arrive all at once, and I have three more quarters to cut before Purcell walks in.
Mia used to sit there on Sunday nights with her feet on the desk and her trainer's aide lanyard still around her neck and read me tweets while I worked. She was not useful. She was not quiet. She ate my Sour Patch Kids and put the green ones back.
Two Sundays. No feet on the desk.
The door opens behind us.
I know it's him without turning around because Vickers sits up straighter, and because the room gets very slightly warmer, the way rooms do when the person who owns them walks in.
"Ms. Alvarado," Coach Dale Purcell says. "Coach Vick. Don't stop on my account."
I stop anyway.
Purcell is sixty-three years old, and he has coached in this town for thirty-one seasons, and the field outside this building has his name on it in letters you can read from the highway. He is not tall. He has a soft voice, reading glasses on a cord around his neck, and a way of resting his hand on the back of your chair that makes you feel like you've been chosen for something.
Four state titles. He's the reason there's a Kettle Ridge, if you ask half the town.
He rests his hand on the back of my chair.
"Bellamy Falls," he says, looking at the screen. "Good night for us. Rough night for us."
"Yes, sir."
"Cade's hand."
"Yes, sir."
"District's asking for everything from that trip," he says. "Every card, every drive, every file. They want to review how the injury got handled, make sure our procedures were what they oughta be." He squeezes the chair. Gently. "It's a formality. But I'd like to hand them a full box, and I'd like to do it today so it's off my desk."
"I already uploaded the game film to the district Hudl," I say. "They have it."
"I know you did. I want the originals. Cards, the handheld, the truck camera, all of it." He smiles, and it reaches his eyes, which is the thing about him. "You know how I am about a full box."
I do know. Everybody knows. Purcell's boxes are legendary; he keeps every roster, every stat sheet, every injury report going back to 1996, in banker's boxes in a closet behind his office, labeled by year in his own square handwriting. He calls it stewardship.
"Yes, sir," I say. "It's all in the travel case."
"Good girl." He pats the chair and lets go.
Vickers is looking at the screen a little too hard.
I get up and go to the cabinet and pull out the gray hard case with the foam inserts, the one I pack the night before every away game and unpack the night after. I know it the way you know your own bed. Press box A and B in the top slots. Handheld in the middle. Two backup batteries, six SD cards in the little rubber wallet, and, in the bottom-left corner, the GoPro that rides on the equipment truck, with its own card in its own slot in the foam.
I open the case on the desk.
Press box A. Press box B. Handheld. Batteries. The SD wallet, six cards, each in its sleeve.
The GoPro is there.
Its slot is empty.
I look at it for one second longer than I should.
"Something wrong?" Purcell says.
"No, sir." I close the rubber wallet. "I just  I think the truck card's still in the camera. I'll pull it."
I turn the GoPro over and pop the little door. There's no card in the camera either.
I have never, in three seasons, lost a card. I have a system. Card comes out of the camera, card goes in the slot, case closes. Mia used to call it my airplane routine. She used to time me.
"Must have left it in the truck," I say. My voice is perfectly fine. "I'll check the truck and bring it to your office."
"Do that," Purcell says, and picks up the case with both hands like it's a casserole. "You're a credit to this program, June. You know that."
He goes out. The door clicks.
Vickers lets out a breath through his nose and looks at me for a second, and then at the door, and then back at the screen where Cade Whitlock is frozen mid-stride with his hand his good hand, his whole hand- two weeks ago wrapped around the ball.
"Third and six," Vickers says quietly. "Show me the pull again."
I show him.
I did not leave the card in the truck. I don't leave cards in trucks.
Somebody took it out of the foam.
The equipment truck lives behind the field house in a spot that gets shade after two o'clock.
It's a white Ford box truck with RAIDER PRIDEGILLIAM MOTORS on both sides in letters as tall as I am. On Fridays it carries everything a football team needs to exist somewhere else for four hours: pads, helmets, the water cows, the training-room cases, a generator, the headsets, and, on the driver's-side mirror, a GoPro the size of a matchbox that I bought with my own money and mounted myself.
The lot's empty. Sixth period's still going. I should be in AP Gov.
I climb up on the running board and check the mount first, even though I know. The camera's in the case that Purcell just walked out of the film room with. What I'm checking is whether anybody's been at the mount, and yeah. The rubber tightening ring is a quarter-turn looser than I leave it. Somebody took the camera off, and they weren't careful, or they were careful and didn't know how I do it.
I jump down and go around to the back.
The roll-up door is padlocked, but the padlock's a joke; the combination is the year of the first state title, and the whole team knows it. I spin 1-9-9-7, the shackle pops, and I shove the door up on its rails.
The inside smells like a hundred boys and a hundred years of turf. I don't turn on the light. I know where the netted bin is that the camera bag rides in on trips, and I go through it with my phone's flashlight in my teeth: foam, a lens cloth, a dead battery, the cardboard sleeve the GoPro came in.
No card.
I check the floor, the seams of the rubber mat. The little ledge above the wheel well where things slide when Kessler takes the Farm Road turn too fast.
Nothing.
"You lose something, Alvarado?"
I don't jump. I'm proud of that later.
Coach Boyd Kessler is standing at the bottom of the ramp with the light behind him, which is where I've seen him stand a hundred times on a hundred sidelines, arms folded, in a Raiders quarter-zip with the sleeves pushed up over forearms that have their own veins. He's the strength coach. He's thirty-four, and he looks like the pictures of the guys on the supplement tubs, and the players would walk through a wall for him because he'd walk through it first.
"SD card," I say. "For the truck cam. Coach Purcell needs it for the district."
"Yeah, he mentioned." Kessler doesn't move. "Said you'd probably come by."
I stand there with a dead battery in my hand.
"It's not in there," he says. "I checked when we unloaded. I figured you'd want it. Nothing in the bin, nothing on the floor." He shrugs. "Might've popped out on the highway. Those mounts get a beating."
"The card's inside the camera," I say. "It doesn't pop out."
Kessler smiles. He has a very good smile. It's the thing people mention.
"Then I don't know what to tell you," he says. "You want a hand getting that door down? It sticks."
He comes up the ramp. I go down it. We pass close enough that I can smell the eucalyptus stuff he rubs on his hands, and he reaches up and pulls the door down behind me with one arm like it weighs nothing, and snaps the padlock shut without looking at the dial.
"Hey," he says. "How you doing? With the Mia thing."
There's nothing wrong with how he says it. That's the part I keep turning over on the walk back to the building. He says it exactly like a grown man who's known a girl since she was a first-year student would, and he waits for my answer, and when I say fine, he nods like he's heard that word from a lot of seventeen-year-olds and doesn't believe it from any of them.
"She was good in the training room," he says. "Quick hands. Tell her mom I said that, if you see her."
Was.
I say I will.
I'm at the door before I let myself think it: he said he checked the bin when they unloaded. They unloaded Saturday morning, October 4, at seven a.m., in this lot.
The GoPro was still on the mirror on the fourth. I saw it. I took a picture of the whole rig for the media Instagram, Raiders return home 2-0 in district, and the camera's in it, little red light on, still recording the sky.
He didn't check the bin on Saturday.
There was no reason to, on Saturday. Nobody was missing yet.
The Castellanos house is a green two-story on Mesquite Street with a porch swing nobody has sat in since October 3.
I park behind the sheriff's cruiser.
It's not the sheriff. It's Deputy Travis Oakes, who started at linebacker for Purcell from 2004 to 2006 and has a photograph of that team on the wall of the substation and a Raiders sticker on the back window of his county vehicle. I've known him since I was nine. He came to my sixth-grade career day. He's a nice man.
He's standing in the Castellanos kitchen with his hat in his hands, and he's telling Mia's mother that her daughter ran away.
"Her phone pinged off a tower in Austin the morning of the fourth," he's saying, in the voice you use for people in hospital beds. "Which is consistent with what we've got. The messages you've been getting. The boyfriend."
"There is no boyfriend," I say from the doorway.
They both turn. Pilar Castellanos looks like she's been left out in the weather. She has Mia's face, exactly, and it's the worst thing in the room.
"June," she says, and holds her arms out, and I go and let her hold me, which is the only useful thing I've done in two weeks.
"Ms. Alvarado," Oakes says. "Your mom know you're here?"
"She's on shift." My mother is a nurse at the county clinic. She's always on shift. "There is no boyfriend in Austin, Deputy. I've known Mia since we were five. I know every boy she's ever looked at twice. There were four. None of them live in Austin."
Oakes nods like I've said something reasonable that he's about to overrule. "Sometimes there are things even a best friend"
"Not with her."
"doesn't know. And I understand this is hard"
"Show her the texts, Pilar," I say.
Pilar wipes her face with the heel of her hand and gets her phone off the counter. She's shown me before. She shows me every time I come over, the way you'd show somebody a rash. Mia's contact photo is her sticking her tongue out at a state fair. Under it, going back thirteen days:
I'm okay, Mom. I need some space. Please don't look for me.
I'm safe. I'm with someone. I'll call when I'm ready.
Please stop having people look for me. I love you. I'm fine.
I read them again, because I always read them again. After all, every time I read them, there's something under my ribs that says "wrong," and I can never get it to say why.
"She texts her mother every couple of days," Oakes says gently. "She's told her she's safe. The tower ping puts her out of county. I don't have a crime, June. I have a seventeen-year-old who left, which, in this state, at seventeen"
"She left her inhaler," Pilar says.
"Ma'am"
"She left her inhaler." Pilar's voice cracks straight down the middle. "She doesn't go to the mailbox without her inhaler."
Oakes turns his hat around in his hands one full time.
"I'll make a note of that," he says.
He does not take out a notebook.
Later, after he's gone, after Pilar has made me eat a tamale I don't taste, she stands at the sink with her back to me and tells me about the first night.
"I called the hotel at two in the morning," she says. "The girl at the desk said the team was checked in and everyone was accounted for. I said my daughter isn't accounted for. She put me on hold." Pilar turns the faucet on and doesn't put anything under it. "Coach Purcell called me back himself. Six-fifteen in the morning. He said Mia had a stomach thing, she'd gotten a ride home early with a parent, she was probably already asleep in her bed. He was so kind. He said he'd look in on her Monday."
"Which parent?"
"He didn't know. He said he'd find out." She turns the faucet off. "I went upstairs. Her bed was made."
Mia doesn't make her bed. Mia has never made a bed in her life.
"And then the texts started," Pilar says, "and Deputy Oakes came, and then there was a boyfriend in Austin, and I don't." She stops. "Everyone is so kind, June. Everyone keeps telling me how sorry they are that she ran away. Nobody has asked me a single question about her."
My phone buzzes. Mom. Late one, mija, there's soup. Lock the door. I write back a heart and put it face down on the table.
"What did she take with her?" I say. "The night of the game. What did she have on her?"
Pilar thinks. "The trainer's bag. Her lanyard. Her phone." Her mouth does something. "The purple case. You know."
"Glitter."
"Glitter." Pilar almost smiles. "Her pillow, because she says hotel pillows are made of sadness. And she came home with none of it. Nothing came home. Coach Kessler dropped her trainer's bag off on the porch Sunday, the little first-aid one, he said she'd left it on the bus." Pilar looks at me. "The pillow's still at the hotel, I guess. Or in Austin."
I sit with that.
The bag came back. The pillow didn't. The girl didn't.
I go up and sit in Mia's room on Mia's bed and stare at Mia's things.
Her room looks like the kind of room someone is coming back to. That's what gets me. The sheets are messed the way she left them. There's a Raiders trainer's polo over the desk chair with a grass stain on the elbow. Her laptop is closed on the desk with a Sour Patch Kids wrapper on top of it like a paperweight.
Trainer's aide. That was her thing this year. She'd done cheer in her first and second years and quit because, quote, "I don't want to be near the game, I want to be in the game, June, I want to know things." So she did the sports medicine elective, got a lanyard and a first-aid bag, and spent every practice taping ankles for Coach Kessler in the training room and every game on the sideline in a headset she didn't need. She loved it. She'd come to the film room afterward smelling like Icy Hot and tell me which linemen cried when you touched their hamstrings.
She knew things. She wanted to know things.
The night she disappeared, at 11:31, she sent me a picture of a vending machine.
At 11:52, she told me not to go outside.
I pick up her laptop. It wants a password. I type "raiders" and "Raiders2025" and her birthday and my birthday, and it tells me "no" four times, patiently, and I put it back under the wrapper exactly how it was.
"Can I take this?" I ask Pilar in the doorway, and she says, "Take anything," and then, "Find her," like that's the same sentence.
On the porch, she stops me with a hand on my sleeve.
"The deputy said Austin," she says. "Do you think"
"No," I say.
"Then where?"
I look at the porch swing.
"I don't know yet," I say. "But I know she didn't run."
Midnight. My room. Mia's laptop is on my bed, still locked. My own laptop is open on the desk, with the Bellamy Falls game up in four windows, because I've cut this game three times already, and I keep thinking that if I watch it one more time, I'll see her on the sideline and remember which quarter she stopped being in the frame.
I never do. She wasn't a player. Nobody points cameras at the trainer's aide.
That's what I'm thinking about when the notification slides in on the corner of my screen.
CloudSync: 1 item failed to complete upload. Retry?
I almost swipe it away. I get those constantly. I set every camera to auto-back up over Wi-Fi because I lost a whole JV game to a corrupt card sophomore year and swore, never again. Still, the GoPro on the truck has the worst radio of any device I own, and it's always half-uploading a clip of the highway before dying when we get out of range.
Then I read it again.
1 item.
I click it.
The file is called GP_20251003_2358.mp4. It is listed as partial: 41 seconds of an unknown total. The source device is the truck camera. The timestamp is October third11:58 PM.
The card that isn't in my case.
I sit very still for a second. Then I hit download, and it comes down in about the time it takes me not to breathe.
I turn my lamp off, because I don't know why. I put my headphones on. I hit play.
Black. Then, not black, the automatic exposure catching up, the frame blooming from nothing into a parking lot at night. The equipment truck was parked at the far end of the Lakeshore Inn lot, nose out, the way Coach Kessler always parks it, and the GoPro is mounted on the driver's-side mirror. So I'm looking down the length of the lot: a row of pickups, the players' bus, the yellow wash of the one working light pole, the back of the hotel with its rows of identical curtained windows.
There's no sound except wind against the mic. Eleven seconds of nothing.
At twelve seconds, a door opens on the side of the hotel: a stairwell door, one of the heavy fire ones nd a shape comes through it fast.
I lean in.
Running. Whoever it is, they're running, not jogging, not late-for-curfew running, in a straight line away from the building, across the lot, toward the trucks. Toward the camera. The angle is bad, the light is worse, the figure is small in the frame, then gets bigger.
At nineteen seconds, headlights.
Not from the road. From inside the lot. From the left, behind the row of trucks, a pair of high, wide headlights swinging around like someone yanked a wheel hard, and the whole frame flares white, and for a second I can't see anything at all.
At twenty-six seconds, the flare drops and there's a second shape in the lot.
Bigger. Faster. Coming out of the same stairwell door, or the dark next to it, hard after the first one, long legs, arms pumping,-and there's something about the way the body moves that I've seen a thousand times through a viewfinder and can't place because my heart is going too hard.
Thirty-three seconds. The first figure cuts right, between two trucks, and disappears from the frame.
Thirty-six seconds. The headlights swing again, tracking.
Thirty-nine seconds. The second figure hits the light pole's circle at full sprint, and the whole shape resolves into a person in a single frame. A boy. An away jersey, white, the red numbers on the back catching the yellow light like they were made to.
Forty-one seconds. The file ends. Not a fade. A cut. Like a hand closed around it.
I sit there in the dark with the last frame on my screen and my headphones full of nothing.
I think about calling Oakes. I actually pick up my phone. I get as far as his contact, Deputy Oakes (career day), and I see him turning his hat around in his hands in Pilar's kitchen, and I see him not taking out a notebook, and I put the phone down.
I think about calling my mother, who's on shift, who would come home anyway, who would sit at the end of my bed and say, "Okay, tell me," and I don't, because I don't know what I'd be telling her. A boy ran across a parking lot. Boys do that. Boys run across parking lots at midnight for a hundred reasons, and none of them are the reason my chest feels like a hand is pressing on it.
Except that at 11:52, Mia told me not to go outside.
And at 11:58, somebody did.
I make three copies of the file. One on the laptop, one on a thumb drive I put in the pocket of the jeans I'll wear tomorrow, one in a folder on a cloud account Mia and I made in eighth grade to hide fan fiction from our mothers. The password is the name of a stray cat.
Then I sit back down in front of the last frame.
Then I scrub back. Thirty-nine. Thirty-eight. Thirty-nine. My hands are steady, which is a thing I'm going to think about later: that the girl who didn't go outside has steady hands now.
I frame-step.
The boy in the light. Jersey. Numbers.
I zoom in until the pixels are the size of Sour Patch Kids.
Two digits. A 2, and a 2.
There's only one 22 on the Kettle Ridge Raiders. There's only been one 22 for three years. He's on the recruiting reel I cut this afternoon, at half speed, disappearing into a hole that isn't there yet and then is, while the head coach rests a hand on the back of my chair and asks for a full box.
Cade Whitlock.
Running across a parking lot at 11:58 PM, six minutes after my best friend told me not to go outside.
Running after somebody.
And the tape they didn't know I had, cutting out right before he catches them.






  
  Chapter two
Number Twenty-Two


Saturday, October 18. 
The hand wakes me up before the alarm does.
It's the same every morning. Somewhere around five the painkiller quits, and the thing under the cast starts up again like a second heartbeat, and I lie there in the dark listening to it and get my story straight before my feet hit the floor.
Third quarter, Bellamy Falls. Off-tackle left. I cut back, a linebacker came over the top, and my hand got caught between his helmet and the ground. Fourth metacarpal, clean break. Four weeks in the cast, two weeks in a brace, back for the district championship if it heals right.
I've told it forty times. I told it to the trainer. I told it to the doctor in Bellamy Falls and the doctor in Kettle Ridge. I told it to Brazos State's running backs coach on the phone, while he said Heal up, son, we're not going anywhere, and I told it to my mom while she cried and to my dad while he didn't, and I told it to a kid in the lunch line who just wanted to sign the cast.
I've told it so many times that some mornings, around five, with the thing throbbing, I can almost see it. The linebacker. The helmet. The ground.
Then I remember the tailgate, and I'm all the way awake.
I sit up. The cast is dirty white and covered in Sharpie the whole offensive line, Toby's dumb drawing of a horse that's supposed to be me, and in green, in a girl's handwriting, near the thumb, GET BETTER 22!! With three hearts, from some sophomore I don't know. Everybody's been so nice.
That's the thing I'd tell somebody, if there were somebody to tell. It's not that anybody's threatened me. It's the opposite. For two weeks, every adult in my life has been so nice to me, and every time one of them puts a hand on my shoulder I feel like I'm standing on a trapdoor.
I get up. I put my sweats on one-handed, which I'm getting good at. In the kitchen, my mom has already left for the dealership. Saturday's a sales day, and there's a note on the counter in her handwriting: Eggs in the pan. Take your pill. Love you. Proud of you.
Proud of you.
I take the pill. I eat the eggs standing up. I get in the truck and drive to the field house, and the whole way I keep my cast on the wheel where I can see it.
Saturday film at the Dale Purcell Field House starts at nine, and the hierarchy is set before anybody says a word.
You can read a football team by where the bodies sit. Front row of the film room, dead center, is Hunter Gilliam, quarterback, senior, with his feet up on the chair in front of him and a Gilliam Motors hat turned backward on his head. Nobody sits in the chair his feet are on. Nobody has all year. To his right, the linemen, who sit together because they eat together because they're the same organism with five heads. Behind them, receivers and DBs, the loud row. Toby's back there, and he catches my eye when I come in and raises his chin, and I raise mine, and that's the whole conversation.
Back row: the sophomores, the JV call-ups, and me.
That's new. Two weeks ago, I sat in the front left, across from Hunter, where the coaches could point at me. Now I sit in the back with the sling on because that's where the injured go, and everybody turns around to look at me like I'm a picture of somebody they used to know.
"Whitlock." Coach Vickers, at the projector. "How's the hand?"
"Better, Coach."
"Good. Watch this. You'll be doing it again in four weeks."
The lights go down. The Bellamy Falls game comes up, and there I am on the screen, whole, both hands, taking a handoff on third and six and disappearing.
June cut this. I know her cuts the way I know the offensive line's footsteps; she slows the good plays down about 10% and lets the bad ones run at full speed so they hurt more. That's me at half speed, hitting the hole. That's Vickers tapping the screen. That's the room making the noise a room makes for a good play, and I sit there in the dark and watch myself and feel exactly nothing, because I'm counting.
Fourteen yards. Third quarter. 8:41 on the clock.
Two hours and forty minutes later, I'd be in a parking lot.
The door at the back opens, and the room gets warmer, and I don't turn around.
"Don't stop for me, Vick," Coach Purcell says.
He comes down the aisle anyway. He doesn't sit. He never sits during film; 
he walks, slow, up one side and down the other, puts his hand on the back of a chair, squeezes, and moves on. He has done this for thirty-one years. There are men in this town who still straighten up when somebody touches the back of their chair.
He stops behind me.
His hand comes down on my good shoulder. Not heavy.
"Big week for you, son," he says, quiet, under the sound of the tape. "Doc's going to take a look Monday. See how we're knitting."
"Yes, sir."
"Brazos coach called me yesterday. Asked how you were holding up." The hand squeezes once. "I told him you were the toughest kid I've coached since your daddy."
"Thank you, sir."
"Don't thank me." He pats the shoulder twice and moves on down the row. "Just heal."
On the screen, I'm still running.
After film there's the lift.
I can't lift. That's the other thing about a broken hand nobody tells you: for four weeks you're a guy who stands next to a rack. So I stand next to the rack with the sling on and watch, because Kessler says presence matters, and because if I go home, there's nothing to do but sit in a house that smells like my mother's worry.
The weight room is Kessler's. Purcell's name is on the field, but this room the black rubber floor, the racks, the speakers, the mirror wall with RAIDER STRONG in red is Boyd Kessler's, the way a church is a preacher's. He's thirty-four, built like the tubs of powder on the shelf in his office, and he does every rep he asks you to do, first, in front of you, with more weight. He played D-line at a juco, tore something, came home. Purcell hired him when I was in eighth grade. Half the guys in this room would tell you he changed their lives.
I used to be one of them.
"Whitlock!" He's at the cooler in the corner, the big orange one, the one that's always there. "Come get yours."
Recovery shakes. Every guy on the roster gets one at the end of every lift, in a numbered shaker bottle from a rack on the wall, and Kessler mixes them himself in the back room from the tubs with his own label on them. RAIDER RECOVERY  WHEY/CREATINE/BCAA  GILLIAM MOTORS ATHLETIC FUND. He makes a whole thing of it. You get your bottle, you drink it in front of him, you rinse it, you rack it. Nobody skips. The one time a freshman poured his out, Kessler made the whole room run.
I take number 22 off the rack. He fills it from the cooler, hands it to me, and watches me drink it. It tastes like vanilla and chalk, the way it always does.
"Attaboy." He's watching Hunter over my shoulder, at the squat rack, going deep on four plates. "Look at that. Look at him move."
I look. Hunter's always been a good athlete. But since August he's been something else: fifteen pounds heavier, and not soft weight, and there's a thing his jaw does now, a clench-and-release, that I never noticed before this year. He racks the bar and lets out a shout that makes the sophomores flinch, and two linemen slap him on the back, and he catches me watching in the mirror.
He grins.
Then he points at me, then at his own hand, and he mimes a slow, exaggerated slam, like he's closing a truck's tailgate, and grins wider.
Nobody else sees. Nobody else would know what it means.
I rinse my bottle. I rack it. I keep my face exactly where it is, because my face is the only thing on my body I've got full control of right now.
"Hey," Kessler says, close, still facing the room. "You eating?"
"Yes, Coach."
"Sleeping?"
"Yes, Coach."
"Good. Body heals when the head's right." He claps my good shoulder. "Keep it right."
The locker room after a Saturday lift is the loudest in Texas, and then Hunter walks in, and it's a little quieter, the way a field gets quieter when the lights come on.
I'm at my locker doing the one-handed thing with my bag. He comes down the row with a towel around his neck and stops one locker over, which is Toby's, and leans on it.
"Twenty-two."
"Hunter."
"How's the hand?"
I hold it up: Sharpie, hearts, horse.
"Man." He shakes his head, slow, like it's a tragedy. "Man, that's rough. Third quarter, right? Off-tackle?"
"Off-tackle."
"Linebacker came over the top." He's nodding. He wants me to say it. He wants to hear me say it to his face, in this room, with the row listening and pretending not to. "I saw it. I was right there. I said to Kess, I said, that's a broken hand, that's a clean one."
"Guess you were right."
"I'm usually right." He grins. He's got the jaw thing going, the clench-and-release. Up close there's a rim of red around his eyes that wasn't there in August either, and I've stopped thinking that's from sleep. "Hey. Your mom still over at my dad's place?"
The locker room doesn't get quieter. That's how I know everybody's listening.
"Yeah."
"Cool. Dad says she's real good. Says he's thinking about moving her up. Office manager." He pushes off Toby's locker. "That'd be good for y'all. Right? With your dad's thing?"
My dad's thing is a knee that happened before either of us was born. My dad's thing is the whole reason my mom has a job at all.
"That'd be good," I say.
"That's what I told him." Hunter slaps the





OEBPS/cover.png
A YOUNG ADULT FOOTBALL ROMANTIC THRILLER

A small town.
A sold-out lie.
The truth was
. always in the dark..

Friday 9:47 PM

Don’t go outside.

Read 9:47 PM

LAUREL SUTHERLAND






