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Prologue 

 

 

 

 

Even Rome fell.  So it was with my team.  We never 

believed it could happen.  Then one day it did. 

 It started with a small crack.  A stunning upset.  Surely a 

fluke.  The conquerors were beside themselves, as bewildered 

as the conquered.  They pulled off their helmets and scratched 

their heads.  Then they rushed the field, tore down the goal 

posts. 

 The next year, another upset.  Then another.  The upsets 

kept coming – a steady procession – soon no longer fairly 

termed upsets.  The goal posts kept falling.  It was like watching 

the Berlin Wall being dismantled piece-by-piece.  The universe 

crumbled. 

 Eventually, I realized this all-too-familiar post-game 

ritual had less to do with beating my team and more to do with 

defeating history.  Opponents were taking out years of 

frustration and futility on the outmatched, ragtag group of 

players my team had become.  They were trampling tradition.  

They were thumbing their noses at coaches and players of a 

bygone era.  Some sought to embarrass. 

 A once unthinkable dark age arrived.  Streaks were 

shattered.  Records fell.  Fans deserted.  Old trophies tarnished.  

Defeat set in like a bad case of rigor mortis.  The prairie-blue 

sky darkened just a tinge. 

Emboldened by their newfound assertiveness, enemies 

scoffed:  Red is dead. 
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 I watched all of this in horror.  Through every minute of 

every game, I sat transfixed.  I scrutinized the clock each week 

as it mercifully trudged to zero.  Missed tackles.  Blown 

assignments.  Lack of discipline.  I did not blink.  Each loss was 

a personal insult – like someone calling my mother a dirty 

name.  My heart ached, and somehow I was glad for it.  I 

dreaded the day when the sting would diminish. … 

 Some will call the game a child’s thing.  They are 

probably correct, but I mourn their loss of innocence.  Juvenile 

or no, the sport has taught me this one truth:  The greatest game 

is always the next one to be played.  Next season, the basement 

dweller and the reigning champ alike will charge from the 

starting gate with spotless records.  A clean slate, a fresh start, a 

rain-washed sidewalk.  In football, as in life, there is always 

hope. 

 And so it was I found myself, having long passed the 

age when respectable persons put away childish things, 

immersed in a sea of flamboyant red.  The years had brought me 

real-world heartaches and joys, triumph and disappointment.  

Most days, my brow furrowed with a very adult sense of 

responsibility.  The whole world, it seemed, rested on my 

shoulders.  Yet, on that day, in that instant, among comrades, I 

stood atop a row of tired bleachers, stomping and screaming 

with fists raised to the heavens.  The players were different, so 

were the coaches, but this much I knew:  Red was not dead, 

and, somehow, I was still ten years old. 

 I shielded my eyes from the drooping sun as a tiny scrap 

of leather launched into the sky and split the uprights in the 

final minutes.  The crowd rumbled as Red’s kicker bounded to 

the sidelines, exultant.  The game was tied.  The fight song 

blared on silver horns. 

Nevertheless, our enthusiasm was tempered by the 

knowledge that a final chance remained for the enemy to break 

the tie and prevent an extra period.  With a clipboard to the rear, 

Red coaches ordered their young kicker – too jubilant to 

remember his next assignment – back onto the field.  The kicker 
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found his place. He took a deep breath, raised his arm, 

approached the tee, and, with a mighty surge of adrenaline, 

booted the ball into the opposite end zone for the first time all 

afternoon.  The enemy return man, perhaps smelling defeat, 

muffed the catch.  He stamped his foot in exasperation as the 

ball trickled out of bounds behind him. 

 The crowd hooted its derision, and from nosebleeds to 

sidelines eighty thousand strangers united in unblemished 

harmony:  This game would not be lost.  I knew it.  The 

overweight, foul-mouthed college kid next to me knew it.  The 

whole stadium knew it.  On this day, victory would not come in 

superior speed, strength, or talent.  Triumph would be a matter 

of will. 

 As the enemy quarterback crouched under center, I 

unleashed a primal howl.  My voice strained – then faltered, 

catching in my scratchy throat.  There were plenty of others to 

take up the slack, but I swallowed hard and howled anew.  All 

around me, the stadium rocked and twitched and trembled with 

the volume of twenty jet engines as the crowd focused its 

collective fury on eleven tiny specks, visitors robed in white. 

 An errant pass – and we shrieked with delight.  A futile 

run swallowed by the heart of the defense, and the din grew 

more frenzied still.  Abandoning all plans to win in regulation, 

the enemy tried a final, halfhearted run to the sideline.  Two 

defenders corralled the ball carrier in the backfield and tossed 

him emphatically to the turf.  With that, time expired. 

 We screeched our appreciation – then took the next few 

minutes to catch our breath.  My ears buzzed.  I dabbed my 

forehead with my sleeve.  I felt greasy and somewhat light-

headed.  My knees were shaking and my fingertips ached as the 

sun sank beneath the gray stadium wall, and the sky turned 

purple.  Stadium lights winked on and glittered like fine jewels.  

I clenched my teeth as well as my fists and tried to steel myself 

for what lie ahead. … 

 On the third play of overtime, the enemy running back 

busted through the initial wave of Red tacklers to find his path 
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was clear.  He was so surprised he stumbled a bit at first, but 

then he galloped untouched ten yards and into the end zone.  

The run was punctuated by an 80,000-person exhale.  

Somewhere, a pin hit the field turf.  My shoulders slumped, and 

I examined my toes. 

 The game was not over, I knew.  Not officially.  But 

suddenly what remained seemed like a formality.  Overtime 

consisted of each team getting equal opportunities to score from 

twenty-five yards out.  If the teams remained deadlocked after 

this pair of possessions, a second overtime ensued.  If not, the 

game was finished.  Having spotted the visitors a touchdown 

already, only a Red touchdown on the next possession would 

prolong the contest – and, in recent weeks, touchdowns had 

been scarce. 

As the Red quarterback jogged onto the field, I gnawed 

on fingernail nubs, but the quarterback coolly took control.  

Four plays later, he hit Red’s running back on a screen pass in 

the flat, and the little man wiggled and shimmied all the way to 

the goal line – and then he pierced it.  Every hand shot to the 

sky.  Nervous faces beamed with new life.  Strangers hugged 

and high-fived. 

 In the second overtime, the roles reversed, and Red took 

the first possession.  Meanwhile, I bounced up and down like a 

man who had spent the last half hour on the wrong side of the 

bathroom door.  Luckily, I did not have to wait long.  We all 

saw it before the quarterback did.  Undoubtedly, the players on 

the field heard the gasp.  The Red running back – our hero – 

was somehow running free.  The quarterback swiveled his 

helmeted head, cocked his arm, made eye contact with his 

target, and floated a pass infinitely more perfect than it needed 

to be.  The ball seemed to hang in the air – like a miniature 

Goodyear Blimp – before nestling into friendly fingertips.  A 

second passed before we completely realized what had 

happened.  Then the air exploded.  The quarterback and the rest 

of the offense mobbed the running back in the end zone. 
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 From that point, the game was a blur.  The enemy, in a 

hole for the first time all day, had to produce and fast.  In that 

hostile arena, the ghosts of greatness would not allow it.  The 

game ended when, on fourth down, the enemy quarterback was 

sandwiched between four Redcoats. 

 The moment was one not to be forgotten.  No 

championship hung in the balance.  Far away from that stadium, 

relatively few cared who won or lost.  The game was for pride 

and for honor, the glory in the deed.  Yet in so many ways it 

was the most meaningful game I have ever witnessed.  Yes, a 

game, but somehow something more. 

 I watched that visiting quarterback peel himself off the 

field turf, shake his head in disbelief, stow his helmet under his 

arm, and trot behind the rest of his teammates off the field and 

through the tunnel that led to the opponents’ locker room. 

 The Red players removed their own helmets and hoisted 

them in salute to the crowd.  The stadium shook as our cry 

echoed off the clouds and reverberated long into the night:  “GO 

… BIG … RED!  GO … BIG … RED!  GO … BIG …” 
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“Courage; Generosity; Fairness; Honor;  

In these are the true awards of manly sport.” 

 

—Hartley Burr Alexander
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Midnight 

 

 

 

 

 Charlie was still awake.  I heard him sniffle in the 

darkness. 

 He was lying in his bed on one side of the room, and I in 

mine on the other.  My hands were tucked behind my head.  I 

stared upward blankly as streetlights and headlights crept 

through our frosted bedroom window and etched a miniature 

lightshow on the ceiling.  In the blackness, the neon glow of my 

clock radio burned faintly. 

Charlie rolled over, and his bed frame squawked.  I had 

a funny feeling Charlie and I weren’t the only ones who 

couldn’t sleep that night.  Frankly, I would have been surprised 

if anyone could.  Just hours earlier, our Cinderella season came 

crashing down.  Red had lost before, of course, but never quite 

like this.  Through all the victories, the elusive championship 

always resided somewhere at the end of the rainbow – safely 

hidden at arm’s length.  Winning it all was somehow too much 

to ask.  But on this night, that championship had been palpable 

for all of fifty-five seconds.  Then, like a desert mirage, it 

melted away.  Losing by forty, it seemed, would be preferable 

to this. 

I squeezed my eyelids shut, but to no avail.  The images 

were burned into my brain like a relentless instant replay board.  

I saw Superman running, throwing, tumbling, scurrying, diving 

for the extra yard in his greatest performance yet.  Then I saw 

the score:  Red 16, Gold 18.  In the final moments, Superman 

had flung a flawless pass to his tight end.  The tight end 
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snatched the ball from the air and hung on for dear life as his 

knee struck the turf.  The last seconds slipped away, and Gold 

players released a great sigh of relief before swarming the field. 

Their celebration, however, was premature.  The Red 

tight end was ruled down before the time expired.  One second 

was replaced on the clock, and the Red kicker was given a final 

shot from forty-five yards out.  One kick stood between my 

team and what the odds-makers deemed unthinkable.  One kick.   

From almost the moment the kicker’s foot connected 

with the ball it was apparent the unthinkable would remain just 

that.  The kick was low and sideways and wobbled harmlessly 

to the left.   

Gold players retook the field and tried to resume their 

jubilee as if it had never been postponed, but their eyes told the 

story, even on a tiny television screen hundreds of miles away:  

Gold had been out-classed, out-hustled, out-played, and out-

coached.  They were lucky to be crowned – and they knew it. 

In the aftermath of Gold’s triumph, boys old and young 

all across the Red Prairie were left to wonder what might have 

been.  … 

This time, my bed groaned as I shifted from my back to 

my side. 

“Charlie,” I called into the darkness. 

“… Yes,” he replied after some hesitation.  I could tell 

he was trying to keep his voice steady. 

“It’s only a game,” I said.  Charlie didn’t respond to 

that, but after a few minutes, I heard another sniffle. 

The next morning, I peeled off my red sweatshirt – the 

one I wore every game day – and stuffed it under my bed. 
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Off-season 

 

 

 

 

 I was already wearing three shirts and a fluffy brown 

winter coat when I pulled the last layer over my head like an 

oversized life preserver.  The dirty-green bag fit snugly across 

my shoulders with newspapers crammed in a pouch dangling 

from my front and another dangling at my back. 

 “You ready?” I asked Charlie.  He was stooped over a 

pile of papers, smashing advertisements inside each one.  When 

he finished, he scooped the papers in his arms and jammed them 

into his own front pouch. 

 “Just about,” he said.  He stood up and adjusted his wool 

cap so that it covered his triangular ears.  Then he grinned that 

boyish grin that so rarely left his face.  “Ready,” he announced. 

 I surveyed the bulge of newspaper protruding from his 

belly that gave him the appearance of a pregnant woman – or, at 

the very least, a kangaroo. 

 “You look ridiculous,” I said.  Never mind the fact I was 

identically attired.  Charlie’s grin widened. 

 “Let’s go,” he said, and we shuffled out the door and 

into the bitter January air. 

 Though Charlie was my brother and two years my elder, 

few would have guessed it:  Charlie was in the sixth grade when 

he learned the truth about Santa Claus; I’m not sure I ever 

believed.  Mornings, Charlie bounded from bed; I felt like 

punching someone.  Charlie warmly greeted passersby; I 

pretended not to see them.  Sometimes, in moments of 
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weakness, I allowed myself to wonder which one of us was 

adopted, but then I realized our protruding ears and diminutive 

stature left little doubt about our common parentage. 

 Yes, I thought as we tromped side by side toward the 

paper route on that miserable afternoon, we were the oddest of 

couples – brothers, foils – with one fierce passion to somehow 

cement our relationship. 

“I figure,” I said to Charlie offhand, “I’ll get my first 

head coaching job by the time I’m thirty.  You can have a spot 

on my staff.  You want the offense or the defense?” 

Charlie had been whistling to himself.  The whistling 

stopped.  A cloud of breath hung in the air just over his head.  

He gave the query serious consideration before responding, “… 

I think you should call your own plays.  I’ll take the defense.” 

 “Fair enough,” I snapped, having grown a tad impatient 

at his deliberation, “but just remember family loyalty only goes 

so far.  If things turn south, I’m blaming you.” 

Charlie’s eyes twinkled.  He threw his head back and 

laughed an easy laugh that clung to the icy air. 

Yes, football – leaves swirling, helmets crunching, 

pigskins soaring through crisp, clear sky.  I’m not sure how we 

came by it.  Both our parents detested sports, but for Charlie 

and me, our young brains were gorged on useless football trivia.  

We knew players, games, scores, formations, coaches, statistics, 

traditions, mascots, fight songs, and legends.  When one season 

ended, we commenced countdown to the next.  Day is to night, I 

often thought to myself, as football season is to everything else.  

Life droned on, waiting for kickoff. 

With gloved hands, I yanked a single newspaper from 

my front pouch, and flipped to the sports page.  Disinterestedly, 

I perused a few articles about local high school basketball.  

Basketball was better than nothing, I thought, but a poor 

substitute nonetheless.  After gleaning all I wanted from the 

articles, I sloppily replaced the newspaper in my pouch and 

rammed my aching-cold hands into my pockets. 
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Football season was eight long months away, and as 

Charlie and I waited it was the paper route – that great 

metronome of our lives – keeping the time.  With Main Street 

nearing, Charlie quickened his pace and I strained my short legs 

to keep up.  The wind sliced through my layers; I might as well 

have been standing in my underwear.  At Main Street, Charlie 

and I split with my brother hurtling to the far side of the street 

and me trudging along the near side. 

I approached my first stop.  I ascended the steps to the 

front porch.  With one hand I reached for the handle of the 

porch door and with the other drew the first paper from its 

holster.  I expertly slipped the paper into the narrow crack 

between the porch door and the front door.  Then I eased the 

porch door closed with a gentle hiss, and waited.  One beat.  

Two beats.  Silence.  Satisfied, I turned on my heel, ready to 

flee.  I took one step and then I heard it:  The fingernails-on-

chalkboard yap-yapping of the resident guard dog erupted from 

within the house.  Trixie must have weighed all of five pounds.  

I winced before briskly continuing on my way. 

My shoes crunched on stale snow that glittered under a 

blue sky.  My lips emitted icy puffs of smoke.  Though it was 

still early evening, the street lights blinked on, and as I neared 

my next stop, a television blared from inside.  I tossed the paper 

onto the porch with an exaggerated heave.  The step beneath me 

creaked.  I heard muffled voices and saw a flash of movement 

behind the curtain.  Not wanting to meet the Millers face-to-

face, I raced over the front path and back onto the sidewalk.  I 

glanced across the street and noticed that, as usual, I was falling 

behind Charlie’s break-neck pace.  There was a definite bounce 

to his step, and his small legs moved so quickly his body 

wobbled from side to side.  It was a wonder, I thought, that the 

brick load of newspapers didn’t crush his bounce. 

I heard a door open behind me.  The sounds of the 

television became more pronounced, wafting into the pristine 

air.  Then the door rattled closed, and the air was still.  I didn’t 

look back but pressed on through the snow.  Crunch, crunch, 
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crunch.  I imagined walking atop a lifetime’s supply of cold 

cereal. 

Further along Main Street, I stopped at the local drug 

store.  Jim, the pharmacist, was busy helping a customer, but he 

smiled appreciatively and mouthed a “thank you” as I dropped 

his paper on the counter beside the cash register.  I nodded, 

turned, and swept past the soda fountain and on out the door. … 

*** 

… Christmas lights dangled like icicles, though 

Christmas was now as distant as ever.  A travel-worn RV stood 

idly beside a bright green home.  Mr. and Mrs. Drysdale, I 

knew, would be spending the remainder of the winter months 

with their children in Arizona.  They’d already ordered their 

newspaper delivery temporarily discontinued, starting in one 

week. 

Today, as usual, Mr. Drysdale burst out the front door to 

meet me when I was still a block away.  The Drysdales’ fleet-

footed Dalmatian, Reagan, wasn’t far behind.  I squinted 

through the icy mist that had been coming down hard now for 

several minutes.  On final approach to the Drysdale home, my 

left foot caught a slick spot on the pavement and slipped out 

from beneath me.  I did a mini-tap dance to stay upright and 

landed just inches from where Mr. Drysdale was waiting. 

“Whoa-ho!” he shouted.  He was wearing a flannel shirt 

and blue jeans.  His face was littered with deep wrinkles, 

especially around his eyes and mouth, and dense gray stubble 

revealed he hadn’t shaved in days.  “Better watch your step 

there!” he chided playfully.  He removed his red baseball cap 

and waved at Charlie, who from across the street responded 

with an over-energized wave of his own.  “How are you boys?” 

Mr. Drysdale boomed as he took his paper in one hand and gave 

me a good hard slap with the other.  Reagan sniffed me 

suspiciously before heading back for the house. 

“Super!” Charlie belted out from across the street.  I 

merely grunted, eager to be on my way, but Mr. Drysdale was 

undaunted. 
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“Heck of a night to be out and about,” Mr. Drysdale 

continued.  “Heck of a night.”  I was halfway down the block 

when I heard him add in a voice that echoed throughout the 

neighborhood, “The Misses and I sure appreciate the fine work 

you boys do. …  Fine work, indeed. …” 

*** 

… The route brought me to a beige home with brown 

trim.  My heart beat hard as I tiptoed past the side of the house, 

sloshing through puddles and mashing earthworms with the 

soles of my shoes as water matted my hair and clothing.  

Thunder grumbled in the distance.  I could no longer see 

Charlie.  As I passed the living room window, I peeked inside.  

I breathed easier when I noticed the room was dark.  I couldn’t 

be that lucky, I thought – and I wasn’t. 

As I whipped around the corner of the house and hustled 

toward the back patio, I kept my eyes down and held the 

newspaper at arm’s length. 

“You’re late.”  The gravelly voice was unmistakable.  I 

should have known it was coming, but even so I must have 

jumped.  “It’s past five-thirty.  You’re late,” the disembodied 

voice repeated, as if I’d missed it the first time.  I still hadn’t 

looked up.  I took a deep breath.  There was nowhere to run, I 

knew, so I chose to face her.   I squared my shoulders.  I fixed a 

scornful smile upon my face and extended the newspaper in her 

general direction. 

Ms. Ernhardt snatched the paper.  She was wearing 

slippers and a blue bathrobe.  Another rumble in the purple sky 

and a spark plug flicker erupted.  Nature’s flashbulb served to 

accentuate the hard angles of Ms. Ernhardt’s face.  Her hair was 

in curlers, and she tapped her cigarette against the side of the 

cast iron chair upon which she sat. 

“I pay good money for my paper,” she said, more 

through her nostrils than her lips.  “I expect my service to be 

prompt.  … And I hope it isn’t soaked clear through like it was 

the last time. …”  She took a long puff on her cigarette and 



C. SEIFERT 

21 
 

examined me carefully as if expecting to watch me melt before 

her gaze.  I refused to give her the pleasure. 

I thought about telling her that the papers had gone late 

to press, that Charlie and I didn’t get them until much later than 

was usual, that our tardiness couldn’t be helped … but I knew it 

was useless.  Instead, while maintaining the fake smile, I said, 

“I apologize, Ms. Ernhardt.  I’ll try to do better next time.” 

She wrinkled her nose in disgust.  “Don’t try,” she said.  

“Do it.” 

I half-curtsied and backed away from the porch.  

Apparently satisfied our encounter was at an end, Ms. Ernhardt 

wrenched her newspaper from its plastic cover and proceeded to 

pick at its contents.  I, for my part, zipped around the corner and 

started at a steady trot, partly in an effort to catch up with 

Charlie and partly to put distance between me and the Ernhardt 

home as quickly as possible.  Raindrops splattered my glasses.  

My tennis shoes splashed down hard, and my socks were 

soaked through – something for which I had little tolerance.  

My newspaper pouches thumped against my thighs and back 

with each successive stride. … 

*** 

… Warm air tousled my sandy blonde hair, but I didn’t 

care.  I kept on running – up one side of a hill and down the 

other.  I stopped sporadically along the way to scatter additional 

newspapers throughout the neighborhood – pressing one inside 

a mailbox here, shoving another into a door there. 

Soon, I had almost caught up with Charlie.  I spied him 

from across the street.  I watched him from behind as he 

wiggled down the sidewalk.  His feet moved with a rhythmic 

sort of spring and his head swayed back and forth as if to the 

beat of some noiseless melody.  He flicked a newspaper with a 

practiced wrist.  Like a Frisbee, the paper seemed to glide on a 

slow but steady flight path until it touched down softly on the 

Johnson’s welcome mat. 

Tiring, I slowed to a walk.  A modest brick home came 

into view.  Robins hopped across a lush lawn.  Tiny buds 
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adorned tree branches all around me.  Dogs barked in the 

distance and children shouted.  A mower buzzed. 

And suddenly, from up ahead, an inhuman shriek:  

“Chriiistian!” 

At the same moment, a blur of metallic red atop two 

wheels erupted from an adjoining alleyway and zoomed past, 

nearly blasting me into the street. 

Christian was long gone, and his mother, Mrs. Stolte, 

should have saved her breath.  Apparently, the thought did not 

occur to her.  She was standing in front of the Stolte’s home 

with her hands plastered to her hips, repeating her son’s name at 

top volume over and over until her voice became noticeably 

hoarse. 

Mrs. Stolte had been my third grade teacher.  She 

missed the last month of school that year when she gave birth to 

her first child, and she had not been the same person since.  

Christian made sure of that. 

I cautiously offered Mrs. Stolte her copy of the paper.  

She didn’t see me.  “Christian!”  Her voice was a dying cackle.  

Her face was red.  Her hair a tangle of seaweed.  I stepped past 

her and plopped the newspaper into the mailbox next to the 

door. 

Mr. Stolte, a portly man with a thick mustache appeared 

from behind his black pickup truck.  He too seemed agitated, 

but he gave me a curt wave of his hand before storming away.  I 

scrutinized the passenger door of Mr. Stolte’s truck.  Sunlight 

gleamed off the truck’s hood and sides to reveal deep, jagged 

gouges in the paint. 

“Chris-TIAN!” Mrs. Stolte rasped again, and I was 

grateful to continue on my way. … 

*** 

 … The strap of my newspaper bag dug into my neck and 

shoulders.  I shifted the bag, trying to relieve some of the 

discomfort.  The bag was definitely lighter now, but the hot sun 

did not desist, and I knew that home was still far away.  A 

steady stream of sweat ran down my neck and back, and the 
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humidity stamped the moisture to my skin.  Perspiration also 

leaked from my scalp and into my eyes.  Charlie noticed me 

wipe my face with the palm of my hand.  I hoped he didn’t 

think I was crying. 

 I turned onto a dusty gravel road and began a slight 

descent toward a rectangular office building.  Each step forward 

produced a cloud of chalky, gray dust into which I walked.  

What was worse, every stride brought me closer to a familiarly 

putrid stench.  The stockyard opened up just beyond the office 

building – acres and acres of animal filth.  As if considering the 

plight of the cattle, I swatted at a fly that was crawling up my 

neck. 

 My job was to deliver a newspaper to Mr. Wolverton, 

the owner of the stockyard.  I ducked inside the office building 

and felt the sweet relief of cool, stench-free air.  It was no 

wonder I dawdled in the entryway.  A series of framed 

cattlemen’s awards lined the wall; however, what truly grasped 

my attention were the portraits – portrait after portrait of award-

winning cattle.  These were no ordinary livestock.  The profile 

shots showed each animal pointy-toed, with noses and tails 

reaching for the sky.  Cow swimsuit models, I thought.  I 

snorted to myself and headed to the main office. 

 Hurrying through the office doors, I passed Mrs. Gray, 

the stockyard secretary.  Mrs. Gray looked up from her 

crossword puzzle and over the top of her horn-rimmed glasses 

for a split-second, but did not acknowledge my presence. 

Above, a solitary ceiling fan spun haplessly, and at the 

far end of the room, the black leather backing of an executive 

chair quivered.  From the other side of the chair came a sharp 

voice, dishing commands to some unseen underling.  At times 

the voice was exasperated; it was always patronizing. 

 “No, no, no!” cried the voice.  “You’ve got it all wrong.  

Tell Thompkins and Lucas they’d better be here first thing 

tomorrow morning or else … Didn’t you hear me?  Didn’t you 

hear me???  I said …” 
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 I approached the chair.  I lobbed a newspaper onto the 

center of the desk, and the paper landed with a thud.  The voice 

paused.  The executive chair swiveled to reveal a tiny bald-

headed man wearing a gray button-up shirt with “Norman” 

embroidered on his chest.  A telephone was pressed tightly to 

his face.  The tiny man blinked at me from behind his glasses.  

One blink, two blinks, three blinks, four.  Then he swiveled 

back toward his desk and resumed berating the unfortunate soul 

at the other end of the line. 

Less than eager to reenter the oven outside, I allowed 

myself to linger at the Cattleman’s Swimsuit Edition in the 

entryway.  When I determined I’d overstayed my welcome, I 

pushed out the front door and headed back into the sun. 

 As I came to the next house, I stopped.  The building 

was abnormally large for the neighborhood with a high roof that 

criss-crossed in harsh angles.  A rust-encrusted car lounged in 

the driveway, and a row of oak trees obscured the front porch.  I 

advanced, climbing the steps with measured care.  The door was 

open.  Here, the television also blared.  I noticed its glow reflect 

off the near wall in intermittent patterns. 

 I saw no one.  I reached for the storm door, pressed the 

button on the handle.  I tried to sneak the newspaper onto the 

carpeting within without being noticed, but my efforts were 

futile.  No sooner had I reached my hand inside than I heard a 

gleeful yelp.  Hands clapped together furiously.  A mad 

tromping across the room. 

 “Pay-pah bo’!” came a guttural voice.  “Pay-pah bo’!” 

 Cindy seized the paper from my hand before I could let 

it drop.  She smiled.  Her eyes tried to focus on me, but they 

were glassy and vacant.  She was looking more through me than 

at me. 

 “Pay-pah bo’!” she sang one last time.  Her mouth 

arched awkwardly as she struggled to form the sounds.  Before I 

knew it, she turned and bounded away.  I shivered just a little 

then, and hurried down the street. … 

*** 
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 … I came to the final house, which was the smallest of 

them all.  The house was a neatly kept white home with dark 

green trim.  A flimsy black railing extended from either side of 

the entryway.  A warm lamp shone in the window of the front 

room, and I knew Mr. Metz was waiting for me in his recliner. 

Charlie was waiting too.  He stood patiently at the far 

end of the block.  A less-than-tropical wind whisked down the 

street and ruffled trees branches. 

Mr. Metz hobbled outside and met me at the porch.  He 

was a tall, slender man with ghost-white hair, who walked with 

delicately tortured movements.  He had soft gray eyes and a 

kindly face.  He handed me a brown paper bag as he took his 

newspaper. 

 “Here’s a little something for you,” he said, motioning 

to the bag.  “Mrs. Metz baked them this afternoon, and 

goodness knows I don’t need to eat them all.”  Mr. Metz patted 

his belly, though he didn’t really have a belly to speak of.  

“Make sure you share them with your brother.” 

 “I will,” I assured him with the faintest hint of a smile. 

 “I hope you enjoy them, Robert,” said Mrs. Metz, who 

had come up behind her husband.  She was a petite grandma of 

a woman with straight silver hair.  “I know you like walnuts, so 

I added them just for you.” 

 “Thanks,” was all I could think to say.  There were 

many days I dreaded the paper route.  Even so, the final stop 

was always the best.  “Thank you,” I repeated. 

 “You have a nice night,” Mr. Metz said as he retreated 

back through the front door, relying heavily on the black railing 

to get there. 

 “You too,” I replied. 

I met Charlie at the corner.  He was standing just 

beneath the green Elm Street signpost, and he was still 

whistling to himself. 

“Race you home,” I said when I’d already broken into 

stride.  My head-start didn’t help much.  Charlie was faster.  

The paper route was eleven blocks from our house.  Charlie 
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glided effortlessly over pavement for each of those eleven 

blocks, but I gagged on oxygen, somehow managing to keep the 

distance between us respectable. 

 As we turned onto the final block, I heard Charlie shout, 

“He’s to the twenty! … the fifteen! … the ten! …”  Indeed, 

Charlie was first across the goal line. 

 At home, Charlie and I wolfed down a quick dinner – 

hot dogs and chocolate chip walnut cookies – then rushed 

outside where we tossed the football under streetlights late into 

the evening.  In coming days, we knew, every tree along our 

street would turn red or yellow or brown.  The thought made 

our hearts quicken just a bit.  Once our aching arms could take 

no more, I tucked the football under my sleeve.  We hurried 

back inside, stripped down in our bedroom, said silent prayers, 

flopped into our beds, and drifted off with glorious visions of 

touchdowns dancing in our heads. 

Kickoff was mere hours away. … 

 


