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  Chapter One


  On certain late fall evenings in most small Texas towns, Sheriff Dan Rhodes thought, you could actually smell football in the air. It smelled like the first cool days of the season and burning leaves and popcorn and roasted peanuts and leather.


  You could hear it, too. You could hear the bands tuning up in the grandstand and then playing “Them Basses” and “March Grandioso” and the school fight song. You could hear the play-by-play announcer’s echoing voice reminding everyone to make a trip to the concession stand sponsored by the Band Boosters Club for a refreshing soft drink before the game.


  And of course you could see it. You could see the dust motes drifting through the headlights of the last cars arriving at the field, and you could see the haze of yellow light that hung over the field itself, often the only place in town where any lights were on, since everyone was at the game.


  Some people said that high school football was almost as important as religion to people in Texas, but Rhodes knew better than that. It was more important. People just didn’t want to admit it.


  Rhodes, however, didn’t think that Billy Graham at the height of his powers, or even a tag-team duo of Graham and Billy Sunday, could have filled the high school stadiums in every city and town in Texas for ten weeks every fall, not for fifty or sixty years in a row; but high school football could. And did. It didn’t even matter whether the home team had a winning record. The crowds came out just the same.


  On this particular fall evening, practically everyone in Clearview, and for that matter in most of Blacklin County, with the exception of the sheriff, was riding the wave of the kind of elation that comes to small towns only occasionally in their history—when the high school team is headed for the state play-offs.


  Winning a state championship meant something to a town. You could tell it when you saw the signs erected at the city limits of every town whose team had won one. Some of the school colors on the signs were faded by time, the metal flecked with rust, but the signs were still there:


  WELCOME TO MEXIA


  HOME OF THE MEXIA BLACKCATS!


  TEXAS HIGH SCHOOL STATE 3-A FOOTBALL CHAMPIONS


  1988!


  A state championship was something that up until this year people in Clearview had only dreamed of. The Clearview High team had never won one. A team had come close once, in 1949, and people still talked about it at Lee’s drugstore on Saturday mornings where the town’s biggest fans met the coaches for coffee and hashed over the previous evening’s game. They remembered the players’ names, their numbers, and all the ways in which the big game had gone wrong for Clearview.


  The game had been played somewhere in the Texas Panhandle, and while Rhodes had once known the name of the winning school well, he could no longer recall it. He had been too young to go to the game, but his father had gone and had talked about what had happened for weeks afterward. Clearview had lost, fifty-four to seven.


  “When those Panhandle boys ran out on the field,” he’d said, “I thought they were going to kill our boys.”


  “You don’t mean that,” Rhodes’ mother said. “You shouldn’t exaggerate so much.”


  She was standing at the stove, Rhodes recalled, wearing a white apron with blue stitching as she fried chicken in a heavy iron skillet.


  “I do mean it,” his father said. “I really thought they were going to kill our boys.”


  Rhodes’ father always came into the kitchen to talk to his wife while supper was being prepared. Sometimes they listened to One Man’s Family on the radio, but mostly they talked.


  “They were so big,” he went on, “they made our boys look like pee-wee leaguers. I swear there were two or three of ’em that looked like they were thirty years old. Every one of them probably has to shave twice a day with an Eversharp Schick.”


  Rhodes’ mother turned over a piece of chicken in the skillet with a long two-pronged fork. Grease popped and hissed.


  “It’ll be a long time before we get that far in the play-offs again,” Rhodes’ father said, shaking his head. “A long, long time.”


  It had been longer than anyone had really thought, more than forty years, but it looked as if the time had come at last, the time for Clearview to erase the memory of a humiliation that had lasted for generations.


  Which explained why everyone in town, everyone in the whole county, was elated.


  Except Rhodes. To the sheriff, the fact that the Clearview Catamounts had won every district game except the last, the one that was being played this evening, meant something quite different, especially on Friday nights.


  It meant minors consuming alcoholic beverages; it meant too many arrests for DWI; it meant gambling, often enough right out in the open, right out in the parking lot near the stadium; it meant fights at every club in town; it meant making sure that the rivalries on the field didn’t spill across the sidelines, onto the benches and into the stands; it meant pulling his deputies in from patrol on Friday nights so they could police the parking lot and the stadium.


  It also meant a considerable bit of worry about something that so far as Rhodes knew had never happened anywhere in Texas. If anyone wanted to burglarize on a large scale, a Friday night like this one would be the perfect time. There probably were more deserted homes in most small towns than there were occupied ones.


  In fact, Rhodes wondered why whole towns hadn’t been looted before now. Even the stores and banks were practically begging to be robbed. Maybe, he thought, it hadn’t happened because all the crooks were football fans, too. They were probably at the games.


  Even if they were, Rhodes still didn’t like the possibilities, though he had to admit to himself as he walked toward the stadium that he did like the games, and this one promised to be a good one.


  The Catamounts had won all their district games to this point by an average of something like twenty points. Their opponents tonight, the Garton Greyhounds, who were favored to win by a touchdown, were also undefeated in the district, and they had outscored their opposition by an even wider margin than the Catamounts, thanks to a running back who had averaged nearly two hundred yards a game and had college recruiters from California to Florida and all points north drooling on their scouting reports.


  Now the last car was parked and Rhodes could hear the cheers of the crowd building in intensity. Any second now, the Garton band would play its school song, which would be followed by the Clearview song and then “The Star-Spangled Banner.” It was time for Rhodes to make a last circuit of the stands and then meet Ivy at the main gate. If he hurried, he might make it in time for the kick-off.


  Rhodes was delayed on his way to the grandstand, however, but the sight of two men standing near the fence that surrounded the stadium. They were at the far north end, and with the lights directed at the field and away from the parking lot, they were almost hidden in the gathering darkness.


  Rhodes recognized one of them anyway: Hayes Ford, a short, sharp-featured, mousy man who was Clearview’s leading gambler, not that anything had ever been proved against him.


  Everyone knew that Ford took bets on the Friday night games, but no one had ever been able to catch him at it. One year Rhodes had even brought in an undercover officer from a neighboring county, and he had attempted to place a bet with Ford. But the rodential gambler had seemed somehow to sense the presence of law and had refused to take the proffered money. In fact, he had pretended to have no idea of what the officer was suggesting, as if he were shocked—shocked!—to hear that someone might actually be placing wagers on a sporting contest.


  Rhodes thought about that episode as he started toward the men, who were now in close conversation. If a bet was being discussed right now, maybe there would be money exchanged. And if there was, maybe Rhodes would see it.


  He should have known better. He hadn’t gone more than a few steps before Ford looked up and glanced in the sheriff’s direction. As soon as he saw who was coming toward him, he said something to the other man, who immediately walked away in the direction of the high fence that surrounded the field. When he got to the fence, he turned in the direction of the end zone, though Rhodes didn’t think he would be admitted to the field through that entrance.


  The man was considerably taller than Ford, probably well over six feet, but that was all Rhodes could tell about him. He couldn’t see the man’s face.


  Rhodes didn’t see any use in going after him. He would probably go on around to the other side of the field and enter the stands on the other side, mingling with the crowd before the sheriff could get to him. So Rhodes kept on walking toward Ford, who stood waiting patiently, his hands in the pockets of a dark-colored windbreaker.


  When Rhodes got a little closer, he could see that the jacket was blue trimmed in gold, and he knew that on the back there would be a gold bobcat head surrounded by gold letters spelling out “Clearview Catamounts.” One thing you had to give Ford credit for. He had school spirit.


  “Who’s your money on?” Rhodes asked just as the Garton band struck up the school song. The notes were muffled by the grandstand between the bands and the parking lot.


  “I don’t know what you mean, Sheriff,” Ford said, ducking his head and brushing at his pointy little nose. “That’s a kind of insulting question to ask a fella. I don’t put my money on anybody. I’m just a fan like you.”


  “Sure you are,” Rhodes said. “Who was that you were just talking to?”


  Ford looked around. “Talking to? There’s nobody around here to talk to.”


  “You know what I mean, Ford.”


  Ford ducked his head again. “Oh, you must be talking about that fella that was here before you walked up. Just a friend, Sheriff. Nobody you’d know.”


  Rhodes didn’t push it. He knew it wouldn’t do any good. “Why don’t we go in to the game?” he asked.


  Ford was about to answer, but there was a huge cheer from the stands as the Greyhound band finished playing.


  “We better just stand here,” Ford said as the cheering died down and the strains of the Clearview alma mater drifted into the night air. “Wouldn’t be respectful to walk while the school song’s being played.”


  Rhodes didn’t see it that way. He left Ford, who was singing the Clearview school song in a ragged baritone, and started toward the main gate.


  Ivy wasn’t at the gate when Rhodes got there. She had gone on into the stadium. Rhodes got to his seat just in time for the “Star Spangled Banner,” which he sang along to, though he had never been able to hit the high notes.


  “I thought you weren’t going to make it,” Ivy said as cheers erupted around them.


  They sat down on the hard wooden bench. Most of the people around them were still standing, yelling loudly and waving Catamount pennants. The cheerleaders were on the other side of the field, bouncing around in front of the student section of the bleachers, but that didn’t affect the crowd’s enthusiasm.


  “I wouldn’t miss the kick-off,” Rhodes said.


  The teams ran on the field and the Greyhound kicker set down the tee.


  Rhodes gave a satisfied nod. “We’re receiving.”


  Ivy smiled at him. “Are you thinking about ‘Will-o’-the-wisp Dan Rhodes’ again?”


  “I never think about that guy,” Rhodes told her.


  But that wasn’t true. He did.


  Probably everyone who had ever played football had memories of at least one special game, and the one Rhodes recalled was the first of his junior year, in fact his very first varsity game. It was also his last varsity game, his last game of any kind, but that was beside the point.


  The point was that in those days, Rhodes had been slim and fast, neither of which he was now, and he had been the Clearview Catamounts’ kick return man.


  He remembered every single thing about the opening kick-off of that first game: the way the ball sounded when the kicker’s foot struck it, the way the ball turned over in the lights as it arced toward him, and the way the ball stung his hands and nearly knocked him down when he caught it. People who’ve never taken in a kick-off have no idea how hard the ball hits when it comes down.


  In spite of the force with which the ball struck him, Rhodes caught it cleanly and started straight up the field. From the stands the field might look cluttered up with players, but down on the grass it wasn’t like that at all. Twenty-two teenagers don’t take up a lot of room, and a football field is a hundred yards long and fifty yards wide, five thousand square yards when you figure it up. There can be a lot of gaps between teenagers, and Rhodes found every one of them. He zigged and he zagged, he hip-faked and dodged, and suddenly he was in the open, running for his life.


  No one caught him until the instant he crossed the goal line, when two players crashed into him from behind. He’d been fast, but there were others who were faster. They hadn’t kept him from scoring, though.


  Rhodes was so elated by the touchdown that he didn’t even feel his leg break. He hadn’t even known it was broken until he tried to stand up and found that he couldn’t do it. The trainer and the assistant coach had finally strapped him to a stretcher and carried him off the field.


  The story in the newspaper the next day referred to him as “Will-o’-the-wisp Dan Rhodes” and called him the hero of the game, which the newspaper called a “defensive struggle.” Clearview had won by a score of only six to nothing because in the excitement of the kick return followed by the injury the Clearview kicker had missed the extra point.


  Rhodes’ broken leg kept him out of the rest of the games that year, which was just as well, since the six to nothing win was also the last Clearview victory for a long time. In fact, the team lost several games by more than fifty points. Rhodes liked to think that the team would have won more had he been playing, but he knew he was only kidding himself. Even a will-o’-the-wisp couldn’t make that much difference.


  The next year, though Rhodes’ leg had healed completely, he had lost most of his speed. He tried out for the team again, but the coach told him that there really wasn’t any place for him. He was too small to play in the line and too slow to play in the backfield, either offense or defense.


  So he had gotten a job after school and determined not to worry about football, but of course he’d never forgotten about being the will-o’-the-wisp, though just about everyone else had. Ivy liked to twit him about it now and then, but no one else ever mentioned it, which Rhodes supposed was just as well.


  He wouldn’t want to be like some of the men he could see from where he sat, Jerry Tabor for one, who still wore his fraying, thirty-year-old Clearview letter jacket and stood as near the sidelines as he could as if hoping that someone would remember when he was one of the best running backs in the district instead of a not-very-successful used-car salesman for Del-Ray Chevrolet. These days, Tabor seemed to feel that he somehow shared in the team’s glory, and maybe he did. The team’s success reminded people vaguely of Tabor’s glory days, and he’d been interviewed by the newspaper and invited to speak at several pep rallies.


  The Clearview kick receiver this year wasn’t as fast or as tricky as Rhodes had been. He got only about ten yards before being swarmed by Garton Greyhounds.


  “Want some popcorn?” Rhodes asked Ivy.


  “Only if there’s no butter on it,” she said.


  Rhodes sighed, but he went to get the popcorn.


  Chapter Two


  The game wasn’t as satisfying as Rhodes had hoped. Both teams were so intense that a fight broke out practically every time there was a hard tackle. Nothing serious, nothing that required the ejection of a player, but tempers were high and Rhodes was afraid that it wouldn’t take much to set off a real melee.


  He was right. Late in the third quarter, with the score tied at twenty-one, the Garton punt returner broke free from the pack at the thirty and sprinted down the far sideline. A Catamount player had an angle on him, however, and caught up with him at about the fifty. He barreled into him, sending him flying into the Greyhound bench.


  Rhodes wasn’t sure, but it looked to him as if the runner might have stepped out of bounds just before getting hit.


  Unlike Rhodes, the Garton bench was sure. The Catamount tackler disappeared under a pile of red and white jerseys.


  The Catamount bench cleared in an instant as players charged to help out their teammate. The entire Catamount squad, including the trainers, tore across the field toward the heaving pile of Greyhounds. The coaches were right behind the team. Rhodes hoped they were trying to calm things down, but it was hard to tell.


  The Greyhound coaches were trying to drag players off the pile, or so it seemed. Later, Rhodes wondered if they might not have been encouraging them.


  Jerry Tabor, his frayed letter jacket flapping, clambered over the fence that separated the field from the stands and started after the coaches. Rhodes could see his mouth working, but he could not hear what he was yelling because of the crowd noise.


  “Uh-oh,” Ivy said, but Rhodes was already on his way out of the stands.


  Crossing the field, Rhodes was surprised at how little certain things had changed in all the years since he’d played football. The browning grass crunched under his feet, the sound of the crowd was still a dull roar, and the noise that really stood out was the thudding of pads and helmets. It was too bad that the thudding was taking place in a fight instead of in the course of a game.


  Ruth Grady, one of Rhodes’ deputies, was already in the middle of things when Rhodes arrived. She was short and stocky and well able to take care of herself in most situations. She had shouldered her way into the middle of the fighting that was breaking out along the sidelines and was trying to get to the pile that still writhed in front of the Greyhound bench.


  The situation bordered on bedlam. Players were screaming things about each other’s lineage and mental capacities as they tried to punch each other out. It wasn’t easy to punch out someone wearing a football helmet, but there was some damage being done to players who hadn’t had the presence of mind to put their headgear on. Most of the damage was inflicted by players who also had their helmets off but who were swinging them at other unprotected heads.


  The officials were trying vainly to separate the brawling players, but they were having no success at all. In fact, one of them was sitting on the grass with a dazed look on his face as if he might have been clobbered by a helmet.


  The Clearview coaches had managed to grab a few of their players and muscle them away from the main part of the fighting, but the players were still struggling, trying to get back to the fray.


  Jerry Tabor was engaged with a woman who had come out of the Garton crowd and run onto the field. She would be easy to pick out of a line-up if it came to that: the hair on one side of her head was dyed a garish red, while the other side was pure white, the Garton colors. Her face was also painted in contrasting shades, white on the side under the red hair and red under the white.


  Jerry was trying to get her off the field, but he wasn’t having much luck. She kept kicking him in the shins. Rhodes didn’t know who to rescue first, the downed Catamount player or Tabor.


  Suddenly he heard the opening notes of “The Star Spangled Banner.” The Clearview Marching Catamounts to the rescue, he thought, as the cheerleaders bravely tried to get the crowd to sing along. But the national anthem didn’t do a bit of good. The fight continued as if the band were not playing at all. Rhodes suspected that the only person in the stadium who was standing at attention was Hayes Ford.


  Rhodes started throwing players aside, trying to get to the center of things. He could see Ruth Grady grabbing at shoulder pads as she tried without much success to unpile the irate Greyhounds still atop the hapless Catamount tackler.


  Then Rhodes heard another sound that cut through all the grunts and groans and screaming and even the blare of the national anthem.


  Rhodes looked around. The ambulance that usually parked in the south end zone in case of emergency was headed across the field. The piercing siren got everyone’s attention, and the fact that the ambulance was bearing down on them at about twenty miles an hour did more to stop the fighting than anything else could have. Players, officials, and coaches scattered for the fence, jamming together in the gate. Some of the more agile ones, like Jerry Tabor, who had abandoned the painted woman, went right over the fence.


  Even the pile-up near the Garton bench broke apart, with players rolling wildly right and left to escape the on-coming ambulance. The driver threw on the brakes, but the tires skidded in the grass and the vehicle narrowly missed Rhodes, who hadn’t moved, before it careened into the Greyhound benches and sent one of them flying onto the track.


  The ambulance came to a stop then and Lawton, the Blacklin County jailer, got out. He looked a little bit like Lou Costello to Rhodes, though he was at least seventy years old.


  “Damn driver was at the concession stand, I guess,” Lawton said. “I had to drive this thing myself. Like not to’ve got it stopped.”


  “So I noticed,” Rhodes said. “Thank goodness you didn’t kill anybody.”


  Lawton was outraged. “Kill anybody? What’re you talkin’ about? Of course I didn’t kill anybody. What I did was save a bunch of lives, and you oughta consider yourself lucky that I was here at the game. What’d you have done if I hadn’t turned on that si-reen? Got your head knocked off, is what. But don’t thank me. After all, I’m just a worthless old man who’s tryin’ to do the best for ever’body. I’m just—“


  Rhodes held up a hand to stop him. “Thanks, Lawton. I didn’t mean to criticize. You did just fine.”


  “You don’t really mean that. You’re just tryin’ to calm me down so I don’t have a heart attack. Wouldn’t want that on your conscience, would you? The worthless old man who saves your life has a heart attack and dies right on the spot. That wouldn’t look good in the papers, now would it?”


  Lawton usually got into that kind of dispute with Hack Jensen, the dispatcher, but since Hack wasn’t around, Rhodes was an acceptable substitute. The sheriff didn’t mind. Lawton had a point, in a way.


  “I said you did fine, and I meant it. Now let’s see if we can get this mob straightened out and start the game again.”


  Lawton shook his head. “ ’Bout time you thought of that. Wonder how many of these boys the refs’ll kick out?”


  Rhodes didn’t have an answer for that one. The referees did, but only after a consultation that must have lasted at least fifteen minutes.


  They walked practically to the goalpost and huddled together with Rhodes and Ruth Grady standing guard to keep players and coaches at bay. Lawton tagged along, too. Rhodes didn’t try to stop him.


  What the referees eventually decided was to eject two of the Garton Greyhounds who in their judgment were the first two to leave the bench and attack the Clearview tackler. The Catamounts were not penalized, the officials having concluded that the runner was in bounds when he was hit.


  As soon as he heard the decision, the Garton head coach turned purple and hopped up and down like a kid on a pogo stick as an official tried to calm him down.


  “What do you think his blood pressure is right now?” Ruth Grady asked.


  “I’d guess about two hunnerd over a hunnerd and fifty,” Lawton said. “I expect there’s a stethoscope in that ambulance if you want to check it.” He put the accent on the last syllable of ambulance.


  The ambulance driver had come out onto the field and retrieved his vehicle, returning it to its usual spot behind the goalposts. He hadn’t said a word to Lawton about commandeering it.


  “I’m not much of a nurse,” Ruth said. “What about you, Sheriff?”


  Rhodes wasn’t much of a nurse, either, but he thought that the Garton coach might be an interesting study for some medical student. He hadn’t cooled off a bit, and he continued to scream at the referee and bounce around the field.


  Rhodes walked over, and between the two of them, he and the ref got the coach back to the bench, where his players and assistants had confined themselves to muttering vague threats, spiced up by the occasional vulgar gesture.


  “Just lettin’ the crowd know they think they’re Number One,” Lawton explained to Ruth, who managed to keep a straight face.


  Somehow order was finally restored, and the game picked up more or less where it had left off. Garton had the ball on their own forty-eight yard line, and the Greyhounds, possibly inspired by the fighting, the ejection of their return man, and the lack of a penalty against the Catamounts, promptly ripped off three first downs in a row. Then, on the next play, they scored. And they kicked the point.


  Score: Garton 28, Clearview 21.


  It stayed that way until the last minute of the game
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