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The real glory is being knocked to your knees and then coming back. Thats real glory.

Thats the essence of it.

Vince Lombardi
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CHAPTER ONE




TURNING TWELVE DIDNT MATTER to Ty. Birthdays, like Christmas and every other holiday, had lost their thrill. Most of the day had already passed without anything special happening and Ty didnt expect that to change. He knew the surprise his aunt and uncle had promised him wouldnt amount to much more than a pair of underwear or a new ax for splitting wood, maybe a blanket. Surprises had a place in his other life, the one before his parents died.

But when Ty grabbed the handrail and stepped up into the school bus, he was surprised when someone yanked him back to earth and spun him around.

Why werent you in gym class?

Coach V had a voice like a growling Doberman, and he scowled down at Ty without easing the stranglehold on his upper arm. Tys face overheated. He swallowed and looked around. The bus at the front of the line hissed and roared, grinding gears and filling the air with a cloud of diesel fumes.

I was in Mrs. Brennans office, Ty said, looking down at the broken line of the curb. Mrs. Brennan was the school psychologist.

The coach ran a hand over the bristles of his dark hair, and his face softened a bit.

Youre not in trouble? he asked softly.

Ty looked at his blue no-name sneakers and shook his head. For the accident.

Does she help? the coach asked, still soft.

Ty knew that when adults asked questions, they already had the answer they wanted in mind. The right answer wasnt that the death of his mom and dad had left a hole in his heart too big to be helped. The right answer was yes, and thats what he said.

Coach V nodded and turned his big, sharp nose in the direction of the bus, eyes hiding behind the kind of mirror sunglasses that cops usually wore, the kind that reminded Ty of a housefly.

We got spring football today, the coach said, turning the insect eyes back at Ty so that he could see two dark-haired boys with glasses staring back in their mirrors. You interested?

Spring football? Ty asked, blinking and pushing his own glasses back up to the top of his nose.


Its a club, just for one week, Coach V said. It lets me get the team together to see where were at. They didnt have spring football in your old school?

I went to Tully. Theres no football until you get to high school.

Small town, huh?

Ty jumped when his bus driver blared her horn and bellowed out at him, Lets go!

Theres a sports bus at five, the coach said.

You think I could play? Ty asked.

The coach looked up at the bus driver with a twisted smile and pumped his thumb toward the exit.

Go ahead, I got him, he said to the driver.

The door slammed shut, and the bus growled away, unleashing the long line of waiting buses to do the same. Ty couldnt hear the coachs words over their roar until they reached the top steps of the school.

Im sorry, Ty said. I didnt hear you.

Of course I want you to play, the coach said.

Youre the fastest kid in sixth grade and I need some deep speed for my passing game.

Im not too skinny? Ty said, glancing down at his thin legs.

Deion Sanders was skinny, but if youre the fastest man on the planet it doesnt matter.

Whos Deion Sanders?

Coach V stopped and looked at him, then shook his head and said, Youre too young.


Ty swung the old pillowcase his aunt made him use for a book bag over his shoulder and hustled to keep up. My older brother plays football.

Great, the coach said. He swung open the locker room door and banged his palm on one of the old metal lockers. Get your gym clothes on and get outside.

At Syracuse, Ty said, setting his pillowcase full of books down on the scarred wooden bench.

Coach V froze and whipped off his sunglasses as he spun around.

Not Tiger Lewis?

Uh-huh.

The Tiger Lewis? Thats your brother?

His real name is Thane. They just call him Tiger.

How come you never said?

Ty shrugged and searched for the right answer.

In truth, he kept his older brother a secret because he already got picked on enough for being the new kid at school. Picked on for reading all the time, his glasses, the musty pillowcase he used to carry his books, his canvas grocery-store sneakers, and his skinny legs. He imagined that if he claimed Tiger Lewis for his brother, the kids would either refuse to believe him or they would point out how pitiful he was compared to his all-American brother, the football hero.

In truth, it sometimes seemed to Ty that he only imagined Tiger Lewis was his brother. The two of them were so far apart in ageten yearsthat they really didnt know each other that well. Ty had been eight when Thane went off to college. Since then, he only got to see his older brother on holidays or family vacations. Two weeks every summer their mom and dad used to take them camping, once in July, once in August. The memory of those times flashed in his mind, like dreamsbeing out in a small boat, just him and Thane, or climbing a rocky mountain trail, Thane reaching down to help him, the veins protruding from his muscular forearms.

When they were together, Thane, or Tiger, as everyone called him now, would share his knowledge with Ty. Hed tell stories with lessons and say that he wanted Ty to learn from the mistakes hed already made. Thanes nuggets of wisdom would come back to Ty at random moments, crashing through his consciousness like a loud commercial in the middle of a television program. When they did, Ty would lose himself for a moment as if in a trance. One of those memories came back to him now.



He and Thane stood on the bare face of a massive rock atop Bald Mountain in the middle of the Adirondacks, waiting for their parents to catch up. Clouds floated by in their blue field. Lakes glittered below, gems nestled into the pine trees. A warm breeze cooled the sweat on their faces, and the scent of balsam floated by. They had been talking about a book Thane gave him where a boy raised by a witch got picked on. Thane said he knew what that boy felt like.

No one ever picked on you, Ty had said.

That what you think? Thane asked him, squinting his eyes into the sun and pointing to a golden eagle.

Look at you, Ty said. Youd kill anyone who picked on you.

Think again, Thane said, glancing at him. I got like this lifting weights. I had legs skinnier than you, glasses, zits on my face, always reading books. Yeah, they got me. Dumped my books. Gum on my chair. All that.

What happened? Ty asked.

Thane shrugged and said, Then I found the game.

Football?

Theres only one, Thane said.



Hey, Coach V said, shaking Ty by the shoulder. You okay?

Huh? Ty said.

Coach V wrinkled his brow, raised one eyebrow, and pointed toward the door. You do that on the field and youll get your clock cleaned. Hurry up.

Coach V turned without waiting and banged open the locker room door, disappearing into the warm afternoon sunlight.

Ty flung open his locker and tore off his clothes. He threw on his gym shirt and shorts, stiff and ripe from two-day-old dried sweat. One of the other things he remembered Thane telling him was to tie his shoes tight before any contest.



Easy to remember, Thane said one day, before all the bad things happened. Thats your name. Dont forget to tie, Ty.



Ty put his left foot on the bench and bent over, pulling the laces snug and retying the sneaker so that it hugged his foot. He switched feet, but when he tugged on the ratty gray laces of his right shoe, one snapped off down at the eye hole. It would take several minutes to relace the sneaker. Ty began, but the whistle sounded outside and he sprang up and sprinted through the door with a loose shoe, exactly what his brother had warned him to never do.







    

CHAPTER TWO




THE TEAM WAS SPREAD out across the grass, spaced evenly in rows like chocolate candies in a box. Ty found a spot in the back and reached down to touch his toes with everybody else. Every time he began to work on his shoelace, Coach V started them doing a different stretch, until Ty simply gave up.

After stretching, Coach V barked out an order. The lines compressed to one side, and the team ran back and forth across the width of the field in waves. Agility drills. High stepping. Backpedaling. Shuffling. Crisscrossing. The whistle blew again, and Coach V shouted for quarterbacks and receivers to come with him, and for the linemen to go with Coach Full. Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do and exactly where to go. Ty did his best to follow along, slipping into the back of a line of receivers who began dashing down the field for ten yards before breaking in at a forty-five-degree angle, a post route, to catch a pass from one of the three quarterbacks.

Halpern Middle School had more than two thousand kids in three grades, and Ty had only been there since the winter break, so he knew only a few of the boys in his line. One he did recognize was Calvin West, a tall, broad-shouldered boy with blond hair that hung like a curtain around his tan face. Calvin told everyone hed grown up in San Diego, on a surfers beach. He wore a sharks tooth on a thin leather choker around his long neck. When Ty stepped up for his turn, Calvin recognized him from the back.

Lewis! he shouted, pointing toward the adjacent field and grinning at the other boys. The girls softball team is practicing over there.

Everyone laughed. Ty ignored them and crouched down into a stance, ready to run. The quarterback yelled, Hike, and Ty took off, ten yards of blurred hands, feet, and long, thin legs. He gave a small head fake to the outside, as if some defensive back were covering him, then he broke to the inside the way the others had. Ty felt his foot leave the shoe and take off like a bird. The world tilted, then flipped, and he felt the heavy jolt of the ground popping his chin and chipping off the end of a tooth.


His ears burned at the sound of howling boys. He got up slow, brushing at the grass embedded now into the surface of his bare knees.

What the heck was that? Coach V asked, fighting back a smile.

My shoe, Ty said.

No-name tear-away specials, Calvin West said to a chorus of more hooting.

All right, Coach V said, glowering at the boys, cut the crap. Lets go. Next.

Ty staggered over to his shoe, scooping it up just in time for the next boy to flash past him, make the break, and catch the pass. Ty jogged to the back of the line and sat down to relace his shoe. He missed his turn but got the laces even and tugged them tight. This time the other side snapped off.

Ty! Coach V called from over where the quarterbacks stood. You with us or not?

Ty felt the pressure build up behind his face, and the ducts in the corners of his eyes began to work. But before anyone could laugh, he sniffed, jumped up, kicked off both shoes, tore off his socks, and lined up in a stance, ready to go. Coach V shook his head but nodded to Michael Poyer, the teams first-string quarterback, who hiked the ball. This time, Ty streaked forward, made the break, and looked for the ball, ready to catch it. The ball came late, though, way behind him.


You gotta really lead him, Coach V said, barking at Poyer.

I tried, Poyer said, shaking his head.

Do it again, the coach said. Ty?

Ty nodded and jogged back to the front of the line. His feet tingled at the touch of the prickly grass between his bare toes. He ran the pattern with blazing speed; the ball came late again, high and fast, but this time only an arms length behind him. Ty left his feet and spun. The suns rays blinded him. His hands flashed out into space and felt the sting of the leather ball.







    

CHAPTER THREE




TY SNATCHED THE FOOTBALL from the air and hit the ground running up the field. He kept going until he reached the goal line, then slowed and jogged back.

Wow, Poyer said, looking from Ty to Coach V.

Wow is right, the coach said.

West stood silent with his arms folded across his chest until, in a low voice, he said, Lets see how cute he looks with a free safety waiting to tear his head off.

Ty got into the back corner of the sports bus and split open his ragged paperback copy of Watership Down. He had plenty of time. His was the very last stop. Tys aunt Virginia and uncle Gus didnt live in one of the big new houses with sprawling lawns that people thought of when they thought of Halpern. Neither did they live in one of the dozens of renovated colonial houses clustered around the heart of the historic little village with its antique shops, fancy restaurants, pubs, and expensive clothing stores.

Aunt Virginias house was little more than a trailer with a roof.

Kid. Kid! Lets go, I got my bowling league.

Ty peered over the seat to see the bus drivers eyes glaring at him from the big rectangular mirror up front. He fumbled with the book, turned down the corner of the page, and slipped it into his pillowcase.

Sorry, he said, jumping down the steps and onto the gravel shoulder of rural Highway 626. The bus hissed and pulled away as Ty started down the dirt track. Overhead, a robin sang from its perch on the electric pole. Ty rounded a bend, and the scrubby trees on either side of the track opened into a small grassy clearing. His aunts house cowered at the back of the clearing, beneath a towering stand of thick pines.

Instead of climbing the stack of cinder blocks that served as the front step, Ty skirted around the house and down a small dirt trail that disappeared into the pines. He needed to use the bathroom, and Ty wasnt allowed to use the one in the house. Forty feet inside the tree line, the path ended at a bright blue Porta Potti. Ty took a deep breath and pulled open the door, hoping to finish his business before he had to take another breath and failing as he always did.

Not long after Ty had arrived in Halpern, Uncle Gus found the broken Porta Potti at a dump just outside Newark. Ty spent an entire Saturday digging the five-foot-deep hole. Then he helped Uncle Gus roll the bright blue plastic capsule off the back of his truck and out into the pines, where they set it up over the top of the pit. It wasnt so bad to go out into the woods, especially since the weather had warmed up, and Ty really understood. His aunt and uncle hadnt been looking to have a twelve-year-old boy dumped on them, and they deserved the privacy of their own bathroom. They already had to share it with their quiet and quirky teenage daughter, Charlotte, who took hour-long baths that outraged Uncle Gus, which prompted Aunt Virginia to snap at him like a lioness protecting her cub.

Ty trudged back to the house, past the woodpiles, and in the side door, where he washed his hands in the laundry room. Along the wall rested a stale mattress that Uncle Gus called a perfectly good bed. At night, Ty would tip it down onto the faded particle-board floor. The walls boasted bare two-by-four studs trimmed with electric wire, pipes, and an open vent that sometimes leaked heat into the otherwise chilly little space.

When he shut off the water and the pipes stopped their groaning, his aunts voice pierced his eardrums.


Ty! she screamed.

Ty snatched a damp towel from the floor and dashed into the kitchen.

I didnt hear you, Aunt Virginia, he said, drying his fingers. I was washing my hands.

His aunt kept her long, straight hair tucked behind her ears, and it made the big round glasses she wore seem like the bottoms of two soup cans, each with a single black bullet hole punched in its center to serve as an eye. Two overgrown eyebrowsthick like woolly-bear caterpillarsdropped scowling toward the bridge of her long, narrow nose. Her lips, pale as rain-soaked worms, stretched tight across her big teeth.

Where were you? she said, her words trembling with rage.

Spring football practice, Aunt Virginia, Ty said.

Todays your birthday, she said.

So I thought you wouldnt mind.

So I thought you wouldnt mind, she said, mimicking him with a high-pitched song, tilting her head from side to side before she frowned again. You were told that we had a surprise for you when you got home. Did you forget? Are you that stupid?

Ty didnt answer. His eyes lost focus as he drifted back to an earlier time.



A little bald man shook his fist at Tiger for taking his parking spot. The two of them had driven their dads Subaru from their campsite to the grocery store in Racquette Lake to pick up the marshmallows hed forgotten to pack.

Why didnt you smash that guys face? Ty asked, hurrying after Tiger into the store. Or cuss him out anyway? You were there first.

Tiger snatched a bag of marshmallows from the shelf, smiled at him, and said, It doesnt matter what someone else thinks of you or what they say about you. You have to know what you are, who you are. Thats what matters. A guy like that, just pretend every time he opens his mouth that its a fart. Thats all it is anyway.



Ty grinned.

What in the world do you think is so funny? Aunt Virginia asked, the color of her face showing hints of purple.







    

CHAPTER FOUR




AUNT VIRGINIA LEANED TOWARD Ty so that he could smell the remains of the tuna sandwich shed eaten for lunch.

I, uh, I was thinking about something else, Aunt Virginia, Ty said.

Dont you go into one of your trances on me, she said. Save those shenanigans for Mrs. Brennan. Your uncle will be back soon and he is not happy. You can just chop wood until he gets here.

Ty knew better than to ask for something to eat, even on his birthday. He knew hed be fed sooner or later, just not when he wanted and certainly not if he asked. Part of the reason he didnt feel so bad about the way his aunt treated him was because Charlotte would occasionally get a taste of it herself. For every minute Aunt Virginia spent crooning over Charlottes pink nail polish or braiding her scraggly blond hair, shed spend another minute grouching at her about wiping her feet or getting a C in math.

So Ty didnt take it personal. Even though Aunt Virginia had been his fathers sister, he figured that deep down, kids rubbed her the wrong way. She also found it hard to pretend that they didnt get on her nerves. If nothing else, she was honest.

The other consolation was that Tys father had apparently gotten Aunt Virginias share of familial affection. Ty had enjoyed over eleven years of kisses, hugs, and regular praise from both his parents. So, when he calculated it out, even spending the next six years with Aunt Virginia and Uncle Gus would leave him well ahead of many kids.

Ty returned to Uncle Guss mountain of wood, pulling thick logs off the pile, splitting them with the dull ax, and placing their splintered parts neatly onto the stacks. From the top of a pine tree, a song sparrow trilled, then cocked its head to watch. Dizzy from the work, Ty set a fresh stick of wood on the chopping block and let his arms fall to his side. Small storms of insects swirled in the light that glinted at him through the trees. Ty turned his face into the small breeze to dry his sweat and heard the broken rumble of Uncle Guss black F 150 with the big white cover on the back.


When he opened his eyes, Uncle Guss face glowered at him through the tint of the cracked wind-shield. Beside him, Charlottes face glowed like a small moon, her features as expressionless as the craters on the dead planet. Ty raised the ax, half as a salute, half to prove that hed been at work. His uncle slid down from the truck and marched toward Ty with a big round belly and a bowlegged stride.

Uncle Guss hair had already begun to gray, but it was thick as a rug and only stayed brushed over to the side with help from a tin of greasy pomade. A matching walrus mustache covered most of his mouth. The corners of his milky green eyes, like the mustache and the rolls of fat in his neck, drooped toward the ground. His business, a cleaning service, had left his stumpy strong hands chapped, red, and hard as granite.

He pointed a stout cherry finger at Ty as he approached and Tys stomach sank. From the corner of his eye, Ty saw Aunt Virginia pop out of the washroom door and stand with her arms folded across her chest like an angry spectator. From the truck, Charlotte gave him a sympathetic look before she ducked down behind the dashboard, pretending to adjust the radio.

You, Uncle Gus said, his voice and finger trembling together. You slacker. Lazy. Tricky. Lying.

Uncle Guss eyes were set close together, sometimes making him appear to be cross-eyed, especially when he was mad. His face expanded, turning colors before he let the air out, hissing like a busted radiator from beneath his mustache.

He went to football practice, Aunt Virginia said in her singsong mimic.

Football? Uncle Gus said, stopping in his tracks, his dark eyebrows wrinkling. Its your birthday. Youre twelve.

Thats why I thought you wouldnt mind.

Uncle Gus shot an accusing look at Aunt Virginia. He would often complain to her, out of the blue, that she spoiled Ty and no good would come from it.

Uncle Gus snapped his fingers at his wife before holding his hand out, palm up. From her apron she produced a rolled-up document tied with a bit of red yarn in a knot, so that the ends hung limp without the fanfare of a bow. Uncle Guss fingers curled around the paper tube. He slowly swung his arm toward Ty before he opened his fingers again.

Work is a privilege, he said in a whisper. You need to learn that. Happy birthday, boy.

Uncle Gus jiggled his hand until Ty reached out and took his surprise. He slipped the yarn off the end of the tube and unrolled it to find an official state document, the paper thick and coarse to the touch, the ink letters fat and fancy. Tys heart pattered as he read, thinking the certificate might have some connection to his parents and would somehow hold the key to his freedom. Maybe it was a bond or some hidden cache of wealth that would pay for college.

But as his stomach settled and he began to decipher the words, his daydream turned into a nightmare.







    

CHAPTER FIVE




TYS BIRTHDAY SURPRISE WAS a work permit from the state of New Jersey.

Most kids cant work until sixteen, Uncle Gus said with a nod. Cept if its a family business. Which this is.

Uncle Gus nodded toward the truck and Charlottes impassive face. On the side of the rusty black F 150 was a plastic sign with red letters that said: Slatzs Cleaning Services, Proprietor: Gus Slatz.

Coach V wants me to play wide receiver, Ty heard himself say. He thinks Im the fastest kid in my class.

Uncle Gus smiled, glancing at his wife as if Ty were telling a joke.

Fast enough for him to give you a big fat contract like your brothers gonna get? Uncle Gus said. They gonna pay you, youre so good?

Ty opened his mouth, but nothing came out.

No, they aint, Uncle Gus said, then he poked one of those stubby red fingers into Tys chest. You got to make money in this world, boy. No time for games. You aint no football player. You aint Tiger and your daddy didnt leave you no insurance money when he ran his car off that road. He didnt leave you with nothin but us. Thats it. Now, I could be bitter about that, my wifes brother just dumpin his kid on me when I got my own already, but Im not like that. Im bigger than that, the churchgoing type.

Give a man a fish, feed him for a day, Uncle Gus said, glancing at his wife with a knowing look and taking on the aspect of a preacher. But teach a man to fish, you feed him for a lifetime. Im gonna teach you to fish. Teach you to work.

Ty looked at the mountain of wood and the three long, tall rows hed split and stacked over the previous months.

Uncle Gus grinned and winked at the woodpile, then he shook his head. See? You think that was work. You got no idea, but Im gonna show you work. Every day. You get right home after school. Four till midnight, youll get a full days work. Happy birthday, boy.

Now, get your scrawny butt in the truck.

According to Uncle Gus, the ride to Lucys Bar took twice as long because they had to go back home and pick up Ty and now they were caught in traffic. He complained about that the whole way, smoking cigarette after cigarette. Tys eyes watered from the smoke. When he reached over to roll down the window, his uncle slapped at his hand and told him to leave it up.

You trying to give Charlotte an allergy attack? Uncle Gus asked, scowling so that the vein in the middle of his forehead bulged.

Charlotte popped her gum and stared straight ahead without saying a thing. Her dirty wheat-colored hair hung limp and straight and long, parted in the middle to expose a scalp line as pale as the skin on her face and her bony arms. Sometimes, she reminded Ty of a horror movie victim, with her hunched narrow shoulders and vacant milky green eyes big as jumbo marbles.

But the simple curves of her round face and the faded pink polish on her nails suggested something more pleasant might be hidden within. And, although shed never said anything particularly nice to Ty, neither had she ever said anything particularly mean. In Tys lonely world, he considered her to be on the friendly side of the ledger.

Eventually, they did get there, pulling off the highway onto a broken service road littered with low, grimy buildings. The telephone wires hung slack between their poles as if exhausted, unadorned by birds of any kind. This close to the tidal swamps of Secaucus, the hazy air owned a funk that made Ty wrinkle his nose as he climbed out of the truck. They entered Lucys Bar through the back.

Uncle Gus left the two of them with the buckets, mops, brooms, vacuum, and cleaning supplies in a little hallway and disappeared into the front. Ty peered into a tiny kitchen where a man as big as a bear, wearing a full beard and a backward Jets cap, smoked a cigarette while laying circles of dough into a vat of boiling grease. On his massive bare arm, swirling snake tattoos surrounded the name MIKE. Ty sniffed at the scent of donuts mixed with stale bread and hamburger meat gone bad.

Mike turned his head and squinted at Ty through the smoke. Ty felt dizzy.


Ty and Thane walked out of the Old Forge theater into the night. When they turned the corner to where their car was parked, they startled a crooked old man picking through the garbage. In his hand was a half-eaten chicken leg smeared with ketchup that he quickly concealed behind his back, licking his lips. He blinked at them and sniffed and stepped sideways off the curb to make room so they could pass.

Thane dug into his pockets, removing their change from the movie and holding it out for the startled old man.

I think you dropped this, Thane said, waiting for the man to hold out his hand. When he did, Thane let the money fall. He took Ty by the arm and led him away.

Ty glanced over his shoulder. Whyd you do that? That was for ice cream. That guy was a bum.

What if he wasnt? Thane asked.

Ty wrinkled his brow and said, What do you mean?

Dont judge someone by what you see, Thane said. I met this bum once who was a doctor. His wife died and he kind of lost his marbles. Sometimes people just run out of luck and they start to look like something theyre not. Dont get me wrong, sometimes theyre exactly what they look like, but you always have to wait to find out. Its whats inside that counts.

Dont judge a book by its cover.


From the pocket of his
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