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Summer sunshine baked the blacktop in the street.

Like his best friend, Liam O’Donnell, Cory wore only his football pants, socks, and cleats. Sweat drizzled down their bare twelve-year-old chests. Vents on the roof of the corner market whined, coughing hot air so the coolers inside worked, the ice pops didn’t melt, and the soda stayed frosty cold.

It was a long walk uphill to Glenwood Park. Helmets and shoulder pads had been tucked inside practice jerseys that were twisted at the belly and slung across their backs, acting like small sacks. Cory secretly eyed his friend’s bare chest. Liam was like a small tank, with the compact muscles of a weight lifter bulging from skin tanned by a shirtless summer. Despite his training, Cory was short of a six-pack. The sheen of sweat on his body reminded him of the walrus at the zoo.

“Wish Coach Mellon didn’t decide who starts Saturday based on looks,” Cory said, only half-kidding.

Liam flexed his arm, showing a bulge Cory could only dream of. “Pretty, right?”

Cory snorted.

“How do you know I’ll start?”

“You will.” Cory kicked a stone. “Mellon-head loves you.”

“He might love you if you didn’t argue with him all the time.” Liam gave Cory’s shoulder a soft punch.

“I can’t help it.” Cory knew his friend was right. Just two days ago he’d gotten into it with their coach. “An outside sweep is a thirty-eight or a forty-eight. A thirty-six is off-tackle whether there’s a tight end or not.”

“He’s our coach, Cory.”

“And it’s not smart to make players go through an entire practice without water. That ‘old-school’ stuff doesn’t cut it with me. Everyone knows you maximize performance by staying hydrated. Even a Mellon-head should know that.”

Liam patted his back. “You gotta relax. Save all that smart stuff for the courtroom, when you’re a real lawyer.”

“I’ll try.”

Liam’s family had moved into the poor Irish neighborhood on the city’s west side at the very end of fifth grade. Most people didn’t know Liam as well as Cory did, and they sometimes mistook him for a high schooler.

Cory knew different. Liam was just a silly kid like most of the rest heading into sixth grade. The world, their neighborhood, and even his older brother’s belt slipped past Liam like butter off a hot knife. Liam just let it all go, looking out on it all with that big grin and always finding something funny about things, even the welts that made Cory wince.

“I’ll go into the army one day. I’ll go straight to sergeant with these stripes,” he said once, grinning and pointing to the raised strips of skin on his left arm. “No Private O’Donnell for me.”

So when they rounded the street corner and saw Liam’s older brother, Finn, with some friends cluttered around the metal back door of the Shamrock Club, Liam grinned and waved while Cory looked down at the laces on his cleats. And when Liam’s older brother motioned for them to come close and be quiet, Cory tried to grab his friend by the arm, but it was too late.

Liam veered right off the sidewalk and over the crumbs of broken pavement and glass, trying to look easy.

The whole thing said trouble in a million different ways.
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More than the stench of the Dumpster told Cory to just run without looking back, but that would have meant leaving Liam behind. Coach Mellon would make the whole team run till they barfed if Cory showed up to a Saturday morning practice without Liam. They had a big game Sunday, and Liam was their star player. Coach Mellon said teammates had to look out for one another. They were a football family.

More than that, though, tomorrow was going to be the turning point in Liam’s life. Everyone knew the HBS varsity head coach was coming to the game, and everyone knew what it could mean for Liam. Cory and Liam shared the same dream: high school superstars and Division I all-Americans, all leading to the NFL. Getting a scholarship to attend HBS, Howard Bissinger School, the elite private school known for its football program, was a big first step.

Liam had already been to visit HBS and even met the people he’d be living with. All scholarship kids had a host family. He just needed this last good game to seal the deal.

Liam was the only one who didn’t seem all that excited. Why else would he even think about stopping for some trouble on his way to practice? Cory cared, though. He cared for Liam, and then there was the tiniest little gem of an idea sparkling in the corner of his mind that tomorrow’s game could mean something for him as well.

So Cory followed, studying the situation without letting Liam’s brother or his friends catch his eye.

Finn was an older, elongated version of Liam. His face had the same features—but he was always scowling. His muscles were taut, like his little brother’s, only stretched out over a six-foot-three frame. Nearly a foot taller than Liam, he didn’t have to work to be menacing.

Finn’s friend Hoagie was as wide as he was tall, but he wasn’t named after a sandwich. His last name was Hogan. His pants were hanging halfway down his wide butt and he looked not only mean but stupid, with droopy brown eyes.

And then there was Dirty. Any one of the three boys could give Cory bad dreams with just a look, but Dirty had a special stink of evil. The oldest and shortest in the bunch, Dirty had small, beetle-black eyes with a nasty, scrunched-up face. His long, dirty-blond hair hung like a curtain, covering one eye. He’d twitch his neck like a horse shooing a fly whenever he wanted to see the world with two eyes.

Dirty flicked his cigarette onto the ground and then slipped a piece of rebar—a long, rusty piece of steel that looked like a giant pretzel rod—into a padlock on the back door of the Shamrock Club. He yanked it down, snapping the lock, before he handed the rebar to Liam. “Wow. You broke it open, Liam.” He looked at Cory. “You an’ your friend Flapjack better keep an eye out while we get some stuff inside that needs gettin’.”

Cory got called “Flapjack” because he’d eaten too much at the church pancake breakfast two years ago and got sick on Father Haywood’s shoes.

“You keep watch.” Finn shot Liam a meaningful look.

Liam swallowed and nodded fast. “Okay.”

The older boys all laughed and disappeared inside quick as smoke.

“We shouldn’t do this,” Cory whispered as he watched the semi-closed door while Liam watched the sidewalk and the street.

“They won’t be long.” Liam giggled. “You see their faces? Hoagie looked like he’s about to pee his pants. Besides, I don’t need any stripes on my backside before the big game tomorrow. Guess that’s how the old man did it before he skipped town. Finn doesn’t want me growing up the wrong way.”

Liam laughed, but it was a laugh muddy with pain.

They waited, watching. After five long minutes, Cory said, “You go to practice. I’ll watch.”

“Where I come from you don’t just leave a friend behind.” Liam sounded insulted.

“Just go.” Cory sighed. “Coach doesn’t care if I’m there or not.”

“Don’t say that. He doesn’t like you, but he knows how good you are,” Liam said. “Heck, you’re as good as me.”

“You think that?” Cory’s jaw dropped. He believed he had talent—talent his grumpy coach didn’t appreciate—and he’d been working hard. But even he didn’t believe he’d reached Liam’s level.

“Well, almost as good.” Liam kissed his biceps and laughed. “Let’s shoot for it. We’ll let fate decide.”

Liam started pumping his fist up and down. “Rock, paper, scissors . . .”

“Shoot.” Cory held out a flat hand to Liam’s scissors. “Scissors cuts paper. Get going.”

“Okay, but you better watch good.” Liam handed him the rebar, a tone of warning in his voice. “I’m serious about the butt-whipping if someone isn’t on lookout when he comes back.”

Cory snatched the rebar. “I never messed you up before, did I?”

“That’s why you’re my best friend.” Liam grinned and took off in a jog toward Glenwood Park, where they practiced three nights a week and on Saturday mornings.

Too much time went by before Cory crept back to the door. He strained to hear the sound of ransacking inside the Shamrock Club’s kitchen. All he heard was the walk-in refrigerator straining against the heat.

“Finn?” He said it softly first, then louder before pushing the door open and stepping over the rotted threshold.

Through the club, past the bar he could see the front door. It hung open with hot sunlight forcing its way in. Cory felt both relieved that his job was over and annoyed that they’d left him waiting like that.

He thought of Coach Mellon and bolted out the back door just as an enormous figure filled it.

Cory bounced back off the policeman’s iron gut, tripped, and sat down hard on the linoleum floor.
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The rebar clattered into the silence as Cory looked at the policeman. He was white haired, with pale green eyes and a name tag that read THORPE. The cop eyed Cory with what might have been amusement. “You can’t be fourteen.”

“I’m twelve,” Cory said, knowing how it all looked.

Thorpe nodded at the rebar before shaking his head. “Used to be burglary was a grown man’s profession.”

“I-I-I’m not,” Cory said. “I didn’t.”

“Get up.” Thorpe sounded tired and annoyed.

Cory left the rebar and stood. The policeman raised his hand and Cory flinched.

“You heard too many stories.” Thorpe brushed a dust bunny off Cory’s bare shoulder. “I don’t hit kids, even if they are burglars.”

Cory shook his head violently.

“Oh yeah? Well, someone busted this door in, and you got the rebar. I’m no Sherlock Holmes, but you don’t have to be on this side of the city. If you didn’t do it, you better tell me who did.”

Cory closed his lips tight.

“Oh, that’s a big boy. You take the fall. You and I both know you’ll go in front of the family court judge and he’ll slap your wrist and send you home. You might end up in counseling at school. No need to go through that. I’ll let all that trouble slide, but you gotta tell me who the bad guys are.” Thorpe bent down and put his hands on Cory’s shoulders. “You see, my partner’s a rookie. He’s gonna want to go by the book. He gets excited.”

“FREEZE!”

Cory and Thorpe spun around to find a second policeman with his gun drawn and pointed their way from the sunny opening on the front side of the club.
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“Kenny! Put the gun down!” Thorpe glowered at his partner.

Officer Kenny marched through the doorway with both hands on his gun, now pointing it at the floor. “They broke in through the front. I thought they might be in here, still.”

“They broke out the front, Kenny.” Thorpe nudged the rebar with the toe of his dusty black shoe.

Kenny sniffed the air. “Smells like someone peed.”

“It’s a Westside bar, Kenny,” Thorpe said. “Let’s take this kid home.”

“But down to family court first, right?” Kenny turned his eyes on Cory like a cat sizing up a fat, juicy robin. “So we can book him? I heard they got room in Hillbrook.”

Cory felt his throat tighten. Hillbrook was the name of the infamous juvenile detention center. It was only for the very worst kids, kids who committed violent crimes but were too young for jail. But even though it was a place for kids, it was reputed to be a horror show. When kids came back from Hillbrook, they were never quite right. Just the name sent chills down Cory’s back.

“Maybe he gives up who did this and we bring him to his momma. You got a momma, kid?” Thorpe asked.

Cory nodded, thankful they didn’t ask about a dad. That was too long of a story.

“Good. Now all you got to do is tell us who the real criminals are,” Thorpe said.

Cory still shook his head. He was afraid of the police and of Hillbrook, and he was afraid of his mom, too—but not as afraid as he was of Dirty and Finn. He’d never tell.

Still, the policemen made a show of having Cory cover his belly by putting on his practice jersey. Then they put him in the back of their black-and-white squad car and turned on the siren. Cory hung his head and turned away as people on the sidewalks stopped to stare. The cops drove him downtown into the parking lot of the Public Safety Building. It was a stone fortress. Everyone on the Westside knew they kept the real criminals there.

The cops sat in the car, grilling him.

“You don’t want us to take you in this place,” Kenny said. “Just give us the names and we’ll drive you home.”

“Look, kid, just tell us what they looked like.” Thorpe spun around in his seat. “You can do that much.”

Cory remained silent.

Kenny shook his head in disgust. “You need to wise up, kid. Once you go through those doors, there’s no going back.”

“He’s right,” Thorpe said. “It’ll be a lot better for you to tell us . . .”

Cory’s silence continued to flood the inside of the police car.

“Let’s book him, Thorpe.” Kenny pounded a fist into his other hand.

“Wait.”

Silence.

“C’mon,” Kenny whined. “Let’s book him.”

Cory’s lips remained closed, though. He knew his options, but even Hillbrook couldn’t be as bad as waiting for Dirty to jump out of the shadows at some unknown moment.

Finally, Thorpe sighed and fired up the car engine.

“What’re you doing?” Kenny’s jaw dropped. “C’mon, Thorpe. Kid’s a burglar.”

Thorpe had both hands on the wheel, and he looked back at Cory before addressing his rookie partner. “Really, Kenny? You and your Hillbrook. You’re gonna tell me what to do?”

“Well, no,” Kenny mumbled. He sulked the whole way to Cory’s house, a run-down place he and his mom rented on Hope Avenue. The policemen escorted him to the door while the neighborhood kids oohed and aahed and squealed with delight at the sight of Cory in a cop sandwich.

“Flap-jack got arrest-ed . . . Flap-jack got arrest-ed.” Their singsong voices danced in the heat.

After several rings, his mom answered the door. Seeing the police, she gasped and snatched Cory to her side like a lost puppy. He wished she had clobbered him like most of the other moms on Hope Avenue would have done. Cory saw how the police looked at her bright yellow bathing suit beneath the open white dress shirt she’d taken from her last boyfriend. His mom must have been in the backyard.

“What’s this?” Cory’s mom was small and fragile as a bird, but life had made her tough. She glared accusingly at the police.

Thorpe huffed and rested Cory’s football gear on the cracked stoop. “He was involved in a burglary, ma’am.”

“A what?” Cory’s mom stiffened, and her grip on his arm tightened.

Cory winced. “I didn’t, Mom. Some big kids made me be the lookout. I didn’t have a choice.”

“Why don’t you go catch them?” She turned her glare back at the police.

“We may have some more questions for him, ma’am.” Officer Kenny tore his eyes loose from the yellow bathing suit and had a sudden interest in his belt buckle.

Thorpe had no problem meeting Cory’s mom’s stare and matching it with his unblinking pale green eyes. “We could have charged him with criminal trespassing and burglary third, but my sense is that he wasn’t the mastermind in all this. He was there, but I’m not sure he had any intent to commit a crime.”

Cory’s mom frowned. “Of course he didn’t.”

“Well . . .” Thorpe tipped his hat and turned to go.

Cory watched them leave amid hooting and giggling from the younger neighborhood kids who had spilled back into the street. He saw the sad, knowing head wags of the adult neighbors tucked away on their front porches, hiding from the sun.

Cory’s mom disappeared into the house without a word. He followed her on through, past the broken wall exposing wooden beams hammered together a hundred years ago, over the yellowed linoleum peeling up from the floor, and into the kitchen. The back door sagged open and Cory saw her empty lounge chair, her iced tea and magazine on a makeshift table. She loved sunbathing in the privacy of that wretched yard. Now she looked at him sadly. “I know you didn’t do it,” she said. “But how could you let yourself get in that situation?”

“I’m sorry, Mom.” His voice oozed with apology, and he could see she was softening. “Mom, can you drive me over to the school? I’m really late for practice. I don’t think I can make it before it ends if I walk.”

“Practice! Drive you!” Her anger flared. “You’re lucky I’m not punishing you. If you had a father, he’d punish you, I can promise you that.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

She clenched her teeth. “You were there, Cory. How many times do I have to tell you? You lie down with dogs, you’re gonna get fleas. You end up in jail, you can’t be a lawyer.”

Cory stood his ground. “If I don’t get to practice, I can’t play, Mom.”

“Who says you’re gonna play? Actually get in the game, I mean?” It wasn’t like her to be mean, but he figured she’d been stung by the sight of the police on their doorstep for all to see.

His spirits sank as she walked out of the kitchen through the back door, ignoring his request. He followed her out into the yard where she sat back down.

“I might.” Cory stood as tall as he could. “The HBS coach is gonna be there, Mom. He’s coming to see Liam, but what if he sees me, too? I could go to HBS. Get a scholarship. Get recruited. Play pro ball and buy you a big house. A car, too. A BMW, Mom.”

She snorted and lay back and closed her eyes against the sun. She chewed on her words before spitting them out. “HBS. Howard Bissinger School. I knew a girl who went there. Kate. She was a snot. Lived above Needum’s Tavern, but acted like she was a princess.”

Cory’s stomach flipped. He needed that ride. He couldn’t say whether or not he’d get a chance to play, but he had to be ready for the possibility. He knew that for certain—as certain as he knew his mother loved him infinitely and as certain as he knew his own name. Luck was when preparation met with opportunity. That was the one thing he’d learned from Mellon-head. Tomorrow could be the day that might somehow change his life.

But he had to be ready. If he didn’t make it to Glenwood Park before the Cougars’ practice ended, Coach Mellon would tell him to stay home tomorrow. He’d be punished for being late, but he’d be outright banned for not making it all. Cory had seen both things happen to other kids before.

“Please, Ma,” he whispered. “Please.”
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Cory’s mom took a deep breath and let it out like a leaky bike tire. “Get your pads in the car.”

He raced out the front and loaded his equipment in the green Hyundai’s back seat before his mom appeared in jeans with the dress shirt buttoned and the car keys jingling in her hand.

Cory waited for her to get in.

His mom started the weary engine that broke down nearly every other week. It caught and rumbled down the street. “Want to tell me who it was?”

“Uh-uh.” Cory flattened a mosquito on the windshield and flicked it out the open window into the hot stream of air.

“Thought so.” Cory’s mom grew up a Northside girl, but she still knew the Westside rules. “It was nice of those police to let you go.”

Cory said nothing to that. He knew his mom always saw the bright side of things.

Twenty minutes later, they were in Glenwood Park, where the team was going full tilt. Cory hopped out and retrieved his gear.

“Hey.” His mom waved him back and puckered her lips. “Kiss.”

“Mom . . . the guys.”

“The guys shouldn’t be lookin’ at you and me. I’m your mom and I want a kiss.”

Cory kissed her quickly, secretly happy, then dashed out onto the field.

Coach Mellon ignored him. Even when he had all his gear on and helmet buckled and stood close, bouncing on his toes. He was ready for action, but he couldn’t catch the coach’s eye.

Liam ran a sweep for fifteen yards. The Cougars’ coach blasted his whistle, clapped his hands, and shouted at the offense, “That’s the way you come off the ball, boys! That’s the way to run a forty-six sweep.”

Finally, Cory felt compelled to speak. “Sorry I’m late, Coach.”

Coach Mellon raised his Cougars cap, scratched his bald head, and looked at his watch. “Liam said you’d be late. But you’re not just late. You missed it entirely. Go home.”

Cory felt a chill shrink his skin. “I had to help Liam’s brother so he’d let Liam come to practice, Coach. I did it for the team.”

Coach Mellon kept his attention straight ahead, watching his offense. He didn’t offer Cory so much as a glance, but instead lowered his eyelids. “You can’t miss practice. Pollack missed and he got suspended. One game. Those are the rules, Flapjack, and I’m not bending them for you. You’re not apt to play tomorrow anyway. You know that . . . tomorrow is a tough one, and it’s Liam’s coming-out party.”

Cory already knew Coach Mellon underestimated him as a football player. Also, more than once, Coach Mellon had told the team that Cory was an example of how people too smart for their own good weren’t usually a good fit for the game of football. “Football requires obedience, boys,” Coach Mellon liked to say. “It’s like the army. I say ‘Jump,’ you say ‘How high?’”

Now was not the time for Cory to jump, though. Now he needed to stick up for himself, to advocate, which meant argue why he was right, which is what good lawyers did for their clients.

“Coach, Allred came late four weeks ago.” Cory was in his element now. “Practice ended five minutes after he got here and you said he could play because he didn’t miss practice entirely.”

Cory’s mom swore he’d grow up to be a lawyer if he kept himself out of trouble, and he hoped to prove her right. Sometimes he’d search legal terms he’d heard on TV using the computer in the school library. The really interesting ones he committed to memory. Many a night, the two of them would watch The Good Wife, and Cory would belt out little legal truths he’d learned from previous shows and boned up on in the library.

“That’s hearsay!”

“They didn’t read him his rights!”

“That judge has a conflict of interest!”

When Cory was finished in the NFL, he had every intention of becoming a lawyer. A good one. An honest one.

“That’s called a precedent, Coach,” he added. “Like when a court makes a ruling and says it’s illegal for the police to go into someone’s home without a warrant. Even if I’m not a starter like Allred, it wouldn’t look right if you went back on a precedent that you already established.”

Coach Mellon turned toward him now. One of the coach’s dark eyes had a mind of its own and it drifted, lifeless as a shark’s eye, away from Cory, but his good eye had enough intensity for two. “You think you’re on that TV show How to Get Away with Murder or something, Flapjack? Arguing with me like a lawyer?”

“No, sir. It’s just that you always say the rules are the rules, so . . .” Cory thought of Officer Thorpe’s pale green eyes and kept his gaze as steady as the scary policeman’s had been.

Coach Mellon became the latest adult to huff at him that morning. “Go ahead. Get in there for Rashan. He looks like he’s about to pass out anyway.”

“Thank you, Coach.” Cory flew across the grass. The football field was heaven to him. He loved the order of it—the huddle, lining up, reading the other side and anticipating what was about to happen. Then when things really happened—sometimes what you expected, sometimes a complete surprise—either way you had to react, to run and hustle, hit or dodge or block or tackle. It was like running through a rainstorm and that thrill you got when lightning cracked and thunder boomed, sending a chill up your back.

Rashan was so thick he made Cory look like a scarecrow. Cory tapped out the duck-footed Cougar to take his spot and play some defensive scout team linebacker in the closing minutes of practice. Some kids didn’t like scout team. Cory liked it all, just so long as he was out there, and he ran around like a puppy.

After the final whistle and a pep talk from Coach Mellon about the importance of tomorrow’s game, Cory stripped down to his pants and began walking away alongside Liam. Before Cory could tell him the story about the police, Coach Mellon called him back.

“Uh-oh,” Liam said, setting his helmet and shoulder pads down in the dusty grass beneath a tree. “I’ll wait for you.”

Coach Mellon’s two assistants, Coach Travis and Coach Piccolo, stood with their caps pulled low and their arms folded across their chests, flanking Coach Mellon like bodyguards. Each of them had played college football up on The Hill back in the day. They were gruff, serious men, but now they looked downright grim.

“Yeah, Coach?” Cory stood as straight as he could and sucked in his gut.

“Well, Flapjack . . .” The coach leaned sideways and spit in the grass. “Don’t you want to know your punishment for being late?”
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“Uh, Coach?” Cory sputtered.

“You’re not much of a football player. I’ve told you that.” Coach Mellon looked at his two assistants and they nodded like it was the truth. A wave of nausea surged in Cory’s stomach.

Coach Mellon sighed. “But you show up, so you’ve got a place on this team. We keep everyone at Glenwood Park. The Cougars are a football family, but . . . when someone in your family messes up, what happens?”

Cory slowly shook his head, trying not to provoke the coach further.

Coach Mellon’s lips curled with disgust. “Punishment . . . You just lost your spot as second-string running back. You can dress for the game tomorrow, but you’re third string now.”

The words plunged into Cory’s heart like a knife. He’d taken great pride in working his way up the depth chart from fifth- to second-string running back. He’d done it by working out, but mostly by studying the plays and never making mistakes. A team like theirs needed two runners at least, and late in the game he’d sometimes get some action. Third string was for a kid like Reggie Mann, who lacked not only talent but effort. Reggie hadn’t even touched the ball in a game last season.

Cory’s mouth sagged open. He wanted to explain exactly how it had all happened this morning—with Finn and Hoagie and Dirty. How he’d sacrificed himself for the betterment of the team, taking Liam’s place so their star runner could get to practice on time.

Cory raised his hand, a habit from asking lots of questions in school. “I . . .”

It was too late. The three coaches had turned their backs on him and were talking about the defensive strategy they planned to use in tomorrow’s game.

Cory shook his head and shuffled back to Liam.

“Hey, bud, what happened?” Liam asked.

Cory gave him the news.

“That’s a hot mess.” Liam scowled at the coaches.

Cory’s face twisted in pain and he tried to muffle a certain amount of sniffing as they walked. “I was thinking if I got some carries in the game . . . I know the HBS coach—”

“Coach McMahan,” interrupted Liam.

“Yeah, Coach McMahan is gonna be there to see you and you’re gonna get a scholarship and—”

“Maybe get a scholarship,” Liam interrupted again. “It looks good, but I don’t actually have it yet.”

“The whole Westside knows you will, Liam. Heck, you’ve already been to meet the host family. Tomorrow is just a formality.” They stepped out of the shade onto the sidewalk, and the heat wilted Cory inside and out. “And I just thought, you know, if I had a couple nice runs late in the game that I could show him something, and if not this year—I know not this year, but maybe when I’m going into high school—I’m on his radar. Then we could play at HBS together. I hear they give out scholarships to a couple kids going into ninth grade every year, too.”

“Well, if I get there and do my thing?” Liam put a hand on Cory’s sweaty bare shoulder. “I’m gonna tell them about my best friend. I’m gonna tell them they need the both of us if they want a state title.”

Cory smiled at his friend, swelling now with affection. “You know what I really want all this for, Liam?”

“To be great. Everyone wants to be great.” Liam nodded to himself.

“Yeah, that,” Cory said, “but more. It’s my mom, really. I mean, you’ve seen how great she is.”

“Yeah, she’s the best,” Liam said. “My mom’s a nag. ‘Liam, put the trash out. Liam, pick up your brother’s clothes. Liam, get me a beer.’ Man, it never ends.”

Cory hesitated a moment to create some separation between moms before he continued, “See, all I need is a chance, then I’m gonna go to the League and buy her a big house with a pool, someplace nice, and a BMW, and she won’t have to work again, ever. She can just sit out by the pool and read her books and magazines and maybe even have a maid to bring her iced tea . . .”

“And in the off-season,” Liam said, “maybe we could stay there, together, and train and get in shape for the upcoming season.”

“And we’ll make a bet—like every season—that whoever gets the most yards, then the other guy has to take us all on a vacation, like Florida or Canada or anywhere. You too. You can bring your family if you win. I’ll pay.”

Liam scowled and shook his head. “Not them, Cory. I want to get as far away from them as I can.”

That dampened Cory’s spirits a bit, but they dropped their equipment at Cory’s house and headed for the park.

They spent the afternoon pushing and shoving for an open spot in the public pool at Burnett Park, leaving the water only for peanut butter and jelly sandwiches Cory’s mom had wrapped in reused aluminum foil. They drank water from the fountain, even though there was a line there too. Summer in the city wasn’t just hot, it was crowded.

That night, Cory and his mom watched a video borrowed from the library. Sleep came slow. Even the whirring blades of the plastic fan right next to his head brought little relief from the heat held tight inside their house after a day of baking.

When he woke, it was game day.

Nervous electric spiders crawled up and down Cory’s arms and legs. Even though he didn’t expect to play, Cory felt the excitement of an entire community crowding the bleachers and sidelines to watch. The Westside took pride in the toughness and speed of its teams. On the Westside, any football game—even a kids’ Pop Warner team—was a serious event.

After a breakfast of Cocoa Puffs and milk, they got ready.

Cory’s mom wore team colors, white and green, with her long, dark hair tied up in a ribbon to match her clothes. Cory dressed carefully, wanting to look good if nothing else. He checked himself in the mirror to do the final tuck of his jersey into the white pants. His mom appeared, and in the mirror he saw the similarities in their faces: the big brown eyes with a slightly sad tilt, small ears, and that pointy chin. But Cory’s face was rounder than his mom’s and his neck much shorter and thicker, which he knew came from his father.

The last time he’d seen his father, Cory had been just four, but he could still close his eyes and picture the man, standing in the doorway in his army uniform, kissing Cory’s mother good-bye. He’d been a fist of a man, compact and strong, with a wide, round face, and his arms had wrapped around Cory’s mom like pythons.

Cory was seven when his mother told him that his father was dead. They never talked about how he died, and Cory wasn’t sure his father had actually been killed in combat in Afghanistan, even though that’s the story that had grown into an accepted fact by everyone over the past four years. There was never a funeral or any other mention of his father specifically, unless Cory counted the endless times his mother referred to the punishment he’d get if he had a father.

Cory suspected his mom and dad were never married, which was why he shared his mom’s last name. It would also explain the absence of a funeral or any kind of army money. Maybe they had a kind of star-crossed–lover thing like Romeo and Juliet.

As they pulled into Glenwood Park, Cory was shaken from his thoughts. Two dozen cars already had the best parking spots.

“We’re late,” Cory said.

“You’re not late,” his mom said.

“If you’re not early, you’re late.”

“Says who? It’s nine twenty and the sheet says nine thirty.”

“Coach Mellon, Ma.” Cory launched himself out the car door.

His mom shouted after him. “Good luck!”

Cory waved a hand back over his head, dashing for the field. More than half the team was assembled, already zinging footballs back and forth. Cory’s three coaches stood off to the side, behind the bench, surrounding a man who towered over them. The HBS head coach, Coach McMahan, wore a crimson-and-silver HBS Football cap that shone like a rare jewel in the sea of green and white.

Cory tried not to stare, but as he neared the sideline to drop his water bottle under the bench, he saw Coach McMahan’s bright blue eyes shining right at him. Cory froze beneath the coach’s gaze. The light in his eyes gave Cory a feeling of welcome, and a seed of joy burst open in his chest.

Coach McMahan pointed right at him, him! Cory poked a finger in his own chest, still unsure, but all that did was make Coach McMahan smile more broadly. He motioned for Cory to come over.

“Come on, Flapjack.” Coach Mellon’s face reddened with impatience. “Coach McMahan wants to talk to you.”

Cory marched straight for the man, feeling certain that his entire life was about to change.
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Up close, Coach McMahan was kind of scary. His smile was still bright, as were his blue eyes, but something in those eyes seemed to look right through Cory. He put an arm around Cory’s shoulder pads and looked at Coach Mellon. “Mind if I borrow him for a few minutes so we can talk?”

“Whatever you need, Coach,” Coach Mellon said obediently, reminding Cory of Liam’s mutt, Alice. She was the sweetest dog Cory had ever seen, and when Liam got home from school, he’d croon to her like a baby and scratch her ears. Alice would tremble and wag and piddle right down her leg. Cory looked for a wet mark on Coach Mellon’s pants and bit back a smile. Scolding himself for thinking silly things when he was on the edge of a whole new life, Cory followed the HBS coach.

“Sit down, Cory.” Coach McMahan pointed to the end of the bench, out of listening range of the entire team. Cory sat and Coach McMahan took the spot next to him. “Being admitted to HBS isn’t just about sports—despite what people say. It’s about academics and character, too. Those are every bit as important as athletic performance. Howard Bissinger was a philanthropist who stood for the complete man.”

Coach McMahan gave Cory a look that dared him to think otherwise.

“Yes, sir,” Cory said, nodding. Now it was starting to make sense. Cory was one of the top students































OEBPS/images/9780062293879_Cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
TOUCHDOWN

TIM GREEN

HARPER

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





