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Thirty-five seconds separated victory from defeat in the biggest game of the year. No timeouts. Down by five. From shotgun, the snap sailed in. Two receivers split wide, a third in motion.

The rush came fast: immediate pressure. The quarterback spun left, slipped out of a would-be sack, and kept the play alive. Receivers scrambled. The crowd roared.

Twenty-eight seconds, and a quick throw to the tight end. Caught, but in bounds. The clock kept running. There was no time to huddle.

Players sprinted into position. The snap came at nineteen seconds, followed by another quick pass deep up the seam.

First down inside the red zone. Twelve seconds left. One play remained, maybe two. Motion again.

A fade to the back corner. Tight coverage. The receiver leapt—

Toe drag. Two feet in. Touchdown.

Bryce Rowan jumped off the couch, fists in the air.
“That’s how it’s done!” he shouted.
From the kitchen, his mom called out, “You know they can’t hear you, right?”
He knew. Didn’t care. He could imagine it.
For a few glorious hours, Bryce was in the game. Not just watching, not just playing: mattering. Like the guys on TV.
He told his mom all the time he wanted to play, maybe even make the pros one day. She told him all the time about her nightmares. Not figurative ones, either. The wake-up-sweating, heart-racing, can’t-go-back-to-sleep kind. Bryce laid out flat on the field, doctors rushing in. But none of that was going to happen for real. Not on her watch.
The real pain Bryce was feeling now came in a different way: the game was over. Football wouldn’t be back for months—basically forever. He slumped onto the couch, the buzz in his veins leaking out until only homework remained. After a long minute, he dragged himself to the dining room. His geometry book still sat there, open like it had been watching him the whole game. Beside it lay the same blank worksheet Mrs. Thorne had handed out a week ago, untouched.
Deep breath. Focus.
First problem: alien symbols. Nonsense question.
Second problem: worse.
Was the page upside down? Nope.
Where do I even start? he thought. Maybe if he’d paid attention in class, he’d have a clue. But he hadn’t.
While Mrs. Thorne had lectured about additive inverses and adjacent angles, words easily heard but impossible to care about, Bryce had watched a fly zigzag near the window. He thought about where it came from. Then about Burlington, where he came from. Then about a dozen other things he couldn’t even remember anymore.
To finish the worksheet, he’d have to understand something, then something else, and somehow mash it all together into an answer. An overwhelming task.
The solution was in the textbook, but his brain had tapped out. If I stare at this triangle any longer, he thought, we’re gonna need couples counseling.
He looked down at Eskimo, who looked back up at him with his big, dumb, judgment-free eyes.
I wish I were a dog, Bryce thought. Dogs don’t do homework. Dogs just get to be.
His gaze drifted to the window. Outside was Georgetown, Virginia. Not the college neighborhood in D.C. The one in Loudoun County, where the high school still had tractor days. Inside was the geometry book, the worksheet, the unpacked backpack, the cluttered brain.
He missed his hometown of Burlington, his friends, and his old school where he got stuff. Where he belonged.
He used to dream big—pro football, maybe outer space. Totally different jobs, yeah, but they had something in common: excitement, purpose, teams.
Georgetown had none of those.
He was failing at school, and knew that dropouts didn’t play in the NFL or work at NASA. To ever be anything, he’d have to get through middle school first. And that meant surviving Geometry.
Right now, he wasn’t.
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FROM THE BACK ROW OF Mrs. Thorne’s classroom, Bryce slumped at his desk, half-finished homework in his backpack, half-finished thoughts in his head.
Mrs. Thorne’s voice rang out across the room, clear and confident, but to him it was just noise. I’d be learning more if the fly came back, he thought. At least it had some energy.
“Bryce,” she said, not so much a greeting as a legal summons.
He blinked, straightened.
“How would you go about it?” she asked. A few classmates turned.
“Go about it?”
“What’s step one?” she pressed. “Would you isolate x?”
“Yeah,” he said slowly. “That’s... definitely something I would consider doing.”
She moved on. He exhaled.
Listening to her was like watching a foreign film without subtitles. Her voice had the power of chloroform. Quite impressive, he thought.
When class ended, he carried his worksheet to the front of the room. Some problems were filled in. Most were probably wrong. But hey, he technically did his homework.
Mrs. Thorne gave him a look that said, This better not be garbage again.
He slid the paper into the basket like it was evidence in her trial.
He hated geometry.
Though to be fair, geometry was only leading the league in things he was bad at.
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AT HOME, MOM WAS WAITING.

“I got an email from your math teacher today,” she said.

“Yeah?”

“She’s worried you’re falling behind. Says you’re not paying attention.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s not the first time. Something has to change, Bryce! I don’t know what to do with you anymore.”

Her voice got louder as she spoke, then softened.

“I found a doctor’s office that says they can help with this kind of thing. I made an appointment with...” She glanced at a card she held. “Dr. Gleeson. Just to talk about it. Sound okay?”

“Is he gonna fix my brain? Make geometry fun?”

“Probably not,” she said with a quiet laugh. “Let’s just hear what he has to say.” She paused, then changed the subject, adding, “Hey! Flag football tryouts are this weekend. You excited?”

“Flag football?” Bryce asked, like it was a question.

“Yes. Remember? I told you last week that I signed you up. You got the last spot. You don’t remember?”

He sat still—part confused, part resigned.

“You said you wanted to play,” she reminded him.

“I said I wanted to play football, Mom. Not flag football.”

“Football is dangerous, Sweetie. People get hurt. Flag is safer. Just give it a try,” she said, smiling.

Bryce knew football was dangerous. But he wasn’t going to let fear decide for him. Not hers. Not his. If it hurt, it hurt. He wanted to play anyway. Real football, not the preschool variety.

Bryce didn’t feel like talking anymore. Not to Mom. Not to Dad when he got home, especially after the earful he was about to get from her. He grabbed his backpack and headed upstairs.

“Bryce, you need to start putting your shoes away!” Mom shouted up. “And you didn’t make your bed today. Eskimo got on it. Now there’s dog hair in your bed!”

He dropped his backpack, shut his door, and flopped onto the bed, dog hair and all. The ceiling stared back, blank and unmoving.

She wanted him safe. He wanted to matter. And right now, those two things felt like enemies.

He exhaled, slow and steady. He wasn’t going to fight her today, but he wasn’t giving in either.
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MARTY HOOPERBOTTOM was having a worse day than Bryce, though for completely different reasons. For months, his work at Premium Marketing, a small Georgetown ad agency, hadn’t gained any traction. He needed a win.

He’d spent weeks polishing a proposal for Superior Discount Store and felt good about his chances. He turned to his boss, Ross Deckman.

“Any word from Superior, Ross? I think I drove it home.”

“What was your slogan again?”

“Superior Discount. If you need it, we probably have it.” Marty gave a confident nod, the kind that begged to be mistaken for competence.

Ross stared. “It’s weak, Hooperbottom. They’re going with Jimmy Frisco’s idea.”

Marty blinked. The name rang a bell, but not a loud one. “Jimmy Frisco...?”

“The intern,” Ross replied, “Started last Monday.”

Marty nodded like that made perfect sense. Interns win big accounts all the time. Happens constantly. Nothing to worry about.

On his way back to his desk, he passed Paul Hanover.

“Hey, Paul. You know a Jimmy Frisco?”

“Yeah, the new intern. Why?”

“His name came up,” Marty said casually, like he wasn’t secretly hoping Jimmy tripped on a copier cable and vanished forever.

“Heard he landed the Superior deal. They’re calling him the future of advertising,” Paul said, clearly enjoying this.

Marty kept walking. As he reached his desk, the phone rang. He grabbed it like it was a life preserver.

“Hello, Marty here.”

“Hi, hon,” his wife said. “Quick question.”

“Yeah?”

“Some of the moms are saying flag football evaluations are this weekend, but I haven’t heard anything. You did sign up Jeremy, right?”

“Yeah, I signed up Jeremy,” he said, stretching the “yeah” just enough to be obvious to anyone who’d ever heard him lie before. “I’ll call the league. Just to double-check.”

He hadn’t signed up Jeremy.

Panic rising, Marty looked up the community center number and dialed.

“Georgetown Community Center,” came a rushed voice. “Please ho—”

Soft music filled the line. Something with flutes. Marty stared at the phone like it had betrayed him.

A minute later, the receptionist returned. Marty explained his dilemma.

“I’m sorry, registration’s closed,” she said. “I can have our activities manager, Dean Washington, call you.”

Marty hung up and started drafting a new pitch—for Dean. The stakes were lower than Superior Discount, but the audience was tougher: a municipal employee with nothing to gain.

Thirty minutes later, Dean called.

“Hey Dean, Marty Hooperbottom here, Premium Marketing. I live in Georgetown, done a lot of campaigns around town. You may’ve heard some of my ads.”

Silence.

“Anyway,” Marty continued, “I’m calling to ask a favor. I heard you’re a reasonable guy.”

Marty had heard of Dean approximately thirty-one minutes ago.

Dean rubbed his temple, sinking into his chair. “How can I help?” he asked.

“My son Jeremy really wants to play flag football,” Marty explained, “I missed the deadline. Any way to sneak him in?”

Dean leaned forward again, sensing an opportunity. “It’s not just the deadline,” he said. “We’ve got more kids than coaches. The only way he plays is if you coach.”

Silence again.

“I’ve never coached flag football,” Marty said. Or football. Or anything. “Could I help out? Maybe assist?”

“Nope,” Dean said. “To add a team, we need a head coach. But we’ve got tools to help, and the other coaches will support you.”

Dean knew that was optimistic. These men liked to think of themselves as community builders, but mostly, they focused on building their own dynasties. Still, he dreaded the calls he’d have to make to the parents of cut players. He needed a coach, and fast.

He launched into his own pitch: shaping young lives, building character, giving kids a chance to play.

It worked. That, and Marty’s fear of telling his wife he’d dropped the ball, tipped the scale.

“Okay,” Marty said. “I’ll do it.”

For a brief moment, he felt heroic. He’d come through for his kid. Opened up spots for eight others. Tonight, he could walk through the door as the man who made it all happen.

Until someone asked him the rules of flag football.

Then things might get tricky.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​2

[image: ]


Saturday was a cool, but sunny, mid-February day. Good football weather. As noon approached, dozens of thirteen- and fourteen-year-old boys and one girl gathered at the Oakcrest Manor Park field for evaluations while the 11–12 division packed up and cleared out.

Energy rippled across the field: shouts, whistles, the thud of cleats on grass still yellow from a long, cold winter. Players rotated through stations: forty-yard dash, shuttle runs, passing and catching drills. Coaches lined the sidelines with clipboards in hand, jotting notes with every rep.

The league was co-ed, but girls never played. This time, one girl stood in the middle of it all.

Jaime Jenkins—tall, fast, fearless—tossed a football from hand to hand as she scanned the crowd of boys around her.

“One girl and a hundred guys?” she called out over the noise. “My kind of ratio.”

A few heads turned. One boy raised his eyebrows. She just smirked and jogged to the sprint line.

She wanted this. Not just the game, but the challenge. Jaime loved football. Loved proving people wrong even more. If being the only girl gave her a chance to stand out, great. Let them underestimate her.

Marty Hooperbottom hovered awkwardly behind the others, watching them scribble notes like talent scouts. He peeked at a clipboard: checklists, sprint times, observations about form and speed.

Oh. We’re supposed to be doing homework.

He jogged over to the registration table, grabbed a pencil and a few blank sheets, and returned to the sideline like he knew what he was doing.

He spotted Jeremy across the field, mid-drill. He sprinted, cut, caught a pass, stumbled slightly, then recovered.

Marty scribbled:
“Jeremy did not fall completely down.”
Then, beneath it:
“Maybe buy cleats?”
Kids cycled from station to station, coaches murmured, and Marty kept scribbling, half making it up. He had no idea what he was looking for.

Bryce Rowan waited reluctantly at the far end of the field. He hated everything about this town. If they ask me to do math, he thought, I’m out. He hadn’t exactly volunteered for this. His mom had signed him up, casually announcing it like she was picking up milk: “Oh, and by the way, you’re playing flag football.”

Awesome. Nothing screamed "thriving" like joining a league designed for toddlers to learn hand-eye coordination.

But as he scanned the field and spotted a few classmates, guys who played actual sports and walked the halls like they owned the place, his skepticism wobbled a little.

Wait... what are they doing here?

He started to worry the other kids might be too good. But not all of them. He watched a kid wipe out during the shuttle run, arms flailing like a broken sprinkler. Another kid dropped three passes in a row and walked off shrugging like he meant to.

Okay... maybe this was worth sticking around for, Bryce thought.

Spring flag football was more competitive than the fall season. With full-contact football on break, a lot of the tackle players used the flag league to stay sharp. A few coaches from local high schools signed up to scout and develop talent. Flag didn’t have the hits, but the passing game was real.

One of those coaches was Colt Stone. He taught PE at Dry Mill Middle and coached football at Marshall High. In the spring, he ran a flag team: a pipeline for future players. His middle school job gave him early access to young athletes, and he ran a summer camp to keep them near.

Colt was a fixture in the local football scene. He knew most of the town’s top talent and had years of coaching under his belt. His flag teams intimidated all the other teams, most of which were led by dads with clipboards and YouTube credentials.

Colt paced the sideline in wraparound sunglasses and a Marshall hoodie, flashing finger guns at other coaches as he scanned the field. No clipboard. No stopwatch. Colt didn’t need data—he was the data. Most of the kids out there had already passed through his orbit. The few who hadn’t, he was watching.

Bryce heard his name called. His nerves spiked. Watching the other kids, and the grown men evaluating them, he decided he wanted to do well. He’d played soccer and basketball in Burlington, but this felt different. 

He was average-sized for fourteen, slender but not scrawny, and figured he could hold his own in the running and passing
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