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In the Beginning, 1957
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They opened on a Monday and by the end of the week, Sully and his beloved Ellie were facing the most difficult period of their young marriage. James Sullivan, known by friends and most everyone else as just Sully, was as down and dispirited as his wife had ever seen him. Despite a modest advertising campaign, the best they could afford, very few customers had attended the grand opening and in the days that followed, there had been little business and a lot of leftover food at the end of each shift.

Sully’s Drive-In was located on the main street in Eastlake, Texas, a small community with a single stoplight and a population of less than two thousand. The town itself consisted of a hardware store, a bank, a couple of gas stations, and a few churches. There were only a couple of places to get a decent meal, and Sully had been convinced that his new restaurant would thrive. The town’s only diner was temporarily closed and other than the typical convenience store fast food available at the Texaco, Sully’s was far and away the best place in town to eat. Yet, no one seemed to be coming.

Ellie found herself becoming the family encourager. It was a strange role for her. She had married the most driven and enthusiastic man she had ever met. To see him moping around bemoaning his bad luck was not easy for her. It was a side of him she had never seen. She had always thought him to be the world’s biggest optimist. Now she was fast developing into the cheerleader he seemed to need on a daily basis.

By Friday, he could barely muster the energy to open the doors to his new business. Ellie poked him playfully and tried to sound cheerful. “Let’s go, young man. We have a restaurant to open in just a few minutes. We don’t wanna be late.”

“What’s the difference? If we aren’t open, all those customers out there will have to find another place to not eat at.”

They were in the tiny kitchen where Sully manned the grill and produced the “Best Burgers in East Texas” according to the sign out front. Ellie worked the cash register and supervised the carhops, although the lack of business in the first week had already prompted a discussion about the number of wait staff they could continue to employ. It was almost lunch time and she silently prayed that someone, anyone would opt to come to the new drive-in and try a burger.

Sully was still in a foul mood. “Even Holder hasn’t shown up yet! And he swore he would be here for the Grand Opening.”

“Maybe he got busy at the bank. Or maybe something personal. You know he’s got a pregnant wife at home.”

“Or maybe he just forgot. I guess all that crap about how much he believed in us was just that. Crap.”

She kissed him on the cheek and slapped him on the butt. “I gotta go check on the girls. Get that grill fired up, mister.”

He mustered a weak smile and complied, but when she left the room, the smile faded, replaced by the worried look of despair that had become his default expression.

Outside, Ellie huddled the three carhops and repeated the same set of instructions she had given them the previous four days. She looked over the outfits and again wondered if her choices were appropriate. She had tried to be true to the vision of her husband, though she still laughed on the inside every time she recalled the inspiration for her husband’s venture.
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He was thirteen years old and had not yet even begun to notice girls his own age. He had grown up with four aunts who had lived in the same town, one of whom had even lived in the same house for several years. Although he was an only child, he had been protected and fiercely loved by Darlene who had been more like a sister than an aunt to him. Each of the boy’s aunts had been protective in their own ways, but all had cautioned him to be careful of those girls who would somehow corrupt him, or at least his soul. Even Darlene who loved the romantic comedies and took him to the movies on weekends seemed to believe that any interest in girls could be his downfall.

He thought that most of the unnecessary caution was due to his mother who had abandoned the family when Sully was only three. He had heard stories and rumors over the years, but only Darlene would talk with him directly about his mother. His father and other aunts would change the subject and tell him that he should just try not to think about her. Once he had overheard Aunt Hazel telling his father that they should just tell the boy his mother was dead. “She might as well be. You know she ain’t never comin’ back.” His father had told her he would think about it, but apparently he had rejected her advice, and he never mentioned it to his son.

Darlene would let him talk about his mother any time he liked, but she generally agreed with her sisters that the woman was gone and would never return. She had told Sully the details about his mother’s departure only once. According to her, his mother had begun to drink and hang out at a local country and western bar where she met a guitar player named Jake who convinced her to leave her husband and run away with him. Darlene had an obvious dislike for his mother and apparently guitar players as well. “It’s one thing to leave your husband, but what kind of woman abandons her child? Not a very good one, I’ll tell you that.”

She noticed the hurt in the boy’s eyes and tried to comfort him as best she could. “I’m sorry, Sully boy. I didn’t mean to make you cry, but you know you always got me, right? And who knows, maybe someday your mother will come back. Whatever she thought about the rest of us, she did always love you. I know she did.” She hugged him and let him cry until he felt better and then they went to see a movie.

In his room, the bedside table held a picture of his mother. She was standing in the front yard of the house holding him as a squirming infant. Tall with dark hair and a pleasant smile, she seemed happy, and he wondered why she drank and chased after guitar players, but he supposed he would never know. Once, in the lobby of the local theater, he had seen a poster with an actress who looked just like her. That night he dreamed that she had left the guitar player behind, moved to Hollywood and become a star. Soon, she would come back to get him and take him home with her to live in her luxurious mansion, but he woke up before that happened, and he never had the dream again.
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Summer was almost over and his father decided that the boy needed a vacation before school started up again. They were living in north Texas and despite his father’s reluctance to drive long distances, he agreed to take young Sully to see the Alamo. The previous year, his class had studied about the state’s fight for independence, and he had become obsessed with the story of Davy Crockett and the siege of the old mission. After a night in a seedy motel, they toured the Alamo for several hours, decided that it was cool, but more of a tourist trap than it should be, and piled in the car for the seven hour drive home.

They ate a late lunch and hit the road enjoying the sights on this rare outing of just the two of them, but as the day wore on, Sully curled up in the back seat and fell dead asleep. His father had one final treat for him and it would prove to be more memorable than even the Alamo. For a surprise, he intended to take his son to an iconic restaurant in the Dallas area, a drive-in called the Pig Stand, but he took a wrong turn, ended up far away, and had to settle for a somewhat disappointing copycat. He was afraid Sully would be upset, but he needn’t have worried. The stop would make a lasting impression on the boy.

When his father woke him up, the first thing he noticed were the lights. He climbed to the front seat and looked around in amazement. They were at some kind of fast food place, but it was unlike anything he had ever seen. Before them was a tiny little shack surrounded by a parking lot full of haphazardly arranged vehicles. The space was lit by strings of flashing bulbs of every size and color. A huge sign announced that they were at the “Hamburger Hut, the best little food joint in Texas!” Rock and Roll music blared from mounted speakers creating an almost carnival atmosphere. His dad grinned at him. “Thought you might be hungry and this looked like an interesting place to stop.”

He reached for the door handle, but his father playfully grabbed his arm and pulled him back. “Not that kinda place.” He looked around and noticed that most of the cars around them had small metal trays hanging from their open car windows. “We have to eat in the car.”

He leaned out the window and pushed the button on a pole with a bright orange bulb and a small printed menu. The door to the shack opened and Sully’s jaw fell open as he saw a vision of loveliness he would never forget.

She had flaming red hair that streamed out behind her as she glided down the sidewalk that extended from the restaurant door. She hooked an arm around the pole at the corner and spun toward their car with athletic grace. The closer she got, the more his heart began to thump in his chest. She wore a red and white checkered top, with a red scarf, and a white skirt shorter than anything he had ever seen in public. On her feet, she wore a pair of white roller skates with red laces. She was simply the most beautiful girl he had ever laid eyes upon.

Just when he thought she would come crashing into their car, she executed a perfect stop and ended with a slight bow. She flashed a brilliant smile and produced a pad and pencil to take their order. He sat speechless as his father opted for the daily special and watched as the girl turned and sped away, accelerating with ease up the ramp and through the swinging door of the shack.

Within a few minutes, she reappeared with a tray of food balanced on one arm and some kind of spinning Whirligig in the other. Sully couldn’t breathe. Even burdened down by the tray, she moved effortlessly and he was struck by her grace and agility. Everything about her was perfect. She had tanned and shapely legs, a thin waist, ample bosom, and the face of an angel, surrounded by the thick mane of blazing red hair. A sprinkle of freckles across the bridge of her nose and the sparkle from her green eyes completed the look.

His father paid, received his change, and she sped off once more. He handed the burger and fries to the boy breaking his near catatonic stare. Glancing toward the retreating figure of the carhop, then back at his son, he grinned. “And so it begins,” he thought, sensing that the boy had just discovered the opposite sex.
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Sully clearly recalled the first time he had revealed his plans to Ellie. They were sitting on the old porch swing of the little rent house she had once shared with her mother. The important question had already been asked and answered, but he felt compelled to share it all. If she was prepared to marry him, she needed to know exactly what he had imagined for the rest of their lives. He had dreamed about building the drive-in for years and he thought she deserved to know and understand his obsession right from the beginning.

He began by telling her of the trip he and his father had made all those years ago. She had to admit that just talking about the old Hamburger Hut and its lights, and music, and of course, the carhops, made Sully beam. And she was impressed by his need for total honesty about his future plans. She did love him, and she did want to marry him, but it was good to know that he wanted and needed her approval and her commitment to this grand venture he had envisioned.

“So, will you help me? Will you work with me and build a business with me, and raise a bunch of kids while we’re at it?”

She laughed and took both his hands in her own. She couldn’t resist the urge to tease him just a bit. “Yes, of course I’ll help you. But seriously, all this for a teenage boy’s fantasy? Should I be jealous of this mysterious redhead?”

The look on his face made her immediately regret the comment. “I thought you would understand, Ellie.”

She quickly stopped him. “I do, Sully. I was only joking.”

“You know, at first, I thought it was about the redhead, too. I’ve wanted to build this place and I’ve dreamed about it for years, but the truth is, it’s about my father.”

“I know.” And she did know. His father had passed away less than six months after their trip and it remained one of Sully’s most poignant memories of his childhood. He had spent the next several years bouncing around from one aunt to the next before turning eighteen and running away to join the service. The same medical condition that had kept him from playing high school football prevented his efforts, but he didn’t return home. He found a series of odd jobs and had lived on his own ever since.

His father had been a high school football coach and had moved the family around frequently, a hazard of the profession he had called it. His last assignment had been in the small town of Eastlake. After his sudden and unexpected heart attack, Sully had begged Darlene to move there so that he could remain in the house and finish his schooling in the comfortable and familiar surroundings, but by then, she had married, and her new husband refused to resettle. Instead he ended up with his aunt Hazel who gladly took him in and loved him despite his poor attitude.

He became a behavior problem at school and after several months, he was expelled and Aunt Hazel shipped him off to Aunt Leola and another school. He repeated the pattern and found himself living with Aunt Nicole for a short while until his Aunt Darlene rescued him and brought him to live with her, over the objections of her husband. There he stayed until he reached the age of eighteen and reluctantly left to begin life on his own.

He picked up his GED, and for the next few years, he bummed around, saving money to attend a few classes here and there at whatever community college would take him. Business classes mostly. He was already dreaming of a small restaurant, a drive-in, with lots of lights, and beautiful young carhops on roller skates. Eventually, he returned to Eastlake where he met Ellen Sanderson and fell in love for the first and last time in his life.

When they were married, he began to piece together his plans for the drive-in. First, he would need to convince the local bank to lend him the money. From the local church, he had met Scott Holder. Only a few years older than Sully, he had a wife and a child on the way and a promising career at the First National Bank. He was already a vice president and eventually he would spend several decades as the bank’s president. Now, however, he was wondering if financing a new restaurant, a drive-in nonetheless, would make or break his future. The bank president advised him to stay away from the venture questioning whether or not the whole idea was based on a fad that would never last.

His new friend was persistent, and eventually, Holder decided to gamble on the young couple and arranged a deal that would give him a small percentage of the profits, if there ever were any, and step one was complete. Next, Sully would need a contractor willing to build without an architect. He only wanted a small structure with a kitchen, and he hated to spend money on something the customers would never see. Most of his design consisted of bare concrete which had to be suitable for two purposes, parking and roller skating. After being rejected by three builders, he went back to Holder at the bank who referred him to a young man, also from the church, who was hoping to start his own business as a contractor.

Dennis Franklin agreed to make Sully his first official client and soon the building began. Ellie took on the responsibility of hiring and training the carhops. She had some very exacting standards in mind. Shortly after their marriage, Sully and Ellie had taken a trip to Dallas in search of the Hamburger Hut. Sadly, the original place had burned to the ground years earlier. It had been replaced by a used car lot, and the couple set out to find another nearby drive-in they had heard about. In the end, they managed to locate and visit three drive-ins, each of which they found disappointing for a variety of reasons.

The first was a charming little place called Ed’s Burger Barn. It was a colorful place with lots of flags and banners of every size and color. There were no lights, so Sully immediately concluded that the nights would be boring. With only one exception, the carhops were a bunch of slow moving middle-aged women on skates that Ellie suspected had been doctored so that the wheels barely turned. It was comical, to say the least, to see them walking around awkwardly grabbing onto every car or pole they could find to steady themselves. Zipping around them without abandon was a young, athletic redhead who literally skated circles around the rest. Ellie glanced at her husband who vigorously shook his head in denial.

“No, it’s not her. Don’t be silly.”

They had a good laugh and then ate some awful burgers with soggy fries before moving on to the next site. Baby Burgers had better food, but the wait was ridiculous and the carhops weren’t even on skates. They did have lights and a really nice sign which pictured a beautiful young woman, more a babe than a baby, but who were they to judge. Halfway home, they stopped at one more place, but again, they were disappointed by the food and the service. By the time they made it back to Eastlake, Sully was already apologizing.

“I’m sorry, Ellie. I thought this would be a good idea.”

“What are you sorry about?”

“I wanted to show you what I was hoping to build, not some crappy little burger joints like we saw today.”

“Sully, today was great. I didn’t need to see some paradise. You’ve already described the perfect drive-in. Today, we got some really good ideas about what to avoid, mistakes to watch out for and such. Our place is going to be so much better than any of the ones we saw today. I’m really excited about our plans. Even more than before.”

“Are you sure?”

“Absolutely! Oh, Sully, listen to me. You take care of the finances and the building, and the food, and let me handle the rest. I got some great ideas today. Let me worry about the carhops and the uniforms and all that stuff. This is gonna be great.”

The food would definitely not be a problem. Sully had spent time as a fry cook in his wandering days and his burgers would be seasoned and cooked to perfection. Ellie began assembling a group of ladies willing to learn the art of waitressing on roller skates. Aunt Darlene came to town for a weekend and helped Ellie purchase the fabric and patterns to make the uniforms she had designed in her head while on their road trip. Soon, their plans had become reality.

Now if they could just get some customers.
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The Friday lunch rush consisted of three cars. Sully was getting more depressed by the hour. Ellie did her best to cheer him up.

“Hey, we have our first weekend coming up. You told me all along that the weekends would be our best days. Dads will be off work, moms will want a break from cooking, the school kids will be looking for places to go on dates. Come on. This is what we’ve been waiting for.”

“Yeah, maybe so. We’ll see.”

The first week had been an adventure already to them both. Even though it was 1957, the concept of the drive-in was still relatively new. And for the inhabitants of Eastlake, the concept was almost entirely foreign. The first customers had parked and gotten out of their cars only to discover that the “restaurant” had no seating area. Several drove away when they were informed that they would have to eat in their own cars. Ellie had instructed the carhops to get to the cars quicker. She kept telling Sully not to worry.

“It’s a learning process. They’ll get it.”

Finding carhops in the first place had been a chore. The evening shift was easy with more than a dozen high school girls eager to slap on the skates and go for broke. The lunch shift, however, proved nearly impossible. There were plenty of experienced waitresses in town who were anxious for employment, but the short skirts and the roller skates discouraged almost all of them right from the beginning. Ellie began to fear that she might have to serve the customers herself, but she did manage to find three willing ladies and after the slow first week she had begun to think that might be two too many.

Cheryl and Janice, both in their twenties, were in excellent shape and loved to skate. She had actually found them by calling the skating rink in the college town thirty miles up the road. In addition to their abilities on wheels, both had actually done a bit of waitressing in the past. Ellie quickly hired them both. The odd one in the bunch was Deidre.

Married to one of the local football coaches, Deidre Lane was over six feet tall and built like a football player herself. She had grown up on a farm near Eastlake and could generally be seen wearing overalls and an old straw hat. She confessed to having never worn roller skates in her life, but she was willing to give them a try. She also preferred pants to dresses, but she practically begged Ellie for the job. She needed the money and swore she would do whatever she needed to prove herself. Ellie took a chance and sent her home with a pair of skates to practice.

As soon as the concrete had been poured and dried, Ellie had the girls out skating. She had an ongoing nightmare of flying trays of food and broken legs, so she was determined to train the girls as long as necessary to ensure a minimum of accidents. The young ones were as good as advertised and Ellie sent them home after only a few basic practice runs. Deidre was another story.

She confessed that she had gone multiple times to a local parking lot at the crack of dawn in hopes of mastering the skates without being observed. Ellie was impressed by her dedication, but decidedly not by her skill. They spent an hour each day for the next few weeks and their friendship grew much faster than Deidre’s prowess on wheels. Eventually, they began to focus on the three spots closest to the pick-up window and soon she became quite proficient at getting to and from the nearest parking locations. By the grand opening, Ellie was confident that the carhops were ready. Her commitment paid off. There were no spills the first week and in the years to come, the people of Eastlake came to admire and respect the near flawless performance of their very own carhops.
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As the son of a high school football coach, Sully should have known there is something special about Friday nights in Texas. Around five-thirty, cars began to arrive and by six, all twenty-four parking spots were filled. The Eagles were playing in town and the home crowd was filling up before the game. Sully was too busy to be amazed. For the next two hours, he, Ellie, and the carhops were running full speed to keep up with the sudden influx of customers.

By eight, the rush was over and for the next several hours, they sat on the curb listening to the play by play from the stadium loudspeakers down the street. They were exhausted, but the best was yet to come. When the game ended, they had another busy hour or so, followed by a brief lull, and then one last rush. The football players, pumped up by their first win of the season, were in no mood to go home. They wanted to celebrate and the only place in town still open was Sully’s Drive-In.

The official hours indicated that the restaurant closed at ten, but Sully had decided well before then, that he would stay open as long as he could that night, taking full advantage of every opportunity to sell the public on his new venture. He cranked up the radio and let Elvis blare from the speakers. Long after midnight, when the last car pulled out of the lot, he said a prayer of thanks, hugged the carhops, kissed his wife, and shut off the lights.

“Your father would be proud, Sully. You’ve built something special here.”

The following week was busier than the last, though still slow during the day, but it would gradually grow into a popular lunch hang-out for the town and do a respectable business. Weekday evenings would also grow slowly to an acceptable level, but it would always be Friday nights that made Sully’s the success it would be from that point on.

When the football team, and later the basketball team, played in town, parents would often eat at Sully’s before heading to the school to watch their sons and daughters perform. When the teams played away, the coaches would often bring an entire bus load to Sully’s for a pre-game meal. And afterward, home or away, Sully would keep the drive-in open well after midnight to accommodate the adrenalin-filled youngsters who would hang out, listen to music, sip sodas, and unwind for as long as he would serve them. And he and Ellie would serve them for years to come.
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Friday Night Lights, 1970
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Every team needs a rival, and the stronger the rivalry, the more intense the games when the two meet. For Eastlake, the most hated opponent, and therefore the most logical rival, had always been North Lake. Located barely twenty miles up the road, they were approximately the same size and would forever be assigned to the same district. No matter where the boundaries were drawn, they were always grouped together and everyone in town knew and understood that getting to the playoffs meant beating North Lake.

In the early history of the school and its football program, winning district and making the playoffs was the minimum expectation to be met. In the fifties, Eastlake had won a few state championships and was a perennial powerhouse. The hometown Eagles routinely thrashed the North Lake Lions, whom they considered a weak sister and a guaranteed W on the schedule each year. Early in the sixties, things began to change. In 1965, it was the Lions who were crowned state champions and the rivalry began in earnest.

Head Coach Jim Myers was a local legend until he lost to North Lake for the third consecutive year, and he was politely shoved into retirement by the school board. Mike Holbrooks was promoted to head coach, but let go a year later after a dismal 4-6 season which included yet another loss to the Lions. Jake Winters went 2-8 in his two seasons at the helm and in 1970, the board hired Evan Peters.

Coach Peters was young and brash and eager to take over the reins. He had spent a few years in Eastlake as an assistant coach before leaving to take his first head coaching job at a nearby school to the south. After leading them to the playoffs twice, he was excited to return to Eastlake promising big things for the Eagles. Despite the reservations of several school board members, the prospect of a winning season and a chance to once again compete with North Lake ensured his hiring.

Right from the start, there had been controversy, but the board had turned a blind eye to the new coach’s shenanigans hoping for a few more wins than the season before. Most of the complaints had been about his temper and his language, and several mothers had threatened to pull their sons from the team, but in the end, the majority had stayed and the boys had done their best to adjust.

Before the season had even begun, he had given them reasons to fear his volatility. Joey Summers, whose father was the pastor at First Baptist, said he had never even heard most of the profanity that emerged from the lips of his new coach. His teammates supplied the definitions and laughed at the deep shade of red his face had turned. At halftime of the first scrimmage game, with the team trailing badly, the coaches were furious, but none were as angry as their new head coach. Peters grabbed a towel filled with ice and slammed it on a bench in the locker room sending shrapnel screaming off the walls. A particularly large shard of ice almost took out one of star quarterback Cecil Morton’s eyes.

Even before that incident, most of the players had already come to hate their new coach. And to fear him. It was clear that he knew his stuff and the boys badly wanted to end their string of losing seasons, but to quote Cecil, “Coach Peters is just a jerk.”

Blake Billings, the team’s running back agreed with his friend’s assessment. One of the few sophomores on the varsity team, he had emerged as a surprise starter when the senior ahead of him broke his leg. He was grateful to Coach Peters for the chance to play on the varsity squad and even more excited when he was able to get off the bench and actually play in a real game. “Yeah, but he’s our jerk, and if he can help us beat North Lake, who cares. I want that bell back.”

The bell was an old relic from bygone days. Once upon a time, the two communities had been connected by an old railroad spur featuring a tiny ramshackle station that had fallen apart after being abandoned. The only notable artifact from the station was an old bell that had once been mounted there. Someone from North Lake had somehow managed to acquire the bell and began ringing it at football games every time the home team scored.

The older denizens of Eastlake immediately cried foul. Being a quarter of a mile nearer to the station, they believed the bell should be theirs and began legal proceedings to take possession. After several ugly encounters between the representatives of both towns and their school boards, a compromise was reached and the Battle of the Bell was born. Each year, the winner of the annual football game would take possession for the following year. The rivalry was now official.

By the 1970 season, the bell had been resting in North Lake for almost a decade. With the exception of an ugly tie in 1963, the Eagles had lost every contest since a win to open the sixties. There was some hope that this could be the year the Eagles finally recaptured the bell. Despite the losing seasons the team had faced in recent years, the games against North Lake had been fairly close. The Lions were not quite the powerhouse they had been in previous years, and neither team had made the playoffs in the last two seasons. North Lake had lost a dozen starters from the year before and faced a tough rebuilding year. Eastlake, on the other hand, had a strong senior class with both size and speed. Coach Peters had high hopes of winning back the bell and cementing his future as the Eagles’ savior.

Before the start of district play, the Eagles would face four opponents from the local area. The school board had always encouraged the coaches to schedule the nearest schools around in order to cut down on travel expenses. That meant playing one very large school, a good challenge and almost always a loss, and three other schools they were expected to defeat, but with whom they had struggled in the past several seasons. They lost badly to the 5A team, split the games with the 2A schools, and prepared to finish their non-district schedule against the Richfield Rebels, a team that presented a rather unique challenge.

For many years, Richfield had been in the same district with the Eagles. An increase in their enrollment had bumped them up to the 4A ranks and into a much more difficult district. Although they faced a tough season ahead, they had scheduled four non-district foes they considered easy marks, including Eastlake. So far, their plans had worked out just fine. They had defeated their first three opponents handily and planned to do the same to the Eagles. Meanwhile, Coach Peters had pushed his boys hard all week hoping to avoid another loss heading into district play.

The real problem with Richfield had less to do with the actual contest on the field, but much more to do with outside issues. With the exception of a few kids who had recently moved there, the community and the school were all white. Eastlake had a diverse population most of whom were understandably uncomfortable with the attitude and language thrown in their faces by a bunch of rich white kids. Playing at home against a team like Richfield was hard enough, but going there was the epitome of a hostile environment. As much as he hated losing valuable practice time, Peters found himself spending huge amounts of time talking to his players when he should have been working on the actual game plan itself.

He remembered going to Richfield several years ago coaching the junior varsity squad from Eastlake. The only route from the visitors’ locker room to the field ran through a narrow corridor between the old gym on one side and a high chain-link fence on the other. The fence bordered the home side of the stadium and the opposing fans would line the fence screaming obscenities, racial slurs, and whatever other insults they could devise, all while being observed and ignored by the home team’s all white security force. Peters dreaded running this gauntlet of hatred, knowing that on a Friday night with the varsity teams playing, it would probably be worse than he remembered from before.

He sat the boys down for a daily lecture. “No matter what you hear out there, you have to ignore it. Before the game, during the game, after the game. They’re gonna say some awful things about us, but we have to stay focused, not get distracted by all that nonsense. Understand?”

Most of the boys had been to Richfield at least once and they knew what to expect. After a huge fight on the field a few years earlier, things had actually gotten a little better. The UIL had sent the schools a warning and the local police, who handled the security for the games, had taken a firmer hand on the home crowd. Still, Peters felt the boys needed to be prepared for anything. “I’m serious now. Whatever you hear, you gotta just ignore it and play the game. Take it out on the field and hit that guy in front of you as hard as you can. Legally, I mean. I don’t want anybody takin’ any cheap shots out there. Got it?”

By Friday, the boys had heard the lecture enough times to understand fully. And surprisingly, the game was played without a problem. The school had added an extra fence to keep the fans further from the players as they entered the field and during the game itself, most of the boys heard only a few objectionable comments. The most obvious one caused the Eagles to break down in a fit of hysteria.

After being the target of the insults for so many years, the boys couldn’t contain their laughter when the loudest shout of the N-word was directed at Richfield’s own star running back. As the only Negro kid on the whole team, the boys originally pitied the guy and wondered how he could stand playing in such a place. But he was good, and his talent was so obvious that the home fans quickly came to love him as one of their own. That did not, however, hinder the old-timers from addressing him with the standard racial epithet whenever he disappointed them. Amidst the groans from the crowd following a rare fumble, one old man from high in the bleachers screamed out, “Hold on to the ball, you blankety, blank N blank!”

He hung his head ignoring the hateful words and made his way back to the huddle. The Eagles, black, white, and brown, burst out laughing despite the inappropriateness of the comment and their reaction to it. Coach Peters, barely containing himself, wasted a timeout to yell at his players and remind them of his previous lectures. He also took the opportunity to remind them of the score. Even with the recovery of the Rebel fumble, the Eagles had little chance of winning considering that less than three minutes remained and they trailed by more than forty points.

It was an ugly loss and when it finally ended, Peters just wanted to get out of town. And soon. Within thirty minutes, he had the bus running and ready to go and was anxious to get on the road, but the assistant coaches couldn’t agree on the head count. Peters hollered with what little remained of his voice after screaming for the previous three hours and the bus got quiet. They were one short and the coach erupted with yet another outburst of profanity before sending a manager to see who might still be in the dressing room. He came back less than a minute later followed by Blake Billings.

“Dammit, Billings. I thought you were slow enough on the field tonight. I didn’t think you could move even slower. Get on the freakin’ bus.”

The boy reddened at the coach’s admonition, but broke into a huge grin once he had passed all the coaches and faced only his friends and teammates in the rear of the bus. The head count now matched and they pulled out, leaving behind Richfield High School and its hostile crowd, some of whom hung around long enough to fling rocks at the departing yellow bus. Unfortunately, the encounter with the Rebels would have more far-reaching consequences.

They stopped just outside of town to eat. Coach Peters had given his usual pregame speech, but the boys knew it was BS. “Now boys, if we win we’ll stop somewhere and eat a nice chicken-fried steak after the game. Course if we lose, we’ll get you a bologna and cheese sandwich and you can eat it on the bus on the way home.”

Cecil’s dad was on the school board and he knew that the meals had already been budgeted. Regardless of the coach’s efforts at using food to motivate them, they all knew that the arrangements had been made before the season had even started. Whenever they played at Richfield, they always ate at Chet’s Steak House and they always had the cheapest steak on the menu, a tough cube steak that tasted okay, but had the texture of old leather. As with any meal following a loss, they were not allowed to talk. On the other hand, the coaches felt free to break all their own rules and sat at the front table smoking while they ate and yucked it up as they replayed the loss and planned ahead for the district opener next week at home.

Soon, they were on the road again, and when they reached the school, the coaches hurried them out of the building as soon as possible. “Get your crap and get out.”

Cecil and his usual posse headed for Sully’s. Win, lose, or draw, they always ended up at the drive-in. Of course, it was more fun when they had won, but the coaches weren’t around, so even after a loss, they could be as loud as they wanted. And if you had a steady girl, you could count on some sympathy and comfort and maybe a few extra kisses for consolation.

As one of the team captains, Cecil was in no mood to celebrate. He and his fellow seniors had really hoped this would be a good year and now they were 1-3 and had yet to play a solid game. They had talent, but learning Coach Peter’s new system had been hard, and of course, depending on a sophomore to carry the offense was not easy. Not that Blake Billings didn’t have some talent, but he had yet to break loose in a game and demonstrate the speed and agility he flashed in practice each day. Cecil thought maybe it was nerves and he kept encouraging his friend to relax and just play. That night against Richfield, he had finally broken a few big runs and his confidence seemed to awaken. It was about time.

Cecil was driving his dad’s old station wagon, which was a good thing because it allowed plenty of room for all the captains to assemble after each game and dissect the win or loss. They would meet at Sully’s, drink a few cokes or malts, down a burger or two depending on the quality of the after game meal, and then untangle themselves from their girlfriends long enough to pile into the wagon and go over the good and bad of the game they had just played.

Steve Baldwin, the starting center, was one of Cecil’s best friends. The two had played together since the seventh grade and the quarterback and his center had developed a strong bond. As the leader of the offensive line, Steve was highly respected by his teammates and his leadership was second to none. Also in the car were Calvin Williams, the best linebacker to ever wear an Eagles’ uniform, and Mike Gutierrez, the team’s fullback and kicker. And Blake Billings.

Billings was not a team captain, but as a sophomore, he
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