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To my three halfbacks –  

Cary, Warne, and Merrill – 

who love the game of football 

and have been pretty good hitters. 

 

  



 

 

Chapter 1 
 

 

The coach was talking. We were all dressed and taped and ready, sitting around the locker 

room in that special atmosphere of tension that develops right before a game. This was supposed 

to be an easy one tonight – a breather before the big game with Baxter next week that climaxed 

the season – but the tension was there just the same. Through the window above Billy Foxx's head 

I could see one of the big banks of floodlights that lit the stadium, and I could hear the crowd 

noises and the sound of punting, which meant the Greensboro team was already on the field. 

“Now, these boys don't have a lot of size,” the coach was saying, “and their record, at five and 

three, is nothing much to brag about. But they are fast and they give it a lot of effort. Also keep in 

mind that there's nobody they'd rather beat than Morgan County High. It would be quite a feather 

in their cap. What I'm trying to impress on you is that a second-rate effort on our part is not going 

to take home the marbles. We've got to play football. You all know we've been pointing toward 

Baxter in most of our recent practice sessions, but tonight I want you to forget Baxter. Tonight 

we're playing Greensboro.” 

Our coach's name is Chip Stallings. He's a gray-haired man in his late forties now, but in his 

day he was quite a football player himself. You may even recognize the name. Chip was an all-

American halfback at Virginia twenty-five years ago – one of the all-time great “climax” runners. 

If you follow football, you know what a climax runner is: he's the guy they feed the ball to in the 

clutch – the guy that can do magic for twenty, thirty, or maybe even ninety yards when the biggest 

fullback on earth can't make a nickel. Breakaway runners, they sometimes call them. 

But while I was sitting there listening to him talk, I was thinking how one November afternoon 

twenty-nine years ago he had sat in a dressing room just like this one and heard another coach say 

the same sort of things he was saying now. You see, Chip Stallings wasn't only an all-American at 

Virginia; he was also the greatest player Morgan County ever had. This was his own high school 

alma mater, his own beginning place. He played his last high school game against Baxter – just as 

I was going to do, a week from tonight – and after that game they voted him Most Valuable Player. 

They gave him a gold cup, which still stands on the mantel in his living room, right in the middle 

of all his other trophies. I know about this because Chip Stallings is my father. 

The noises coming from the stadium got louder. Somebody was thumping on a drum, cowbells 

were clanking, and now and then there'd be a ragged cheer – girls’ voices mostly. I thought of 

Patsy Lloyd out there, leading the cheers, and I felt a little better – but only a little. Pat was still 

my gal, but just about everything else had gone wrong for me in the past month and half, and now 

with the Baxter game just one week away, my troubles had piled up to where I could hardly see 

over them. “Stay loose,” Dad kept telling me. I was about as loose as a steel trap. 

“Pete!” It was Dad, talking straight at me this time. “Pay attention to what I'm saying.” 

“Yes, sir. Sorry, Coach.” Where football was concerned, he was the coach, not my father.  

He had dragged a blackboard out in front of us, and now he began to diagram a play – one of 

theirs, not ours. 

“This is something Greensboro put in especially for us,” he said, “and it can hurt us if we don't 

stay alert.” 

The play was one of those cranky things a weak team will try sometimes in the hope of 

surprising a more powerful opponent: a pass thrown from a reverse. Greensboro had a left-handed 



boy playing right end who, according to our assistant coach Bob Dale, could chuck the ball a 

country mile. They'd start the play to the right, hand off to this guy coming back to the left, and 

then just when you had it figured for an end around, he would uncork a bomb to the flanker running 

a deep post. The important thing in defensing it was not to get sucked in and let that flanker get 

behind you – “you” being me, since I usually played deep safety on defense. 

“OK,” I said to myself, “if that's all we have to worry about, Greensboro won't give us any 

trouble. I may even catch that one myself. Outshine Billy Foxx for a change.” 

“One thing more,” Dad said. “As all of you know, the triple option has been our bread-and-

butter play for most of the season, but tonight we won't be using it.” 

I saw Billy Foxx's head snap up at that. The option was his big play, the one we'd used all year 

to spring him on those dazzling broken-field sprints he was famous for. I'd fake to the fullback, 

then go down the line to the right with Foxx behind me and trailing slightly. Depending on how 

their end played it, I'd either keep the ball myself or pitch it back to Foxx. Usually it went to Foxx. 

“Let me qualify that,” Dad continued. “We won't use it unless we have to. Is that clear, Pete?”  

I nodded and pretended to frown, but actually I was enjoying that disappointed look on Foxx's 

pretty baby face. 

“The reason I don't want to use it should be obvious enough. There'll be several Baxter scouts 

in the stands tonight, and there's no point in showing them our hand. We'll go with about five basic 

plays and hope that's all we'll need to beat these boys.” He pushed the blackboard away, dusted 

the chalk off his hands, and grinned at us. “All right, gang. Let's go out there and see if we can 

break a sweat.” 

There was a rousing shout as we grabbed our helmets and scrambled to our feet. We trotted 

out through the doorway and down the chute, cleats clattering on the concrete. As we went through 

the gate and onto the field, a tremendous roar went up from the seats, everyone yelling for Billy 

Foxx. “Foxx the fox,” they called him. I heard it in my sleep. 

“Sure,” I thought, “cheer for Foxx, you stupid fans. Forget the rest of the team. Cheer for the 

great glamour boy.” 

I guess it's obvious by now that Billy Foxx wasn't exactly my favorite guy. And it all goes back 

to Dad and that gold cup on our mantel. You see, my dad loves football the way some men love 

horses or airplanes or playing golf. It's been his whole life, either playing the game or coaching it. 

And so it was only natural, when I came along, that he started right in to make me the kind of 

player he'd been. As things turned out, I'm an only child; and I've heard Mom say that if I'd been 

a girl, she believes Dad would have jumped right out the hospital window the day I arrived. As a 

baby the first toy I ever had to play with was the little gold football on Dad's watch chain. 

Maybe you're wondering why Dad was only a high school coach instead of a big college or 

pro one. He could have been, with his record. I asked him about it myself one time. 

“What I like most about football is the spirit of it, Pete,” he said, “and the way it develops boys 

into men. By the time you get to college, most of that is over and gone. It's more of a business than 

a sport. Same with the pros, only more so. High school football is where you find it – where you 

see it happening and have a chance to help it along. You know something? In many ways I'm 

prouder of that cup they gave me at Morgan than I am of making all-American.” He really meant 

it, too. 

Anyway, Dad started right in to make me a great player like himself. There's a word for it – 

vicarious, I think it is. He wanted to live the whole thing over again, through me. I’ve never blamed 

him for it, and I love the game myself; but at the same time, it put me under a lot of pressure, trying 

to live up to his expectations. You might think a guy is lucky to have his own father for a coach, 



and maybe I am; yet there're some drawbacks to it. For instance, it's not enough for me to play 

well – I have to play perfectly. He never bawls me out when I make a mistake – Dad’s not that 

kind of coach – but I can see the disappointment in his face, and somehow that hurts worse than 

getting flapped at. 

He taught me to pass, to kick, and to run, long before I was out of junior high. Year after year 

he kept working with me – not pushing me to the place where I got frustrated or turned off, but 

just nudging me constantly along, polishing the rough spots. Many times after a workout in the 

backyard we'd go in the house, and if he was pleased with how I was doing, he'd point to that cup 

on the mantel and say, “Pete, one day there'll be two of those cups up there, just alike. That's a day 

I'm looking forward to.” 

Sometimes I think it worried Mom a little. She's the cautious, level-headed type. “Don't put 

too much emphasis on one thing,” she'd say, meaning that one trophy. “After all, life is full of 

surprises and disappointments. Pete could get injured and not even play his senior year. Or 

somebody else might come along who just happened to be a better player.” 

“Who?” Dad would say, and laugh at her. 

 

*** 

 

My sophomore year in high school I went out for the varsity and managed to play enough at 

back-up quarterback to earn a letter. I was pretty light that year and awfully young, and to tell you 

the truth, I don't think I was much good, though I did throw a couple of touchdown passes before 

the season was over. 

I'll never forget the first game that year. We played Fairbanks High, and they beat us on a 

fumble that was my own fault – a bad hand-off. I felt terrible about it, but when the game was 

over, Dad gave me a reassuring pat on the back. “You played fine, Pete. Everybody fumbles now 

and then; don't let it get you down. You played hard and clean, and that's the main thing.” 

The next year I had gained twelve pounds, and for six games I was the hottest thing you ever 

saw. I was running the roll-out like Mister Cool himself, and if I threw a pass with my eyes shut, 

it fell in somebody's face for a TD. I was lucky. For a while it looked as though I was going to set 

that gold cup on the mantel a year ahead of schedule. 

But then came a bad break. In dummy scrimmage one afternoon I turned my ankle so badly 

that I was out for the rest of the season. The thing just wouldn't get well. A boy named Stu Wallace 

won the cup that year playing at guard, with Dad casting the deciding vote-for Stu instead of me. 

That brings us up to this year. And, brother, if I thought my luck went rotten last year, I had a 

book to learn. 

To begin with, I was still gaining weight. The ankle was OK, but I was up to 180. That's not 

big for high school ball nowadays; but for me, standing only five feet nine, it was too much. I 

looked more like a middle guard than a quarterback, and it had slowed me down plenty. The roll-

out stopped working for me because I was taking too long to get out there, running too long in the 

same place, as Coach Dale put it. And I couldn't seem to shed a pound, no matter how hard I 

worked. 

But let's face it; my real headache wasn't the added weight. It was a guy named Billy Foxx, 

who had moved to town that summer. Foxx was a tall, slim, blond-haired kid who had never played 

a football game in his life. In fact, he had this sort of baby face. The girls all thought he was 

handsome, but he sure didn't look like any football player to me. That's another book I had to learn. 



From the start he seemed to take a liking to me, and to be honest about it, I didn't think he was 

such a bad guy either, at first. He didn't know any other kids in town, and just because I was nice 

to him and friendly toward him, he took to hanging around me. His parents were divorced, and he 

lived with his mother, who had come to town to get work as a forelady at the hosiery mill. I guess 

I felt a little sorry for him. They didn't have much money, you could tell, because he wore the same 

clothes a lot and used to rake leaves and cut grass and stuff for his pocket money. 

One day he said to me, “Pete, I'd like to go out for the team.” We had just started pre-season 

workouts. “You think I could play football?” 

I didn't think he could, but you don't put a guy down like that, so I said sure, come on out and 

give it a try. 

“You know how it is with me and my mom,” he said. “College is pretty much out of the 

question; but I was thinking maybe if I was good enough at something like football, maybe I could 

get a scholarship.” 

That really flattened me. Here was a guy that probably never had a football in his hands, the 

physique of a track man, and in one year of high school football he thought he had a chance of 

getting a college offer. 

OK, what the heck. “Sure,” I said. “Come on down tomorrow and get dressed out. I'll give you 

a hand, help you all I can.” 

Good old bighearted Pete Stallings. I helped him all right. I must have helped him too much. 

Billy Foxx not only made the squad, he also made the lineup at tailback. 

It was fantastic the way he developed. There's no other word to describe it. The guy was a 

natural. He was shifty, he was fast, and he had the best instinctive judgment of any broken-field 

runner I ever saw. But most of all, from the minute he first stepped on the field, the crowd loved 

him. He had flash. If I made seven yards, they cheered. If Billy Foxx made seven, they went wild. 

He made it look good. Don't ask me how. 

We lost our first game 28-21, but Billy Foxx made all three of our touchdowns, and he made 

them from beyond the thirty-yard line. I think I piled up more total yardage than he did, either 

running or passing, but it was his that paid off: a thirty-eight-yard pass interception, a forty-yard 

off-tackle waltz, and a fifty-nine-yard punt return that sent the crowd into hysterics. 

We won our next seven games without any trouble, and by the time we came to Greensboro, 

Billy Foxx had scored so many touchdowns that people were saying he might even set a new 

school record. The old one, incidentally, belonged to my dad and had stood for twenty-nine years. 

I should have been proud of him and happy for the team – and at first I was. But after a while 

it began to stick in my craw. The guy was driving me out of my tree, and that gold cup was getting 

harder and harder to see on my mantel. Not only that, he was starting to get the big head. He was 

beginning to think of himself as a star, which was something I just couldn't stomach. 

“I think you're crazy,” Patsy said to me when I happened to mention this to her one night. 

“Billy Foxx hasn't changed a speck; it's you that's acting dopey lately.” 

“Yeah? Then why has he started avoiding me? He used to wait for me every day after practice, 

and I'd give him a ride home. Now he acts like he hardly knows me.” 

“Maybe it's because you're turning into such an old grouch.” 

Maybe it was, but I had my reasons. I wasn't blind, either. Patsy, like all the other girls, was 

getting a little dazzled by Wonder Boy. 

How was Dad taking all this? You'd have to know my dad to understand. I think he was sort 

of bewildered, really, sort of split down the middle. I know he hated to see me shoved out of the 

limelight by another player, yet he was too square a guy not to give Billy room to swing. As a 



matter of fact, he praised him, encouraged him, and even worked up some new plays that featured 

Billy. The triple option was one of them. The team always came first with Dad, and if that had 

meant putting me on the bench, that's exactly where he'd have put me, much as he might hate to 

do it. I guess I could sum it up by saying that Morgan High was having a great season and Dad 

was happy about that; but it was getting pretty gloomy around our supper table at night. And he 

had completely stopped talking about the Most Valuable Player award. 

That's where things stood when we lined up for the kickoff against Greensboro. 

  



 

 

Chapter 2 
 

 

Did I say this was supposed to be a breather? Excuse me. Halftime score: Greensboro 14, 

Morgan County zip. It went something like this: 

The opening kickoff fell to Dave Stone, our big fullback; and Dave Stone – who was an all-

state basketball player and had not dropped a ball of any description within living memory – lost 

the ball in the lights. He not only fumbled it, he couldn't even find it afterward in the grass. If it 

hadn't been so serious, I guess it would have been funny, old Dave out there doing an Easter egg 

hunt while the ball rolled around behind him and in between his feet. Finally Skate Baker came 

over to help him look for it, but by that time they were swarmed under by green jerseys, and when 

the referee got them unstacked, Greensboro owned the football, at the nine. 

Three plays later we were lining up for the second kickoff. The game was less than two minutes 

old and we were behind by seven points. You might say we were a little stunned. 

This time the kick came to Billy Foxx, and he almost broke it all the way, going down the 

sideline to their seventeen or eighteen before being bumped out of bounds. I didn't like how easy 

they bumped him out – he should have bowed his neck and gotten another five yards – but the 

crowd of course went out of its mind. 

On the next play, actually our first play from scrimmage, I called a little swing pass to the 

flanker, and threw the ball right in the hands of somebody wearing a green shirt. Jack Teas, the 

boy the pass was intended for, finally managed to catch him and haul him down; but it was their 

ball again, just over the fifty. I was almost afraid to look at our bench, but out of the corner of my 

eye I could see Dad and Coach Dale pacing back and forth past each other like a couple of switch 

engines in overcoats. 

We held them without much trouble through the next series of downs – in fact, throughout the 

rest of the first quarter – but our offense just wouldn't jell. These boys from Greensboro had come 

to play ball, all right, and that quick seven-point edge had them fired up. 

Each time we huddled, I could see Billy Foxx looking at me through his face guard, silently 

asking me to call the option; but I had my orders on that. Orders I was glad to abide by. Let him 

stew, I thought. Let him look bad with the rest of us for a change. 

We swapped the ball for a while between the thirties, and then finally, late in the second 

quarter, we got it going a little and worked it down to their fifteen by just running straight at them. 

It was the belly series mostly, with Dave Stone trying to redeem himself for that kickoff fumble. 

He was smacking that line like a freight train. 

But then, wonder of wonders, just when we had a drive going, who should fumble the football 

but the great tailback himself. Billy Foxx coughed it up on a jarring tackle right over the middle. 

The ball went about twelve feet high in the air and came down in the hands of what must have 

been the fastest man in Green County. For a minute I thought I had an angle on him, but he blew 

right by me. He even outran Skate and Teas. 

The point was good, and they led 14-0. 

They led by more than that because now they were really up and we were down. They smelled 

an upset in the making. 

What I smelled was rain. And sure enough, just as the horn sounded to end the half, a cold, 

dismal November rain began falling. 



 

*** 

 

If you've ever played ball, you know what a dressing room is like at the half – steamy, sweaty, 

full of noise and chatter. If you're ahead, the noise has a happy sound; if you're behind, it's mostly 

grunts and groans and cusses. Dad was dragging his blackboard out again. It must have been 85 

degrees in there, and he hadn't even remembered to take off his overcoat. 

“Boys, we're beating ourselves,” he said. “We're not playing football.” 

I expected he was going to tell me to start using the option, but instead he chalked up three 

plays, all three of which were passes. For a minute I thought he had flipped. Didn't he realize it 

was raining? 

“I know it's raining,” he said, apparently having read my mind, “but we're fourteen points down 

and we've got no choice about it. We've got to put the ball in the air. There's a good chance the 

pass will work now, too. We've been running at them for two quarters, and their halfbacks are 

playing closer and closer to the line. Pete?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“I'm going to call some of the plays from the bench this half, so you'll have Edmonds at flanker 

a good part of the time. Keep that in mind.” 

I nodded. He alternated Edmonds with Teas to bring signals in from the side, and he didn't 

want me to forget which boy I had out there at any given moment of the game. Mel Edmonds was 

a gutsy little player but very small, and he was weak on anything that called for a crack back block 

on the rover. 

“We'll come out throwing the ball,” Dad continued, “but that doesn't mean every play has to 

be a pass. Mix in your slants and sweeps, and also you might want to try the draw if they start 

shooting their linebackers.” 

“What about the triple option, Coach?” This was you-know-who talking. “Don't you think it's 

time we went to it?” 

“Not quite yet, Billy. Let's play them one more quarter and then take another look at our hand. 

I still think we can beat these boys without it if we hustle. They softened up quite a bit toward the 

end of the half. I feel the score should be seven to seven right now; but of course they've had all 

the breaks.” 

That ought to shut him up, I thought. It was his big boo-boo that had put us in the spot we were 

in. 

Dad talked on for a minute or two, then turned it over to Coach Dale, who began to point out 

some individual things we were doing wrong, such as the guards weren't picking up the stunts, and 

the right-side linebacker was watching their quarterback instead of keying the guard. 

I really wasn't listening anymore. I was thinking about something Dad had said: “You might 

want to try the draw.” Actually, we had two draw plays – one where I handed the ball to Foxx, and 

one where I simply took a couple of steps back, faked the pass, and then went up the middle with 

the ball myself. I knew well enough which play Dad had in mind when he said “draw.” He was 

thinking of the tailback draw. 

But he hadn't said so, had he? 

 

*** 

 



We kicked off to them to start the second half (incidentally, I do the kickoffs, though Skate 

kicks the extra points), and it was raining hard enough to hear it hitting your helmet. I made the 

tackle myself at about the twenty. A good, hard shot that brought the fans out from under their 

umbrellas with a roar of satisfaction. There's nothing like making a clean, solid, open-field tackle 

to put you in the mood to play football. It looks good, it sounds good, it feels good. It starts the old 

Adrenalin flowing. 

Three plays later Greensboro was still at the twenty, so they punted. It was a bad kick, going 

off the side of the kicker's foot and out of bounds at the thirty-five. We were in business. 

Just then in comes Mel Edmonds, breathing hard with excitement because this is his first play, 

his first time in the game. 

“What does he say, Mel?” 

“Right, Formation One, Pass Three, X Circle!” 

No wonder he was excited. On that play he was the primary receiver himself. I didn't like it 

much because it's not a good idea to ask a guy to catch a pass on his first play in the game. He's 

too keyed up. But Skate, the tight end, was my secondary target on this one, so just to play it safe, 

I dumped it off to him, and Skate broke it along the side for a brand-new first down at their twenty-

two. 

Let me take a minute here to tell you about Skate Baker. He's the only black guy in our starting 

lineup, and not only a great player but also a good influence on the team. Skate's strictly an up-

beat type – always joking, always laughing, always optimistic. He's got the Afro haircut, the jive 

talk, and the fancy threads. He comes on like a one-man band, snapping his fingers, humming, 

and…I don't know, just being Skate (the bane of Coach Dale's existence). I happen to know 

privately that life hasn't been all that much fun for Skate, but you'd never guess it to be around 

him. It's just his personality. He bugs you sometimes, but he's irresistible. 

“Man, did you see the jive move I put on that rover? I faked him out of his socks!” 

He also talks too much in the huddle, but again that's Skate. Just when you're beginning to 

wonder if he's all talk, he hands you something like a first down at the twenty-two. 

“Left, Formation One, Thirty-Seven Lead,” I said. “First hike.” 

On this one Foxx gets the ball, running off-tackle on the weak side. He made eighteen yards 

after being checked at the line, and I have to say it was a beautiful thing. Anyway, we were camped 

at their four, and the second half had barely started. This is the kind of football we were supposed 

to play. 

I looked over toward the bench and saw Dad walking along the sideline in the rain with his 

arm looped around Jack Teas’ shoulder; but then, just as I was watching them, he held Teas back 

by his belt, and I knew it was up to me. 

I thought Dave Stone ought to have the touchdown because he'd played so hard after that 

kickoff fumble, so I called Forty-One-a give to the fullback going off the inside leg of the tackle. 

Unfortunately, they had the blitz on. It just wasn't Dave's night. 

Next I thought of little Mel Edmonds, whom I had disappointed on that first play and who was 

still in the game. 

“Let's try yours again, Mel. Right Formation One, Pass Three, X Circle. On first sound.” 

As I went back with the ball, I saw Mel take off like a shot, whirl, slip…and fall flat on his 

face in the wet grass. I looked for Skate, but he was covered in green, and just when I was 

wondering how this football was going to taste, I saw their big left end slip and fall, too, just as 

Mel had done. I swung out of the pocket to the right, shifted my 180 pounds of blubber into 

overdrive, and went over the goal line standing up. 



Skate kicked the extra point for us, and we went back up the field to the sweet, sweet music of 

the stands. 

“Stallings! Get 'em, Pete! Way to go, Stallings!” 

The band was playing, Patsy and the other cheerleaders were leaping and cartwheeling like 

crazy along the track, and all at once it began to look easy again. We might beat these boys by a 

bunch of points. No real worries now. We had it going. 

Excuse me again. Unbelievable as it may seem, we did not make another first down the whole 

third quarter. 

I don't know what was wrong. Yes, I do know, too; I know three things. First, our timing was 

off something terrible. Stone and Foxx were either running into me on the hand-offs or coming by 

so wide and late that I felt like a man waiting for a streetcar. Second, we were playing a much 

better football team than anybody expected. If Greensboro had lost three games, it must have been 

the Vikings, the Colts, and the Miami Dolphins. Third, and most important of all, it continued to 

pour down rain, which made it hard for our receivers to run a crisp pattern, made it hard for me to 

see them, and made it hard for them to hold onto the ball when I did manage to get it to them. On 

one play I threw a perfect strike to our split end, Jake Grider, wide open and with a step on the 

cornerback, but it was as though I had thrown him a bar of soap. The ball was just too wet and 

slick to handle. 

Our defensive line deserved a lot of credit though, especially Ike Mathis and our middle guard, 

Andy Holmes. If we couldn't move the ball, neither could Greensboro. It must have been a pretty 

dull contest from the fans' point of view. They were soaked by now, and cold, and all they had to 

look at was a bunch of stumblebums slogging back and forth at midfield. 

I kept thinking to myself: Any minute now he'll send in the option. It was getting late in the 

game, and so far about all we'd threatened them with was a bad cold and a sore throat. But each 

time the play came in, it was something else. A pass to Teas or Skate; Foxx to the weak side; Stone 

over right guard. 

Finally, when we were about eight minutes into the last quarter, the rain slacked off a little and 

I connected on two passes, one to Grider and one to Foxx, that got us down to about their thirty-

five. On the next play Foxx got twelve, but the gain was nullified by a holding penalty, and all at 

once we were back at midfield. 

Edmonds came in with a play from the bench: a screen pass. We hadn't thrown it all night, and 

it caught them sound asleep. Big Dave bulled it all the way down to their twenty-two. I hate to say 

it, but Foxx probably would have gone all the way. Never mind, we were happy to be there. They 

really racked me up, though, after I had lobbed the ball to Stone. When we huddled again, I had a 

brassy taste in my mouth and my mouthpiece was gone. Maybe I swallowed it. 

All of a sudden Teas punched his head into the huddle. “He wants you to try the draw, Pete.”  

“Quarterback Draw,” I said. I didn't even hesitate. “First sound.” 

This time Billy Foxx's head wasn't the only one that came up in surprise. They all knew what 

play Dad wanted; and they all knew I knew. But they were a well-disciplined ball club, and they 

broke the huddle with the usual sharp clap of hands. 

Bending over the center with my fingers fanned out under his big muddy rump, I suddenly 

knew I was going to break it all the way for the score. Don't ask me how I knew it. I just did. The 

rest is a sort of blur. I yelled “Hike!” and felt the ball slap into my hands, and at the same time I 

heard the pads popping along the line. I took my two steps back, pumped a fake to Grider, and in 

the next instant there it was – a big opening right down the middle of the field like the good Lord 

Himself had ordained it. Nothing between me and that goal-line but some short, wet grass. In a 



way, though, it was like a nightmare – like those dreams where you're in slow motion and can't get 

going, or trying to run in waist-deep water at the swimming pool. 

All I know is, I made it. Somehow I finally got down there. A guy came out of nowhere and 

launched into me from the side as I went in, but he was too late. I had six big ones for Morgan. A 

twenty-two-yard scamper by yours truly. It seemed like the whole team was down there to help 

me up, clapping me on the back, whooping and hollering like a tribe of Apaches. 

The crowd? Well, they must have been cheering, too. The band must have been playing. But 

I'm not sure I heard any of it. There was new pressure now, real pressure. The score stood 14-13. 

We had to go for the two-point conversion if we meant to win this game. 

I looked toward the bench to see if Edmonds was coming in with a play. No such luck. Dad 

was just standing there with his hands on his hips. And by the way, there was something about that 

I didn't like. He looked odd-sort of frozen. 

Was he sore? How could he be when I'd just made the TD?  

In the huddle I spit cotton a couple of times, then gave them the play. “Right, Formation One, 

Thirty-three Lead. 

“Billy,” I said, “give it a real good shot. We've got to have two.” 

To my amazement Billy Foxx shook his head. “I can't do it, Pete. My shoulder's hurt. My 

whole right arm is numb.” 

“Run the roll-out, Pete,” Dave Stone said in that big bass voice of his. 

“Yeah, daddy,” Skate chimed in. “You can do it, too!” 

I looked up around the huddle at the other faces – wet, muddy, a couple of them slightly bloody 

– and what I saw told me it was all right. They were with me, so why not? After all, it was more 

for Dad than for me. 

“OK, fellows, Big Nine to the right. Gimme all the help you can. This right here is the ball 

game.” 

 

*** 

 

Funny things happen. As it turned out, that really wasn't the ball game at all. Oh, I made the 

two points okay, crashing over the flag with a good two and a half inches to spare. The thing is, 

we still had three minutes of football left to play, which I apparently forgot all about. 

I guess I got to listening too much to the crowd, or maybe the band. Something got in my eye. 

Maybe it was Patsy out there, whirling like a top with her blond hair swinging wet and heavy and 

her pleated skirt ballooning like a parachute. Or maybe I was looking at the scoreboard – Morgan 

15, Greensboro 14 – and thinking how all fifteen of those points belonged to me. What the heck, 

there was now less than a minute to play, and we had them stymied at their own thirty. 

I expect you can guess what happened. Remember the play Dad diagrammed for us just before 

the start of the game? Remember where they start to the right and hand off to the end coming back 

around? 

I saw it start. I even saw the quarterback hand the ball to the end – shoved it right in his gut. 

“End around,” thinks Pete Stallings, the great fifteen-point-a-game quarterback. “If I can get up 

there fast, I can really bust him one.” I felt like busting somebody now. Show them how hardnosed 

I was. Win that cup. 

But then I thought, wait a second, that's not an end around. He's going to throw the ball. Hold 

everything! What was that green blur that just went by me? 

You guessed it. The flanker. 



I made a quick turn, slipped, and did a Mel Edmonds in the wet grass, flat on my face. 

It was a beautiful pass, I have to admit. As Coach Dale warned us, the guy could really hum 

that seed. It went over my head at about twenty feet – I had a beautiful view, lying there in the 

grass – and there was the flanker running all alone, looking back over his shoulder and reaching 

up with both hands. When I think of it now, it seems to me he had a big smile on his face, but of 

course I couldn't really see his face that well. 

They say when you're drowning, your whole life passes in front of your eyes in a flash. 

Something like that happened to me along about then, only it was the future that passed in front of 

my eyes, not the past. I seemed to see the scoreboard light up with six more points for Greensboro 

and us trooping back to the dressing room with our heads bowed in defeat. All because of my 

stupid mistake. 

But then suddenly into my fishy gaze came another blur. Color this one orange. I saw a hand 

stretched out in desperation, just tipping the ball at the last possible instant. Deflecting it enough 

that the flanker couldn't quite reach it. 

Somebody had saved the game for us with a super effort, coming all the way across the field 

to bat the ball away. And that somebody was still sliding face-down in the wet grass like a guy on 

a bobsled. But I saw enough to read his number. 

Billy Foxx. 

  



 

 

Chapter 3 
 

 

Funny things happen. I know I said that once already, but you'll have to bear with me. It 

reminds me of all those jokes that start: “A funny thing happened on the way to. . . “Well, a funny 

thing happened to me on the way to the dressing room after the game – about four thousand loyal 

Morgan County fans forgot my name. 

“Foxx!” they yelled. “Billy Foxx!” 

Apparently all they remembered of a long, hard-fought, bruising football game was one play 

in the last forty seconds. A pretty short memory. 

I know I must sound like a sorehead and maybe even a guy that would rather look good himself 

than see his team win a ball game. But that's not true. I was happy we won. I was grateful. And I'd 

be the last guy in the world to deny that Foxx made an absolutely fantastic save. It was one of the 

greatest defensive plays I ever saw, and it kept us from losing the game. 

But it didn't win the game for us, did it? I mean, without those fifteen points we already had 

on the board, what difference would it have made? 

Even in the dressing room it was the same. Oh, the guys came by and gave me a whack on the 

back and said, “Great game, Pete,” but the big crowd was around Billy Foxx. Especially the 

crashers. The crashers are those certain fans that come down and manage to barge into the dressing 

room after a game. They're a special bunch – noncombatants, most of them, who never played a 

football game in their lives. They're the Section C quarterbacks that sit up there and scream for 

blood; really mean guys that like their football rough. The biggest thing they ever got hit by was a 

paper cup and a hotdog wrapper. Quinton Winters is one of them, one of the main ones. He was 

over there with his camera on a strap around his neck, asking Foxx a lot of questions and jotting 

down notes. Quinton's the sports editor of the local paper. He's up in his twenties now, but I 

remember when Quinton was in school. He played a mean clarinet in the marching band. Now he's 

an authority on the wishbone and how hard a pulling guard ought to hit the end. 

It surprised me a little, but after a while Billy Foxx disengaged himself from his idolaters and 

came over to me. 

“Pete,” he said, “you were great tonight. Best game you've played. Congratulations.” 

Maybe he meant it right, but it came out sounding wrong to me. It was as though the star were 

throwing the lowly peasant a bone. There was something patronizing about it, as if he were saying, 

“Keep up the good work, young fellow; you're finally showing some improvement.” Me, who had 

played more football than he'd ever seen in his life counting TV with replays. I felt like telling him 

to bug off, but of course I didn't. 

“You played good, too, Billy. Great save.” 

I nearly choked on that because it was me he saved. Me and my stupidity. Sure, I was partly to 

blame for my troubles. I don t deny it. 

“How's the shoulder?” I said. 

“Huh?” 

“Your shoulder. You said you hurt it.” 

“Oh, that. It's okay. Nothing serious.” 

I got busy unlacing my pads, and he left. 



After a game Dad usually has a few choice remarks to make about our performance. If we lost, 

he'd tell us not to get downhearted and then point out our mistakes. If we won, he'd congratulate 

us and then point out our mistakes. But tonight for some reason he got busy with the equipment 

and let us go without the usual postmortem. 

I was glad to get out of there myself. It was too hot, too steamy, and the crashers had filled the 

place up with cigar smoke. I even got annoyed with Skate and his jive talk. 

“Going down to the Cave, Pete?” 

I had hesitated there under the eave of the building, watching the rain falling in the parking lot, 

and when I turned around, I was surprised to see Billy Foxx standing beside me. He had some 

books under his arm and was wearing that old army-surplus fatigue jacket he wears a lot. 

“I don't know,” I said. “I've got a date. Whatever she wants to do, I guess.” 

I knew what he wanted. He wanted me to give him a ride home. 

He shrugged. “I thought maybe if you were headed down Kyle…” 

“Maybe Quinton Winters will give you a lift,” I said, and dodged off through the rain to my 

jeep. 

Actually, I felt a little bad about that later. I had cut the guy in a personal way, which it wasn't 

like me to do. But he was in my hair so bad that I couldn't help myself. 

When I got to Patsy's house, she wasn't ready, so I had to sit in the living room and talk to her 

folks while she changed into dry clothes and did something to her hair. This irked me a little, too. 

It's not that I mind her folks.  They're nice enough in an icky, old-fashioned sort of way. But they're 

very strict with her and won't let her stay out past twelve o'clock. It was already close to eleven, 

which meant we'd have only about an hour before I had to bring her back. Pat knew this, too, and 

yet she was in there with the record player going, dawdling around and messing with her hair as if 

she had all night. I even got the idea she was deliberately stalling, just so we wouldn't have long 

together. 

Mrs. Lloyd wanted to fix me a cup of hot chocolate – which is something I gave up back about 

the time I gave up bubble gum and shooting marbles – and Mr. Lloyd wanted to talk to me about 

football. Mr. Lloyd must think football is the only subject I'm mentally competent to discuss 

because he never talks to me about anything else. He usually starts with a few remarks about the 

latest game, but that's only for openers. What he really likes to talk about is back when he played 

ball, and it doesn't take him long to swing the conversation around to the good old single wing. 

According to Mr. Lloyd's view, the game has deteriorated quite a bit in the past thirty years. 

“Football was a rugged game in my day, Pete,” he says, implying, I suppose, that what we play 

today is more on the order of a pillow fight in the girls' dorm. “Why, we didn't even wear face 

guards.” 

He expects this to amaze me, though why, I can't imagine, since he's told me so himself half a 

dozen times before. 

“There was hardly a guy in the line that didn't have a few teeth missing. And plastic helmets? 

We never heard of them. The old leather jobs, that's all we had to wear. I remember one time . . .” 

During all this the Lloyds' cocker spaniel came in and began to untie my shoelaces by grabbing 

them in his teeth, backing hard, and throwing his head from side to side. I didn't mind that too 

much, but by the time Mr. Lloyd got around to his story about drop-kicking a field goal, the dog 

had finished with the shoestrings and was starting in on the cuffs of my trousers. 

Finally, after I had declined two more cups of hot chocolate and heard a replay of the entire 

1944 season, Patsy came out looking like an early warning system – her hair full of those big 

spring-shaped curlers. It just wasn't my night. 



“I can't go anywhere looking like this,” she said, “but we could drive down to the Cave and 

drink a shake in the car.” 

“Isn't it raining?” Mrs. Lloyd asked. I guess she figured that would be an extremely dangerous 

thing to do in the rain. 

“Just be sure to get home by twelve,” said Mr. Lloyd, and all at once the rash and reckless old 

drop-kicker was back in his role of father. 

I retied my wet shoelaces, dried my hands on the sofa, and we left. 

Outside in the jeep, Patsy leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek, but then held me off 

when I tried to put my arms around her. “Remember the hair,” she said. “I spent too long fixing 

it.” 

“You sure did.” 

“Don't be grumpy. Lordy, didn't it rain, though? I was wet clear through to my 

unmentionables.” 

I've noticed she has a way of teasing you a little with words like “unmentionables.” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I got a little damp myself.” 

“By the way, Pete, you were wonderful tonight. I was so proud of you; I got tears in my eyes.” 

“Thanks, Pat.” 

She put her hand over mine and gave it a squeeze and we drove down to the Cave, me feeling 

a little better. 

 

*** 

 

As you may have guessed, the Cave is where the kids my age hang out. It's a shake place, and 

you can get hamburgers, hotdogs, pizzas, etc. There's a jukebox inside with speakers wired outside 

under the eaves so the music blares out over the parking lot, and when the weather isn't too cold 

or wet, there'll be as many kids outside milling around the cars as there are inside. In the summer 

they even dance out there sometimes. On most nights, and particularly after a game, the Cave is a 

pretty lively place. If there was somebody you were trying to find, the Cave is the first place you'd 

go to look for them. 

When Patsy and I pulled up in my old jeep, we saw Jack Teas and Angy Edmonds sitting in 

Jack's fancy blue Camaro like an orchid in a cabbage patch. By that I mean Jack's car stood out 

slightly among all the beat-up secondhand jalopies the other guys were driving. Jack happens to 

be from the richest family in town – they own the hosiery mill – and the only reason he doesn't 

drive a Cadillac is because he prefers a smaller, sportier car. He also has a dune buggy for summer 

fun. Anything Jack wants, Jack gets. And generally speaking, what Jack wants is the best of 

everything. Even his golf clubs are Haig Ultras. Now, you may be thinking that with all his dough 

and all this indulgence on the part of his parents, Jack could be a pretty sizable pain in the neck. 

He could be, but he isn't. I don't think there's a more popular boy in school than Jack Teas. It would 

be easy to resent him if he were any kind of guy except the kind he is. This may surprise you, but 

to me Jack is an awful lot like Skate Baker. I've often thought to myself that the only differences 

between John Robert Teas III and Skate Baker I are the color of their skins and about half a million 

bucks. It may be two million bucks, but half a million is as high as my mind goes. In just about 

every other way they're soul brothers. And by saying that I don't mean to put either of them down. 

They're both great guys, good athletes, and fun to be around. Of course while Jack's playing golf 

at the country club, Skate is sacking groceries at the A & P, but neither of them had anything to 

do with that. That's life. They like each other and they understand each other. In the locker room 



they even have a way of talking together that the rest of us don't always understand. For example, 

one afternoon Skate showed up for practice wearing a new pair of shoes, very fancy ones.  

 “Hey, man, nice kicks,” Teas said to him. “What are they?”  

“Discount store specials.”  

“You gotta be kidding. Ray Charles couldn't afford shoes like that. Take me to your leader.”  

“Eldridge Cleaver?”  

They both laughed, and I'm still not sure what was funny.  

Anyway, when Patsy and I crashed at the Cave in my old heap, there sat Jack and Angy 

Edmonds, who is Mel's twin sister, and they motioned us to come over and join them. This suited 

us fine since the jeep leaks and the heater doesn't work half the time. Pat wanted a malted and an 

order of fries, which I went in to get, and when I came back to the car, the two girls were gassing 

about the awards dinner and the big dance that always follows the last game of the season. This 

was about the worst subject they could have picked as far as I was concerned. Any minute I 

expected somebody to say, “Who you suppose will get Most Valuable Player?” 

But mainly they were talking about the dance and the dresses they were planning to wear. Angy 

was debating hot pants, if they were allowed. Patsy said her mother was making her a long dress 

with a split up the side of the leg. Something called a cheongsam. If I knew her mother as I thought 

I did, that split wasn't coming very far up the side of anybody's leg. It also occurred to me that Pat 

was taking a good bit for granted since I hadn't even asked her yet to be my date. But of course I 

would ask her. She had a right to expect that because neither of us had dated anyone else for nearly 

a year. 

Finally there was a gap in the female chatter, and Jack got a few words in edgewise. “You 

heard about Baxter's monster man?” 

“I heard they had a good one,” I said, “and he's only a junior.” 

“According to Quinton Winters, he's had locks on all-state since the middle of the season. By 

the way, they walloped Fairbanks tonight, thirty-three to zip.” 

I whistled. “That makes them about a twenty-point favorite over us.” 

“Mathematically speaking.” 

“We can still take them.” 

“Sure. But not like we played tonight.” 

“What's a monster man?” Angy asked. 

They watch these games, and half the time I don't think they know what's going on. 

“A monster man,” Jack said, “is a roving linebacker. He calls the defense and positions himself 

anywhere along the line he wants to. In other words, wherever he thinks the play is coming. This 

guy we're talking about weighs two hundred and twenty pounds, and they say he's a real 

headhunter.” 

“So what's a headhunter?” 

“A guy that likes to stick you. A hard tackler.” 

I knew why Jack dreaded Baxter's monster man. Playing at flanker, he'd be trying to block this 

guy during a big part of the game, especially on the triple option. But if anybody could do it, Jack 

Teas could. 

We talked on for a while, about first one thing and another, and before long it was time to take 

Patsy home. We parked in front of her house, and this time she forgot about the hair curlers for a 

minute – but only for a minute, because a light came on at the bedroom window and the old drop-

kicker peered out between the curtains. 

“You know something?” I said. “Your old man must have been a real hellion in his day.” 



“What makes you say that?” 

“Why else would he be so suspicious?” 

She suddenly sneezed, then laughed, and gave me another kiss that was flavored with chocolate 

malt and French fries. I didn't mind. She was quite a gal. 

“You still with me, Pat?” 

“Of course I am. What a dopey thing to say! You know how I feel about you, Pete.” 

“Good night, babe.” 

“Night, Pete.” 

Then she was gone, running toward the door through the rain with her raincoat held over her 

head like Bela Lugosi doing the vampire act. 

 

*** 

 

When I got home, I was surprised to see the light still on in Dad's study. He usually went to 

bed early on the night of a game. It sapped him a little, I guess. But tonight there he was, still up, 

still drinking coffee. 

I got myself a glass of milk and a hunk of cake in the kitchen, then wandered in to see what he 

was doing. 

“Hi, Pete. You're home early, aren't you?” 

“It's after twelve.” 

“Is it?” He looked surprised. He also looked worried and tired. “Did you hear the score of the 

Baxter-Fairbanks game?” 

“Yeah, Baxter really creamed them, didn't they? I guess we'll be going in as the underdog.” 

“We would have anyhow. Baxter has a seventeen-game streak working. Nearly two seasons 

now since they lost a ball game.” 

“Teas is worried about their monster man.” 

“McClendon?” 

“I didn't know his name.” 

“You'll know it next Friday night. All in all, he's probably the best football player we'll face 

this season. His specialty, by the way, is breaking up the option. He's a one man gang out there.” 

“He hasn't seen our option yet.” 

“Maybe he has and maybe he hasn't.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“We've got films of them. They've got films of us, too.” 

“Well,” I said, “ours is a triple option. He probably hasn't seen much of that. If he stops Foxx, 

I'll give it to Stone; if he stops Stone, I'll keep it myself.” 

“You mean like you did tonight?” 

Something about the way he said that caused the cake to turn dry in my mouth, and a tingling 

sensation went over my scalp. So this was why he had stayed up, waiting for me. 

“Hey, just a sec, Dad. We weren't supposed to run the option, remember?” 

“I wasn't referring to that.” 

“Well, what are you referring to? I ran Foxx plenty tonight And when we went for the two-

point conversion, I offered him the ball and he wouldn't take it. Said his shoulder was hurt. You 

can ask anybody in the huddle.” 

“I don't question that, Pete. But when I sent in the draw play, why did you keep the ball 

yourself? We haven't run a quarterback draw three times this season.” 



“Well, maybe we should have run it more,” I said. “It put six points on the board, didn't it?”  

“For your information,” he said in a cold, tight voice, “the reason the play worked was because 

Skate clipped the halfback. The referees either didn't see it or just didn't call it. Instead of six points, 

we should have had a fifteen-yard penalty.” 

I stood there staring at him. My scalp was really prickling now, and my face felt red hot. 

“Furthermore,” he went on, “you almost cost us the game by getting sucked in on a play that I 

practically preached a sermon about, five minutes before we went on the field.” 

“I slipped and fell.” 

“You were sucked in!” he said sharply. 

I was standing there with a glass of milk in one hand and half a piece of cake in the other. The 

rest of the cake was stuck in my throat somewhere. 

When I finally managed to speak, I couldn't keep the hurt, bitter sarcasm out of my voice. 

“Aside from that,” I said, “how did I grade?” 

“Aside from that,” he said, “you played a mediocre game of football. From now on you'll play 

the left cornerback on defense. I want Billy Foxx at safety.” 

  



 

 

Chapter 4  
 

 

Once when I was a little kid just five years old, I wanted to do something nice for my dad. It 

was his birthday – or maybe Father's Day, I don't remember which – and I racked my brain to think 

of something that would really please him. I could have bought him a present, of course, but I 

wanted this to be something special from me to him, not just a necktie or a shirt that Mom would 

probably pick out and then pay for with money that was his own money anyway. Besides, the only 

thing he really wanted was a new set of golf clubs, which was too much to spend. Mom said I 

ought to paint him a picture and she'd frame it for me. At kindergarten we were hitting the artwork 

pretty hard. You know, drawing houses with black smoke curling out of the chimney, and trees 

that looked like a cannon ball on top of an over-ripe banana. I gave it some thought, but then I hit 

on what I considered to be an even better idea. If Dad wanted a new set of golf clubs, and I was so 

handy with the pigments, why not just dress up his old ones for him? I even knew where there was 

half a can of pink enamel that Mom had used to paint the bathroom shutters. 

Unfortunately, I neglected to discuss the plan with my mother before putting it into effect. I 

wanted it to be a complete surprise-which it was. 

“What in the name of heaven has this little idiot done?” 

That was his initial reaction. His secondary reaction was even more colorful because I had put 

the clubs back in the bag before they were dry, and all the heads were stuck together. He couldn't 

even pull them apart. 

The story sounds funny now from a distance of thirteen years. I've even heard Dad tell it and 

laugh. But he didn’t laugh that day, and neither did I. I went up to my room and cried my eyes out 

because he had hurt my feelings, really mangled them, over something that was meant to be a 

gesture of love. 

Now, I'd be overstating it by quite a bit if I told you I felt the same way that night after our 

little row in the study. After all, I'm an eighteen-year-old idiot now, not five. But at the same time 

there are certain parallels about it. The man just couldn't seem to understand that everything I did 

out there on that football field was for him, not me. I didn't care a flip about that gold cup 

personally. In fact, I was beginning to wish I'd never heard of the damn thing. 

Still, I had to walk right past it there on the mantel to get up to my room that night. 

 

*** 

 

It was a long time before I finally went to sleep, but when I did, I must have slept like a dead 

man. It was nearly noon when I woke up the next morning. The phone woke me, and at first I 

thought it might be Patsy, but it wasn't. It was the vicar calling Mom to remind her that tomorrow 

was her day to fix the altar. That much I could make out from just hearing her end of the 

conversation. 

I rolled out of bed and took inventory of the old physique. There was the usual stiffness and 

soreness, and also a couple of things I hadn't noticed the night before. The inside of my lower lip 

was cut, and there was a big raw strawberry on my left elbow that my pajama sleeve had stuck to 

during the night. I had to soak it in warm water to get it loose. There was also a mild feeling of 



depression left over from the scene with Dad. As soon as Mom was off the horn, I phoned Patsy 

for a little cheering up. 

“Hello, Pete.” 

“What are we doing tonight?” I said. 'There's a good movie at the Ritz.” 

“Gee, I guess I won't be able to go out.” 

“Why not?” 

“Can't you tell? I've come down with a terrible cold in my nose.” She was so stuffed up that it 

came out sounding like “coded by doze.” 

“Great,” I said, “that blows the whole weekend!” 

“Well!” she said huffily. “Please forgive me for causing you such inconvenience.” 

''I'm sorry, Pat. I didn't mean that the way it sounded. You know I'm sorry you're sick. It's just 

too bad we can't go out. Can I bring you something? A book to read? Some ice cream from the 

drugstore?” 

It took a while to smooth her out, but I finally did. She didn't want me to come over, though. I 

might catch her cold, she said, and not be able to play in the big game next week. Like heck. It 

would take more than a runny nose to keep me out of that game. But of course I didn't say that to 

her. She was only trying to be thoughtful. 

We chatted for a little while, but she was sniffling and sneezing all the time and I finally told 

her to go back to bed. What I had in mind was to send her one of those kooky get-well cards they 

had at Sloan's. 

Mom evidently heard me stirring because by the time I got dressed and went downstairs, she 

had me a plate of ham and eggs ready, with pancakes on the side. I wasn't really all that hungry, 

but I pretended to be pleased so as not to disappoint her. I spend a lot of my time trying not to 

disappoint folks. 

“I thought you played an outstanding game last night, Pete,” she said. “I was awful proud of 

you.” 

“Dad wasn't.” 

“Oh?” 

“Mediocre. I believe that's the word he used.” 

“Well, of all things!” She looked really distressed at that. “You most certainly were not 

mediocre, Pete, and you never have been. I can't imagine why he'd say a thing like that. It's not 

like your father. Not like him at all.” 

“Where's the paper, Mom?” 

She handed me the Times. 

“No, I meant the Morgan County Gazette.” 

She knew what I wanted. I wanted to read what Quinton Winters said about the game. 

“Let me see,” she said, “what did I do with that Gazette? Oh, now I remember. Pete, I'm sorry, 

but I think I wrapped the garbage in it.” 

A brand-new paper that hadn't been in the house three hours.  

I shouldn't have done it, but I was in no mood to be mothered and protected. I got up from the 

table, opened the cabinet under the sink, and pulled out the garbage pail. 

“Pete.” 

Sure enough, right there in a three-column picture covered with coffee grounds and bacon 

grease was my good friend Billy Foxx just tipping that ball away. Exhibit A. And right there on 

his belly in the grass, like a seal waiting for somebody to throw him a fish, was yours truly. Exhibit 

B. The headline on the story went: FOXX SHINES AGAIN. 



I didn't say anything, just shoved it all back in the can and sat down to try and finish my 

breakfast. But it was no use. It was like trying to swallow that cake last night. 

“Mom,” I said. 

“Yes, Pete?” 

“I'd like to do something nice for Dad. Is there any of that pink enamel left?” 

It was a stroke of pure genius. It broke us up. We both laughed till we cried.  

By the way, in case I forgot to mention it...I think a lot of my mom. 

 

*** 

 

Dad had gone hunting, she told me, with Coach Dale and Dave Stone's father. It had turned 

out to be a beautiful day, but still too wet from last night's rain to rake the yard, so I washed some 

windows for Mom till around two o'clock, and then she gave me a grocery list to take down to the 

A & P. 

I had most of the stuff in the buggy and was headed toward the check-out counter when 

somebody punched my shoulder. I looked around and there was Skate, wearing his white apron 

and a little black plastic bow tie. 

“Cut it out, Skate. I got enough bruises already.” 

He was grinning down at me from six feet three-the three being mostly hair. “Pete,” he said, 

“I got some fantabulous news. I swear you won't believe it. Guess who phoned me after the game 

last night?” 

“No idea, Skate, who?” 

“The head coach at N.C. State.” 

“You're kidding!” 

“Scout honor. The phone was ringing when I opened the door.” 

I was amazed. “What did he say?” 

Skate let his face collapse then exactly the way Godfrey Cambridge does, or Flip Wilson. 

“Three hoagies and a Swiss-on-rye. He thought he dialed the Eighth Avenue Delicatessen.” 

I grabbed the buggy and tried to shove it on, but he held me back, laughing. 

“Hey, man, don't split yet. I want to talk to you about something serious. No jive, now. 

Something serious.” 

“Yeah, I bet.” 

“Pete, when I say no jive, I mean it, don't I? Look in these baby blues of mine and tell me what 

you see.” 

I looked in his eyes, which are actually chocolate brown of course and not blue at all, and sure 

enough, Skate Baker was serious. It's the only way you can ever be certain. 

“All right, so what's on your mind?” 

“You know we're buddies, Pete.” Ominous. 

“Skate, for crying out loud…” 

“OK, here it comes.” He fidgeted with that little tie for a minute and looked around the store 

like a shoplifter about to make a lift – in other words, nervous. That really did get to me because I 

never saw him that way before, not even before a game. 

''I'm all ears, Skate. Tuned to Serious.” 

“Don't cut me, man. I got this to say because they sort of elected me. I don't like it either. But 

they figured if anybody could say it to you, I could. Right?” 

“Who's 'they'?” 



“The team. Most of the guys.” 

“Oh. A soul session.” 

“Don't cut me, Pete.” 

''I'm sorry, Skate.” 

He hesitated again; licked those thick lips of his. “Billy Foxx,” he said. “Name's familiar, 

right?” 

“Yeah, there was something about him in the Gazette this morning. I forget what.” 

“Pete, Billy Foxx ain't half as bad a guy as you seem to think he is.” 

“Is that the consensus?” 

“I don't know about the consensus, but that's how most of us feel. Well, you don't seem to dig 

him anymore. It's like he turns you off. Like he's Lawrence Welk and you're O. C. Smith.”  

I had to laugh at that. But at least he made me O. C. Smith. 

“Well, I'm making bananas of this, but what I'm trying to say is we like you both, Pete. We 

think you're both great guys, great ball players, and we want you working together, man. For the 

sake of the team. For the sake of every-damn-body.” 

“Baker!” It was the store manager. 

“Yes, sir!” 

“We can use you up front, if you can spare the time.” 

“He's getting my bottle returns,” I said, and gave the creep a look that sent him back to the 

checkout. 

“Skate...” 

''I'm listening.” 

I opened my mouth again, but nothing came out. What could I say? How could I make them 

understand? It wasn't really Billy Foxx. It was that gold cup. My dad. I was in a crazy, complicated 

situation none of them could possibly understand. It went too far back, had too many angles. 

“Skate,” I said again. 

“Still listening, man. All ears.” 

“It'll be okay. Believe me. Can we leave it at that?” 

“Pete, I'm with you, babe. I'd break the guy's arm if you told me to. I ain't saying I'd be happy 

to do it, but me and you been pals too long.” 

I looked at him – into those baby blues that were really chocolate brown – and said: “Skate, I 

got problems that are hard to talk about. Know what I mean? It has to do with my dad. But I 

promise you this. We'll beat Baxter, and we'll…” 

He shook his head impatiently. “Hell with Baxter. Sure, we'll beat Baxter, but hell with Baxter, 

Pete.” 

“Okay, okay, okay. Skate, will you listen?” 

“It's your nickel.” 

“Just trust me.” 

“Didn't I ever?” 

“Now you're cutting me.” 

He took a deep breath, and it came back a sigh. “Sure, I trust you, Pete. Who else?” 

I started off with my buggy again, then stopped and turned back to him.  

“By the way,” I said. “Dad told me about that clip last night. He said I wouldn't have made the 

TD except you clipped the halfback.” 

“White man speak with forked tongue,” said Skate. “Me no clip halfback. Clip linebacker.” 

 


