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    Dedication

In memory of you, Ted Hipple.
 You treated our work with such respect,
 and stood like a giant against the censors.





Contents

    
    
        Dedication
        
        

    
    
    

    

One





Two





Three





Four





Five





Six





Seven





Eight





Nine





Ten





Eleven





Twelve





Thirteen





Fourteen





Fifteen





Sixteen





Seventeen





Eighteen





Nineteen





Twenty





Twenty-One





Twenty-Two





Twenty-Three





Twenty-Four





Epilogue




    
    

    
        Back Ad

    
  

About the Author



    
        Books by Chris Crutcher

    

    

Credits





Copyright




About the Publisher








Early August

One



My plan was to focus my senior year on information I could use after graduation when I set out for Planet Earth from the Pluto that is Trout, Idaho, population 943. My SATs said I wasnt even close to brain-dead and I was set to be accepted at any college I chose, as long as I chose one that would accept me. A lot of guys use their senior year to coast; catch up on partying and reward themselves for making it this far. Not me. This was my year to read everything I could get my hands on, to speak up, push myself and my teachers to get the true hot poop on the World At Large, so I could hit the ground running. How big a pain in the ass do you think that would make me in Mr. Lambeers U.S. government/current events class, where Lambeer regularly alters reality with the zeal of an evangelical senator?

I also intended to shock the elite by etching my name atop the winners board at the state cross-country meet, then come home to take Dallas Suzuki by surprise. Dallas Suzuki may sound to you like a car dealership in Texas, but for the past three years, she has been the single prey in the crosshairs of my Cupids bow, and she doesnt know it because she is way, way out of my league.

Mr. Ambitious.

Then, about two weeks after my eighteenth birthday, a month and a half before beginning my final year at Trout High, I discovered Ill be lucky to be there at the finish. A warning like that usually comes from the school office, to be ignored until the third notice, but this was from The Office Above The Office and was to be attended to immediately.

Doc Wagner left a phone message a few days after my routine cross-country physical; he wanted to see me with my parents in his office either ASAP or pronto. There was gravity in his voice, so I decided Id better scout ahead to see if his message was PG-13 and suited for all, or R-rated and just for me. Turned out to be X.


Hey, Ben, he said as he passed me in the waiting room. Where are your folks?

They couldnt make it.

Id really prefer they were here.

My moms . . . well, you know my mom; and Dads on the truck.

Im afraid I have to insist, he said.

Ill relay the information. Promise.

He said it again. Im afraid I have to insist.

Insist all you want, my good man, I said back. Im eighteen, an adult in the eyes of the election board and the Selective Service and your people, the American Medical Association. I decide who gets the goods on yours truly. Dr. Wagner has known my family since before I was born and was plenty used to my smart-ass attitude. Hes delivered probably 80 percent of the towns population my age and under, including my brother, and Im not even close to his worst work. He also delivered Sooner Cowans.

I dont feel right talking about this without your parents, Ben, he said, walking me toward the examination room. But I guess you leave me no choice.

I leave you exactly that, I said. Lay it on me.

And lay it on me he did, and I am no longer quite so glib.


He sat on the stainless-steel swivel stool, a hand on my knee, staring sadly.

I said, Youre sure about this, right? Theres no doubt?

Theres no doubt. I sent your tests to Boise and they sent them to the most reputable clinic in the country. We can run them again, but unless your blood was mixed with somebody elsesand yours is the only blood I took that dayits pretty much a lock. We have to get right on it. Otherwise youll be lucky to have a year.

Doc took another blood sample, to be sure. I watched him mark it, but I knew the original tests were mine.

Okay, I said, rolling down my sleeve. Lemme sit with this a minute, all right?

He hesitated.

You got no sharp instruments in here, Doc, and nothing to make a noose. Go, I said, fighting the urge to let him stay. Thats my curse: give me the bad news and Ill take care of you. I thank my mother for that.

Doc rose, and he looked old. He stood at the door, watching me over the top of his glasses, the clich of a small-town doctor. The door closed behind him and I stared out the window, letting his words settle into my chest. Otherwise youll be lucky to have a year.


The leaves of an ancient cottonwood outside the window danced in the bright sunlight, and I was breathless. I sat, digesting the indigestible, adrenaline shooting to my extremities as if I were strapped to an out-of-control whirling dervish. I was thinking of my mom. How in the world do I tell her this?

All my mother ever wanted was to be a good mother and a good wife, but thats not as easy as it soundsfor her at leastbecause shes crazy. Shes either moving at warp speed or crashed in her room with the shades pulled. No gears in between. She calls herself a stay-at-home mom, but when she does stay at home, its all you can do to get her out of her locked bedroom, and when shes not at home, she could be at the Chamber of Commerce or the Civic Club or any of a number of bridge or book clubs.

When Cody and Dad come home to a dark house, Moms door closed tight like that of a dungeon, they pretend shes on vacation. Im the one who tries to get in and make her feel better. File that under Don Quixote. Dad has his own bedroom because hes not willing to sleep on the couch during those long stretches of nights when her bedroom door is locked. He runs his mail and freight business like a fine Swiss clock, reads voraciously, and helps Cody and me problem solve, by request only. His demeanor doesnt change whether Mom is on fire or doused. His keel is as even as hers is tilted; its kind of like living with roommates who are foreign exchange students from opposite points on the globe. I speak both their languages, while Cody speaks neither, and I spend way more time than I should translating. I knew even before I thought it all out that bringing them Docs news would break the fragile symmetry of our lives. And, Oh God, what about my brother?

But I have to say, and this will sound strange, the minute Doc said it, I felt a congruence. Ive never pictured myself over twenty; never really thought I would be. Ive had this dream since grade school. This kid is in a hospital bed surrounded by doctors, nurses, and parents. Tubes protrude from his nose and he is seriously puny, and the only dialogue is, It isnt working. It isnt working. I cant see that the kids face is mine, but one of the people standing around the bed is my brother, Cody, and tears stream down his face. Its as if the universe slipped a long time ago and revealed to me my destiny.

So Doc left me to sit there and I betrayed him, but only a little bit. I left a note saying, Ill be back. Dont worry. Wont do anything stupid. Then I drove home, put on my running gear, and headed out. I snagged my iPod because I had challenged myself to run through more than thirty-five hundred songs before the summer was out, so I could show up for cross-country in primo condition, and I didnt want to get caught running without polishing off some tunes.

I was five miles into it, standing on a high bluff in the shimmering heat, when I heard in my phones:


If life is like a candle bright

Then death must be the wind.

You can close your window tight

And it still comes blowing in




So I will climb the highest hill

And Ill watch the rising sun

And pray that I wont feel the chill

Til Im too old to die young.



I didnt remember downloading it, and didnt know who was singing, and technically it wasnt a perfect fit. But that old dream and this song merged to tell me the breeze whispering against my soft cotton shirt was death.

I walked back through the entrance to the county hospital dripping in sweat and asked Myrna Whitney at the reception desk for Doc.

Docs been looking all over for you, Ben. Where in the world did you go? And look at you. She crinkled her nose.

Back in the examination room, Doc unloaded when I told him we werent going to do anything about this. Thats the craziest thing Ive ever heard! What in hell is wrong with you, Ben Wolf? You dont hear information like this and just give up! Now get on your phone and call your dad. I know this might be too much for your mother, but your dad is the most levelheaded man I know.

And I want to keep him that way, Doc. Look. I know this doesnt make sense, but

Doesnt make sense isnt the expression for it. Its stupid. And its dangerous.

But Ive known this . . . maybe forever. I was never meant to grow old, Doc. I cant explain it. . . .

Well, when you can, explain it to someone who believes in voodoo. Dont explain it to me, cause Im not listening. Now get on that phone with your dad.

Im eighteen, Doc. This is my call. I dont expect you to understand, but you have no choice but to go along. This shit is confidential.

Doc stormed into the hall, then back into the room before the door could close. Ben, you might be eighteen, but youre a boy. If you stick with this ridiculous decision long, it will be too late to change your mind.

I dont think Im going to change my mind.

This time he stormed out for good.

Mid-August

Get in. Doc opened the door to his twenty-year-old Chevy station wagon in front of my house. Hed called the night before and told me to be ready at five thirty A.M.; didnt say for what.

What do I tell my dad? Id asked.

Whatever you want.

Where we going? I asked now.

Denver.

Colorado?

Do you know another Denver?

He was quiet on the drive to the airport, and through check-in and security, but on the plane he said, Ben, I cant shoulder this alone. Ill go along with your decision, even though I wouldnt think twice about breaking confidentiality. Im not afraid of the legal team you might throw together. He rolled his eyes to let me know what a joke that was. But you know your family situation, I guess, and this is serious stuff.


I said, Thanks. Really.

Yeah, thanks, he said. But no thanks. Im taking you to someone who can put this to you in the clearest terms. Like I said, I cant shoulder this alone.

The cab ride from the airport to the clinic just outside Denver was a blur, as was most of my time inside. We met with a young Indian doctorlike India-Indiannamed Dr. Bachchan. In just a little bit of an accent she laid it out for me. That part was just as much a blur as had been the cab ride. I heard aggressive, resilient (as applied to the disease, not me), urgent, and we havent had much luck so far.

I walked away understanding I have a rare form of whatever the hell it is and without treatment my chances sucked, but with it they still sucked and somehow I knew my chances arent about living, theyre about living well. I wouldnt recommend this for anyone else, but Im not going out bald and puking. I dont have anything to teach anyone about life, and Im not brave, but Id rather be a flash than a slowly cooling ember, so Ill eat healthy food, gobble supplements, sleep good, and take what the universe gives me.

And Im turning out for football.








Two



Coach Banks stands near the center of the gym in his gold T-shirt (which is really yellow) and purple shorts behind two boxes of new shoulder pads, whistle dangling from his neck on a purple-and-gold lanyard, clipboard in one hand, purple-and-gold Cougar pen in the other, checking off names as each veteran player selects his armor. Todd Langford, the assistant coach, passes out knee and thigh pads and helmets. Freshmen and other first-year players sit in the bleachers, patiently waiting for the gear to be picked over, predicting individual heroics unlikely to be fulfilled. I slip into the bleachers while Cody checks in with Coach. A few vets look at me in surprise and wave, surely wondering why a senior who probably weighs five more pounds than his pads is turning out for football for the first time. Cody points me out to Coach, who removes his purple Cougar baseball cap, peers into the bleachers, shakes his head, and waves. I wave back.

It feels strange to pick up my gear with the frosh, but Im enough smaller than most of them that we dont reach for the same set of shoulder pads at the same time. In fact there have been so few guys my size turning out for Cougar football in the past ten years that my ancient pads are barely used. I tuck them and my practice uniform into my gear bag and take a seat beside my brother. The Wolf brothers are both seniors, though Im eleven and a half months older. Mom and Dad held me back a year, hoping Id grow enough to look less like a Wizard of Oz extra by the time I started kindergarten, but to no avail, so Im old for our class and Codys young. Except that Im approximately three quarters his size, we could be twins. Same general body designplus or minus some musclessame features, same hair and eyes. When he took over at quarterback in midseason last year and averaged five touchdowns, running or throwing, in the final five games they started calling him Big Wolf. Guess who that made me.

Coach paces in front of the bleachers. Ive been giving the same speech more than fifteen years, so you vets feel free to sing along. Rooks best pretend youre hearing the audio version of the Bible for the first time; read by the protagonist.

A murmur runs through the crowd and Coach says, I guess that would require a big Yes SIR!

In unison we roar, Yes SIR!

Coach smiles and takes off the cap again. Almost makes me wish Id been in the military, he says. Thats the last time I want to hear anyone calling me sir, got that?

The freshmen and new guys, myself excluded, thanks to Cody, repeat, Yes SIR! while the veterans laugh.

Gentlemen, he says, football is a game. Many of the good citizens of Trout will tell you its much more than that, but its not a microcosm of life; its not a religious or patriotic experience. Its a game. Its a hell of a good one, though, and if you hang in there youll get to play. Youll ride the bench until I think you can help us, but you wont get cut, and the more effort you put in and the more carefully you listenand put into practice what you hearthe better are your chances of extended playing time. Understood?

There were fewer Yes SIR!s this time, more grunts of agreement.


When Sooner Cowans heard SIR! he sneered, like he couldnt believe the dumb shits he was going to be playing with.

By now youve all signed off on the schools Athletic Code. It demands no drinking, no drugs, and no smoking for all in-season athletes. It also requires that you report those behaviors on other in-season athletes should you gain firsthand knowledge of their participation in them. Youre also aware of our schools general zero-tolerance policy on drugs, alcohol, and violence. He scans the bleachers.

We nod and grunt.

Sooners glare sweeps the bleachers, practically daring anyone to lay zero-tolerance anything on him.

You can give me Yes! Coach says. Its the sir I dont like.

So we yell Yes!

Well, Im not a detective and I dont demand you rat out your buddies. It sets you up to be liars and me to be lied to and I have no time for that. I pay attention to performance. If youre drinking it will affect your performance. If youre using drugs it will affect your performance. If youre causing violence in school youll get suspended or expelled and youll be gone and there wont be any performance. I will not throw you off this team for your actions off the football field. I will, however, adjust your playing time in accordance with your actions on the football field.

On the field, I expect you to give it your all, all the time. You owe that to your teammates and to yourselves; and to Coach Langford and me. Learn your plays; hit hard and hit clean. If I have an inkling that youre hitting to injure, in practice or in a game, I will jerk you off the field so fast your pads will remain at the point of infraction and, though I said football is not a religious experience, we will have a Come to Jesus meeting in which I will play Jesus. We do not go after heads and we do not go after knees. This is a tough, high-risk sport and we will not add to that risk. Is that clear?

YES!

Beyond that, we hit to rattle skeletons.

Coach tosses his hat toward the nearly empty boxes of pads and removes his whistle. He sighs. Fourteen years ago a boy named Ron Ingalls tried to hang himself in the athletic equipment room. Ron wasnt much of an executioner and I dont think he was all that serious because he knew I was coming and he left the light on and turned the radio up. When I got him down he said he did it because of the way the jocks treated him, and he named them. Every athlete he named played ball for me. It wasnt all jocks, guys, it was football players. Ron Ingalls was alone; not a part of anything.

I teach English here, but in fact, Im a scientist. What I know about science is that everything from the smallest atom to the universe itself works because of its parts. This team is a single entity. It works when everyone does his part, from the manager to the quarterback. I know, because I know, there are guys on this team who have nothing but contempt for other guys on this team. Off the field, hate away. On the field we need each other. Every one of us operates better when every player does his job. And understand this: if not for fans, you guys would be out on a dusty vacant lot with pieces of your mothers old torn-up pillowcases tucked into your belts, playing flag football when theres nothing good on TV. The fans are part of this entity, too. He leans forward. This is where Ron Ingalls comes in; every kid who walks the halls of Trout High is a member of this team. Do not be giving any members of the team a hard time, because I consider that to be detrimental to our mission and I will bench you so hard youll be picking wood slivers out of your colon. Are there any questions?


There are none.

Okay, he says, lets head for the cafeteria and get this first day of practice under our belts.

Oh, and gentlemen, Coach says as we begin to clear the bleachers. Some of you may have taken history or civics classes that outlined the freedoms one enjoys in a democracy. At the heart of those freedoms is choice. At this moment you have the freedom to choose whether or not to play football. With an affirmative choice, all democracy vanishes.

Its another two weeks before school starts, so we walk through darkened, deserted halls toward the cafeteria, where we come upon card tables covered with tablecloths, a candle burning in the center of each. Caterers from Lindemanns, Trouts best imitation of an upscale restaurant, wait to serve us our choice of soup, salad, a meat or veggie entre, and a generous selection of desserts. This is one of Coach Bankss more eccentric traditions, marking our last day of relative comfort.

Im the only guy who orders the veggies.

Coach squats next to Cody, whos sitting across from me. Randy Dolven and Rich Glover sit to my right and left, popping bite-size sirloin tips like popcorn. Ben Wolf, Coach says. This is your last year of high school. You were headed for State in cross-country. What in hell are you doing here?

I want a new experience.

He cant help but take in my size. People Ive never met do that the moment they hear my deep voice and realize Im not a sixth grader, but Ive known Coach since junior high school when he came to our house to lay out future plans for my brother, took a look around, and turned into our backup dad. In Coachs defense, he is seeing me for the first time, in this light. The new experience could be brain damage, he says.

Dolven says, That wouldnt be a new experience.

Have you talked with Coach Gildehaus? Coach asks. Gildehaus coaches cross-country.

I left a message on his answering machine yesterday afternoon, I say. Ill talk with him today.

He called Coach Gildy when he knew he wouldnt be there, Cody says, like I do with you when my shit is in the street.

What do you think of this? Coach asks my brother.

Sole surviving son, Cody says. Doubles the inheritance pool for me.

Glad youre not my brother, Coach says, and turns back to me. I cant promise you much playing time, buddy. Most of these seniors have three years experience. He looks me over again. And you have to admit, youre not exactly . . . What do you weigh now?

One thirty.

He stares. Cody looks away and smiles.

Okay, one twenty-three. Listen Coach, Im not the delinquent ant crawling up the elephants leg with sexual pleasures in mind. Ive always had a fantasy of playing ball. I could turn out to be a weapon on special teams or something.

Coach palms the back of his neck. Well, Ive never turned a kid away and Im not going to start now. As long as you know what youre getting into. He stands. You get this squared away with Coach Gildehaus today.



If Coach knew what I was already into, he wouldnt give this a second thought. Footballs tough but it doesnt usually kill you. Hes right about my being a cross-country stud, which is a bit of a miracle itself, given my revolutions per minute are double those skinny long-legged dudes I run against. But Im a guy who does what it takes and if I can do what it takes in cross-country at this height, I can do what it takes in football at this weight. Sure there are guys out there twice my size, just like there are guys in cross-country with twice my inseam, but the only reason I never turned out before was fear of permanent damage, and permanent wont last as long now. And shoot, even Jim Brown couldnt have taken a straight shot from a hundred-twenty-three pound bowling ball, if it was rolling fast enough. Sports is about concentration and confidence. There were about five million high school roundballers who could run faster, jump higher, dribble behind their backs and between their legs better than Larry Bird, but not one of them could hang on the court with him for the time it takes a bull rider to get points, even now, and hes been retired forever. Its in the mind. Plus, Im blessed with one thing no one on our team or any other team has. Im blessed with nothing to lose.
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Three



Youre going through with it, Marla Dawson says, eyeing the cleats protruding through the open zipper of my workout bag.

I drop the bag next to the chair across from her desk and sit. Im like a genuine gridiron hero.

She smiles. Only smaller.

Only smaller.

Youre going to have to help me with this, she says, studying my face. Its incomprehensible to me that you want to spend your last . . . this time, being pummeled.

I just need something that grips my attention tighter than reality, I say. Man, you see those big guys coming, it takes everything you have not to burrow into the grass like a gopher.


Marla Dawson is Docs and my compromise. He was this closeforefinger and thumb maybe a quarter inch apartto breaking confidentiality and calling my parents. There will be a day, he said, when I look back wondering what I should have done. Ive got to live with myself. There was an implied And you dont, so we agreed Id talk with a shrink at least twice a week and hed find a way to fund it. Of Trouts 943 citizens, not one of them is a shrink, or even plays one on TV. I figured Id bring that to his attention after he got a little more comfortable with reality. Only Doc Wagner is not so dumb as Id like to think, because he happened to know our county is included in an outreach program out of Ada County, which means Boise, and that we have us a traveling shrink. Guess how often.

Marlas laugh at my gopher remark is tentative. Im out of my depth here, she says for about the eighth time in the four weeks weve been meeting. Ive worked with suicidal kids and kids who have lost parents and siblings, and even one kid who was terminal, but Ive never worked with someone who doesnt care hes dying.

So youll want me on your resume. Ill sign anything.

I want you on someone elses resume, she says. You make me crazy.


I want that on my resume. Driving a therapist crazy is like scaring a NASCAR driver with a Kia.

Marla cant be more than ten years older than I am. Shes been a psychiatric social worker maybe three years, total. You dont draw Trout, Idaho, duty if youre Sigmund Freud. You can write your doctoral thesis on me when Im gone.

Shes wrong, of course. Just because it feels congruent in some unexplainable way doesnt mean I dont care or that Im not scared. Ive begun jerking awake in the middle of the night, sweating in the wake of unremembered dreams, getting up to touch my stuffrunning shoes and CDs, my leather jacket, my beaded Indian beltsitting on the end of my bed in the dark trying to wrap my imagination around the fact that in a relatively short time I will simply be gone. But with my fear comes intense curiosity. Its hard to imagine what isnt. I rethink and rethink and rethink and rethink my decision not to tell my brother and my parents, not because Ive begun to believe I could tolerate how they would treat me after hearing the news, but because I worry about how betrayed they might feel that I didnt let them prepare. The thing that bothers me more than my dads bewilderment, and whatever effect this shit will have on Mom, is my brothers rage. When I go down for the count and Cody finds out how long I knew, he will be one pissed quarterback.

So how are you otherwise? Marla says, bringing me back into her office with a swoosh. And dont say Im dying again. That was barely funny once.

The more I tell Marla Dawson how I am the more she doesnt get it, but I have to admit it feels good to say it somewhere I know it wont get out. This isnt a story about some pathetic kid who goes terminal and freaks out before learning to live with the certainty of death and squares up all accounts on his deathbed only to have his brother make a million dollars later selling the story to Lifetime. I may be only eighteen, but Ive been around long enough to know that some accounts dont get squared. This is a story about a kid who always knew at some core level he was moving on early and, even through the initial terror and disbelief, is going to figure out, come hell or high water (I vote high water), a way to consolidate a life into a year. Before Doc told me, I thought I had time to play, but now this year is my life. I have maybe twelve months to fall in love, marry, make smart investments, grow old, and die. But its relative, right? There are insects that pack it all into a day. I was going to do maintenance work on my GPA while reading every book I could get my hands on that would teach me about real life, run my heart out in cross-country, make a few extra bucks from the Hall brothers washing and waxing cars in their showroom at Trout Auto when they needed it, and see if I could muster the guts to spend some of that money on Dallas Suzuki, whos tall enough to slow dance with her chin on my head (and my head in a sweet, softer place), to do just that. Ive traded in the running for football, increased my reading time exponentially, and . . . well, Dallas Suzuki, brace yourself.

According to the laws of probability as outlined in Bill Brysons A Short History of Nearly Everything (which, if you want to know what the universe is really about, you will read), I won the lottery to the power of about three hundred just being here. You too. Even if you start counting possibilities after the earth got formed, which the odds were way against, one botched life of a direct ancestor, going all the way back past salamanders, and your number doesnt pop up. Also, according to Bryson, if you packed the entire history of the earth into one day, life in its most basic form would start around four in the morning, youd get maybe twenty minutes of dinosaurs around ten thirty at night, and humans would take up about the last minute and seventeen seconds.

So if you look at the difference between your life expectancy and mine, which relative to those numbers is so infinitesimal it could be represented by Sooner Cowanss chemistry grade; and you figure how much of your life youre going to waste because you dont know when it ends and how much of mine Im gonna fill up because I do, we got dealt about the same hand which, if you think about it, isnt exactly an ace-high straight flush.

Im good, I tell Marla, in answer to her question. I figure if Doc is right about the time I have left, I should wrap up my adolescence in the next few days, get into my early productive stages about the third week of school, go through my midlife crisis during Martin Luther King Jrs birthday, redouble my efforts at productivity and think about my legacy, say, Easter, and start cashing in my 401(k)s a couple weeks before Memorial Day. I dont have to worry about making enough money to put kids through college so I can focus on the more philosophical elements of my life. I unzip my backpack and haul out my notebook. I have it charted here if you want to see.

I think Ive got it, she says. So where do I fit in?

Problem solving, I tell her. And convincing Doc Im not crazy for refusing treatment.


And how do you propose I do that? He calls me twice a week asking if youve changed your mind.

Favorable psychological assessments, I tell her. He needs to know hes done everything he can, which he has. I mean, he could have stopped me from playing football.

She nods. Hes sticking his neck out for you. And the problem solving?

Well, if Im going to put the lid on adolescence in the next few days, I pretty much need to get laid.

Marla blanches.

Not with you, I say. Dallas Suzuki.

Whats a Dallas Suzuki?

Only the focus of my lust and my undying love.

In that order?

You should see her.

I have to say it offends my feminine sensibilities to help fuel the rocket of your sexual intentions, young man.

But you need to remember that as your rapidly expiring client, I set the agenda. And besides, if you knew Dallas Suzuki youd worry about protecting me.

How do we go about this?

Methinks we need to make me more virile, I say.

Marla looks me over with the identical expression Coach Banks flashed when I told him why I was turning out for football.

Use your imagination, I tell her.

Ill try.


We might not have the horses in any given year to take it all the way, Coach says between earsplitting whistles in the middle of infinite wind sprints, but ours will never tire down the stretch. Thats horse-racing talk for the fourth quarter. Coach bases our capacity for pain on what he calls the principle of cardio bulimia. Simply put, that means we stop running when the third guy chucks up. Its a good skill to perfect if you happen to be a frosh or sophomore struggling to get into the good graces of the starters. In fact we select a Player of the Day in the locker room after the second practice each day and that award always goes to puker number three, who also gets divine dispensation from the wetted end of Sooner Cowanss towel. This football team is in killer shape, and if we run into teams with more talent, thats what will pull us through.


You were hittin out there today. Cody throws his gear into the back of my 1941 Chevy pickup.

I began coveting this vehicle when I saw it in Coachs backyard three years ago. I couldnt believe it still ran. Kissed my first girl in this sweet ride, he told me then. If you promise to do the same Ill give you a good price. I said how about if I promised to kiss my next girl in it and he said that was good enough. Its Trout lore that the girl Coach kissed died in an awful car accident when they were seniors and he kind of spun out. He went to college to become an English teacher, taught in a few small towns in eastern Washington, then came home to bring closure to his interrupted life. I wonder if that closure ever came; hes been here twenty years, lives alone. I treat his pickup like a place of worship.

Never underestimate the power of a midget on a mission, I tell Cody.

He hops into the passenger seat, snaps the seat belt low and tight across his lap, and smiles once again at the makeshift sign posted on the dash in front of him. SHOULD THE CABIN LOSE PRESSURE, AN OXYGEN MASK WILL APPEAR FROM ABOVE. BE SURE TO HELP THE DRIVER WITH HIS MASK BEFORE SECURING YOUR OWN.

Just dont get your brain crushed, he says. I need you.

The Creator of the Universe must have a sense of humor, giving the three-quarter-size Wolf kid perfect vision for diagnosing defenses and the Greek-godlike Wolf kid a brain that scrambles them on sight. Last year when he took over at QB, Cody and I stayed up late with the scouting tapes on the eve of every game. Id teach him to read each situation and point out how one or two of the opposing players telegraphed their defense. Every team has someone to key on and
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