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Introduction:
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This past summer was a very different kind of adventure, with Katie and I being thrown into a world of courtroom drama while barely in our teens. Along this journey, I saw both of us grow in maturity, as Katie seemed to grow up right before my very eyes in that courtroom. Another adventure we went on was our trip to an amusement park where I came to know the Lord as my savior. It was something that my life was leading up to, but I needed to get to the point of making that decision for myself. It was Katie’s example and inspiration, coupled with some pretty amazing things which happened in our lives, that proved God’s existence and care for me. I now looked forward to this new relationship and also the bond I would have with the rest of the youth group at our church. 

As they say, I was now on to bigger and better things as I began my freshman year at Fuller Creek High School. As I prepared to meet the coming events in my life, things took on a whole different feel than other years. In the past, we were at a level of still being considered kids. Now we were full-fledged teens and expected to act more mature as we would be attending class with those older than us, like the juniors and seniors.

I was also looking forward to hanging out with my new friend Moses. Moses was like a spiritual confidant to me, and whenever I needed someone to talk to, he always there with some good advice. I enjoyed our talks when I needed someone to talk to about things going on in my life—especially about girls. Speaking of girls... Katie was also gearing up for our freshman year, and as usual, she was busy with her friends and church ministries. On the lines of ministries... I thought I had a full plate already being a high school freshman, the upcoming football season, and our youth group activities. However, little did I know, I would soon be investigating another case with Katie, and would find myself involved in a ministry that would be thrown in my lap unexpectedly.
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CHAPTER ONE – PREPARING FOR THE NINTH-GRADE
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As summer came to an end, I was gearing up not only for the ninth grade but for freshman football tryouts as well. Wanting to get in a little extra workout before football tryouts, Brian gave me a call. My mother answered the phone.

“Hello...” 

“Is Jess there, Mrs. Thompson? This is Brian.”

“Oh sure Brian, I’ll call him.”

She covered the phone. “Jess.! Brian’s on the phone!”

“I’ll be right there!” 

As I finished getting dressed, my mother started up a conversation with Brian. 

“So Brian, Jesse tells me you’ve been working out a lot and that you should have no problem making the team. I think he said you are going out for linebacker?”

“Yeah, I’ve always liked the linebacker position; that’s where all the hitting and action is.” 

“I don’t mean to put you on the spot, but how is Jess? I mean, I know he wants to make it as a wide receiver, but do you think he will make it? The reason I ask is we already had one person in our family not make a cheerleader position. I don’t know if our family can handle another big disappointment if he doesn’t make it.”

“Mrs. Thompson, you’ve never seen Jess play football, have you?”

“I’ve only seen him when he plays catch with his father in the backyard. When my husband throws him the ball, he seems to catch most of them, but that’s all I have seen him play.”

“Well, I wouldn’t worry about Jess not making the team. Jess is like Lynn Swan of the Pittsburg Steelers. When Jess goes out for a pass, he will be running his passing route, when all of a sudden he can break towards the ball and just leave the defender way behind. There is no way that Jess is not going to make the team.”

“Well, I don’t know this football player that you’re talking about, but that’s good to know. Oh, here he comes now; nice talking with you, Brian.”

“Same here, Mrs. Thompson.” 

I took ahold of the phone. “Hey, Brian, what’s up?”

“Not too much. I was just wondering if you’re going to come over to the house so we can work out.”

“Yeah, I'll be over there in a little bit.”

“Hey, don’t worry about riding your bike over here, we’ll go pick you up.”

“Is your dad not working today or something?”

“No, I meant my brother Tim. He was going to the store, and since he has his driver’s license now, I’ll have him swing by and pick you up.”

“Alright, that’s better than having to ride my bike over there.”

“Alright, see you in a few.”

After Brian’s brother picked me up, we stopped at the store for a few things his brother needed, and then headed back to his house. Brian’s brother, known to be a bit of a card, started up a conversation along the way.

“So, you ladies getting ready for freshman football?” 

“We’re not ladies, you dipstick!” Brian snapped. “Jess and I were two of the best players on our eighth-grade team last year.”

“Yeah, maybe, but that was in middle school; this is high school. So anyway, you guys have a busy schedule this week. I mean with scramble (registration) on Thursday, and having to take your school photos for the yearbook on Wednesday.”

I bumped my forehead with the palm of my hand. “Oh man, that reminds me, I forgot about Katie. We were supposed to get together so we could go over our class schedules.”

“Do the both of you have the same time for registration,” Tim asked.

“No, Katie goes early in the morning and I don’t go ‘til 1:00 in the afternoon.”

“I’m sorry to say, Jess, but you probably won’t get the classes you want, let alone any classes with your friend Katie.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“They don’t call it scramble for nothing. Everyone is ‘scrambling’ to get the best classes at the periods they want. First of all,, the seniors, juniors, and sophomores, always have priority of classes. When it comes to freshman picking their two elective classes, those that are lucky enough to go early will get some of the classes they want. But those who go in the afternoon, hardly ever get the classes they want. It’s just the luck of the draw.”

“I didn’t know it was like that?”

“Yeah, for example; most people don’t want math or science in the morning because they feel their brain isn’t working yet. So that means if you are taking freshman Algebra, you will probably have that for your first-period class because everyone else has taken it later in the day.”

“That’s so messed up; my brain doesn’t start to work until after ten o’clock.”

Brian placed his hand on my shoulder. “Jess, your brain doesn’t work any time of day!” 

“Ha, ha, very funny.”

A little smile rose on Tim’s face as he glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “So Jess, what’s this thing with you and Katie? Any romance?” 

“No, we’re just friends.”

“Friends for now, huh? Brian told me he thinks that someday you’ll be more than friends.”

Brian abruptly shoved his shoulder. “Tim, shut up! I told you that in confidence. I didn’t want you to go and tell Jess.” 

“What’s the big deal; we’re all guys here. Besides, I have seen Katie McCullough, and let me tell you, Jess, you could do a lot worse—that girl is pretty cute.” He glanced at me once again in the rearview mirror. “Hey, do you know who else I think is pretty cute? I think this girl by the name of Tami Thompson is a total babe!”

A questioning look grew upon my face. “Tami Thompson, my sister?”

“I know she’s your sister, Jess. Why do you think I brought it up? Do you think I have a chance with her?”

“You’re asking me, her brother?”

“Who else am I going to ask?”

I thought about it for a moment, as this whole conversation with him liking my sister was kind of weird. But then I thought it might not be such a bad idea, seeing how Tami has been down lately.

“You know, Tim, if you like her, go for it. But I have to warn you, she’s got a bit of an attitude and there is always something mean coming out of that mouth of hers.”

“Well, I don’t plan on having something mean coming out of her mouth. I’m hoping to have a few kisses coming from her mouth.”

“Oh dude, that’s gross! You’re talking about my sister!”

He glanced in the rearview mirror and laughed. “I’m just messing with you. But seriously, do you think I have a chance?”

“I guess. I’m not a judge of how guys look, but I guess you’re not ugly or anything.”

“Alright, maybe this coming year I might give it a try.”

“Go ahead, but can we change the subject? I think my breakfast is about to come up!”

After returning home that day, I thought about giving Katie a call regarding registration.

“Hello...”

“Hi Katie, it’s me.”

“Hi, Jess. I’m glad you called. I was about to call you to talk about registration for our elective classes.”

“Yeah, that’s why I called too. I was talking to Tim, Brian’s brother, and he told me we might not be able to get any classes together.”

“Really? Why not?”

“Because he said the people who go to register early, get the classes they want. But those who go in the afternoon, like me, never do.”

“Well, we can still try, can’t we?”

I took hold of my registration card. “Yeah, I guess. I was thinking of taking earth science. How about you?”

“Me too. I was thinking of taking it with Mr. Mueller for the fifth period.”

“Okay, that’s fine with me; I’ll put that down. By the way, did you find out about taking a drama class?”

“Yes, I found out we can’t take it.”

“Why not?”

“Because they don’t offer drama to freshmen. You have to be at least a sophomore.”

“Okay, I guess that one is out.” I looked at my list once more. “What about English literature?”

“I’m not going to take that this year. I’m going to take home economics instead for the sixth period.”

“I can’t take it for the sixth period. I’m taking auto shop with Brian because the auto shop building is right next to the P.E. building. We figured we can go directly from our last class and get ready for football. Besides, I’m not sure I’m into home economics.”

“Well, then I guess our only chance of having a class together this year, is Mr. Mueller’s fifth-period earth science class.” 

“Yeah, we better cross our fingers and see what happens.” 

“So, on another subject, what time are you going to get your picture taken for the yearbook? Becky and I are going around ten o’clock on Wednesday. After that, we thought we would walk around campus and get familiar with everything.”

“I’ll see if my mom can drop me off at the school around that time, but I’m not sure. Besides, I wish I didn’t have to have my picture taken.”

“Why, what’s wrong with getting your picture taken?”

“I don’t know, I just don’t think I look very good right now. I have a few zits breaking out on my face, and I think I’m going through what they call ‘the ugly stage.’ Even when I mentioned it to my mom, she told me, ‘don’t worry about it Jess, you’ll grow out of it.’ That made me feel good about myself.”

“Jess would you stop, you’re not ugly. Your looks are just changing from a boy to a young man. Changes like that happen with all of us.”

“Not to you. You just seem to get prettier and prettier all the time.” 

Suddenly panic rose within me, as I didn’t intend for that thought to come out of my mouth. I quickly tried to fix it.

“Well, what I meant, is that girls, in general, get prettier and don’t seem to go through big changes like us guys do. So don’t get a big head or anything because I said you look pretty.”

“You know, there’s this song on this album that Becky has of Billy Joel that reminds me of you.”

“What song is that?”

“It’s called,’ Leave a Tender Moment Alone.’ Do you understand what I’m trying to tell you?” 

I didn’t know what to make of her response, so I decided to change the subject. 

“So, is there anything special going on at youth night this Thursday?”

“I don’t know about anything special, but do you want us to pick you up? Or will your mom take you?”

“My mom will take me. I think she doesn’t want to keep imposing on you and your dad to take me all the time.”

“Well, speaking of youth night, how do you feel everything is going in your new walk with the Lord?”

“I think it’s going pretty good. Sometimes it gets a little hard because I can’t talk to anyone in my family about the things of God. And then Brian doesn’t believe, so I can’t talk to him. The only people I have are Moses, and then you of course.”

“You know you can call and talk to me anytime about spiritual things, don’t you?”

“Yes, but sometimes I get the feeling that your dad thinks I call too much. It’s just something I hear in his voice.”

“I don’t think it’s that. He’s just being a typical father, protecting his little girl. You know, trying to keep the boys away from me.”

“He should know by now that nothing is going on between us like that.”

“I know, but we’re growing up. And he thinks as we get older, maybe something will start to happen between us.”

Silence filled the line as her words lingered in the air. It made me wonder if she was thinking, what I was thinking.

I broke the heavy silence. “So, I guess I might see you at school for the pictures on Wednesday. If not, then on Thursday at youth night.”

“Okay, I’ll talk to you then.”

*****
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ON THURSDAY, IT WAS time to register for our upcoming classes at Fuller Creek High School. What you had to do is get your class assignment card and then stand in line for the classes you wanted. I wanted to get that fifth-period earth science class with Katie because she had called me earlier in the day and told me she was able to get it. When I arrived at the school, right away I got in line hoping to make it into that class. As I was standing there waiting my turn, Chris, from the youth group, approached me. 

“Hey, Jess, are you trying to get into one of Mr. Mueller’s science classes?” 

“Yeah, why?” 

“Because I don’t think you’re going to be able to. Someone told me that most of his classes are already filled up.”

Just as the words left his mouth, his comment was confirmed, as they announced over the loud speaker that all Mr. Mueller’s science classes were now filled. As disappointment murmured from the people in front of me, I turned and glanced at his registration card.

“How about you Chris, did you get into one of Mr. Mueller’s classes?” 

“Yeah. I was able to get into his sixth-period class. I tried to get into his fifth-period class because I knew that Katie had taken that class, but it was all filled up.” 

I glanced at my registration card. “Well, I guess earth science is out for me this year; I’ll have to switch to something else.”

He pointed to one of the registration tables across the room. “Hey Jess, I hear beginning typing is open. Of course, you’ll probably be the only guy in that class along with like thirty girls,” he said jokingly.

About that time, Marc Wilson walked up. Marc was the guy that liked Katie and was Joseph in the Christmas play. 

He directed his focus to me. “Hey, are you getting all the classes you want?”

“No, how about you?”

“I got one of the classes I wanted. I had to trade with a guy to get into that class, but it was worth it.”

As we stood there glancing at our registration cards, I realized these guys didn’t know each other.

“Oh, sorry you guys, Chris this is Marc, Marc this is Chris.”

The two guys said, “Hi” and shook hands, as Marc continued with what he was saying.

“I heard you guys talking about Mr. Mueller. That’s the class I traded with a guy to get into. I got into his fifth-period earth science class with Katie.”

Chris perked up with interest. “Are you talking about Katie McCullough?” 

“Yeah, why?” he said, with an inquisitive stare. “How do you know her?” 

“Katie and I go to the same church and youth group together. So, how do you know her?”

“I know Katie from when we were in middle school where we became good friends. We were also in a Christmas play together. I played Joseph and she played Mary,” he said, in a bragging way. 

Chris countered, with an air of bragging also. “Well Katie and I went to a concert at Great America this past summer,” he said and turned to me. “Right Jess?”

“Yeah Chris,” I replied. “We all went to Great America.” 

Marc countered once more. “Well, Katie and I are going skating together when the rink opens up.”

As these guys were busy playing “who’s the bigger bull in the corral,” I got that weird feeling again as if I was looking at this setting from afar. And what I saw, were three guys standing there who all seemed to have “one person” in common. As I thought about that fact, it was a bit too crowded in this corral for the three of us, so I decided to try a different corral. I interrupted their bragging contest.

“Chris, I think I’m going to take you up on your suggestion about that typing class. In thinking about it, it doesn’t sound too bad. Me; being alone with thirty girls—sounds pretty good to me!” 

I walked across the room and got in line to register for the class. When it was my turn, I handed the teacher my registration card. The teacher glanced up at me with a questioning stare.

“So Jesse Thompson, you want to learn how to type?”

“Yes ma’am, I think it will be good for me. It may even come in handy one day.”

“Well, you do know that you’ll be just one of two boys in a class of thirty girls.”

A smile creased my lips. “Yeah, I know; I don’t mind.”

As I walked away with my signed registration card, I thought. Me and thirty girls; I won’t mind that at all!
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CHAPTER TWO – TRYOUTS
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Friday morning I woke up with the anticipation of the day. I walked downstairs, entered the kitchen, and began to eat a light breakfast. My dad had previously told me not to eat a big breakfast before tryouts, so I wouldn’t feel sluggish. As it has been through a few other events in my life, my dad decided he would drive me to the school. After we got on our way, he started up a light conversation. 

“Are you nervous, son?”

“Not really, Dad. I think it’s more the hitting part that I’m not used to. I have confidence in my catching abilities, but I never played like Pop Warner or any other organized tackle football before. I’ve mainly been playing pick-up games and stuff like that.”

“You’ll be fine. Just think tough and you’ll be tough. Get a little mad if you have to. Do you know what I mean by that?”

“Yeah, I think I do. Hey Dad... didn’t you have to go to work today?”

“I do, son, but I wanted to drop you off first for your tryout.”  

He then glanced at me with a proud expression on his face. On the one hand, that made me feel good that he was proud of me for trying out for the team. But on the other hand, if for some reason I didn’t make the team, I didn’t want to disappoint him. We arrived at the school and he dropped me off in the parking lot closest to the locker room.

“Thanks for the ride, Dad. I’ll see you at home later this afternoon.”

He patted me on the shoulder. “Okay son, good luck.”

“Thanks.”

With my football cleats dangling across my shoulder, I walked into the locker room. Glancing around the room at all the other guys, I spotted Brian getting dressed. I walked over and placed my hand on his shoulder.

“Hey Brian, you ready for this?”

He scanned me up and down. “Yeah, but you’re not!”

“Why not?”

“Jess, aren’t you forgetting something?”

I looked at him as he began to strap on his football pads. “Oh, man! I forgot to get my pads from the trainer!” 

Brian rolled his eyes and shook his head, as I ran out to get my pads. After the trainer assigned me a set of pads, I went back and got dressed. From there, all of us went out to the field and started to warm up with calisthenics. After stretching out, we ran through a few basic hitting drills, where one guy stands there, ready to take the hit, while the other guy tries to knock him over. The bad thing for me is that I went and picked Brian and I forgot how strong he became. At first, Brian stood back waiting for me to try to knock him over. When I ran into him, he kind of stepped back a bit, but he didn’t fall over.

“Come on Thompson!” the offensive coach yelled at me. “Is that all you got!” 

When it was Brian’s turn, he stood back and rammed into me with brute force, and I went flying and fell flat on my butt! 

“Good hit Jensen; you got some good power there!” The defensive coach commented.

Then the coach turned in my direction. “Thompson, let’s switch partners with you and put you with one of the defensive backs. Jensen’s too powerful for you.” 

When I heard him say that, I felt like I was messing up already and went to the group where the defensive backs were. Defensive backs are the guys that guard wide receivers like me. So I guess that kind of made sense to send me up against guys my size. At least that’s what I told myself.

It was now time to work on some throwing drills. For all of us trying to make it as a wide receiver, we were to run passing routes against those defensive backs. As I was set out wide in the formation, I had a guy they call “Stone” defending against me. The quarterback had told me in the huddle to run what they call a buttonhook pattern. This means I run for about five yards straight up field; quickly stop in my tracks, and turn around to catch the ball. The quarterback said “hike” and I began to run forward when that guy Stone gave me a strong shove which threw me off balance. Because of that, I couldn’t get into the right position to catch the ball, and I missed it. As I walked back to the huddle, I thought. Now I know why they call this guy Stone. Because it feels like you have just run into a “stone wall” when he hits you.

The coach yelled at me once more. “Come on Thompson, get aggressive out there!”

I felt dejected at that point, but then the words of my father came to me. Think tough and you’ll be tough. Get mad if you have to.

As I went back in the huddle, the offensive coach suggested we run the same play. I suggested we run a fake buttonhook fly pattern. This meant that I would act like I was going to do the same pattern as before, but this time, I would turn and suddenly head up the sidelines for a long pass. The coach agreed, and we lined up for the play. When the play started, I acted like I was going to run the same play. Just as before, Stone came up to give me another shove. However this time, I turned on a dime and broke up field, and caught the pass. As I turned around to see where Stone was, the fake I gave him caused him to trip on his own feet, and he was barely picking himself off the ground. As I came back into the huddle, the coach gave me a strange look and then redirected his focus to the other guy. 

“Come on Stone! You got to be ready for a move like that!” But the coach said nothing to me.

I thought I did pretty well the rest of the tryout. I caught almost every pass, and most of the defensive backs guarding me couldn’t stay close to me because of my speed. After we were done, I headed over to where Brian was. As I watched him run through different plays, he was busy knocking other guys on their butts, so that made me feel a little better. The coaches then called us over and told us that after we showered there would be a list in the locker room to see who made the first cut. If we made the first cut, then we were to come out on Monday to try to make the final cut. After we showered, Brian and I anxiously went to look for our names on the list.

“Yeah buddy, we made it!” Brian said spotting both our names, as we gave each other a high five.

“Well, I guess we’ll see on Monday if I make the team,” I said with a lack of confidence in my voice.

“Why are you saying, ‘if’ you make the team? Don’t you think you’ll make it?”

“I don’t know, it started kind of rough for me. But then later, I thought I showed the coach my skills for the rest of the tryout. At first, the coach was kind of yelling at me about a few things, but then he just seemed to ignore me and concentrated on the other players.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it—you’re too good not to make the team. I think it was just your imagination.”

“I hope so.”

*****
[image: ]


COME MONDAY MORNING, not only was it going to be our second day of tryouts, it was the first day of the school year. Brian had his brother Tim give us a ride to school. As I got into his car that morning, Tim started in with his chatter like he usually does.

“Now don’t expect me to give you guys a ride like this all the time,” Tim said, with a bit of sarcasm. “Mom wanted me to drive you for a few days so you can get used to your high school schedule. After that, it’s ‘ped-city’ for the both of you!” He glanced in the rearview mirror. “Anyway, on another subject, how’s your sister doing, Jess?”

“Oh, you mean dorkface? I guess she’s alright. I saw her at breakfast and then she left for school pretty early.”

“Dorkface? You mean angel face,” he said with a raised brow of interest. 

I stuck my finger down my throat. “Ugh, don’t get me started on that again, or I might give you a new paint job on your dashboard!” Giving a new paint job meant that I was going to throw up on his dashboard.

He glanced in the rearview mirror once more. “Hey, Jess, sometime this year I’m going to ask her out.”

“I already told you to go ahead. I can’t help it if you have bad taste in women.”

“Dude, you’re messed up; talking about your sister like that.”

“What if I started talking about your older sister? What’s her name, Sheri? The one who just graduated?”

He half-laughed. “I’m just messing with you. Don’t get all bent out of shape.”

“I wasn’t getting bent out of shape. It’s just that you don’t know Tami as I do.”

“Well, that’s the whole point of asking her out, to get to know her.”

“Fine man, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

Upon arriving, Brian and I walked around campus to check out the different areas of the school. When the bell rang, it was time to go to my first class which was Algebra I. When I entered the class, to my surprise, Becky was sitting at one of the desks.

“I didn’t know you had Algebra this period, Becky?”

“Yes. I like to get my harder classes over with in the morning. Besides... when we have tests for this class, it’s easier to remember what you studied the night before. That way it will be fresh in your mind the next morning.”

“I never thought of it that way, but it makes sense. Are you going to help me if I get behind in this class?” 

“You get behind? Katie tells me that you hardly study and yet you still average A’s and B’s. I wish I was like the two of you. Katie can read something once, and it stays with her. I have to read something over and over.”

I scanned around the room at the seating. “You want to sit next to each other?”

“Sure Jess, as long as you don’t talk too much and get us in trouble with the teacher. Katie told me about the many times you almost got detention in Mrs. Weaver’s class.”

“That was just ole’ Mrs. Weaver being too picky about stuff—it wasn’t always us.”

“Knowing you and Katie, somehow that’s hard to believe. What about the time the both of you had to write a five-page essay on why you shouldn’t pass notes in your English class?”

“That was just because Miss Simms likes how I write. She just wanted to read five pages of my artistry as a writer!”

“Yeah right; you just keep telling yourself that.”

“Don’t worry Becky; I won’t get you into too much trouble.”

She directed a wary eye. “Yeah, we’ll have to see about that.”

***
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AS THE DAY WENT ON, I realized that high school wasn’t much different than middle school.  Well, other than the juniors and seniors seemed so much older than us freshman. When my last-period class was about to end, Brian and I could not wait for the bell to ring so we could head out to the locker room. Today was going to be the final day of football tryouts, where the coaches would make the final cuts. You either made the team or you didn’t.

When the bell rang, Brian and I headed out to the locker room to get ready. We broke off into our groups again and ran through some drills. I ran a few pass patterns, once again catching every pass while my defender was always a few steps behind. At a certain point, the rest of the wide-receivers got most of the throws, as I stood on the sidelines. Then, when one of the players got hurt on the playing field the coach asked me to go and get the trainer. When we returned, I never got any more throws and stood on the sidelines the rest of the time. I thought for some reason the coach didn’t like me and didn’t want to look at my playing skills anymore. At that point, I felt dejected, like I probably wasn’t going to make the team. Finally, the coach had us run a mile around the track to end the tryouts. I guess the coaches used that time as an opportunity to decide who was going to make the team.

After we got back to the locker room, we showered and got dressed. A few minutes later, one of the coaches came out and gave a speech about how hard we all worked, but unfortunately, some of us would not make the team. The coach then took out the list of those who made the team and taped it to one of the lockers. All the guys quickly gathered around the list. Some left there saying “Yeah, I made it!” while others left very dejected. I finally made my way up to the list and started to go down the list of names that were in alphabetical order.

“Tafuji, Tanner, Thomas, Tucker...”  At that point, I realized I had passed the part where my name should have been. I walked away and sat on one of the benches in disbelief. 

How could this happen? I’m better than all those other wide-receivers that made the team.

As I sat with my head lowered in dejection, Brian came over and sat down next to me.

“I feel your pain, Jess—literally. My name isn’t on that list either.”  

A look of shock ran across my face. “What? No way! Brian, you’re the best player out there!”

Just then, Thunder; well his real name is Tyrone Johnson, but we call him “Thunder”. Anyway, he started to curse and threw his helmet against the wall, as his name was not on the list either. Brian and I sat there in shock as Thunder was one of the best players out there, and should have made the team. Just then Coach Boyle stood at the door and yelled into the locker room. 

“Brian Jensen, Thunder Johnson, Jess Thompson, into my office, now!”

The three of us entered his office and stood there wondering what was going on. Coach Boyle left his office and then returned with another coach by his side. 

“I would like to introduce you to Coach Gilmore; he’s the Junior Varsity, football coach. The three of you are too good to be playing freshman football. You three are going to be playing on the JV squad.”

As a look of shock ran across our faces, we turned and gave each other high-fives in celebration. 

“Now don’t start congratulating each other too much,” Coach Gilmore said. “The three of you are going to be playing against older players. We also need to have your parents sign a consent form, allowing you to play on the JV squad. But if you pass your physicals, all three of you will be competing for positions on the team. Johnson, you will be competing for a starting spot as our fullback. Jensen, we will be looking to make you our first-string middle linebacker. And Thompson, I want you to start working out with Steve—before and after practice. I want you to work on your timing with him. I have a feeling we might be looking at a ‘dynamic duo’ this season. With that gun for an arm (a strong throwing arm) that Steve has, we need someone who has the speed to catch up to his long passes. I think you might be that person.”

“Steve Taylor?” I asked.

“Yes, do you know him?”

“Yeah, we knew each other in middle school, and competed against each other on a couple of things.”

“Well, you won’t be competing against him any more; you’ll be playing with him.”

Coach Gilmore reached out and shook each of our hands. “Welcome to the Junior Varsity football team, you guys!”

As I made my way home that afternoon, the irony of the situation ran through my thoughts.

Wow... Here I thought I wasn’t going to make the team, and instead, I made it on the JV squad. Now I can go home with confidence, knowing my dad is going to be very proud of me.
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CHAPTER THREE – THE SKATING PARTY
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On Thursday of that week, it was youth night, as all of us gathered together at Pastor Tim’s house. When I arrived, I got to talking with Moses.

“Hey Moses, how’s it going?”

“Good. I heard that you made the JV football team—that’s pretty cool.”

“Thanks. I know it’s going to be a little rough playing with older players, but I think I’m up to it. So, what’s up with you? How is school going?”

“School’s going alright. I got most of the classes I wanted. As far as other things, I want to talk to you after our meeting about something kind of important.”

“Alright,” I replied, and wondered to myself what that ‘something important’ could be.

After singing a few songs, Pastor Tim began our lesson for the evening.

“Tonight we are going to be doing something a little different. I am going to be passing out some paper and pencils and I want everyone to write down what kind of ministries they would like to be involved in. Our Senior Pastor wants the youth to start becoming more involved in different ministries, and from time to time participate in our regular services.”

Lyndsey passed out the paper and pencils, as everyone began to write a few things down on their papers. As I sat there thinking it over, I couldn’t think of a single thing I could do as a ministry. About that time, I think Pastor Tim saw I was having trouble writing anything down.

“Now some of you as new Christians may need to still grow more in the Lord, so don’t worry about writing something down.” 

I was glad he said that, because I didn’t think I was qualified to be involved in any ministry being a new Christian. I noticed Katie had written a few things down, so I tried looking over her shoulder. 

“No peeking, Jess,” she said, playfully covering the paper from my view. Then with a teasing smile, she resolved to let me see what she had written down.

	Music – choir

	Youth prayer team

	Visitation – shut-in’s, elderly


As I looked at her list, I knew the things she had written down were not just for show. I knew she intended on doing those things. In a way, I wished I could have written something down too, but all I was good at was football and video games. I didn’t think I had any kind of talent to be used as a ministry in the church.

When our meeting ended, we filtered into the kitchen and den area to have some snacks when Moses came over to talk.

“Jess, as I said, I wanted to talk to you about something. Now, I’m not sure if it’s anything at all, but if I don’t say anything about it, I might regret it.”

The way he led in, piqued my curiosity. “Okay. What did you want to talk to me about?”

“Well, the other day I saw your sister sitting with a couple of people near the student parking lot. And the way she was talking to them made me think they were close friends of hers.”

“So, what’s wrong with that?”

“Jess..., those people were Rod Zimmerman and Jenny Wilder.”

I lowered my brow. “Okay, I must be missing something, because those names don’t mean anything to me.”

“Jess, my older sister told me that Rod and Jenny are known to be loadies.”

“Loadies? What’s that?”

“They are loadies as in they get ‘loaded’ on drugs and smoke pot.”

“What!”

“It’s true; they are kind of known for that.”

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, my sister wouldn’t lie about something like that.”

“Maybe Tami just has a class with them and that’s why she was talking to them.”

“Maybe..., but if I were you, I would keep an eye on that. Rod and Jenny are not the kinds of people that Tami should be hanging around.”

“I think you’re wrong about Tami hanging out with them as friends.”

“I hope so, Jess; I certainly hope so.”

***
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LATER THAT EVENING when I got home, I went up to my room to do my homework. My mind kept circling about what Moses had told me about Tami. I tried to push those thoughts aside, however, the more I tried; the more it was bugging me. Finally, it got to a point that I went and knocked on Tami’s bedroom door. 

“Tami, can I come in?”

“I’m on the phone, Jess.”

“Alright, I’ll talk to you later.”

After that, I went back to work on my homework and forgot all about it.

*****
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THE FOLLOWING MONDAY was going to be my first day of practice with the JV team. Me, Brian and Thunder, had to get our physicals to qualify for the team, which we all passed. While the coaches were talking to each other before practice, Steve Taylor began to walk towards me with a serious look on his face. Immediately I took a firm stance as I wasn’t exactly sure what to expect from him. For one... Katie chose me over him for the Winter Formal Dance. And two... technically I beat him in that last length of the relay race a few years ago. 

“Well if it isn’t Jess Thompson,” he greeted.

“Hi, Steve.”

Then to my surprise, his whole demeanor changed. “Yes, finally!” he said with excitement. “I finally have someone with the speed to catch up to a deep thrown pass. Jess, if you can catch half as well as you can run, we are going to have a great season!”

“Well, as far as my catching ability, have you ever heard the term he has glue on his hands? If you get the ball out there, I’ll catch it.”

“Oh yes!” he said and gave me a high five.

Coach Gilmore then gathered everyone together and we started running through our drills. After running through some pass patterns with Steve, I felt like we had something special, and I now looked forward to the upcoming season.

*****
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AFTER A LOT OF HARD practices the first week, we got ready for our first game which was coming up on Friday. In Algebra class, Becky and I got to talking about a few upcoming events. 

“Jess, I’m going to be having a skating party for my birthday, and I’m inviting all of my friends. Do you want to come?”

“Sure, I’ll go. I haven’t skated for a while, but I’m sure I can remember. When is your party?”

“A week from this Saturday. I also invited Brian, and if you want, you can invite your friend Moses from your church. I think my friend Maggie has a crush on him.”

“Ok, I’ll invite him, but I’m not sure Moses knows how to skate.”

“Oh, just so you know, it’s a birthday party but you don’t have to bring a gift or anything, it’s not that kind of party.”

“That’s good because I wasn’t going to bring you a gift anyway!” I said with a teasing smile. 

“Always the jokester, huh, Jess? Katie is always telling me how you are always joking and messing around.” She gathered another thought. “Oh, speaking of Katie, there’s one more thing I think you should know. And it’s not like I’m saying that you care one way or the other about this, but Marc asked Katie to be his skating partner at the party. I just wanted to let you know.”

I perked up with interest. “You mean like a date or something?” 

“I don’t know if you would call it a date, but you will probably see them together a lot.”

“No, I don’t have a problem with that. I just wasn’t sure she liked him that way. She’s never said anything to me about liking him.”

Her reply rolled off the top of her tongue. “Well, she probably wouldn’t.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Why did you say that?”

“Oh nothing, there are just certain things that us girls keep to ourselves.” 

“Okay, whatever. I don’t have a problem with her being partners with someone.”

“So then you’ll be there a week from Saturday?”

“Yeah, I’ll be there.”

*****
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK passed quickly, and as Becky’s birthday party approached, I caught up to Katie at lunchtime. 

“So, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at Becky’s skating party.”

An inquisitive look drew upon her face. “Becky asked you to her skating party?”

“Yeah, why?”

“Nothing, I just didn’t think she was going to ask you after all.”

“Is that a problem or something, because I won’t go if you don’t want me to?” 

I said that knowing what Becky had previously told me about her and Marc being “partners” for the skating party.

“No, it’s not a problem. But the last time we talked about it, you didn’t seem too interested in skating. So I told Becky you probably wouldn’t want to go.”

“I just meant I’m not into skating anymore, but I would go to something like Becky’s party. So I guess I’ll see you there tomorrow.”

“Yeah, I’ll see you there.”

As she left, I could tell she was thinking deeply about things. Just what those “things” were, I wasn’t quite sure.

***
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THAT NIGHT I GAVE MOSES a call to see if he wanted to go to the skating party. After explaining what it was all about, he gave his reply.

“Thanks for asking, Jess, but skating just isn’t my thing—you know?”

“Okay, that’s cool. I just thought I’d ask because one of Becky’s friends is going to be there, and Becky said that she likes you.”

“She said that?”

“Yep.”

Silence filled the line as I could tell he was considering it. “I think I’ll still pass. Gina’s dad has kind of lightened up and he lets her talk to me on the phone. I’m going to be busy making a phone call on Saturday.”

“Well, that’s cool. Good for you, Moses.”

“So, on another subject. What’s happening with your sister and what I told you about her hanging around Rod and Jenny?”

“Nothing, I haven’t talked to her about it. But I don’t think it’s any big deal. I haven’t seen her hanging around them at school.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“You know Moses, I have to get off the phone and do a few chores, so I’ll talk to you later.”

“Go Raiders!” he said.

“No way man—go Broncos!”

He laughed. “Alright, I’ll see you later, Jess.”

“Alright, talk to you later.”

*****
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THE NEXT DAY I GOT ready for Becky’s skating party. Tim was going to be driving us there and picking us up afterward. When we arrived, Brian and I got out of the car and walked in the entrance. As we scanned the rink, I spotted Becky. 

“Over there Brian; there’s Becky and Marci and the rest of the girls.”

We walked over to where they were gathered, as there were a lot of people at the rink beside the group for Becky’s party. 

“Happy Birthday, Becky,” I greeted, and handed her a birthday card I had made for her.

She took it in her hand with a look of surprise. “Jess, I told you, no gifts.”

“It’s not a gift; it’s just a card—it’s no big deal.”

Becky opened up the card and read it to herself. “Wow Jess, I knew you wrote that one poem at Boomy’s funeral, but I figured you got a lot of help with it. And when Katie told me that you could write nice poems and things, I didn’t believe her. But the way the words just flowed in my card was really nice—thank you.”

“No problem.”

She pointed in a certain direction. “Hey you guys, that room over there is designated for our group. There is pizza and all kinds of snacks in there, so feel free to get some.” 

“Thanks, Becky.” I scanned around the rink. “There sure are a lot of people here.” 

“Yeah, they don’t let you reserve the whole skating rink, only a room for a party.”

Brian and I went into the side room and grabbed a slice of pizza. About that time, they started to play a song as the announcer guy at the rink said, “Free Skate.” This means that anyone can skate any way they want to, couples or singles or groups. I saw Marc and Katie get up from where they were sitting on a bench and enter the rink. Becky joined them, as they all got together and were skating in one big group. The song they were playing was “Beat It” by Michael Jackson. That was a really good song to skate to, so Brian and I set our pizza down and headed out on the rink. When we got out there, I skated like it was nothing. I guess it’s true what they say, it’s like riding a bike, you never forget. I then caught up to where Katie, Marc, and Becky’s group was at. 

“Hey guys,” I greeted, pulling up alongside them.

“Hey Jess,” they all said. 

Marc looked me up and down with a blank stare. “I didn’t know you were coming here, Jess?” 

“Yep,” I replied in a carefree way. “Just hanging out.”

Brian and I sped off and circled the rink a couple more times before getting off. We went into the party room and got something to drink with our pizza. While we were standing there watching the other skaters, I spotted a girl from our school whose name was Karen. I took notice of her because I knew she wasn’t a friend of Becky’s to be invited to the skating party.

“Hey Brian, there’s Karen. Didn’t you kind of have a thing for her last year?”

“No, I didn’t have ‘a thing’ for her. But she sure is looking awfully cute this year! Let’s go talk to her.”

Brian and I headed over to talk to her when I noticed this other girl in a red sweater sitting next to her—she was kind of cute. Brian then started up the conversation. 

“Hi, Karen.”

“Oh, hi Brian, hi Jess. How are you guys doing?”

“Pretty good,” we replied. 

Just then the other girl in the red sweater spoke up. “Hi, Jess, are you just going to stand there and ignore me?”

I pressed my thoughts with a questioning stare, but I did not recognize her. “I’m sorry, I just can’t remember where I know you from.” 

“Cindy Moran. We had a science lab together. I was in that class with you and Patty Burke. My family and I moved away part way through the year.”

A look of shock rose upon my face. “No way! I mean, wow, you look different—I mean in a good way,” I said, stumbling over my words.

“Smooth, Jess, real smooth,” Brian said, as we all shared a laugh.

“So how are you doing, Cindy? I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you.”

“That’s okay. I got contact lenses, and I decided to let my hair grow out.”

Brian and I continued to talk to Karen and Cindy for a few minutes. We mainly talked about how Brian and I were playing on the JV football team and why Cindy had moved away. Cindy said her parents decided to move back to Fuller Creek when her father’s job laid him off. She said she was also going to start back at our school next week. After talking a little more, Brian and I left and started talking while sitting on one of the benches on the side of the rink.

“Man, Jess. Did you see Cindy? What a total babe! She has filled out nicely.”

I shook my head. “You have a one-track mind, Brian.”

“What? You didn’t notice?”

“I noticed; I’m just not going to sit there and stare at her.”

“Oh yeah, I forgot. You’re trying to be a ‘good Christian guy’ right?”

“Yeah, that’s part of it. But I just don’t believe in staring at girls' bodies like that.”

“Well, Cindy was sure staring at you. I have no idea what girls see in you man?”

“Thanks a lot; that makes me feel good.” 

He slugged my shoulder. “I’m just messing with you.”

Just then another song came on which was “Just You and I” by Eddie Rabbit. The announcer then said, “Couples, couples only.” Marc and Katie got up and began to skate together, hand-in-hand. As they passed by, I could tell for some reason that Katie didn’t want to look my way. What I did notice, was they were not holding hands like friends hold hands, but their fingers were intertwined together. That made me wonder if they were now going out as a couple. I then glanced over at Cindy Moran and I could tell she was looking at me a lot, as we shared a smile. When the “couples” song ended, Marc and Katie skated by us once more. Marc then directed at me a long piercing stare, like “look at what I have, Jess.” 

Brian then turned to me with anger and disgust. “Did you see that? Did you see that look that Marc just gave you? What a jerk! I can’t believe that Katie is with that guy!” 

Just then another song came on which was “Little Red Corvette” by Prince. The song's title prompted me to an idea.

“You know Brian, there’s an old saying; don’t get mad—get even! I’m going to go get me a ‘Little Red Corvette’ and flash my shiny car all around this rink!”

I rose from the bench and walked over in front of Cindy Moran. I reached out and firmly took a hold of her hand. “Come on Cindy, let’s skate!”

She smiled at my invitation. “Sure Jess, I’d like that.”

Marc and Katie continued to hold hands even though it wasn’t couples skate. Fortunately for me, Cindy was also a very good skater and we quickly caught up to them. I pulled Cindy by the hand, and we circled in front of their group.

“What’s the matter slow-pokes,” I said with a bit of sarcasm. “Can’t you guys go any faster than that?” 

I pulled Cindy around in front of me so they could see who I was with. Katie glanced at me and then scanned Cindy from head to toe. Who I have to say was looking awfully good. I twirled Cindy around in front of them once more, before talking off really fast around the rink. After the song was over, we got off the rink and went back to the benches. 

“That was fun, Jess. Maybe we can skate another one later.”

“Sure Cindy, I’d like that.”  

I skated back to where Brian was sitting when he gave me this long questioning stare. 

“Jess, are you sure you want to play this game?”

“What game?” I said with slight annoyance, as I knew where he was going with this.

“You know what game I’m talking about. It’s not just Marc we are talking about here, it's Katie also.”

When he said that, it reminded me of the time my mom told me to never ask anyone to do something for the wrong reasons. Those words resounded in my mind several times, as I realized I had asked Cindy to skate with me for the wrong reasons. I wanted to use her to show off in front of Marc, and maybe a little bit in front of Katie also. 

I lowered my head in acknowledgment. “Yeah, Brian, you’re right—thanks for reminding me. Hey, I have an idea, let’s go skate with the birthday girl. After all, it’s her party, right?”

His eyes grew wide in revelation. “The Twister, Jess?”

“Yeah, the Twister!”

Brian and I caught up to Becky; took ahold of her hands, and began pulling her along. 

“You guys, you’re going to make me fall!” she said while laughing.

“Come on Brian; let’s give her the Twister!” I said as we whirled her around in circles several times.

“You guys are messed up, I’m getting dizzy!” 

“You know Becky,” I said. “You’re a very special person. Brian and I just don’t give
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