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It felt just like old times.

Cam Show planted his right foot and headed toward the sideline. His head pivoted toward the quarterback and, just as planned, a football arrived. Cam easily plucked it out of the air and pretended to make a move up field.

“Very nice, Cam. The timing was perfect on that one. Now, let’s do about 20 more just like that and call it a day.”

Will Stover picked up another ball and waited for Cam to return to the line. It was the middle of the day and the temperature was pushing triple digits. Will shouted “Go!” and his younger brother Ty copied the route. Again, Will’s pass was right on target.

“Did you say 20 more?” Cam asked. “Don’t forget that your job is to just stand there and throw. It’s hot out here, Will.”

“Yep. It’s going to be hot the first two or three games of the season, too,” Will said. “If you and I are going to put up the numbers this year that we’ve always talked about, it’s going to mean putting in the extra work now.”

Cam wasn’t much of a complainer, Will was certain of that. He’d stood and thrown 20,000 footballs to Cam over the past few years. He’d thrown at least that many, probably more. His ever-reliable best friend had caught almost all of them.

The workout in the Stovers’ back yard finally ended. Ty, his summer baseball season winding down, excused himself to get ready for yet another tournament. Will and Cam waded through the sports equipment assembled behind Will’s house – a full-sized basketball court, a regulation-distance pitcher’s mound and home plate, the batting cage complete with pitching machine, a backboard for hitting tennis balls. The detached garage was a haven for the two. They’d likely spent as much time relaxing in that garage after a workout than they’d spent inside their own homes.

A window on one wall allowed someone taking a break to watch the action outside. A big-screen television was suspended from the ceiling. A stereo system sat in one corner, where it sent the boys’ favorite songs through the outside speakers. There were few decorations in the garage. A blue-and-gold metal sign hung above the window: “Baltic Bearcats, 1984 Football State Champions”.

The previous football season, Will had helped Baltic High to its first football state championship since the one depicted on the sign. Will’s father, Steve, had quarterbacked that state title team and had gone on to a stellar career in both football and baseball at Valley Tech, just an hour south of Baltic in Greenfield.

Ah, Greenfield.

Even though he’d never actually lived there, it seemed Will’s life revolved around the town. Steve owned an auto dealership there and the Greenfield Goblins were one of Baltic High’s biggest rivals. It was the team the Bearcats had beaten twice the year before, the second time in the state championship game.

The Stover kids, which also included older sister Chelsea, had become acquainted with Greenfield early on. They rarely missed an athletic event on the Valley Tech campus and that wouldn’t stop anytime soon. Chelsea was entering her freshman year at the school and would be a football cheerleader.

In the past year, Greenfield had provided Will with a career’s worth of ups and downs. The football state championship game had been held at the Valley Tech stadium. The lowest point of Will’s athletic life, though, had come the previous spring on the Valley Tech baseball field. That’s where he avoided the advice of everyone he trusted and single-handedly cost the Bearcats a big game.

Beyond that disappointment, Greenfield had certainly gotten the last laugh in its battle with Will Stover.

Greenfield had Shelby.

Will’s first real girlfriend, Shelby Sparks, had been forced to transfer to Greenfield High at Christmas of their freshman year. Shelby’s grandfather had retired from his insurance company and Shelby’s father moved the family so he could take over the business.

That’s where things had gotten confusing for Will. The couple attempted to date long-distance and it seemed to be working for a while, especially since Will was able to find lots of excuses to regularly visit Greenfield.

Both he and Shelby soon realized there were others, much closer in proximity, worthy of attention. Missy Starling had wasted little time attempting to fill Shelby’s shoes. She’d proven herself a bit more dramatic than Shelby but Will was learning to accept that and had grown to appreciate her unique qualities.

There was only one first love, though. And it wasn’t Missy.

Shelby’s lone relationship at Greenfield had ended during the baseball season. She’d broken Will’s heart and then had her own tossed around by an older guy.

Then, the summer vacation happened. Will and Shelby were still trying to make sense of it.

When the idea of a joint family vacation with the Sparks was first introduced by his parents, Will loved the idea. Shelby loved the idea. Shelby’s cousin Lydia was invited along, so even Ty thought it was a great idea.

Missy wasn’t as thrilled with the thought of her boyfriend and his former girlfriend spending a week together on the beach. Will did his best to convince Missy there was nothing to worry about. He used his parents in the blame game, explaining to Missy that it was entirely his mom and dad’s decision to vacation with the Sparks.

As was typical, Will kept his word. The only thing he had not been totally truthful with Missy about was the frequency of text messages to and from Shelby throughout the summer. Will told himself it would cause more harm and he really liked Missy. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt her.

It didn’t take long at the beach to figure out he still had feelings for Shelby.

“It was a little weird waking up and going to breakfast and there she was,” he’d later told Cam about the trip. “Then, we’d spend pretty much the whole day together. We’d hang out at night and watch movies together. She was always there.”

“Poor guy,” Cam joked. “Does Missy know all this?”

“She knows we stayed at the same place and our families traveled and ate together. I’ve spared her some of the details,” Will said.

“Always the gentleman,” Cam said with a grin.

“Stop. I just didn’t see where telling her everything was going to help anything,” Will said.

“You’re probably right,” Cam replied. “And that’s how you would have wanted Missy to handle the same situation, right? To not really tell you everything?”

“Nothing like having a best friend to hold you accountable,” Will said.

“That’s what I’m here for.”

Will had spilled the rest of the beans to Missy, explaining that he and Shelby had actually spent a lot of time together that week. He also told her that the two had decided to remain just friends.

“You’ve never lied to me, Will Stover,” Missy had said. “Don’t let this be the first time.”
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The final week of summer football practice began with trouble from an unlikely source. The local newspaper featured Will on the cover of its annual tabloid that included all the area high school teams.

The caption: “Even with a Will, There’s No Way”

The story ran in the paper a week before school started. The majority of Baltic, with its team coming off a state championship season, read every word from the local and state newspapers that concerned football.

As in most cases, the headline was a lot more painful to read than the actual story, which simply reminded everyone of what they already knew. Will Stover was the only starter at a skill position returning from last season’s team.

Jackie Bevins, standout running back, was last seen going through summer workouts with the Valley Tech college team. Fullback Brett Johnson and tight end Josh Peal had graduated. Speedy wide receiver Tony Traylor was gone, too.

Baltic head coach John Peterson was quoted in the story. He had given Will a couple of canned compliments and then dropped a semi-bombshell.

“We’re going to give Kyle Britton a shot at playing tailback. He’s not the fastest kid around but he’s smart, he’s a team player and he’ll do his best to do what the coaches ask him to do,” Coach Peterson told the reporter.

“There goes our breakaway threat,” Will mumbled to himself as he read the story at the breakfast table. His parents had been up for several hours and had seen the story earlier. Will’s mom, Alicia, hoped it wouldn’t cause trouble for her oldest son.

“What’s that?” Steve Stover spoke up.

“Kyle at tailback? Is he serious?” Will asked his dad.

“Sounded like it,” Steve said. “Coach usually knows what he’s doing. Just take care of getting yourself ready for the season. The other things are for Coach to worry about, not you.”

“I was too busy to think about it with all the excitement last year,” Will said. “We really don’t have anyone else.”

“Most of your offensive linemen are back,” Steve said. “That’s a good start. Make sure you’re nice to them, by the way.”

“Always,” Will said.

He headed out the door, a short jog ahead to the school’s practice field. Will had turned 15 in the spring but was still eight long months away from becoming a licensed driver. After a few blocks, Cam caught up with him and the two covered the remaining half mile together.

“No offense, but can you believe that story?” Cam said as the two slowed at a traffic light.

“Definitely a bad headline, that’s for sure,” Will said. “The story itself was pretty accurate. If you’re just looking at returning starters, it’d be tough to think we’re going to win a lot of games.”

“Yeah, but we did have an undefeated junior high team last year,” Cam reminded his friend. Will needed no reminding. Much to the chagrin of his same-age classmates, he’d been promoted to the varsity squad as a ninth-grader. Ty, a seventh-grader at the time, had stepped in at quarterback and led the junior high team to a perfect season. Cam had been his favorite target.

“It’s a lot different than junior high,” Will said before wishing he’d chosen a more tactful way of reminding Cam that he already had a year of varsity ball under his belt – and a state championship ring.

“It’s the same guys we’ve always played against,” Cam said. “It can’t be that much different.”

“Everyone’s bigger, faster and stronger,” Will said. “That’s all I meant. Everything happens a lot faster than it does in junior high. And the hits are a lot rougher.”

“Well, I think we’re going to be pretty good. That’s all I’m saying. A state championship varsity team and an undefeated junior high team last year. To me, it’d be hard to say we won’t win it all again.”

“Slow down,” Will said. “We’re a long, long way from doing that. Let’s just try to focus on what’s right in front of us. The other thing I can tell you is that, if you do make the playoffs, it’s a long season.”

“As long as I get to basketball on time, that’s fine,” Cam said. The best basketball player in his
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