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Prologue
Luke
To my left, a trickle of tears drip slowly down Richie’s face. I didn’t see that coming. To my right, Davis nervously sways while mouthing words silently. Sweat beads on my forehead and my heart races as adrenaline courses through my body. This is our time. Years of preparation, work and pain brought us to this extraordinary moment. 
The bright lights, raucous crowd and boisterous song heighten every sense of my being. America’s sweetheart belts out an all familiar tune. Her voice is angelic and inspirational despite an excessive display of vocal gymnastic abilities. Nobody needs to add that many runs to a song. The crowd listens with anticipation of what is to come. Many join in, of course. The lyrics are known to everyone here. The feel of patriotism for some reason exceeds that of any previous rendition on any other given Sunday. This is the biggest game, the one with so much on the line.
The final anthem notes come to a close as the Air Force displays its might with a thunderous flyover above Motown Stadium. The effect was more for the television audience; the domed roof limits us to sharing the sight on the big screens. Still, the rumble reverberates through us. The crowd cheers like this is their moment, and for Detroit it really is. A lifetime of disappointment is now displaced by hopes that never seemed possible. A Super Bowl in their town, with their team. The Detroit Wheels reinvigorated this city. We can’t let them down. We won’t.
Fireworks explode mightily, or at least as much as they can within an indoor stadium. Panic surges through me. I brace for the gunshot which doesn’t come. The cover of the fireworks would have provided a shooter with the security of knowing his position would be harder to locate. I relax just a bit and remind myself to breathe.
The final threat letter I received said that getting a weapon into the stadium was a solvable problem, a minor inconvenience really. The letter said that this game will always be remembered. The unfinished score will be just a side note. This Super Bowl game would have no end, but Lucas Bradford will. 

Chapter 1
Luke
Seven Months Earlier
Locking up my faithful ’78 Ford Bronco, I heft my gear and make my way into the practice facility for the first time of the season. Preseason training camp always brings that familiar combination of excitement and nervousness. My position as backup quarterback on the Detroit Wheels is fairly secure but many of the guys walking in will never see the locker room on opening day. The underlying tension is evident even as laughter and greetings fill the room.
“Hey, Richie,” I say warmly as we exchange a manly bro-hug. “It looks like you’ve been eating too many of Lucy’s baked goods over the offseason. Those extra pounds might help you blow through more tackles this year though. Anything would be an improvement.”
He rolls his eyes and responds, “Luke, if you could actually get the ball into the receivers’ hands this year instead of displaying how forcefully the ball can collide with the turf then you wouldn’t need me to carry the game on my shoulders. Shoulders which are in impeccable form, by the way, over a body worthy of Greek statues.”
I laugh knowing that even though his wife owns the best bakery in southeast Michigan, Richie does not partake in her creations often. I have been known to sneak an occasional apple fritter because, well, there is no equal to that delightful piece of heaven. If it is not chicken breast, fish, veggies or tofu it is generally not on Richie’s plate. 
Richie and I have played together since our days at Northwestern, back when beer and pizza were our staples. Richie tore up the field as the team’s featured running back. The NFL scouts may have actually drooled a little watching moves that looked like Barry Saunders reincarnated. I can’t say that my three years as the starting quarterback filled up any record books but I held my own. The Wildcats had some decent seasons, especially in our senior year when Richie carried the team to the college football playoffs. Our defense made the lives of offensive coordinators a nightmare too. We were knocked out in the semis but our victory over heavily favored Notre Dame in the game before that shocked pretty much everyone, even ourselves. Their coach, Mitchell Kowalski, was relieved from his duties the next day and his comments to the press about our team, and Richie and I in particular, were not the sort that should be repeated. Usually coaches hold those back when in front of the media. We played an honest game; the guys in stripes made sure of that. Somehow, Kowalski didn’t see it that way.
Richie nods across the room to Davis Moore as he enters to a smattering of applause and high fives. Davis is our number one receiver and he and Richie are my best friends. He is a truly likable guy who has no concept of an ego unlike many others with similar levels of talent. Davis has been in the league for four more years than I have and has seen continuous playing time since starting as a rookie. He spends a lot of time practicing with me in the offseason so my skills keep improving due to his experience and advice. For that I am truly thankful. Davis earned his way into the NFL by shining on the field in nearby Ann Arbor. He led the Big Ten in receptions and yards per catch in both his junior and senior years. Opting out early for the draft was tempting but he stuck with the team and earned a national championship. Those who stay will be champions, you know.
Davis makes the rounds with the veteran players, sharing hugs and fist bumps. The newbies in the locker room just stare in awe at some of our stars. They whisper a little to each other but mostly keep quiet. Davis finally approaches Richie and I and we share hellos. We saw each other yesterday as Lucy served up her traditional welcome back barbecue feast. Families all came together for the event. Most of the returning offensive unit attends each year, prompting the installation of a second BBQ pit. It takes a whole lot of ribs to feed the offensive line and other players, plus one chicken breast for you know who. 
As we change into our workout clothes, Davis says, “Luke, what do you think of these new Wheels draft picks? They look a little scared.”
“I agree,” chimes in Richie loud enough for the rookies to hear. “Don’t they seem a little small and perhaps in danger of losing bladder control?”
No matter how well the rookies played in college, they are going to be targets so they might as well accept that now. Checking their egos at the door is a smart move. “You know that Coach Phillips will whip them into shape,” I add and then direct my comments toward the contingent of drafted rookies and other unsigned players hoping to make the team. “You are all here because you have good skills. That is a given. To make it you need to combine that with a work ethic like no other. You need to think of team success, not individual accolades. Listen to your coaches no matter how much you may disagree. Show respect and good things will come.”
“Well, rah, rah, rah,” comes a grumbly voice from the other side of the room. “Has someone spent the summer watching every motivational sports movie? How many snaps did you play last year, Lucas Bradford?”
That voice belongs to Nate Donovan, our #1 QB. I can’t say that playing a backseat to Nate has made me happy but I will admit I have learned many things from him. The guy is actually a pretty good teacher when the mood hits him, a somewhat infrequent occurrence. He is a twelve year league veteran playing for his third team. He has had a lot of success in getting to the playoffs regularly and reaching the Super Bowl twice but coming up empty both times. This is my fifth year in the NFL after being drafted in the fourth round by the Wheels. I hoped to be starting by year two or three but then the Wheels brought in Donovan so I continue to bide my time as the main backup. Donovan’s contract is up after this year so time will tell what happens. Then again, mine is too. I remain hopeful. My current focus is to continue to work as hard as I can and get as much playing time as the game situations allow but that is not much.
Just as I debate about how to reply to Nate’s comments, my thoughts are interrupted by the shout of our offensive line coach telling us to get our asses into the meeting room now. When James Freeman speaks, everyone listens. You would think the guy was a drill sergeant for the Marines in a previous life. Scurrying is an apt way to describe the behavior of everyone in the room, even for the 350 pound linemen who aren’t exactly fleet on their feet. I grab a water bottle and a notebook and head to the team meeting without a further word.
Head Coach Jim Phillips stands in the front of the meeting room with a half-smile and half-glare. He looks ready to fight. Every returning player will put it all on the line for Coach. He was brought to Detroit three years ago by team owner Matteo Cannas. Jim was well respected in the league as a defensive coordinator. Successful stops in Miami and Kansas City resulted in a strong resume and much respect from fellow coaches and players. Approaching seventy, he had been passed over for head coaching positions numerous times. Some felt that as a Black man perhaps he missed some opportunities that should have been his. The sporting world now knows what they were missing and Mr. Cannas has made it clear that we are not letting him go anywhere else.
Mr. Cannas knew that Detroit needed a turnaround, not that it was a well kept secret. He considered bringing in a youthful coach to instill vigor and enthusiasm into the game. That recipe worked for some of the other rising teams in the league. Instead, his interviews with Coach Phillips cemented his feelings about what the Wheels needed most. Our offense was decent but our defense was among the league’s worst in several statistical categories. We needed a strong, defensive minded coach and Coach Phillips brought in a bonus when convincing defensive coordinator, Stu Skiba, to come with him. More important than that was the heart that he showed for his team. He was gutsy; some would say too risky. But his guys knew that it was driven by the confidence he had in them so they would do their damndest to prove him right.
Coach Phillips wore his emotions on his sleeve at times. Some in the media were critical of that. When he spoke of the team, its accomplishments and its disappointments, the emotion welled up. You couldn’t watch his post game speeches and press conferences without getting a little misty-eyed yourself sometimes because you know how driven he is to bring wins to the players and the city. You can’t replace that heart with youthful enthusiasm and modern computer-driven play calling. Coach Phillips is a players’ coach. That doesn’t mean that he coddles us or invites us to his office for lattes. He works us hard and practices can be miserable. He certainly will tell us exactly what we did wrong on the field and with no lack of emotion or emphasis, but he also delivers praise when it is earned and uses constructive criticism effectively.
Coach stands in front of the group giving us his version of a Rocky speech. Every coach has to. Our team is in the midst of the turnaround that Mr. Cannas and our general manager envisioned. Detroit has flipped the record books after so many losing seasons that our fans just expected nothing else. It started small in Coach’s first year. The Wheels went 5-10, still a disappointing season but better than the year before. I won’t mention that record. The next season was 7-7-1. Yes, I know it is hard to end with a tie in the NFL but somehow we managed to get one in the season finale, depriving us of a winning record yet again. Typical Detroit Wheels. 
Last season though, that was the one that lit the fire in our city. We actually entered the playoffs with some expectations to win. Our record was 13-4 and we had momentum on our side. Tayson Jones, our top running back, and Richie were burning up the field again. Nate and Davis were practically unstoppable in the passing game. It was the defense though that really came alive. Our defensive line turned into a machine plowing through the offense for sacks, tackles for loss and some very ill-advised throws by the scrambling quarterbacks. 
We won our first playoff game and you would have thought that every citizen in Detroit had just become millionaires. Most of Michigan, aside from that odd pocket in the U.P. who root for a team from another state, wore our navy blue and silver colors with pride. The enthusiasm in our home state and the coverage by the media was insane. It was, frankly, something not many in our organization had experienced except for a few who reached the pinnacle in college or transferred in from a different team. Davis lived that success a bit at Michigan but even he was shocked. Sadly, we lost the second playoff game but put up a good fight against the Salt Lake City Cougars, the team that eventually won the Super Bowl. Yes, we are moving in the right direction and Coach Phillips does not need to sell it. We are hungry for another winning season.
Coach wraps up the motivational part of his speech and follows that up with a brief but effective game highlight film from last year to pump us up. The season is long and it is a grind but we are all in. The assistant coaches spend some time going over our practice schedules and their plans for improvement. They also describe the timeline for cuts and other business items. Matteo Cannas, who had been watching silently from the back of the room, steps up front for a brief talk with the team focusing on the mental and financial support from management. 
Assistant Coach Freeman takes front and center and concludes the meeting by introducing the rest of the staff. Fortunately, we do not have much turnover this year. The league can be like a carousel with constantly moving coaches and other staff. If you are good at your job, then other teams want to poach you by offering a higher position or more pay. Most of our staff wanted to stay and Mr. Cannas paid out to ensure that we retained those who brought us success. One new hire definitely catches my attention. Seeing his face as he stands in the group being introduced brings me back to the worst moment I have ever experienced.

Chapter 2
Luke
I remember it as if it were yesterday. In actuality, it was seven years ago on a snowy, December day. Northwestern was on the field at home against the Wolverines. They were kicking our butts as they did every year. Davis likes to remind me of that often even though he was off to the pros when I was grinding it out against his maize and blue. 
My coach was calling rather conservative plays much to my disliking. How many times can you run it up the middle for a one or two yard gain? Sorry Richie, that wasn’t one of your best days. Sadly, our punter was the one benefiting from a lot of playing time. 
As a quarterback I appreciate a nice passing play. Give me a little protection in the pocket and I can make something happen. Maybe a little play action. I am a mobile kind of guy. It is not too much to ask. Perhaps the defense would even be a little surprised for a change.
Apparently, the score and our lack of offensive prowess on the ground finally convinced our offensive coordinator to open up the playbook a bit. I took the field and got off a short pass for a quick eight yard gain. Another play later, my tight end took my pass downfield for an eighteen yard gain. That was what I liked to see. Things were clicking.
The next play call came in. It was a long bomb pass play to my wide receiver, Mario. He has been running around like crazy all day without a ball thrown in his direction. I shared the play in the huddle and told Mario that this was his moment. Make it count because the coaches might not give us another shot.
We broke the huddle and lined up. We ignored the choice remarks made by a few members of the defensive line. I really don’t think they have ever met my mother but am pretty sure she wouldn’t partake in the activities they mentioned. Now, Richie’s mother might but let’s not go there.
The center hiked the ball and I slid a few steps back in the pocket. My offensive line held back the onslaught. Richie picked up a blitzing end with a nice block, buying me some time. I glanced at Mario but focused my line of sight on other receiver options. It would take Mario a little more time to get downfield. When the time was right I launched the ball forty yards. Mario’s route was perfect and the timing looked right. At least I thought so until I was knocked on my ass after releasing the pass and lost sight of the play.
I managed to get a clean look downfield just in time to see Michigan’s safety come out of seemingly nowhere and get just enough of his fingertips on the ball to deflect it upward and away from Mario. The safety juggled the deflection and brought it down for an interception. He stayed on his feet and took off.
This guy was fast. Amazingly fast. I knew that because I had watched a ton of game film on #9, Jace Williams. He was a star player and almost certain top ten draft pick. Yep, he was that good and he was making my team look like a junior high flag football team. Did everyone forget how to tackle? The safety weaved through our offense turned defense while picking up blocks from his team. He had intercepted the ball on the five yard line and looked like he was going to take it all the way downfield for a 95 yard pick six.
I was the last line of defense. Quarterbacks in general are not particularly fond of making tackles. Yes, we are like divas to some extent but part of that is because the coaches drill it into our heads not to risk our bodies. We like to hand the ball off or pass and get out of the way. Occasionally we will take off and run the ball, but the current rules are so crazy about protecting quarterbacks that the defense rarely dares to tackle as we slide gracefully to the turf to end our plays safely.
So, #9 charged my way with the ball that I threw. Maybe I had a little extra angst to unleash and I knew he must be stopped. Williams had a full head of steam so I understood that this tackle was going to hurt but you have to do what is needed in the moment. He tried to fake me out by moving to his left but I guessed correctly and hit him hard, very hard, when he cut back in the other direction. We went to the turf in a tangle of limbs. I had saved the touchdown. It was a small victory so I picked myself off the turf for a very subdued and humble celebration with the few teammates who had made it to that part of the field. 
I was just turning to head toward our sideline when I glimpsed the maize and blue jersey still on the field next to me. The player that I had just tackled was lying motionless. I honestly couldn’t tell if he was breathing, the number nine on his chest showing no movement. He was so very still. I frantically waved to our sideline to get the medical staff out here. They were closest and raced over followed shortly by the Northwestern trainers and docs. 
All I could do was watch helplessly as staff from both teams worked together to assess and treat the player. He wasn’t breathing and his skin was turning a bluish color. They began to resuscitate as carefully as possible, not knowing what injuries he had incurred. 
Ryan Field’s 35,000 spectators were silent. Anguished players from both teams gathered off to the side on their knees, many in prayer. This is the part of football that every player and every parent fears most. We expect injuries. It is a risk that we have all accepted for the love of the game, but this is a different kind of gut-wrenching. Damar Hamlin of the Bills going down comes to mind. The medical staff had to restore his heartbeat on the field. It stops being a game and becomes something much bigger. 
Finally, after what seemed like an hour but was only minutes, breathing was restored. The ambulance drove onto the field. Doctors worked to brace the player for transfer. It was an urgent situation calling for patience at the same time. They lifted the backboard onto the gurney and rolled Jace Williams toward the ambulance.
This is when the fans want to cheer for the injured player. They want to show support and know that everything will be okay. We have all seen the dramatic thumbs-up from players in this situation bringing even louder cheers from fans of both teams. The fans at Ryan Field that day did not know how to act. There was no thumbs-up. There was still no movement at all. 
Tears fell from my eyes. Many other players and fans had them too. There is no shame in a display of emotion and compassion but I was different from every other person in the stadium that day. I was the person responsible; I had made that tackle.

Chapter 3
Luke
I shift my focus back to the meeting. The players are getting restless. The practice field awaits us so we were eager to finish the meeting and get out of this room. Assistant Coach Freeman continues to point out the new staff. We have a receivers coach who was previously in Dallas, a new guy in charge of equipment, a different nutritionist and a few other various support staff. But the one that made my head pop up and stare is the new lead trainer. He is staring right back at me. As the coach goes on to describe some of the trainer’s background information my mind drifts elsewhere. I already knew the first part of the story because I had lived it. The new trainer was Jace Williams, previously #9 of the Wolverines.
I had certainly followed the story of Jace Williams to a point. I knew that he had a major spinal injury and multiple surgeries. What was at first full paralysis thankfully turned into some signs of motion as the swelling slowly went down. I was in touch with Jace’s parents shortly after the injury. Although his mother said they understood it was an accident, I got the sense that they were not at all interested in talking to me further. The emotions were too new and the grief too much. Jace’s sister, Aaliyah, took over and sent me texts every day or so for the first few weeks. Once those fizzled I was left with doing occasional Google searches for local news stories.
It was a long road for Jace but he fought hard. The situation was very bleak for the first week but then he slowly started recovering. He was hospitalized for almost five months and went through painful physical therapy but miraculously relearned how to walk. 
I never visited Jace in the hospital, a fact that I regret. I did write a letter to Jace apologizing for the injury and wishing him well. I don’t know how many drafts I went through but it is incredibly difficult to put into words how sorry you are for turning such a promising life into a near death situation. I had the perspective to understand what a potential NFL career meant to him, yet his career was so much more promising than mine; his talent was far superior. I sent the letter two weeks after the game. I did not get a reply, not that I felt deserving of one.

Chapter 4
Jace
I meet the eyes of Luke Bradford as soon as I am introduced as the new trainer. His face expresses a mix of emotions. I had been watching him off and on since entering the room but his attention was focused where it should be, on the people speaking up front. 
Of course I knew Luke was the backup QB on the team when I applied for the job. It wasn’t a factor for or against my decision. I worked hard to become an NFL worthy trainer and this was the team in the city where I wanted to work. My family lives just about one mile from the stadium although my apartment is farther away in Livonia. My parents were not so pleased to have “that guy” and I working for the Wheels together, but the fact that I got the job and was close to home made them excited for me.
As the room clears, Luke and I maintain eye contact. He tentatively walks over to me and extends his hand. “Jace, I am so happy to see you and want to welcome you to the Wheels. I am not really sure what the right thing to say is. I know this isn’t the way you wanted to join this team, or any team, but I am glad you are here.”
“Thanks, Luke. I knew this reunion of ours would be awkward but don’t sweat it. I don’t blame you for what happened. My coaches told me it was a clean play. You made a proper tackle and bad things happened. That is football. It took me about two years but eventually I watched the video myself, repeatedly. There was nothing wrong with what either of us did. I am a little mad that you hit me before I reached the goal line though. Wouldn’t it have been a better story if I had scored the touchdown while getting injured?”
Luke appears surprised by my comments. “Wow, I am a little shocked. I was expecting something different when I saw you. I appreciate your attitude. I will never fully forgive myself. I know it was a clean hit but I can’t wipe away the guilt. I think I wrote that letter a hundred times before I sent it and even then didn’t think it conveyed my feelings well. I am deeply sorry.”
“Hold on. What letter?” 
“I sent a letter to the hospital probably a few weeks after the game. It was just before Christmas,” Luke explains. “Aaliyah had been texting me daily about your condition but that cut off right around that time too.”
It doesn’t take long for me to assume what happened. “Well, I am guessing that my parents saw the letter and didn’t give it to me. They probably put an end to Aaliyah’s communications too. I can honestly say that I forgive you, Luke. My parents, particularly Dad, do not share that feeling. I wish they did. I have tried to convince them over and over that it was nobody’s fault except perhaps my own for choosing a sport that involves bodies crashing together. 
“I have given Dad’s anger plenty of thought and I understand part of the reason why he is not letting go of it. Pops was a Marine who fully intended to move up the ranks and make a life-long career in the armed services. He attended school with the help of the military, pulling himself out of a very poor upbringing. I loved my grandparents but they never saved more than one paycheck in the bank. They did just enough to get by until poor health took them both from us. Dad vowed to my mom that things would be different. He achieved a rank of Master Sergeant but fully planned to work his way up more steps into higher command positions. During the Gulf War, a missile hit the Marine base where he was stationed. Dad and several others were severely injured. The result was a medical discharge and the end of Dad’s career plans. 
“The road to recovery was long but eventually Dad started his own carpentry business. Grandpa had shared those skills somewhere along the line. So, you can see some parallels in my story and his. We both had career dreams but injuries got in the way. I can forgive you but, for Dad, this is churning up a lot of feelings that extend beyond my experiences. Adding in the normal anguish of seeing your kid hurt so badly makes him really struggle with this situation.”
Luke says, “I really appreciate knowing that. I am not a parent yet but I have heard that watching your kids get hurt is harder than being hurt. I am not sure that is completely true. My broken arm in the fourth grade made me think the world was ending. Still, I know I have put my parents through incredible stress and Mom prays hard before and after every game. Fortunately for her, my current status gets me through games without even needing to take a shower. I am reasonably safe holding a clipboard and listening to the coaches on my headset.
I chuckle a bit at that and then Luke continues, “You know, if you hadn't intercepted my perfectly thrown bomb I wouldn’t have had to tackle you. Mario was so ready to haul that in for a TD.”
I have to laugh again, “I am sorry I ruined your plans. It was a decent pass.”
“So, Jace, I still have a few minutes before I have to get out on the field. The coaches are spending some ‘quality time’ bonding with the rookies. They will probably be puking soon enough. Tell me more about your recovery and what brought you to this job.”
I sigh, “It was tough. I will save the details for another day. Suffice it to say, there was a lot of hospital time and my physical therapist was not high on my list of likable people for a while. I understand what she was doing and respect her for it now but at the time I had a hard time holding in words that were not exactly honoring her. A few slipped out from time to time but she pretended not to hear them.
“In one way, things worked out. My college plan had always been to major in sports medicine. The injury sidelined that of course but U of M really cooperated with me to finish my degree. I spent a lot of time frustrated in a hospital bed so finding time to study was easy. The dean set me up with time extensions to complete the classes I was already taking when I got hurt. Fortunately, we were just around final exams anyway. Then I did the next semester using video and all of the other online stuff. I had a friend in the program who came to the hospital fairly often to help me.
“Eventually I passed my classes to earn my degree but was a little behind on the practical sort of things. The following fall I was reasonably mobile although I will never walk perfectly. The university gave me an internship working with various sports teams. I stayed away from football at first. It hurt too much to be around that, especially watching my teammates playing without me. Eventually I got past that and they hired me full time as a trainer for the football team. I guess all of my experience with being injured and in doing physical therapy proved that I had unique qualifications. I quickly became their head trainer which I loved, but when I heard about the opening in Detroit I had to apply. The team doctors at U of M gave me very strong letters of recommendation. So, here I am.”
Luke nods and says, “I am glad that Michigan came through for you so well. Their medical team is top-notch so I trust you to help me with all of my aches and pains, when I do get to play of course. Well, I had better get moving. I definitely owe you a beer and dinner sometime.”
I shake Luke’s hand again and head to my office. I am so glad that we finally connected. I suppose closure is the word for what we both needed. I go next door to the supply room to check on our stock of materials. We will soon be taping a lot of ankles and doing other preventative measures to keep everyone healthy when contact practice starts up.
Maddy, one of my assistants, sticks her head in the doorway. “Hey Jace, someone who is older but otherwise looks exactly like you is looking around the training room.”
I chuckle, “That will be my dad. I knew he couldn’t stay away long but coming on my first day? Really? He is both proud and overprotective. Could you tell him I will be out in just a minute?”
“Sure thing.”
One minute turns into seven or eight as I really want to finish up my inventory notes. Dad is probably happy to snoop around anyway. When I enter the training room he is apparently lecturing Maddy about how to use some equipment more effectively. I hurry over to save her.
“Pops, it is nice to see you but I am pretty sure Maddy can do that without your advice.”
Dad looks a bit offended at first but then quickly smiles and gives me a hug. “I was mostly just telling Maddy how lucky she is to have you head up the training staff.”
I pull Dad aside as Maddy wisely makes her escape. “I know that you are excited about my new job but did you really have to come in on the first day? Did you bring a peanut butter and jelly sandwich with the crusts cut off and a note for my teacher too?”
“Well, your mother did actually want to pack a lunch for you. I am not sure about the PB and J part. I convinced her that it would be more professional for me to take you out for lunch instead. Besides that, I have been craving Buddy’s Pizza and your mom won’t let me eat it because of the cholesterol. We don’t have to reveal our lunch location to her though.”
Buddy’s does sound tempting. “Okay, Dad. Let’s go. Lunch is on me.”
As we make our way to the restaurant, Dad shares his thoughts. “I am proud of what you have become but being at the Wheels’ facility just makes me upset about what you never had the chance to be. It should be you out on the field winning games and making millions. I can’t believe that Bradford guy is on the team and you aren’t. Why would they want him? He should have been kicked off the team at Northwestern and never been allowed to play again.”
Here we go again. I respond in frustration, “We have been over this a hundred times. It was a clean tackle. It was not his fault. Of course I wish we could reverse time and avoid that collision but don’t blame him. Speaking of that, why did I not see the letter he sent to the hospital? I would have really liked to know what he said. He spent all these years thinking I was too mad to reply.”
Dad looks away before responding, “I didn’t think Bradford was worthy of asking for your forgiveness. I still don’t. Your mom thought I should give the letter to you but there was no way that was happening. I also told Aaliyah to stop communicating with that boy. You were suffering so he could suffer a bit too.”
I let the topic end there. There is no point in rehashing the same conversation. This is supposed to be a happy day. We arrive at Buddy’s as I say, “Let go enjoy that pizza. It is my favorite too.”

Chapter 5
Luke
The team finishes our workouts for the day. A group of us decide to reward ourselves with a beer at our favorite bar, Harry’s. We don’t invite the rookies. The old guys need some time to ourselves. We order a few sets of wings, fries and two plates of hillbilly nachos to share. Richie chooses a Detroit Greek salad without dressing. Of course he does.
Nate Donovan wanders in as well. We all glance around the table and give the same “I didn’t invite him” look. He stops at the bar for a beer and then heads our way. He sits down in the one remaining empty chair. So, I guess we have extra company.
I offer the first greeting, “Hi, Nate. We are glad you can join us. How was your summer?” He hadn’t attended the BBQ yesterday.
“It was nice getting a break from all of you assholes,” he mumbles.
Hmm. Cheery much?
He continues, “Luke, are you sure you want to come back for another season? You were looking pretty slow last year. I heard they are searching for a quarterback coach at CMU. Maybe you should check into that.”
So, Nate’s attitude didn’t exactly become all rainbows and unicorns during the offseason. I choose to ignore him and bring my attention back to Richie and his version of lunch. “Although that does look pretty good, for a salad, you could at least splurge with a little dressing. They make it here and it is delicious.”
Richie shakes his head as he responds, “This is why Detroit pays me the big money. I’ve got to keep this machine in perfect condition. Maybe if you ordered the salad too, your pasty, white dad-bod would start to show a little tone.” 
A few french fries are launched at Richie as his forkful of greenery makes its way into his mouth. I don’t think Richie’s assessment of my physical status was on target but I let him have his chuckle at my expense. We all share lots of laughs for an hour as we each sip our single beer (we are in season after all) and munch on the apps. Nate downs four beers and pretty much keeps to himself. I am not sure why he joined us but I am okay with making an effort at team camaraderie. I do have to work very closely with the guy.
We keep happy hour light and are just about to leave when Skylar Grey and a few of her friends suddenly appear next to our table. Skylar is the epitome of a sports groupie. If you were on a professional team in Detroit, you knew who Skylar was. Players on the Tigers, Red Wings and Pistons all had experiences to share about her exploits. She was an equal opportunity sports groupie so the particular sport was not a concern. Veteran players knew enough to steer clear. Some of her “relationships” with players got kind of scary. She tends to find a player each year to set her hook into and then becomes laser focused on everything to do with him. She is drop dead gorgeous so the rookies usually fall all over themselves if they are approached. It starts out as a lot of fun. I have heard that sex with Skylar is spectacular and creative. Eventually her obsessive personality and limitless jealousy become too much to handle. She doesn’t let go easily. Sometimes the guys are happy when the end of the season arrives just so they have an excuse to get the hell away from Skylar.
“Hello everyone. Welcome back. I think this is going to be the year for the Wheels,” she says all bubbly and bright. I avoid eye contact but Skylar directs her next comment at me. How lucky. “Lucas, what did you do over the offseason? You look extra strong. Are your biceps bigger than last season?”
Davis and Richie fight off the giggles. Sometimes they are like teenage girls. Matt Summers isn’t quite so subtle as beer squirts out of his mouth onto what remains of our shared nachos. “Sorry,” he says quietly. 
I figure I had better respond as my mother did teach me to be polite. “Thank you, Skylar. I did get in some extra throwing practice with Davis over the past few months.” Nate Donovan’s eyes may have just rolled completely into the back of his head. I am not completely sure as I bring my attention back to Skylar. “I hope you have been doing well. Did I hear that you have been hanging out with a certain shortstop this summer?”
Skylar makes it clear that the baseball player is no longer in the picture. “Oh, well, I did spend some time around the ballpark but now I am completely ready to focus on football. Maybe you and I could hang out a little. The other guy was young and I appreciate a more mature man.” 
Oh no. Not going to happen. Why isn’t she looking at anyone else at the table? Skylar had never shown much interest in me before, although I did have a somewhat steady girlfriend for a while last season. That sort of thing doesn’t usually stop Skylar anyway. 
“I have a lot going on with the start of the season. I think Coach has a new offensive scheme to try out so I have a lot to study. In fact, I should be leaving now,” I explain, hoping she will get the hint. She does not. She smiles ever so brightly and says she’ll be patient and will see me around. Then she saunters away with her trail of Skylarettes behind her. Do they ever get a chance to talk?
The guys immediately let me have it. Our tight end, Mikala Kaiwi, laughs, “Ohhhh. You are the chosen one. You will be Skylar’s love. Congratulations on your selection!”
Derek Jefferson, our center, makes sexual gestures and some sort of googly eyes. Richie and Davis continue to giggle. Seriously? They are professional football players. If one of them breaks out into “Luke and Skylar sitting in a tree . . .” there will be violence. Then again, I do have to protect my throwing hand. That waiter’s serving tray would make a handy weapon instead.
That’s enough. “Okay guys, I can take the jokes but I will NOT be Skylar’s boy toy this season,” I declare as I rise from my seat. “And just for that comment, Mikala, you get to pick up my part of the tab. I always tip well so be generous.” 
As I walk out of Harry’s, I am pretty sure that Richie breaks out into that song I mentioned. Juveniles! Then again, I thought of it too so I suppose I might have been humming the tune if Skylar was after Richie. He sure is lucky to have Lucy and avoid all of this extracurricular stuff. 

Chapter 6
Luke
Training camp is a grind physically but mentally the team is mostly meshing well and hopeful for a great season. We had a few good weeks of practice and everyone is staying healthy aside from one slightly sprained ankle. My one concern is a big one. Our starting quarterback has had a bad attitude and is not looking as sharp as usual. His effort in practice has been lackluster. He was missing receivers and putting all the blame on them for running their routes wrong or being too slow. Nate has gained a few pounds in the wrong places and just seems sluggish. I could tell the coaches are concerned. They have pulled him aside more often than usual, which I am sure he considers an embarrassment.
Coach Phillips pulls me into his office to get my take. He says, “What have you noticed about Donovan? I am not sure he is all in this season.”
I certainly do not want to badmouth a teammate but Coach trusts my opinions. I am basically an assistant coach as much as a backup QB. I hesitate but then say, “I agree that Donovan is not looking sharp but it is early. He has always come through when the season starts. I am sure he will turn things around. With the first preseason game coming up tomorrow I assume he will take things more seriously.”
Coach doesn’t look convinced. “I hope so. You have been looking great in practice, Luke, but you know our goal is to play Donovan. He has the big contract and the experience we need for a playoff run. I am not ruling you out though. Maybe it will help if he knows that too.”
“Thanks, Coach,” I reply with confidence. “I do feel really strong this year. My reps with Davis this summer helped a lot with arm strength and we’ve really clicked in practice.” 
He nods, “We noticed that too. Keep up the good work.”
I leave his office thinking a lot about what I didn’t say. The guys had stopped in at Harry’s a few more times and spotted Nate Donovan there each time. He usually sat alone at the bar knocking down beers or whiskey. The amount of alcohol was not a good sign. He kept to himself but did take off last time with one of Skylar’s friends who was eagerly draping herself on him. 
Skylar continues to make her presence known to me. She was at Harry’s, in the stands at the practice field, at our team media day and it seemed everywhere that I was. She always demands my attention. The guys continue to harass me about her but even Richie is starting to see that the situation isn’t so funny anymore.
As I make my way through the parking lot after our final practice before the first preseason game, Skylar approaches me in her usual short skirt, high heels and barely-there, sparkly pink excuse for a top. She twirls her blond locks on her finger while trying to pose in what she must believe is a seductive manner. I think I have seen this character in just about every stupid, high school comedy movie.
“Lukey,” she whimpers.
Wait. What? Lukey? This has so got to end.
“Why have you been avoiding me? Let’s go to my place and spend some time together. I am tired of your teammates always being around.”
Once again, my mom raised me to be respectful to women so I intend to try my best. “Skylar, I appreciate that you want to spend time with me but I am really not interested in a relationship right now. Maybe there are other guys who would have the time to devote to you but I don’t feel like I could do that. It wouldn’t be fair to you.”
“Oh Luke, I would be happy with whatever time you have. I know you are busy. How about I make you dinner tonight? You do have to eat and fuel that sexy body.”
“I am sorry. I just have to be honest with you. I don’t want to date.” Was that clear enough? Judging from the look on her face, I think it is starting to sink in.
She yells back, “Lucas Bradford, you will regret turning down my offer and don’t expect me to give you a second chance. I think Colton Crawford, that new receiver from Texas, has been looking at me plenty. His accent is kind of sexy too. He will appreciate me.” 
Skylar storms off and I make a mental note to warn Colton. He won’t listen because he probably will appreciate her, at least at first.

Chapter 7
Luke
We are down 14-3 in the second quarter against Cincinnati. Nate Donovan had played the first quarter and it was a mess. He fumbled once; it was fortunately recovered by our team. His passes were off. I think he finished two for nine. One of those incompletions went directly to the Cincinnati cornerback. Our receiver tried to play defense and knock it away but there was no luck there. It was such a perfectly thrown ball—to the other team. Nate did get a short pass into the hands of Davis who took it for 42 yards after the catch. I will have to remember to give Davis a hard time about being caught by the safety. The Wheels managed to get a field goal out of the drive. 
Coach puts me in near the start of the second quarter as scheduled. We have some good drives. I go eight for eleven in passing for 107 yards, not bad for one quarter. The guys in the huddle seem to appreciate my presence. Their enthusiasm lifts a notch on the sidelines too.
Our other quarterbacks take their turns in the second half. The rookie from Auburn seems a little shaky and throws an interception but the four-year veteran that we brought over from Seattle has a fairly solid game. Our defense keeps it close in the second half giving us a chance.
When the clock hits zero we walk off the field with a 21-17 loss. Preseason wins and losses are not too important although we always prefer the W. The games are more about assessing talent while avoiding injuries. We accomplished both of those goals.
After quick showers, Richie and I make our way toward the family and friends waiting area. Lucy and Richie have a special dinner date set for the Grey Ghost. I am also going out with my parents, brother and sister for dinner. 
My parents raised us in a neighborhood just west of Chicago which is why my allegiance to Northwestern made it hard to resist when they offered a scholarship. It is not like a bunch of other offers were flowing in anyway. Last year, Mom’s law firm designated her to open a new office in Lansing and the rest of the family agreed that they could make that work. Dad is a pharmacist so it was easy enough to find a new position. My sister, Tess, is in her sophomore year of college. She started at Triton, a community college, but was more than happy to transfer to Michigan State. It is a beautiful campus and she loves it there. Ryan, who is three years younger than me, is a real estate agent. He could have stayed in Illinois but didn’t feel particularly tied to his company. He was still new enough that he hadn’t made a lot of connections yet which is vital to success in that field. Instead, he found a small agency between East Lansing and Okemos that was hiring and moved this spring. 
Chicago was not too far away but I am thrilled that everyone is now in Michigan. I never know when I will get traded elsewhere but I’ll enjoy it while I can. 
I enter the family area and immediately my sister attacks me with a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Mom is not far behind. Dad throws in a little pat on the shoulder while Mom does her thing. After the release, she literally claps with excitement and exclaims, “Lucas, you played wonderfully today! I am so proud of you.”
Dad chimes in, “That pass to Watkins was amazing. I thought for sure they were going to sack you and then all of the sudden you broke free and launched that pass off one foot for the touchdown. You looked faster than you were in college. Great stuff today!”
I notice Ryan standing back a bit and step over for a handshake. “Hey, Ryan, I am glad you could make it too. It is so nice to have you nearby this season.”
“Thanks,” he says quietly. Then he backs away a bit again. 
I suppose it makes sense to save our conversations for the restaurant. I am ready for some food and we do have reservations. “I am starving. Let’s head to dinner so we can settle in and visit there.”
“In just a minute,” Mom replies. “I have to give Richie a hug and say hello to Lucy.” Richie is basically an adopted son to Mom and Dad. He spent almost as much time at the house as I did when we were in college. He is from California so it made sense to hang out at my house during some of the breaks and weekends instead of traveling. Mom was always happy to ensure “her boys” were fed. She and Dad had lots of love to share. Tess liked to hang around as well. I know for a fact that she had a major crush on Richie even though she was much too young to be thinking like that in my opinion. 
Richie and Lucy are already making their way through the crowd to see my parents as I notice Ryan moving away even more, suddenly interested in a team memorabilia display in the corner of the room. “Mama Bradford, it is so great to see you! Give me some love,” Richie says warmly as they share a big hug. Lucy got one in too, having met Mom on several previous occasions including the wedding. “How are things going in Lansing?” Richie asks.
Mom answers, “We all love it there. My firm has been happy with the new clients that the other attorneys and I are bringing in. I am trying to cut my hours back to something more reasonable now that we have things running smoothly. But enough about me, when are you two going to give me some babies to spoil? Lucas doesn’t appear to be in any hurry and I don’t think Ryan is even dating.”
Gee, Mom. Way to go for the personal questions right away. I give Richie and Lucy an apologetic look. I notice Ryan grimacing from his spot.
Lucy laughs, “When it happens I will be sure to let you know, Mama B. My mother has been asking that question all the time too. I finally told her that every time she asks we will hold off trying for another month. The strategy appears to have worked but I could tell she was dying to say something when we saw them two weeks ago.”
Everyone says their goodbyes, which includes more Mom hugs, and we leave for dinner. During the drive I think more about my brother. Ryan always avoided Richie and I. Growing up, my brother and I played and fought a lot as brothers typically do. We got into plenty of mischief around the house. Mom started graying early and completely blamed us. The trees in the backyard, the video games in the basement and the basketball hoop in the driveway entertained us for hours. Eventually I started youth football but Ryan had no interest in that. Once middle school hit, my attention also turned toward the girls, particularly the lovely Ella Mayfield with whom I spent significant after school time when not at practice. Not to brag, but I have those classic good looks that girls swarm over. I thank my parents for their excellent genetics. The bright blue eyes they passed on always garner lots of compliments. Anyway, I eventually became the star quarterback and homecoming king in senior year of high school and Ryan was a few years behind as a freshman with his nose usually in a science fiction book. There is nothing wrong with that but we just didn’t have much in common anymore. By the time Richie was coming home with me so often in college, Ryan did everything he could to be in a different space. 
My family and I meet up at Ford’s Garage in Novi as it’s on the way home for them and not too far from my place in Northville. I order a ribeye with green beans and a side salad. Richie would be proud that I stayed away from the other sides that sounded much more fun but much less nutritious. 
Tess chats for a while about her classes and roommates. Mom and Dad discuss work a bit but then steer the conversation back to me and the Wheels. They keep going on about how impressed they were by my game today. That is one nice thing about preseason; they can actually see me play. 
I can tell that Dad doesn’t want to say anything outrightly negative about Nate Donovan but he does throw in a few comments. “That first quarter sure didn’t go so well. Donovan was not playing his best. Do you think there is any chance you will see more time on the field this year?”
I always pictured that happening. Every backup quarterback does. We fight for the starting job but generally know that is not what we are brought into the organization to do. I admit to Dad, “I always hope for that. I have had really strong practices and today’s game was in my favor. Coach has let me know that it has been noticed. Donovan is struggling a bit right now but I anticipate that he will get it together soon.”
For the first time at dinner, Ryan speaks up. “You will be on the sideline as always. You don’t have the skills to be a starter in the NFL.” That earns him a huge elbow to the ribs from Tess. I love my sister. He also got “the look” from Mom so I assume that there will be a sternly worded conversation during their drive home tonight.
Always the peacemaker when possible, I take the high road. “That may be true, Ryan, but I will fight for the spot.” Then, trying to change the subject, I ask, “How is the real estate business going?”
Oops. By the looks on everyone’s faces it apparently hasn’t been going well for Ryan. I suppose I should have known that already. I will have to ask Tess to keep me more in the loop.
Ryan responds, “It basically sucks. I am still learning the area and trying to meet more people. It takes a while to build up clientele and the best listings always go to the agents that have been in the office longer. I haven’t sold much yet.”
“You made a good point about needing time to make those connections,” I respond, hoping to smooth things over. “I am sure it will turn around soon. You will do great.”
“We can’t all be like you,” he mumbles.
I understand that jealousy has been one of the reasons we have grown apart. Mom and Dad tried spending equal time with Ryan, Tess and I. But with all of my sports practices and games and Tess being the baby of the family with her own slew of activities, Ryan did get lost in the middle. He didn’t have hobbies that demanded attention from the rest of us and seemed happy enough to read or play video games in his room.
Mom takes over the conversation by talking about my grandparents a bit. I miss them too. A short time later, Dad says it is time to hit the road. I grab the check and handle that. We get up and I share hugs with everyone but Ryan who opted to take that moment to go to the restroom. 
“Don’t worry about Ryan,” Tess says. “He will come around. He is just going through a rough patch right now and he is taking it out on you.”
“I wish I could help him in some way. If he was working in Detroit I could steer some business his way. There is not much I can do now though.”
Upon Ryan’s return we venture out to our cars. Dad confirms that they plan to attend next week’s game. We then go our separate ways after yet another hug from Mom. I climb into the Bronco and drive home, still pondering how things went wrong with Ryan. I wish I could rewind the years and work harder at spending time with him.

Chapter 8
Luke
Today was preseason Game 2 against the Salt Lake City Cougars. They are projected to be a top team in the league this year and defend last year’s championship. The oddsmakers in Vegas have them picked as the probable Super Bowl winners again. The Cougars were a new expansion team not long ago but took off like wildfire, surprising everyone in the league.
We played at home again so my family was back in the stands as promised. I was able to get in a brief hello before the game but Skylar lingered in the same hallway so I made a quick exit. She still appears very focused on me when we are in the same place, which is more often than I would like, but I have noticed her clinging to Colton Crawford after practice on a few occasions. That is good for me. The jury is still out on whether it is good for Colton.
This game trended much like last week. Donovan started slowly and his attitude on and off the field was awful. On Monday, Coach made it clear to Nate that his starting quarterback role this season was no certainty. He had to earn the job. That hit to his ego made him more unpleasant to be around than usual. We still had some good strategy discussions in the quarterback room but Nate was not helpful when we worked on our skills on the field. He was rude to me but at least did offer some guidance to the other quarterbacks. Nate understands that I am the most legitimate threat to his position.
Nate played three series without scoring. He wasn’t solely responsible for that. A few blunders by others contributed to the zero on the scoreboard. Coach put me in for the next three series and we fared better. We scored on two of the three drives. Each time I returned to the sideline I was greeted by a look of disdain from QB1.
The looks from the Cougars’ sideline were also far from welcoming. For some reason, Head Coach Mitchell Kowalski kept chirping at me every time we ended a play near the Salt Lake City sideline. Opposing players making rude comments is expected. Trash talk always livens things up a bit so I have no problem with it. But for a coach to make such comments during a game? That is unusual. 
I can’t believe Kowalski still holds a grudge for that Notre Dame playoff loss. He did get fired from his head coaching job after that upset but it was still a normal game from my standpoint. I didn’t do anything unusual other than make good plays. His Cougars beat us in the playoffs last year so Kowalski has no additional reason to dislike me for that. I didn’t even play except for one series when Donovan was in concussion protocol. We scored a TD but that was more due to Richie’s runs than my passes.
I moved back to my clipboard duties part way through Quarter 3. The starters were all off the field and the coaches tested the new guys who were battling for roster spots. I saw some talent on both offense and defense so that bodes well for the season. 
We ended up winning 35-20. Davis and Derek are now doing some kind of victory Gatorade toast in the locker room. Mikala is in the middle of his usual post-game meditation. Most guys are just happily removing their sweat soaked equipment. It was so hot and humid in the dome today. 
Richie high fives me and says, “Great game, Luke. You slayed it today. Coach pulled me before you came into the game but I really wanted to be out there with you, like the old days at Northwestern.”
“I would love to be on the field again with you too, Rich. I always enjoyed handing the ball off and seeing you go, evading tacklers like their cleats were stuck in the ground. Hey, do you and Lucy have plans tonight or do you want to head over to Harry’s with some of the guys?”
Richie briefly thinks it over and then says, “I have time for a beer. Lucy wants to visit some college friends tonight and I am fairly sure that I am not invited for girl time. Aren’t you going to dinner with your family? I saw them before the game.”
“I would have liked that but Tess convinced Mom to buy tickets for a special exhibit at the DIA tonight. Ryan and Dad were not quite as enthusiastic but agreed to take them. They had to cut out of the game a little early to get there on time. I am on my own tonight.”
“Hey Davis, are you in for Harry’s?” Richie asks. 
“Sounds good. I will catch up with you there soon. I just need to make a quick call.”
I let them know that I would be a few minutes late. I want to stop in and see Jace Williams after my shower. I got a kind of nasty scrape on my arm after halftime and probably should go see what crap he has to smear on it. The Jackie Chiles quote from Seinfeld comes to mind, “No one can tell what a balm's gonna do.” What a great scene.
I overhear Jace talking to someone as I round the corner to the treatment room. I am sure I hear my name but don’t catch the gist of the conversation. The talking abruptly ends when Jace and his father look up and spot me. I do clearly remember Ronald Williams from when he and his wife made their way onto the field on that horrific day. My phone conversation with him a few days later was brief as I was quickly switched over to his wife, Shonda, instead. She was the one who filled me in on Jace’s condition and
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