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Almost one hundred years ago, cotton was king in Mississippi, growing on thousands of acres in the alluvial floodplain of the Mississippi and Yazoo Rivers known as the Delta. But with the arrival in the 1940s of tractors, harvesting equipment, and other forms of mechanization, farm jobs faded and with them the region’s economic base.

It can be argued that the demise of the labor-intensive farm economy as an economic engine was a blow from which towns like Blackwater, Edwards, and Electric Mills never recovered, and why they no longer occupy so much as a speck on a map of the Magnolia State. McCormick—a town of twenty-two thousand residents, six thousand of those students and faculty of fictional Delta Southern University, and deep in the heart of the Delta—was doing its best not to join that list.

Of course, McCormick had one thing going for it: football. Boys played football starting as soon as many entered grade school; girls, especially the pretty and popular ones, cheered their hearts out and hoped one of the boys would take notice. And adults worshipped it as a religion. For many, it was much more important than that.
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Residents of McCormick, Mississippi, didn’t see eye-to-eye on many things: guns, immigration, global warming, Confederate monuments, vaccines, and which color-coded set of politicians ought to be running the country. That was predictable in a small college town with a mostly liberal faculty and student body surrounded by a deep-red contingent of hardened conservatives trying to make ends meet in one of the state’s poorest counties.

But when the Gladiators of McCormick High and the Delta Southern University Deacons took the field, politics took a back seat, and hearts beat as one. And then on fall Sunday mornings, when locals put on their finest suits, dresses, and millinery and filled the White churches on the north side of town and the Black churches on the south side, they even prayed the same prayer—that their boys would beat the living daylights out of their next opponent.

Bud Frazier, the head football coach at Delta Southern, sometimes wished that the congregants would add him to their prayer lists and pray, as he did many nights, that he would be delivered from the doldrums of Division II athletics, where he believed the ambitions and careers of coaches like himself atrophied and eventually died a death mourned by few. 

That’s not to say that Frazier did not enjoy his status as a local celebrity. And that’s why he occasionally joined members of the Old Farts Breakfast Club at Frankie’s Fine Foods in downtown McCormick for a heaping helping of biscuits and sawmill gravy with a side of adoration. Frankie’s Fine Foods was also where the local Rotary Club met every Tuesday morning. And, as was tradition, on the first Tuesday in August, the Rotarians were out in force to hear the Deacons’ head coach opine about the 2022 season.

Frankie’s was packed when Frazier came through the door wearing khakis, a blue blazer, and rep tie striped in the DSU school colors of cornflower blue and canary yellow. Bright sunshine shone through the restaurant’s front windows and bounced off white plates and cutlery in a display that matched the mood of its customers. The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee and optimism filled the air. Eager faces, most of whom he knew on a first-name basis, returned Frazier’s gaze. It took Frazier a full five minutes to make his way from the front of Frankie’s to the far end of the restaurant—where a folding table, a lectern, and a screen had been positioned—because it seemed everyone wanted to extend a hand and say hello.

Usually, any event that required a coat and tie was not one that Frazier wanted any part of. But this morning’s gathering was different, and if it took the discomfort a coat and tie imposed to show his appreciation for some of the school’s most loyal supporters, he was happy to oblige. Most of the crowd at Frankie’s had known Bud Frazier since he was Buddy, Doris and Sam Frazier’s youngest. They had watched as his athletic ability first attracted attention in Pop Warner football, to his days starring at McCormick High, and then at Delta Southern. Now they saw forty-year-old Bud Frazier in a whole different light: as the man they hoped would return the Deacons to the football promised land and a national championship. 

After platters of eggs, bacon, sausage, grits, and biscuits had been cleared from the tables, the Rotary Club’s president walked to the microphone. As he did, the room fell silent except for the sounds of Rotarians imploring those around them to shush in deference to the main event that was about to get underway.

“Ladies and gentlemen, good morning and welcome! We do have a few items on the agenda this morning, including the nomination of two members to attend Rotary’s upcoming national convention in DEE-troit. But unless I hear an objection, I move that we dispense with our regular slate of business and move directly to what I know everyone came to see and hear this morning. Do I hear a second?”

The room erupted with shouts of “second,” and two waitresses, who had been busily clearing dishes and refilling coffee cups, quickly closed the blinds covering the restaurant’s front windows and dimmed the lights. The teenager operating the audio/visual controls allowed the room to stay dark for several seconds to build the crowd’s anticipation before he clicked a button to start the show.

The voice of Woody Phillips, the Deacons’ longtime radio play-by-play man, came booming through two portable speakers loud enough to rattle coffee cups: “And here come the Deacons!” Phillips yelled as a video of some of the previous season’s biggest plays and most celebrated moments began to flash on the screen. The Rotarians roared as Deacon receivers and running backs scored one touchdown after another and the team’s defense recorded quarterback sacks and bone-jarring tackles. The video lasted only two minutes—the Rotarians gladly would have watched for two hours—and when it ended, Frazier pushed back from the table and stepped to the lectern.

“How’d you like that?” Frazier asked, his voice rising to meet the mood in the room. The response was thunderous. Frazier knew when he owned a room, and he knew how to play to an adoring crowd. “Hopefully, that was just a taste of what you’ll see from our team this season.” Frazier smiled and waited for the noise to subside enough to be heard. “Of course, a lot of things need to fall into place for a championship season. We need to stay healthy. We have to get a few breaks, and our players have to play up to, and in some cases, above their ability because we have a dad-gum tough schedule.” Another pause for effect. “But I know—my coaches know, our players know—that you want a championship. And we’re going to play our butts off to try to give it to you this season.”

More shouts of “Go, Deacons!” and the sound of spoons vigorously clinking coffee mugs filled the room.

Frazier spent the next ten minutes giving a preview of the season, talking glowingly about each opponent on the schedule, careful not to say anything too flattering about his own players, but effusive in his appreciation for the fine jobs their parents had done raising them.

“You folks may not realize it, but we hear you loud and clear when we’re on that field. We’re gonna do our best to make you proud,” Frazier said.

Humble, confident, and grateful, Frazier could have announced a run for governor at that moment and locked up the McCormick vote. “I’ll be happy to take some questions now, if you have some,” Frazier said, opening the door for the part of the presentation that many enjoyed most.

“So just how good are we gonna be this year, Coach?” a man in the back of the room yelled.

Frazier smiled. “Well, I’m not in the prognosticating business—I’ll leave that to you folks and the sportswriters. Y’all are the experts,” he said, and waited for the laughter that he knew would follow. “But if I had to bet, I’d say we’re gonna be in the conversation.”

“We better be in more than a conversation.” Frazier looked for whoever was bold enough to say what everyone in the audience felt, but he couldn’t trace the voice. He decided it was not the time or place to get defensive.

“Like I said, we gotta stay healthy, and the O line has to give our quarterback some time to find his receivers. You know that’s not easy when you’re lying under a couple of three-hundred-pound defensive linemen.”

The crowd laughed again, most happy to let Frazier off the hook. It was, after all, only August. He knew humor wouldn’t help him come October if his team was struggling.

“I’m saying eleven and one in the regular season and all the way in the playoffs.” Frazier recognized the voice and confidence, even if he couldn’t see the diminutive figure of Joleen Cotton, the mother of Deacons linebacker Robert Lee Cotton.

“Miss Cotton, I’m gonna try to respond to your flattering prognostication,” Frazier said, “but first would you mind telling me which team we’re gonna lose to in the regular season? The reason I want to know is that I think I might take that week off and go fishing.” The crowd erupted again and turned in Mrs. Cotton’s direction for her reaction, which was a huge smile and a tip of her Deacons’ ballcap.

“Now here’s my prediction.” The crowd suddenly went completely quiet. The looks the men and women gave each other asked: Is he really going to make a prediction? “We’re gonna win ’em all,” Frazier said, biting his lip and pausing for effect, “or die tryin’!”

The Rotarians knew they had been had once more by Frazier, but their reaction showed they didn’t mind one bit. The Q-and-A session lasted a few more minutes before Frazier held up a hand.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I better get to the office and start doing a little coaching if we’re gonna be half as good as you fine folks think we’re gonna be this season.”

The Rotarians seemed to rise as one for a thunderous standing ovation, and the A/V operator was right on time with the opening stanza of the Delta Southern fight song. Frazier’s walk from the podium back through the restaurant’s euphoric cheering section would have taken thirty minutes if the Rotary Club president, himself an offensive guard for the Deacons’ back in the day, hadn’t run interference.

Leaving Frankie’s, Frazier looked back at the men and women inside the restaurant, still high on their own expectations for what the coming season would bring. His chest began to tighten, and his heart raced again.

They must think national championships are served up on a platter, as easy as bacon and eggs.
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Frazier had done his best to downplay the strength and potential of his 2022 DSU team in front of the Rotarians. He would do the same with the media and anyone else who asked about his team’s chances of winning the Division II national championship. That was coaching doctrine dating back to the poor-mouthing days of some of the game’s most famous coaches who somehow managed to win big with some of the worst teams ever assembled, if you believed their public assessments. But if he had been asked to put his hand on a Bible, Frazier would have said he thought this team had what it took to win it all.

A national championship, Frazier figured, was his ticket out of McCormick and the second rung of collegiate athletics. Like he had told the Rotarians, a lot of things had to go right for the Deacons to have the kind of season that would put them in the hunt for a national championship. The list was long enough to add to the gray hairs that had begun sprouting in the last year or so. But winning football games was not the only thing putting pressure on Frazier. In fact, that may have ranked a distant second behind something else keeping him up at night.

He owed $65,000 to a New Orleans bookie and his payment was overdue.

Other than coaching football, what Bud Frazier liked best was gambling. For the head football coach of a well-known Southern university, it was a difficult attraction to pursue without risking reputational damage. So, like millions of others, Frazier was a regular at several virtual casinos that streamed results in real time on all manner of games of chance. But to achieve the rush of dopamine he craved, Frazier much preferred the real thing: the feel of playing cards in his hands, surrounded by calculating competitors.

The feeling reminded him of coaching football. In poker, you have to play the cards you’re dealt. Same with football—he had to make the best of the players he could recruit to Delta Southern. Some coaches had been dealt better hands than others. They were the ones who won the big pots—conference championships, national titles—and cashed in big. Others, like Frazier, had to rely on their ability to think one move ahead and take calculated risks to come out a winner.

Frazier sought gambling’s dopamine rush wherever he could find it. He once bet a guy he met on the local golf driving range that he could hit the kid driving the range picker from two hundred and fifty yards away. The mark, whom Frazier had been sizing up while he hit a basket of range balls, didn’t know the coach and the kid had been perfecting this play for weeks.

Frazier caught the kid’s attention by raising his driver high above his head and twirling it in circles, which anyone watching might have figured was the strangest preshot routine they’d ever witnessed. Then Frazier teed up a ball and gave it a ride. The kid, wearing only a football helmet for protection, picked up the ball in midflight, drove right into its path and lowered his head. The ball clanged off his helmet and sent a shudder through the other golfers on the range that afternoon.

“Bingo!” Frazier exclaimed.

“Un-fucking-believable,” said the guy who had just been played for one hundred dollars.

Just for effect, the kid glared from behind the helmet’s single-bar faceguard and extended a middle finger in Frazier’s direction. Frazier was happy to split the hundred with the range picker, a kid named Jake Stallings, who had since graduated from range picker to the starting quarterback position for the Delta Southern Deacons.

* * *

Frazier rationalized his betting by telling himself that people had always bet on one thing or another. Of course, he was right, and maybe that’s what the Supreme Court had concluded a couple of years earlier when it overturned the national ban on sports betting.

It’s harmless, Frazier told himself, and he was mostly right about that too. Most who played games of chance were capable of gambling responsibly. Only about 1 percent of Americans had what experts called a “gambling disorder.” Frazier considered himself among those who told themselves, “I can stop anytime.”

Lately, though, Frazier had been in a slump. His last trip to Las Vegas, playing craps and Texas Hold ’Em, left him $2,000 poorer. He lost more in the upset-filled NCAA basketball tournament. But the upset that stuck with Frazier longest was the Louisiana Monroe football team, a thirty-two-and-a-half-point underdog, shocking Liberty the previous season. But, on the positive side of things, he would use the unforeseen outcome to remind his team that Louisiana Monroe, the Deacons’ season-opening opponent, should not be taken lightly.

The losing streak had increased his debt to nearly $65,000 with his longtime bookie, Ambroise Thibodeaux. On his $10,375.24 per month take-home pay, which after his mortgage on a downtown condo, payments on a bass boat, and those trips to the Gulf Coast and Vegas casinos, Frazier wasn’t putting a dent in what he owed Thibodeaux anytime soon. Not unless his luck changed.

Frazier had a plan to turn things around. But pulling it off would be complicated, mostly because it violated every moral, ethical, and professional code in the book and threatened to send him and maybe others to jail.

He was going to bet on his own team’s games.

He was going to join Pete Rose and the Chicago Black Sox in the sports Hall of Fame for the Infamous. He would have a special wing, in fact, because he would be involving not the tobacco-spitting veterans of professional baseball, but kids not long removed from Pop Warner. 

The thought made Frazier sick. It also titillated every bone in his gambling obsessed body.
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The consensus leading up to the 2022 season was that whatever success the Deacons achieved would arrive via the passing arm of senior quarterback Jake Stallings, McCormick’s hometown hero. All the sportswriters and broadcasters agreed that Jake had the credentials and experience to take the Deacons on a championship run.

Jake’s preternatural ability at any sport he tried had made him a legend in a town that worshipped its sports stars. At twelve, he’d pitched his team into the championship game of the Little League World Series, and when he was fourteen, he scored fifty-two points in a rec league basketball game. As a high school freshman, when a flu bug swept through the golf team, Jake was recruited the day before a match and nearly broke par with a set of borrowed clubs. That was all before he started as a sophomore for the McCormick Gladiators and threw three touchdown passes in the team’s first game. The next morning, his picture covered half the front page in the McCormick Monitor.

McCormick’s rabid football fans viewed young Jake Stallings as blessed in most every respect. A nonfiction version of Chip Hilton, Jake had the looks, the talent, and the humble nature that Americans sought in their sports heroes. But if they knew Jake shared a two-bedroom double-wide trailer in a section of town known as the Flats with his mother and two sisters, their perspective might have changed.

In addition to the Stallings’s residence, a dozen mobile homes lined each side of a strip of blacktop named Mourning Dove Lane, a refined appellation that seemed incongruous with its actual surroundings. Neighborhood kids rode second-hand bicycles and played touch football on grassless yards littered with long-abandoned cars and trucks. From their back deck of their trailer—Mourning Dove Lane residents made no effort to glorify their dwellings with the euphemistic manufactured home designation—the Stallings had a view of the county’s water treatment plant.

Of course, none of that would have mattered to McCormick’s football diehards. They had become accustomed to Jake’s Friday night heroics for the McCormick Gladiators and wanted to continue to see him play on Saturday afternoons for Delta Southern. Privately, Jake had dreamed of playing for a Division I program not far from home, such as LSU or Ole Miss, where it would be easier for his mom and sisters—fourteen-year-old Ava Clair, and eight-year-old Skylar—to watch him play.

But those thoughts died the second he felt a pop in his right shoulder in the state championship game of his senior season at McCormick. After the injury, one might have thought the Stallings family had gotten an unlisted number for all the times the phone rang with a college recruiter hoping to sweet-talk Jake into matriculating at his school.

But Bud Frazier didn’t stop calling to encourage Jake through an arduous ten weeks of physical therapy, telling him the Deacons still wanted him. And that’s how, on national signing day, Jake ended up with a Delta Southern University ball cap on his head while a photographer snapped the obligatory photos of a star recruit agreeing to four years of indentured servitude.







4

With the 2022 season opener fast approaching, Frazier decamped to the coaches’ offices to save the ten minutes it took to drive from his condo each morning and back at night. A makeshift kitchen, showers, and a sofa provided most of the comforts of home. Except Frazier was anything but comfortable.

“How’s it going, Coach?” Jake asked, poking his head into Frazier’s office after the week’s first practice.

The workout had been a hard one in complete battle regalia—what the coaches called a full go—meant to continue the toughening-up process that had been the theme of preseason workouts. Frazier had been up since five o’clock, in coaches’ meetings until the afternoon’s ninety-minute practice session. He spent another couple of hours watching film and refining the game plan for Louisiana Monroe. Frazier wondered if Jake could read the tension in his face.

“I don’t know, son,” Frazier said, happy for the interruption. “I don’t know if our line is going to be able to protect you. I don’t know if we can stop anybody with any kind of running game. Our kicker makes fifty-yarders but misses from fifteen. Hell, I just don’t know.”

Frazier wouldn’t admit to any misgivings that hinted at his team’s shortcomings to anyone but Jake. He knew to put even a scintilla of doubt into the team’s starting quarterback was a stupid thing to do. But he had never lied to Jake. The way he saw it, Jake had been lied to and deceived enough by the only other male authority figure in his life, and he wasn’t going to add to the sins of the father.

Nine years ago, Digger Stallings had decided he no longer wanted to be a father to his three children or a husband and drove out of his family’s lives. Literally. After picking up a load of pine trees for the A. J. Williams logging company and unloading them at a sawmill in Jackson, Digger decided it was too early to head home and turned north on I-55 toward Memphis.

It wasn’t the first time he had looked at the proverbial fork in the road and followed his more carnal instincts. Usually, his chosen path led to a bar outside of town, and usually he found his way home by sunrise. On those occasions, he would try to sneak in the back door unnoticed, grab a shower and a clean work shirt and slither out the same way he came in.

But this time was different. Sunrise came, followed by sunset and then another day with no sign of Digger. On the third day, Ginny Sue Stallings got word from a friend who had spotted an A. J. Williams logging truck in the parking lot of the Motel 6 on the outskirts of town. Ginny Sue was six digits into the phone number for the motel when she put down the phone.

She took a deep breath and looked at her three kids sitting around the breakfast table. “It’s just us now,” she said. “We’re better off without him.”

* * *

Jake understood his coach better than anyone. He knew something else was bothering him, and he thought he knew what it was. “You, okay? I mean with the other stuff?”

Jake had suspicions about his coach’s penchant for gambling since the episode on the driving range. But the real revelation had come only a couple of months ago, on a day the two of them were fishing and listening to a baseball game that Frazier seemed more interested in than a casual fan might have reason to be. When the Braves’ bullpen lost a 6–1 lead in the eighth and the Dodgers won it by a score of 7–6 in the ninth, Frazier crushed a half-full beer can and heaved it into the middle of Lake Burnet.

“Tough loss,” Jake had said, trying to sound uninterested and consoling at the same time.

“Expensive loss,” Frazier said, reaching into the cooler for another Bud Light.

Jake figured it was as good a time as any to ask the question that had been on his mind for a long time. “Coach, do you gamble?”

Frazier jerked his head to face Jake, and Jake wondered if he had just crossed the hierarchal line separating coaches from their players. Frazier stared at the line that stretched beyond the boat and disappeared into the lake’s black water. “Yeah, occasionally,” he said.

Jake then asked the logical follow-up: “Do you bet on games?” He no longer feigned disinterest; he wanted to know.

“Yeah, but I’ve never bet on our games,” Frazier said, finally raising his head to meet Jake’s gaze.

* * *

Now Frazier was about to cross his personal Rubicon and join the sports pantheon of infamous gamblers and cheaters. What had brought him to this point? A number of possibilities existed. There was a marriage that disintegrated after only two years and his inability to deliver the national championship Delta Southern fans craved. Those were reasons he sat alone in his condo every January and watched Division I teams, coached by guys he once played alongside or against, in prestigious bowl games and in the college playoffs.

Then there was the real reason—the debt he owed Ambroise Thibodeaux.
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Frazier was only forty, an age still considered young in many professions, but not in coaching. He told himself that by now he should have graduated to a coordinator’s role at a Division I school and put himself in line for a head coaching job. But Frazier now found himself in a position shared by many: someone with promise who hadn’t found a way or hadn’t gotten the breaks to realize the coaching potential he thought he possessed.

As Frazier wrestled with the difference between potential and reality, he stared at his future not with the determination of the man who once thought he had the experience, charisma, and discipline to lead a major college program, but with increasing resignation. Frazier believed he had come to a crossroads. One path required a recommitment to not only hard work, but also untold amounts of patience. He had been down that path before. Where had it gotten him? The other path was right in front of him, and although he knew it was littered with risk, it looked inviting if for no other reason than it seemed the last option.

A student of history, Frazier recalled figures, also with unquestioned potential, whose decisions had brought them to similar places. He reminded himself that Benedict Arnold had been a respected soldier in the American Continental Army, rising to the rank of general, before his inglorious decision to defect to the British, making his name synonymous with treason and betrayal.

But it was a man of more recent vintage whom Frazier found himself identifying with in a tragic sense: Walter White, who was portrayed in the TV drama Breaking Bad as a loving father, talented teacher, and Nobel Prize–worthy researcher. White decided to give it all up and start peddling methamphetamine after he was diagnosed with cancer and concluded a life of crime was the only way to relieve his family of crushing medical bills. Trading away his decency was a bargain Walter White was willing to make, as was Bud Frazier.

It all ran through Frazier’s mind as he and Jake fished for another half hour without a word. Jake sat in the front of the boat and busied himself by continually changing his tackle. Frazier sat in the back, near a cooler filled with beer, which now interested him more than the fishing did. When Frazier next spoke it was to ask a question he had been contemplating for a couple of weeks, rehearsing different variations, and waiting for the right moment. 

Here goes, he thought.

“Hey, Jake, how ’bout we go into business together?” Immediately, he wished he could take back the words. They sounded cavalier, too casual.

Jake looked up from the jig he had been tying onto his line. “Well, I thought we were already in business,” he said. “I mean, you coach, I throw, and the old, fat White guys write checks. That’s kinda business, isn’t it?”

Frazier laughed and stared at the back of his beer can, as if he were really interested in what went into twelve ounces of Bud Light. “I guess it is. But I had something else in mind. Something that would help you help your mom and sisters. And help me too.”

Frazier looked at the young man he admired as much for his devotion to his family as he did his passing ability. The thought that he was about to invite Jake to compromise the values he had preached during their private moments together turned Frazier’s stomach. Frazier hoped the words might somehow sound to Jake as if fixing games—cheating in the worst way a coach or athlete could stain his reputation—was as commonplace as a quarterback sneak from the one-yard line. But he knew there was no chance of that.

“I thought we might bet on some football games.”

There, he had said it, and there was no taking it back.

 

* * *

Jake had been hit plenty of times by defensive ends the size of refrigerators barreling down on him. He had been bull-rushed by opposing defenses that defied his own linemen’s ability to slow their stampede. But that was Pop Warner stuff compared to the jarring force of Frazier’s words. Jake wasn’t ready to respond, so he didn’t. He hoped his silence would give his coach time to break into a wide grin and laugh loud enough to scare away the bass. To say he was joking, that he would never do something so foolhardy or so shameful, much less criminal.

“My only experience with betting is when my daddy would lose most of his paycheck down at Bubba’s Bait Shop before Mom had a chance to buy groceries.” Jake glanced at Frazier, but before their eyes met, the coach shifted his stare back to the lake’s surface, which was as still as the Mississippi air. “Sounds like you mean more than grocery money though.”

Frazier balanced his beer can on top of the cooler and stared at Jake. “Let me tell you something, son. And this is the God’s honest truth: Tying your personal and professional worth to some overgrown teenagers who might or might not remember their blocking assignments or a placekicker who might or might not kick a football through two goalposts is a hell of a way to make a living. And listening to Larry from Greenwood and Gary from Indianola opine through the anonymity and absurdity of sports talk radio on my coaching decisions is personally offensive. But the simple answer to your question is: Yes, we’re talking about more than grocery money.”

Jake asked the logical question: “What if we get caught?”

He hoped his coach would say something that made the last two minutes go away, simply vaporize. Like, “Forget I even mentioned it. It’s stupid.” When Jake didn’t hear that, he hoped his coach would say something that would assure him that getting caught wasn’t a possibility. Because he had thought this whole thing through and was going to take every precaution to protect both of them. And that he would never involve Jake in anything so nefarious that would put him in serious trouble.

But that’s not what Jake heard.

“I could tell you that it’s not going to happen, but I’d be lying,” Frazier said. “The NCAA is wrestling with this gambling stuff. I honestly don’t think they know what to do about it yet. They see the popularity and they’re probably going to have to loosen their rules at some point. But right now, it’s a death penalty. Athletes who are caught betting on their own games or other sports at their school will lose their eligibility. Of course, this is your last year of eligibility.”

“I guess that’s the bright side,” Jake said.

“Then there’s the DOJ,” Frazier said.

“DOJ?”

“Department of Justice.”

“And the FBI.”

“That sounds bad.”

“Yeah, it would be, if it ever got to that point, but I have to believe the Department of Justice and the FBI have bigger fish to fry than someone making a bet on a college football game in McCormick, Mississippi.”

“Let’s not use the word ‘fry,’ okay?” Jake said.

“Yeah, bad choice. But here’s the good part.”

“There’s a good part?” Jake asked.

“I think you could end the season with a lot of money . . . a lot of money.”

In one of his classes, Jake had learned about what his professor called America’s socio and geographic inequality, which Jake had simplified in his mind to mean that rich people and rich places were getting richer while poor people and poor places were getting poorer. Every time Jake climbed the rickety steps and entered the trailer where he lived with his mother and sisters, he saw the real-life evidence of the charts and graphs his professor flashed in class.

Two recessions in his lifetime had taken a toll on the Stallings of Mourning Dove Lane and his hometown of McCormick. The first had cost his father a decent job as a manager at the lumberyard and forced the family to move from a neighborhood on the other side of town to the Flats. The second recession had kept his mother from getting a raise at either of her jobs for the last three years and sent the cost of milk and eggs higher and higher.

But Jake knew he was lucky. His ability to throw a football had helped him escape nights in a crowded trailer on a sleeper sofa. The life of a student on an athletic scholarship at Delta Southern didn’t compare with the lifestyle football players at Ole Miss or Alabama or Georgia enjoyed. But he knew he didn’t have room to complain, especially when he saw the sacrifices his mother and sisters made.

Now, on top of all that, a man who had been more important to him than his own father was saying he needed him.

Maybe the pins that had been surgically implanted would continue to hold his right shoulder together. And maybe no one would discover the eye injury that occurred on the last play of his senior year in high school that impaired his vision. And maybe he would have a good senior season, and an NFL team would gamble a lower-round draft pick on him, and he could hold a clipboard on the sidelines for a few seasons and send some money back to his mom. But that was a crapshoot too. Jake wasn’t going to turn his back on them, even if it meant turning away from everything else.

Jake returned his attention to Frazier. “Okay.”

With one word he had transformed coach and player into business partners and removed all innocence from the season about to begin. In its place, a blanket of clouds, murkier and more threatening than the Mississippi summer thunderstorm brewing in the distance, descended on Jake’s world.
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Frazier was known in coaching circles as a top recruiter of high school talent. He especially enjoyed the ego boost of landing a player who was also being sought by respected Division I schools. But now he needed a different kind of recruit: someone removed from the football program who was smart, good with numbers, and convincing, someone who would place the bets and keep track of the money coming in and going out.

Fortunately, he had a solid prospect for the job, and he thought he knew where to find her.

The parking lot at the Dixieland Country Club was deserted save for a five-year-old Honda Accord at the far end of the practice range with the SYONARA license plate. The range, which was removed from the manicured lawns surrounding the club’s stately clubhouse, overlooked a small lake bordered by a stand of scrub pines. There were no lights illuminating the practice range, but an egg-shaped moon and the Honda’s headlights revealed a woman hitting balls into the stale night air. Frazier parked his truck alongside the Honda and left his lights on too.

“Coach Ozaki, ah, Michiko,” Frazier shouted as he approached the woman. The twenty-eight-year-old coach of the Delta Southern women’s golf team turned in the direction of Frazier’s voice and squinted into the light given off by the two vehicles. The light ricocheted off her glossy black hair, which she had pulled into a ponytail and threaded through the opening in the back of her ball cap. She wore white shorts and a sleeveless Deacons blue polo with the team’s logo stitched in yellow over her left breast. Sweat glistened off her face and arms.

“Yes?”

“It’s me, Bud. Coach Frazier.” Frazier wished he had rehearsed more of what he was going to say next. “Hey, sorry for interrupting your session. I thought I might find you here.”

“You found me. My home away from home.” Her tone suggested she was at least slightly annoyed.

“Could we talk?” he asked. She didn’t respond other than to reach for a towel draped over her golf bag and wipe sweat from her face and forearms. “I’ve been thinking about you, wondering how you were doing since leaving the tour.”

“Coach, this is strange.”

Frazier thought so too.

“You’ve been wondering how I was doing? So, you came here to what, see how I’m hitting a golf ball? Well, I can tell you, not very well. Certainly not well enough to get back on tour anytime soon.”

“That’s what you want, to get back on the tour?” Frazier asked.

Michiko ignored the question. “Let’s get back to why you’re here,” she said, raking a ball from the pile in front of her with her club and settling it on a tuft of grass.

“I was wondering if you wanted to grab a coffee or maybe dinner sometime? I’d like to catch up.”

“This is getting stranger by the minute,” she said. “Are you asking me out?”

Sheepish wasn’t in Frazier’s usual repertoire, but he gave it a try. “Well, yeah, I guess I am.” 

She laughed and proceeded to sweep the ball off the tuft of grass and send it into the night sky. After she watched it land, she turned back to Frazier. “You could have done that seven years ago, when we were flirting with each other over Red Bulls and Bud Lights and I was taking your money in sports trivia games.”

“We were flirting?” Frazier asked with a boyish smile.

“I don’t know what you thought it was, but that’s what it felt like to me,” she said.

Frazier hesitated. “You would have gone out with me then?”

“Absolutely not. I was twenty-one years old. I was on the golf team, and you were the big-time football coach.”

“Big-time is a relative term,” Frazier said. “But let’s not change the subject. But you’ll go out with me now?” Another smile pulled from the boyish vault.

“I haven’t thought about those days in seven years,” she said. “Seems like maybe you have.”

“Yes, I have.” Frazier waited for a reaction, but none was forthcoming. He was now in uncharted territory, and he knew it. “Maybe we should leave it there for tonight.”

“That’s the most logical thing you’ve said since you got here.” Michiko pulled another club from her bag and prepared to resume her practice.

“But I can call you?”

Michiko hit a towering drive that disappeared into the humid Mississippi night and left Frazier in momentary suspense.

“Sure, why not?” she said. “In my office. During the day.”

* * *

Frazier waited until ten o’clock the next morning—an hour when he figured golf coaches showed up for work—before he punched in the main number for the Delta Southern athletic department and then the extension for Coach Michiko Ozaki’s office.

“What about breakfast Sunday morning?” he asked, skipping the preliminaries.

“What about it?” she countered.

“I mean, would you like to meet for breakfast on Sunday morning?”

“Sure.”

“How ’bout Mama Abney’s, out on the Greenwood Highway, about eight?”

“That’s a little early for a Sunday.”

“Yeah, I thought we’d beat the crowd.”

“Okay.”

“Thanks. I mean great. See you then.”

Frazier cradled the phone and told himself he was making progress.

* * *

Mama Abney’s, or simply Mama’s, as most folks called it, was nearly five miles out of town, still in the same white clapboard farmhouse where Trudy Abney had served made-from-scratch biscuits smothered in sawmill gravy and lunches to the men who stopped for a hot meal on their way to repair a tractor or sell farm equipment. Miss Trudy had passed away years ago, but not before she handed down her recipes to the younger women in the Abney family. The clientele had changed over the years too, traveling salesmen replaced by young families and college students.

But the food and décor remained much the same. Mama’s had eight tables in its main room, which had taken over the Abney family’s den and two bedrooms, and three more on what had been their back porch, which was where Frazier was doing his best to go unnoticed. As he awaited Michiko’s arrival, he thought about their twelve-year age disparity. He told himself he’d seen freshmen football players who were more seasoned and wiser than some seniors and that plenty of May-December relationships had been successful, even if he couldn’t think of one at the moment.

“You really know how to impress a girl,” Michiko said as she pulled a chair from the table and sat opposite Frazier. She wore a pair of blue sweatpants, an unzipped white hoodie over a black tee shirt and a New York Yankees ball cap. Frazier had debated what to wear, wanting to balance casual with first-date respectful. He decided on jeans, a white button-down shirt, loafers, no socks. He had shaved, something he didn’t usually do on Sunday, unless he was attending church services.

“It’s not much on atmosphere, but the food’s good. Michelin of Mississippi gave it five stars.” Frazier scanned the early-morning Sunday crowd for anyone he recognized. There were no familiar faces among the customers—mostly regulars, he figured—who filled less than half the restaurant’s tables. But he knew they probably recognized him, anonymity being the first thing any football coach of a Southern university forfeits.

“A little remote. But you probably thought about that.” Michiko removed her dark glasses, and Frazier got his first good look into her eyes—two dark pools—and suddenly felt the urge to dive in.

“It figured into my choice, yes.” Frazier reached for the coffee urn the waitress left and filled her cup.

“The gossip mill is going to be in fifth gear by tomorrow morning,” Michiko said, beginning her inspection of the laminated single-sheet menu that had been left on the table.

“McCormick’s second-favorite pastime, after second-guessing football coaches,” Frazier said. “You hungry?”

Frazier and Michiko spent the next two hours catching up over eggs, pancakes, and coffee. She told him how her putting woes, a holdover from her days in junior golf, had continued on tour. How she had a hard time making friends, and how a fellow player once accused her of cheating, saying she moved her ball to improve her position in the rough.

Frazier resisted asking if the accusation were true. While she was bringing him up to date, Frazier silently scanned for clues to the things she was not telling him. He thought he detected sadness in her eyes and frustration in her voice.

When it was his turn to fill in his own blanks, he told her how the pressure was building as the season’s first game got closer. And how McCormick seemed smaller to him by the
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