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Chapter One
 
 
 
My grandpa once told me there are two types of people in this world. The doers—and the talkers. I’m a doer—no doubt about it. Jude’s a talker. Honestly, I’ve got no problem with that. Except when he talks me into doing something really stupid. And this one was a doozy.
“It’s a great idea, Pete,” he said. “And totally fail-safe. We’re not going to get caught.”
We stood at the end of Ventura Pier, just looking out over the water. “I don’t know, Jude. It doesn’t sound so foolproof to me.” I hadn’t heard many of the actual details—and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.
Jude raised one hand like he was swearing-in before a judge. “Trust me on this.”
Why is it that some guys are always insisting you can count on them, but deep down inside, you know something about them doesn’t add up? Eli, on the other hand, has never asked me to trust him…but I just do.
“Let’s review some facts.” Jude held up three fingers. “There are three games left in the season. Three. And this weekend you’ll be scouted.”
I nodded. He wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know. All I’d been thinking about was that scout—and what was riding on the game against the Camarillo High Scorpions.
“But here’s the little fact you’re not facing.” Jude looked at me long and hard. “You’re not going to get a scholarship.”
That got my attention. “I’m having a great season.”
Jude nodded. “Agreed. And it has nothing to do with the lucky bench.”
I smiled. The bench that saved my life—and Tommy’s—when we ducked behind it for cover at the first game of the season. For a moment I pictured Spider coming at us—holding the rifle—bent on revenge. Thankfully, the bullets ripped through the bench—not us. Coach insisted it was some kind of “miracle bench.” How else could anyone explain why we weren’t killed? Coach made us haul the thing to every away game after that—like he thought it would bring us the win. It was like our new team mascot. Coach even insisted it be in the team picture for the yearbook.
“I’m getting that scholarship,” I said. “My stats have never been stronger. And neither have I.” Working out twice a day all summer had paid off.
“Don’t get me wrong. You’ve got a gift for playing ball—and you’re dedicated.” Jude hesitated, staring. “I wish I could say I believed you had a chance with that scout. And the tragedy of it all? You could be one of the greatest linebackers…like Dick Butkus.”
I eyeballed him. Did he actually care about me getting that scholarship—or was he playing me? My grandpa always said Butkus was the best. And he was right. From 1965 to ’73 Butkus was dubbed the ‘Maestro of Mayhem.’
“You want to be just like him.” Jude pointed to my jersey. “That’s why you wear his number 51 jersey so often.”
Okay. He was definitely playing me. “What’s your point?”
“You’ve lost something.” Jude gripped my shoulders and gave me a weak shake. “The animal in here.” He thumped his chest.
I’d heard enough. I pushed back off the rail and stormed toward the beach. The heavy wood boards thumped and groaned underfoot.
“Hear me out.” Jude caught up and trotted alongside me. “Butkus was an animal. He didn’t see football as just a game. It was the closest thing to war that he knew. But to be as good as he was, you have to feed the beast within.”
I didn’t slow up. “I’m feeding the beast.”
“You’ve gotten soft,” Jude said. “You’re—”
I turned and grabbed him under the pits—spun him around—and had his back against the wooden rail in three quick steps. “Who’s getting soft?” I raised him off his feet a few inches—just to make my point.
Jude grinned. “See? This is what I’m talking about. This is the you that needs to be fed. We need to see that wild, unpredictable Pete again. The one that tore up the turf—and the town—all last season. Not the softy you’ve become.”
“I’m not soft.” I kept his toes off the boards. The tightness in my chest and arms felt sooo good. We were halfway between light poles that lined the pier. Each one flew an American flag. Suddenly I had this feeling that tossing him into the bay would somehow be extremely patriotic.
“Maybe soft was the wrong word.” Jude didn’t show any fear. “But you’ve changed since last season. And unless you take some radical action—right now—I’m worried you’re not going to get that scholarship.”
I had to get that scholarship. I set him down. “Explain.”
He brushed his golf shirt down over his jeans. “You’re predictable, man. You’re too tame. Butkus was a wild man. Nobody knew what he’d do next.”
“For a moment, I was actually thinking about throwing you off the pier. How’s that for unpredictable?”
“I wish you had,” Jude said. “At least I’d know you still had the fire.” He rested his elbows on the rail and stared over the ocean. “Don’t get me wrong—I love Scooge. But…”
I never did understand why he called Eli a nickname like Scooge. I leaned back on the rail so I could see his ugly face. “But…what?”
Jude shrugged. “You’re nicer for being with him. Kinder. And that won’t play out well if you want a football scholarship.”
That was rich. “You’re saying Eli is hurting my future?”
“He doesn’t mean to,” Jude said. “But, yeah. There was a time when you were always looking for a fight. Now you avoid them.” He shifted to face me eye-to-eye. “Tell me I’m wrong.”
I wanted to. My mind raced through a mental calendar. I hadn’t deliberately set out to beat the tar out of anyone since nearly killing Terrence Stuart. And that was way back in what? January? I felt the heat radiating off me. I hadn’t even given anybody a solid chest-shove—off the field, anyway. There was the encounter with Spider in our first game of the season—but he was the one playing offense. I was just reacting.
Jude nodded like he knew what I’d been thinking. “And hanging out with Maggie isn’t exactly bringing out the animal in you either. She’s taming you.”
Maggie. The one who’d drop-kicked her bad-girl ways and totally turned her life around? She wasn’t taming me. “She’s tutoring me…so I can get that scholarship.”
“Yeah, and she’s turning you into a marshmallow.” Jude shook his head, but kept looking out over the bay. “Not two hours ago, you opened the door for her at Surfer Joe’s.” He acted like he was thinking that over. “Impressive. Very polite. In fact, it’s a new little habit of yours.”
I laughed. “That’s called being a gentleman. Something you should seriously consider yourself.”
“Gentlemen don’t get football scholarships,” Jude said.
Maybe he had something there. Maybe.
“You are the company you keep,” Jude said. “Ever hear that saying?”
I had. And it was kind of a scary thought, really. I’d been spending way too much time with Jude lately.
“Scooge wouldn’t throw a punch to save himself,” Jude said. “You know that’s true. And he’s influencing you.”
But in good ways. So many good ways.
“And then there’s all Maggie’s friends.” Jude shook his head. “Amber. Heather. And Savannah—until she got that job at the Seaside Restaurant. You’re around girls. A lot.”
This—from Jude? “What’s wrong with that?”
“If you weren’t acting like such a gentleman…nothing.” Jude gave me this pitiful look. “But just hanging around them? Too much estrogen, man. You are the company you keep.”
The urge to do something really patriotic flared in me again. “You’re saying I’m—”
“I’m telling you”—he finger-poked me in the chest—“you need more testosterone in your life.”
What was I supposed to say to that? 
“Last year,” Jude said, “you weren’t waiting for college doors to open for you. Did you Forget? You were going to knock the doors down. You were the human—” 
“Battering ram,” I said. Yeah, I remembered. It had been a long time since I’d thought of that.
“And look at your hair.” Jude flicked the locks off one shoulder. “You haven’t cut it since last season. Said you wouldn’t take a scissors to it until you owned that scholarship.”
And I’d stayed true to my word. “It’s the Wild-man look,” I said.
“It’s an intimidation thing.” Jude nodded. “I get it. But hanging around the girls all the time? I’m surprised they don’t have you wearing pony tails.”
I cut him a look. He was pushing it—and I still hadn’t ruled out tossing him over the rail.
“Listen,” Jude said. “You’ve got to maximize that God-given ability you have.”
I had to get that scholarship. Mom was counting on it. How could I let her down? And Maggie was so sure I’d get it. What would she think of me if I failed? And more than anything—I wanted to play college ball.
“Let yourself get a little crazy, Pete,” Jude said. “It will up your game on the field—and your reputation off it.” He paused like he was about to say something really important. “Scouts see a lot of great players. But they want guys who have bigger-than-life intensity. Which brings me back to my little plan for this weekend.”
Yeah…and from the bits I’d heard, his idea was absolutely insane.
Jude finger-thumped my chest again. It was becoming a new habit with him. “Let the beast out of the cage, buddy. Stop repressing it.”
“The only thing depressing me right now is you,” I said. 
Jude snickered. “I didn’t say you were depressed.”
“Depressed. Repressed. What’s the difference?” I had to get that scholarship. 
“Okay.” He held both hands up in mock surrender. “Maybe a little tutoring will do you good. And there’s time for that. But right now—the biggest challenge we’re fighting is your image.”
It was almost time for my tutoring session to start. I boosted off the rail and headed for shore again. “Look, I’m not trying to brag…but I’m as strong as a bull—and as fast as a snake.”
Jude kept pace. “And what’s a snake without its venom? Just a belt.”
At that moment, I was ready to belt him. I rechanneled the energy into hot-footing it for the beach.
“Butkus built a reputation for himself.” Jude wasn’t letting this go. “He was an animal. Players on other teams feared him—and it worked. It was his edge. We just need to build your rep a bit.”
“By pulling off some vandalism stunt—is that it?”
Jude smiled. “That’d be a good start. You ready to hear the details?”
“Not interested.” The less I knew, the better.
“How can you say that?” Jude looked at me like I was crazy. “You haven’t heard the full plan.” He slung his arm around my shoulder as we stepped off the pier. “This little stunt is perfect for you. How about I lay out the details? If you’re still not interested, I’ll back off.”
“I’ll think about it.” Right now I had to meet Maggie for tutoring. “One question. If your plan is so foolproof that nobody will know who did it…how will it build my reputation?”
Jude seemed to weigh that one out for a couple secs. He looked at me and smiled. “Trust me.”





Chapter Two
 
 
 
I stepped inside Surfer Joe’s and nodded to Nick and his wife, Clive. The owners of the coffee shop had risen on my chart of favorite people, and I’m pretty sure they felt the same about me. I grabbed a couple wooden stir sticks on my way to the table below the Great White shark. 
“You’re early.” Nick smiled. “As usual.”
 But I didn’t mind waiting until the end of Maggie’s shift. The tutoring was a way of me protecting her, too. It kept her from surfing too close to dusk—and after the incident in June with the riptide—that was a good thing. She wore her Butkus jersey today too. It definitely looked better on her than it did me. I stacked up two piles of sugar bags and used the stir sticks to form a bridge.
Maggie walked to the table, smiling. “Hey, Petey.” She pointed at her jersey—then at mine. “We could pass for twins.”
Which was pretty much how she treated me. Like I was her brother. But I was okay with that. I could still be close—and make sure she stayed safe.
She pulled a folder from her pack. For the next thirty minutes we went over sentence structure—and things I knew I wouldn’t remember the moment I walked out the door. It was like that sometimes, when we had our tutoring sessions.
“Petey—are you even listening to me?”
“Totally. Just run that last thing by me one more time.” That was another problem with her as my tutor. Sometimes I just liked hearing her voice—and I didn’t pay so much attention to what she was saying.
A thirty-something guy stepped into Joe’s. Pressed shorts. Honestly—they had creases in them. He wore loafers—without socks. He tucked his Ray-Bans into his open-buttoned golf shirt—glanced at Maggie—and did a double-take. 
That wasn’t unusual—and for most guys it was probably something they did without even thinking. But this guy gave off a really bad vibe.
Mr. Ray-Ban went to the counter and ordered some foo-foo latte thing. He stood with his back to the counter—and gave Maggie a deliberate once-over. Real slow.
If he’d only been staring at her, I wouldn’t have felt my neck heating up. The moron had the “elevator eyes” thing going on.
I sat up straighter.
If Maggie noticed him, she didn’t let on. But I’m pretty sure she knew exactly what he was doing—and ignoring him was her way of protecting herself. 
But protecting her was my job.
Nick set the cup on the counter and snapped the lid in place.
Mr. Ray-Ban pointed at the cup. “Would you double-sleeve it?”
Wimp. I would have let it burn my fingers before I’d ask for more insulation.
Ray-Ban held the cup an arm’s length in front of him, like he was afraid the coffee would pop the lid and burn his pretty little hand. He headed for the exit—but didn’t take the most direct route. He aimed right for Maggie—like I wasn’t even there.
Maggie saw him—or sensed him. She stiffened—like she was bracing herself for some lewd comment or look. 
Sure enough. Mr. Ray-Ban gave her that second-look thing again—but didn’t take his eyes off her as he passed.
My foot was out before I knew it—and the timing was perfect. I hooked his loafer and Mr. R-B went down. Hard.
Ray-Ban rolled and ended up in a sitting position. He said something that I’m pretty sure his mom would’ve washed his mouth out for saying if he’d been twenty-five years younger. He still held the double-sleeved cup—which was empty now. He wore his latte well. All over his shirt—and on his pressed Bermudas. One lens was missing from his Ray-Bans.
Oops. 
I stood, walked over to him, and offered him my hand.
He glared at me—and slapped his hand into mine. He squeezed harder than I would have expected—like he actually thought he could make me squirm or something.
Challenge accepted.
I squeezed back—and felt his hand crumple in mine. I boosted him to his feet with a jerk hard enough to add a couple inches to his reach. “Keep your eyes on the road next time.” I said it with a forced smile—and quiet enough that I hoped Maggie wouldn’t hear.
I let go of his hand. He stomped out of Joe’s without getting a new coffee—or giving Maggie another look. So I had to put that on the scoreboard as a win.
Maggie was easy on the eyes, I’d grant you that. But her beauty ran a lot deeper. 
“Petey.” Maggie gave me a disapproving look. I’m pretty sure her eyes were saying thank you, though. “Was that really necessary?” 
There was no point denying it. “I didn’t like the way he looked at you.”
Nick chuckled and gave me a thumbs-up. “I didn’t either.”
Maggie shrugged like she took the whole thing in stride. “I think it’s in a guy’s DNA to look a girl over.” 
I grabbed a handful of napkins. “Not this guy. Not like that, anyway.” I wanted to be different from every other guy she knew. Except for Eli. I’m pretty sure he’d never looked at a girl the wrong way in his life.
When it comes to Maggie, I don’t want her to ever think I have the wrong idea about her. Because then she’d pull away. There’d be no tutoring lessons—and I wouldn’t get to listen to her voice.
“I’ve never seen you give me one of those second looks,” she said. “I appreciate that.” 
I smiled—because I have a strategy for that. I never have to give her a second look if I don’t take my eyes off her in the first place. I dropped on my knees and used the napkins to form a levee to keep the coffee from spreading farther across the plank flooring.
“Leave it, Pete,” Nick said. “I’ll get a mop.” He nodded toward Maggie. “Get back to your lesson.”
“Don’t bother, Petey,” Maggie said. “Your head hasn’t been in this lesson since we started.” She stacked her papers neatly and slid them into her folder. “What do you say we try again tomorrow?”
“Okay.” I didn’t want her to think I didn’t appreciate what she was doing for me. “What will we study? Maybe I can, you know, do a little advance prep.”
She laughed in that musical way. “Prepositions. Can you give me an example of one?”
Finally, something I knew plenty about. I nodded. “Jude has one for me—and from the little I’ve heard, it’s a real winner.”
Maggie gave me a questioning look. “A preposition?”
“There’s always something he’s angling for, right?”
She smiled slightly. “Are you saying he has a proposition for you?”
“That’s what I said. Now who isn’t listening?”
Maggie gave me a sideways look. “Anything you want to talk about?”
I did and I didn’t. I mean, I really wanted her take on it—but I could just imagine how the conversation would go with Jude later. When he heard I’d bounced it off Maggie before hearing him out—he’d say I was letting her make my decisions for me. Oh yeah, he’d definitely think I’d gone all domestic. 
“Petey?” 
She was studying me. And given enough time, I was pretty sure she’d read my mind.
“Let me ask you a question.” The door opened and a customer breezed by. I waited until he stood at the counter, staring at the menu board. “How would you describe me?”
She laughed. “Describe you?” 
Instantly I wished I hadn’t asked her that. I felt my face heating up.
Maggie gave me a quick head-to-toe look. “You could use a haircut. That thing you’ve got about not cutting your hair is—”
“Not physically.” I shifted a lone sugar bag back and forth with the wooden stir stick. “What would you say I’m like? Y’know, inside…if you were describing me to someone.”
“Would this someone happen to be a girl?” She gave me a knowing look. “Is there someone you want me to talk to?”
“No, no. No!” I held up both hands. “Nothing like that.” This wasn’t working out like I’d hoped. “Forget it. Really. It was stupid.” I filed the stack of sugar bags in the table rack and stood. “I’ll walk you to the car—unless you’re staying.”
“I’m going to hang here a little longer. But thanks.”
I started for the door.
She grabbed the sleeve of my jersey and pulled me back a half-step. “You’re loyal. The kind of guy who would never walk out on a friend. You’re kind. Compassionate. One of the sweetest guys I know.” She angled her head just a bit, like she was sizing me up. “You’re like a giant Teddy Bear.” She smiled. “Does that tell you what you wanted to know?”
I nodded and backed toward the door, a sense of dread twisting my stomach. A giant Teddy Bear? 
Jude was right. I was getting soft.





Chapter Three
 
 
 
I stumbled out of Surfer Joe’s and headed for the Surf Shack next door. I’d imagined myself as a Chicago Bear—just like Butkus—a thousand times. But not once had I pictured myself being a Teddy Bear.
I stood by the ’53 Ford pickup out front, grabbed my phone, and sent Jude a quick text. “I’m ready to hear more details—but no promises.”
It couldn’t hurt to hear how he actually thought we could pull the thing off without getting caught. If I still didn’t like it, I could always back out, right? 
I sat on the running board of the pickup and tried to see through the front window of the Surf Shack, debating my next move. I kind of wanted to bounce Jude’s idea off Eli. But at the same time, I knew he wouldn’t go for vandalism—especially at the level Jude was talking about.
Eli had a way of helping sort out my thoughts. After talking with him, the right way always seemed so clear—and appealing in a weird way. Like the right way was exactly what I never knew I’d always wanted. Which was the real reason I was stalling going in, wasn’t it? 
Teddy Bear. 
I’d already made up my mind—and I really didn’t want him talking me out of listening to Jude’s plan. 
Why tempt yourself? I could imagine Eli asking me something like that. If you listen to his plan it will make it even harder to say no. Jude knows that. And so do you.
Sheesh. Now I was having imaginary conversations with Eli. The thing was, I had a good idea of what he’d say. So maybe I wouldn’t bring it up to him. Or maybe I’d just play it by ear. I hated trying to plan out every move. Jude was the planner, not me. I stood and headed for Eli’s shop.
The bell rang when I pushed open the door. Laz looked up from studying a surfboard I’d seen Eli working on earlier. I wasn’t surprised to see him. Mary and Martha Lopez’s kid brother was there almost every day I stopped in after practice. “You should just get a job here,” I said.
“The day I turn sixteen I definitely will.” Laz sighted down the board again, first one side, then the other. “The lines are perfect. Like this thing was poured out of a mold or something. And he does it all freehand.” He ran one hand across the board. “I don’t know how he does it.”
I didn’t know how Eli did half the things he did. Especially how he always knew what I was thinking. I checked the doorway going to the back room, expecting Eli to appear at any second.
“He’s not here,” Laz said.
Were Eli’s mind-reading abilities rubbing off on Laz somehow?
“He went to have a talk with his father.”
For an instant I wondered how he got to the cemetery without his truck. But then I realized Laz said Father…not dad. So Eli was praying again. He’d be off where nobody else was. 
Laz set the unfinished board on the workbench. “Anything I can do for you?”
I grinned. “Eli’s got you running the place now?”
“Just grabbing the phone while he’s out.” 
Actually, maybe the fact that Eli wasn’t there was a good thing. Now I wouldn’t feel guilty about not talking to him. “I was thinking of bouncing something off him, that’s all.” 
Laz hoisted himself onto the bench. “Try me.”
I almost laughed. “Not only are you running the shop—but you’re trying to fill his role of advisor, too?” He was just a sophmore, but he’d definitely grown on me. “All right, wise guy. Can you keep a secret?”
He locked his lips with an imaginary key and threw it over his shoulder. “Talk to me.”
I hesitated. 
Laz leaned forward—like maybe he was a little too eager to hear. “Just you and me here, Pete. Your secret is safe with me.”
I didn’t doubt that. I pulled up a stool to the bench. “Okay, Jude has this idea…”
“Jude?” Laz looked at me like I’d suddenly switched jerseys—and was playing for the other team. “If this has anything to do with my sister, don’t say another word. I won’t keep any secret that helps Jude get closer to Mary.”
I waved him off. “Nothing like that. He’s got this plan stuck in his head about us messing with the field at Camarillo High.”
Laz’s eyes lit up. “Like burning a message at the fifty-yard line?”
“That’s been done,” I said. “His plan is a little more…” How would I say it? “Original. But from the little he’s told me, yeah, that’s the basic idea.”
“Are you going to do it?”
I shrugged. “Thinking about it.”
Laz hopped off the bench. “Need help? Seriously, you need a guy like me. I’ll have your back.”
I laughed. “We’ll see. Jude and I still have to talk out the details. It may not even happen.”
“It’s got to happen,” Laz said. “You’ve got a reputation to uphold.”
“A reputation?”
Laz nodded. “Lots of guys talk big. You actually do big.”
“I don’t know about that.” I wanted to believe it. Or maybe I wanted him to tell me more.
“Are you insane?” Laz looked at me in disbelief. “You’re having a killer season. You’re a total wild man on the field.”
“It’s the reputation off the field I need to work on—according to Jude.”
Laz held a finger-gun to his head and dropped the hammer. “Is he crazy? What about that whole Terrence thing?”
I cringed—inside, anyway. “Let’s not go there.”
“You went totally animal on him,” Laz said. “Jude told me you were completely unhinged—he’d never seen anything like it.”
Neither had I. If Eli hadn’t stopped me, Terrence would have been dead, and I’d be wearing an orange jumpsuit. “I’m not exactly proud of that moment.” I’d been stark-raving out of control—and honestly? It scared me more than anything I’d ever known. “When have I been totally uncaged since then?”
Laz thought for a couple seconds. “You and Tommy took on a guy with a rifle. Even an animal would have run from Spider—but you two ran at him. What do you call that?”
“Lucky.” I could still hear the bullets ripping through the aluminum bench we’d tipped for cover. There was no way we should have survived.
Laz shook his head. “You went after a guy with a gun. That’s intense.”
“It was purely defensive,” I said. “What have I done since that was totally crazy—off the field?”
Laz hesitated. He looked frustrated, like he couldn’t come up with a thing.
“See?” This was becoming more and more clear by the minute. “There was a time I wouldn’t go ten days without a fight. Now it’s been what, ten months?”
“Ten months?” Laz said. “No offense, but that’s pathetic. Sometimes you need to go a little crazy—if for no other reason than to keep your legend alive.”
“Now you’re sounding like Jude,” I said. 
Laz shook his head. “Maybe he’s sounding like me.”
Which made me laugh. “He also says I’m getting soft.” 
“That’s ridiculous,” Laz said. “You’re a rock.”
I liked hearing that. “But what have I done lately that was rock-like?” I let the question hang out there.
Laz opened his mouth like he was going to say something—then stopped. Obviously, he was drawing a blank.
Sheesh. “I’ll never get a scholarship that way.”
“So that’s what this is all about.” Laz looked like he was thinking that one through. “Since the big night with Terrence you have been quiet—off the field, anyway.”
“I haven’t beat up anybody in months—and that’s a bad thing?” I tried to laugh it off. “I don’t know how I feel about that.”
“You don’t know how you feel? Did you just hear yourself?” Laz angled his head slightly like he was analyzing me. “You haven’t started a fight with anybody in months. And when you’ve got a chance to strike a blow at a rival school, what do you do?”
I wasn’t sure where he was headed with this.
“You sitting around talking about your feelings.” Laz stared at me like the whole thing was so simple. He tugged the sleeve of my Bears jersey. “You’re still a bear at heart. You’ve been in hibernation, though. Maybe you do need to do this. Soon.”
Visions of the last few months whizzed by. Sitting around having late-night talks with Eli about life, love—and a college future that was anything but certain. Me studying with Maggie—or sitting at a table playing with sugar bags while I waited for her. Opening doors for her. Walking her to her grandma’s car. I was the guy who was always ready to listen to Maggie—or offer her a shoulder to lean on.
Great. Somewhere along the way, this rock had turned into a pillow.
Right there I made my decision—even though I hadn’t actually heard the details of Jude’s foolproof plan. I didn’t need to bounce this off Eli. I was going to get that rock back.





Chapter Four
 
 
 
A day later, I had second thoughts. I still hadn’t mentioned anything to Eli—which made me feel a little bit weird. Not that I needed his permission, but I did kind of want his take on the whole thing. Actually, I wanted his blessing.
Jude must have picked up on the fact that I’d lost of little of my gung-ho spirit. After Tuesday’s practice, he pulled me aside. 
“I’m picking you up at seven-thirty sharp,” he said. “Be ready.”
“Where are we going?”
He gave me that “trust me” smile again. “On a little recon mission.”
I had no tutoring with Maggie scheduled, so there was no reason to say no. Jude was early—and the moment we turned onto 101 Southbound, I knew where we were headed.
“You were a born hell-raiser,” Jude said. “Out-of-control, totally unpredictable, unleashed mad-man. You’re a natural at it. This prank is perfect for you.”
“I thought this was about recon,” I said. “It sounds like you’re recruiting.”
 “You need a bad-boy reputation to get that scholarship.” He said it like he’d gotten it from the scouts firsthand. “And that’s the image this little stunt will give you.”
Maybe he was right. Why was I having such a hard time with this?
Jude kept glancing at me, like he could sense I had doubts. “I don’t need this,” Jude said. “But you do. Forget that I’ve already done a ton of work to make this happen. If you’re not all in on this, tell me now. I’ll pull the plug.”
Honestly, at that moment, it was a no-brainer. This was just a prank—and we wouldn’t hurt anyone. I wasn’t about to sideline myself. “I’ve just been over-thinking this, that’s all. I’m in.”
Jude smiled—and stepped on the gas. Ten minutes later, he parked in the lot at Camarillo High. Only a handful of cars were there, and he picked a spot where we had a good visual of their football field from inside the Mustang. The turf was gorgeous. Deep green. Freshly painted lines. New scoreboard at the far end. A nine-lane track circled the entire field. Huge bleachers rose on the home side, with an enclosed announcing booth at the top. Even the guest bleachers were impressive. The entire complex was surrounded by ninety-foot poles with banks of lights.
“Can’t you see it, Pete?” Jude swept his hand across the length of the field. “You’ll carve a word in that turf with a sod-cutter so every one of their fans will see it.” 
It was a tempting thought. “What would I write?”
“Whatever you want,” Jude said. “Just so it doesn’t point back to us.”
I smiled at the thought of writing ROCKETS in all caps across the field. But I’d have to come up with something that didn’t lead the cops directly to Kennedy High.
I was getting ahead of myself, though. “We’ve got one problem.” And it was a big one. “Sod-cutters are noisy. We’ll have the police on us before we finish—or can get away. I thought this thing was foolproof.”
Jude shook his head. “You’re such an amateur, Pete. You were looking on YouTube, right? And you saw all those gas-powered Briggs and Stratton jobs that would wake the dead?”
That’s exactly what I’d seen.
“We aren’t getting one with an engine. The one I’m buying is animal-driven.”
I stared at him—but he looked absolutely serious. “You’re insane,” I said. A vision of me driving a team of horses pulling a sod-cutter came to mind.
“You’re the animal.” Jude scrolled through his phone and pulled up a video of an oak-handled sod-cutter that looked like something out of the 1800’s—or maybe some Amish catalog. “This is all done by man-power,” Jude said. “Thirty feet—in forty seconds. That’s what one ad claims.”
That was faster than the power sod-cutters I’d seen. If that was true…I’d only need ten minutes to do the job.
Jude scrolled through a string of YouTube options and selected one with a female model using the engineless sod-cutter. “Look at her go—and she’s no Wonder Woman.” Jude backhanded my shoulder. “You could do it in half the time. No motor. No noise. No cops. Totally failsafe.”
I watched the clip of the woman lift the sod from a lawn as thick as the turf on even the best of the fields we’d played at. If she could do it…honestly, I’d have no problem.
“We’re going to need Tommy,” Jude said. “And Laz—if you can convince him to help.”
I nodded. In my mind, I was already there—on the field—driving that sod-cutter like a football sled. I could do it.
“We’ll need one or two others, I’m thinking,” Jude said. “But that’s my problem. Can you convince Laz?”
I nodded. “What about the cutter?”
“I’m already on that,” Jude said. “I’ll pay cash—and won’t buy it from anyplace within a hundred miles. It’ll never be connected to us.”
“You really think we’ll get Tommy in?”
“I’ve already talked to him.”
“He agreed?” I couldn’t believe it.
“Not yet, but he’ll come around. Trust me.” Jude smiled. “Your brawn. My brains. I’ll work it all out. And when this is over…your animal reputation will hit an all-time high—along with your chances of getting that scholarship.”
Why was he so eager to help me? “What’s in this for you?”
Jude put on a mock face of being offended. “Hey, I’m only trying to be a good friend.”
I just looked at him.
“Okay.” Jude held up both hands. “Maybe, if I do something really crazy like this…it just might get the attention of a certain girl who has yet to fall under the spell of my magnetic charm.”
Mary. No wonder Jude wanted Laz to help. I wasn’t so sure carving a message in our rival’s football field was going to get him the attention he hoped for, but it definitely wouldn’t hurt my reputation.
“So.” Jude started the car and revved the engine. “Are you ready to let that animal out of its cage, sodbuster?”
There were more details to work out—but my mind-waffling was over. “When?”
Jude grinned. “Soon.”





Chapter Five
 
 
 
It turned out that soon meant Thursday night. That way, there’d be no chance for Camarillo to repair the field before Friday night’s big game.
Jude missed most of Wednesday at school. The way I heard it, his mom had called in, saying he had a doctor’s appointment. But the way he was grinning when he finally got to Kennedy told me he’d picked up the sod cutter.
After practice, I stopped home to scarf down dinner, then drove to Surfer Joe’s. I was way early for my tutoring with Maggie, so I went next door to the Surf Shop. Actually, I wanted to see Eli. I’d been successfully avoiding him ever since Monday night, when Jude first bounced his idea off me at the Ventura Pier. Not seeing Eli had left me feeling like something was off.
Eli smiled the moment I stepped in—like he hadn’t noticed it had been a couple days. “Hungry?” He motioned toward the refrigerator in the back. “Mom dropped off lots of leftover spaghetti.”
I was definitely up for that. “Her homemade sauce?” I’m not superstitious, but let’s just say that I’d had Mrs. Shepherd’s spaghetti the night before the best game of my season so far. 
“Just made it yesterday.” Eli heaped a plate with spaghetti, drowned it in chunky sauce, and popped the whole thing into the microwave without me saying I wanted any. Two minutes later, he set the plate on the workbench, added a hunk of French bread on the side, and pulled up a stool. “So how are you feeling about the game?”
Practices have been going great. I was feeling strong. And Eli had spent hours with me last weekend looking at Scorpion footage. I probably knew their playbook as well as their starting quarterback. “Really good.”
“Other than building your carbs”—Eli pointed at the spaghetti—“any other ways I can help you get ready?”
“It’s the scout I’m worried about.”
“He already wants you,” Eli said, “or he wouldn’t be coming to the game. He’s just making sure there are no surprises.”
Like sod missing from the field? “Surprises?”
Eli shrugged. “If I were to guess…I’d say he wants to make sure you’re as good as he thinks. And he wants to make sure you’d be a good fit.”
“For the team.”
Eli shook his head. “For the school. This is a different world than it used to be. Schools want great players—who know how to handle themselves on and off the field.”
“Off the field?”
“A coach’s reputation—and the school’s—are tied to the players,” Eli said. “A player who doesn’t know how to control himself can give the school a black eye. Or worse.”
Did he know? How could he? Jude wouldn’t have told him. I kept my eyes on the spaghetti.
“You’re a good linebacker, Pete. Really good.” Eli hesitated. “And don’t take this wrong, but there’s plenty of players out there as good as you. What’s going to make you different? Why do you think that scout is coming to see you?”
“Well, he’s seen my—”
“A thousand guys have stats as good as yours,” Eli said. “You really think they’re looking for a hell-raiser?”
That got my attention. “Did Jude talk to you?”
Eli shook his head. “Not Jude. But somebody did.”
Laz. It had to be.
“Once there was a surfer—about our age,” Eli said. “He’d been rising through the regionals. Getting a little press for some especially good runs.” He looked out the window toward the shore. “There were times where it looked like he was one with that wave—as corny as that sounds.”
I’d never had that kind of experience—but I thought of Maggie and knew exactly what Eli meant. There were moments during the Huntington Beach surf competition back in July, where it wasn’t just Maggie riding a wave. It was if the wave was giving her the ride. Where Maggie, her Bo-board, and the wave were all working together.
“There was a competition coming up—and he wanted the win. Really bad.” Eli turned from the window. “More carbs?”
I mopped up the last of the sauce with the French bread and stuffed it into my mouth. “I’m good.”
He picked up the plate and brought it to the sink in the back room. “Anyway, this surfer thought he needed more of an edge. A way to help ensure the win.” Eli walked back into the front and straddled the stool.
“So what did he do?” 
Eli looked at me for a moment. “He let a friend talk him into pranking a couple other riders. Turns out this friend of his knew the hotel where the competition was staying. So the night before the competition—”
The front door to the surf shop burst open and Martha Valdez charged in. “What is this I hear”—she pointed right at me—“about Laz and Mary helping you and Judas with some half-baked scheme to vandalize Camarillo school?” 
Did everybody know? “I didn’t say a thing to Mary about being involved. Honest, all I know—”
“Is that you’re heading for trouble if you mix them up in something illegal.” Martha kept coming at me.
“Hey.” I took a step back and forced a smile. “I think someone is blowing this all out of proportion.”
She raised her eyebrows—and her chin. “Don’t underestimate me, Mr. Football hero. Either one of them gets arrested, and it will totally change their college options. We’ve worked too hard for that to happen.”
Arrested? There was no way that was going to happen.
“Talk some sense into him, would you Eli?” Martha’s tone softened. “You’ve got his ear.”
Eli smiled in that sad way he does sometimes. “It takes more than ears to truly hear.” He was looking right at me.
She pointed at my shirt. “Mess up your own future, mister. But leave my sister and Laz out of this.” Martha spun on her heel and stormed out the door. Neither of us said a word until she was back in her car, pulling away.
“Okay,” I said, laughing. “That was intense.”
“You don’t want her as an enemy,” Eli said. “I’ve been there, remember?”
I did. “So back to your story. About the surfer?”
He shook his head. “Ask me later. Right now, you’re late for tutoring—and Maggie isn’t happy.” He motioned toward Surfer Joe’s. 
“She won’t be upset.” I checked my watch. “I’m only a couple minutes late.”
“That isn’t it,” Eli said. “She knows, too. Expect an earful.”
I stood and hustled for the door. “Not to worry. We’re good.” 
“Don’t be so sure,” Eli said. “She was here talking about you just before you came in. She referred to you as a bear.”
“A Teddy Bear.” I smiled. “She called me that Monday. So I’d say everything is okay.”
“She didn’t look okay,” Eli said. “When she mentioned you, her hands were out like she was holding a shotgun.”
“What did she say?”
“She couldn’t wait for the tutoring lesson—and that she was loaded for bear.”







Chapter Six
 
 
 
I slipped into Surfer Joe’s Coffee Shop real quiet—and took my usual table below the Great White.
Clive saw me come in—and she gave me a scowl. Seriously? Nick stood a few feet behind her—an apologetic look on his face. He drew his finger across his throat and mouthed the words dead meat.
Dead bear meat to be exact.
Maggie came out of nowhere. She whipped around the coffee counter and flew right at me, dust bunnies whirling in her wake. “What do you think you’re doing?”
I pointed at my watch. “Our little lesson—”
She slapped a stack of manila folders on the table. “I’ll give you a little lesson—so listen up. I’m not tutoring for my health, you know. I’m doing this because I care for you. A lot.”
I glanced at Nick. Maggie cared for me. She just said that, right? Maybe I wanted to see if Nick heard it too. “I care for you, too, Maggie. A lot.”
Nick winced.
“Then why on earth are you pulling some stupid stunt like this?” She pulled her barista apron over her head and tossed it onto the back of the chair. “We’re trying to get you into college, remember? You’re going to get yourself kicked out before you’re even in.”
I tried to explain. I remember using words like “foolproof” and “failsafe.” I talked about the need to set myself apart from others. I blabbered on and on—but the more I talked, the more I sounded like Jude.
“You do this thing, Pete, and I’m going to be really disappointed in you.” 
“Okay, Mom.” Instantly I knew I shouldn’t have said it. The tone was all wrong.
Maggie stiffened. She scooped up the folders and snapped them into a neat stack. “Looks like mama is all done here.”
“Oh, come on, Maggie,” I said. “I’m sorry. But you’ve got to admit…you sounded more like a parent than my friend.” I glanced at Nick.
He held up an invisible noose like he was hanging himself—or rather that I was. He disappeared into the back. Clive stood with her hands on her hips. She wasn’t budging. I was on my own here.
Maggie stood. “Let me put this a different way. Something that doesn’t sound so parental.” It looked like she was shaking. “This plan is stupid—and if you still go through with it—and it’s obvious you will—you’d better be careful about skulking around here when this all backfires on you.”
 What was I supposed to say to that? “C’mon, Maggie. Don’t be upset.”
“And why not?” Maggie grabbed her apron and slung it over her shoulder. “One of my best friends in the whole world is about to make a bonehead move—and he isn’t listening to me.”
“Who says I’m not listening?”
“You’re easy to read, Pete.”
Clive made a racket like she was tossing things around behind the counter. “He’s had too many hits to the head if you ask me.” 
Immediately I felt my face heating up. “Look, I may not have the book smarts you two have”—I tugged my jersey—“but I know football—and I’m going to do what I need to do to get that scholarship.”
Maggie snatched up her folders and stomped to the coffee counter. “Well it’s obvious you don’t need my help anymore.” She disappeared into the back room.
Impossible situations. How did I get myself into spots like this? I looked up at the ceiling. The shark seemed to be hanging a little lower—with its jaws open wider—like the thing was going to swallow me whole. I slid my chair back from the table and strode to the counter. 
Clive was waiting for me, glaring. “Listen to her, you dope.”
“Can you just call her out here? Please.” 
“Tell your customer,” Maggie yelled from the back, “that if he’s still out there when I come out—I’m going to wrap him in a headlock and give him a noogie so hard that he’ll have none of his precious hair left in that spot. They’ll skip the tee and use his head to hold the football for Friday’s kickoff.”
I actually laughed at that, thinking she’d lighten up.
“You think this is funny?” Maggie really sounded ticked. “You’re acting like a total juvenile here.”
Which wasn’t doing wonders for calming me down. “C’mon, Maggie.” Stop, Pete. Don’t say any more. But who was I kidding? If I wouldn’t listen to Eli—or to Maggie—I certainly wasn’t going to listen to myself. “Who’s acting like the kid here, Maggie? You’re the one hiding in the back.” There, I said it. Mistake or not. But maybe she needed to see how ridiculous she was being about all this.
Clive shook her head. “You’re tangling things up good, Pete. Another five minutes and you’ll tie yourself right into a noose.”
I ignored her. “Maggie? C’mon. I just want to talk.”
“That’s obvious,” she said. “Come back when you’re ready to listen.”
There she was—sounding like a parent again. Which I didn’t need. I turned and pushed through the door—and didn’t look back. Which was pretty much how I saw this whole Camarillo school situation. I was going to do this—and I wasn’t going to look back.





Chapter Seven
 
 
 
I avoided Maggie all day at school on Thursday. Or maybe she avoided me. But we didn’t talk. Which was a good thing. With the frame of mind she was likely in, I wasn’t in the mood to listen.
Practice was always lighter before game day. But I hit hard. Every time. Even after the coach told me to dial it down a notch or ten.
I skipped my tutoring lesson after dinner. What was the point, right? I kind of wanted Maggie to feel bad about how she’d treated me. Trouble was, the more I did to make her feel bad, the worse I felt myself.
Jude and I met at the end of the Ventura pier at nine-o’clock, just to go over some finer points of our plan. He had everything in place—I had to hand it to him. 
“We rendezvous at ten—sharp,” Jude said. “Right outside the Surf Shop. Laz and Mary will meet us there.”
“Mary?”
“I know, right?” Jude grinned. “She seems really into it.”
“Looks like your plan is really working.”
“I told you. It’s foolproof. Start to finish.”
“What about Martha?”
Jude grinned. “Let’s put it this way. She won’t even know they’re gone—and by the time she figures it out, it’ll be too late to stop them.”
I definitely didn’t want to be around when Martha put it all together.
“I’ve got to take care of a couple more details,” Jude said. “And I’ll pick up Mary, Laz, and Tommy. Be in front of the Surf Shop”—he looked at his phone—“in exactly forty-five minutes.”
As soon as he left, I walked from the pier to the Surf Shop. I told my mom I’d be out late—so everything was set on my end. I just had to kill some time until Jude picked me up. The hike along the shore gave me time to think.
Jude thought I’d gotten soft. Maggie had treated me like a kid. Like I was some kind of juvenile. Eli was the only one who hadn’t given me a piece of his mind on this—which was probably just as well. I could guess where he stood.
Eli was just locking up when I got there.
“Big game tomorrow,” he said. “Don’t you think you should be hitting the sack?”
“Soon enough,” I said. “Aren’t you going to say something about how stupid I’m being to do this?”
“Do you believe it’s stupid?”
I shrugged. Truth was, I wasn’t sure. Sometimes I thought it was a totally idiot move. Other times I thought it was no big deal. “I’m tired of talking about it.”
“Okay.” He gave the shop door a tug to make sure it was closed tight and strolled over to his dad’s ’53 Ford F100. Actually, it was Eli’s now. He dropped the tailgate and hiked himself onto it.
I sat beside him.
“You going to give me your two cents as to this whole prank thing?”
He shook his head. “Your mind is made up. I can see that. I just want you to know I’ll be around if you need help.”
For a moment I thought maybe he was coming with me. “You’re joining us—at Camarillo?” This would be great.
Eli laughed. “I meant afterwards.”
That was a strange comment—but then I’d stopped trying to figure out some of the confusing things Eli said.
I checked my watch. I still had a few minutes. “Going to tell me the rest of that story. About the surfer?”
He nodded. “I can—but I don’t think that’s what you need right now.” He gave me a sideways glance. “You want to talk?”
“Don’t you mean—are you ready to listen?”
Eli smiled. “I say what I mean. Right now, you need to talk. How about I do all the listening?”
How did a guy like me get a friend like this? I opened the door a crack and let a little spill out. How I was soft—and how it might threaten my scholarship. How I’d been called a marshmallow. A Teddy Bear. How I lacked testosterone.
Eli listened. He didn’t interrupt. Not once. He didn’t make me feel stupid, either. 
“I kind of had a falling out with Maggie,” I said.
He nodded like he knew all about it. Still, he didn’t say anything. 
“She said I was acting juvenile.” If Eli was going to jump in and give me a piece of his mind—I’d just opened the lane.
But he didn’t. He kept his eyes locked on mine—as if waiting for me to finish my thought. And in that moment, I questioned everything. How I’d treated Maggie. How I’d listened to Jude. What I was about to do.
A car took the corner and barreled toward us. A high-end SUV—obviously Jude in his mom’s car. Which made sense. There was no way he’d have gotten us all there in his Mustang.
“Your ride?”
I nodded. I wanted to stay. To hear what Eli had to say about everything I’d just dumped on him. “I gotta go.”
He nodded. “Or stay. I’m going to a special spot I go to sometimes. You could come with me. Keep talking. And I’ll finish that story about the surfer.”
Something inside me knew he was offering me a lifeline. A way out. 
Jude slid to a stop—his radio blaring. Laz was in the second seat looking totally revved. Tommy sat next to him—looking like he had second thoughts. Mary was in the passenger seat—and if Jude’s grin got any bigger, his face would break. “Let’s go, sodbuster. Second seat.”
How could I back out now? “I better go,” I said to Eli. It was too late for second thoughts, wasn’t it? “Sure you won’t join us?”
Eli shook his head. “Pete, you absolutely kill me sometimes.”
Jude tapped the horn. “We gotta roll.”
I hoisted myself off the tailgate and trotted to the Escalade. I pulled open the door and glanced back at Eli. Maybe I did it just to prove to myself that I wasn’t making a mistake. That I wasn’t afraid to see some kind of disapproving look on his face. But he wasn’t looking at me at all. His head was bowed. Eyes closed. Lips moving. 
Jude threw the SUV in reverse, gravel banging in the wheel wells, and roared down the street. “Buckle up, kids. It’s time to play.”
Kids? Immediately my mind went to Maggie—and her crack about me acting juvenile. I was acting like a kid right now, wasn’t I? Worse than that, this juvenile was about to do something really delinquent.





Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Camarillo High School was a twenty-minute trip south on 101 in a school bus. Jude made the run in an easy ten. Which was scary since he spent more time looking at Mary than he did the road.
He took the Santa Rosa Boulevard exit, drove past the school, and pulled into a twenty-four-hour McD’s parking lot.
“What are we doing here?”
“Likely the school has security cameras all over the campus,” Jude said. “So this is our official operations center. We don’t want them tracing anything back to us—or this car.”
He pointed to a landscaper’s truck on the far end of the lot. “Watch this.” Jude flashed his brights once—and the truck answered with a blink from its own headlights. “That’s Javier and his son, Carlos. They do the landscaping at my parents’,” he said. “I slipped them some cash to give us a hand tonight.”
Laz leaned forward. “Cutting up the field?”
“They’re your ride to the school,” Jude said. “The sod-cutter is already in their truck—along with three wheelbarrows. Pete cuts. Laz…you, Tommy, and Carlos roll the sod and haul it back to the truck.”
“Wait a sec,” I said. “Where will you be? And Mary?”
“Right here,” Jude said. “We’ll go in and get something to drink. Sit at an outdoor table in the shadows.”
Mary held up both hands. “Hold on. I signed up to help—not go on a date with you.”
“You are helping,” Jude said. “You and I are going to keep them safe…with this.” He slipped out of the SUV, lifted something out of the back, and hustled back.
Laz leaned forward. “You’ve got a drone?” 
Jude held up one of those four-propeller jobs. “Complete with a camera. I’ll be your eye in the sky—your lookout. If cops are coming—we’ll give the advance warning.” He shrugged. “Then we abort and slip out of town. We’ve taken the risk of getting caught down to zero this way.”
Maybe his risk. All I knew was that Jude wouldn’t be within a block of where we’d be doing the dirty work.
Jude held up his phone. “Everybody bring their earbuds like I told you?”
I fished in my pocket for mine. 
Tommy was patting himself down. “I’ve lost mine. I can’t believe it. They’re gone.”
“Not a problem,” Jude said. “We’ll set up a four-way conference call. Me. Pete. Laz. Mary. Like I said…it’s failsafe.”
“I think I’d rather stick with my brother,” Mary said.
Laz snorted. “To make sure I’m safe? You’ll just slow us down, right Pete?”
Actually, I liked the idea of Mary coming with us. At least I’d be sure Jude wouldn’t take any crazy chances. I caught Jude’s eye. “Don’t you think having Mary with you might be, you know, distracting or something?”
Jude shook his head. “I need Mary…watching the screen with me to make sure you guys stay safe.” 
Was Mary buying his baloney? “How many people does it take to watch the computer screen?”
Jude checked his watch. “If we keep talking—this is never going to happen. It’s go time.”
I hesitated—just to see if Mary protested. If she really felt uncomfortable, I didn’t care what Jude said. She was coming with me.
Mary eyeballed me. “You get him back safe—got it?”
My intentions exactly.
Ten minutes later, we were getting out of Javier’s truck in the empty lot next to the Camarillo Scorpions football field. The sky was cloudless, the moon nearly full. Plenty of light to do the job. Actually, I wished it was a little darker.
I hefted the sod cutter on one hip while Carlos, Laz, and Tommy followed with wheelbarrows. The cutter was lighter than I’d expected—or maybe my adrenaline made it seem that way. I just hoped it cut as fast as they advertised. The YouTube videos made it look easy.
“This is mission control.” Jude’s voice came through my earbuds. “Can everybody hear me? Pete?”
“Perfectly,” I said.
“Laz?”
“I’m here.”
“Mary?”
“I’m sitting right next to you, idiot.”
Jude laughed. “Okay, our eye-in-the-sky is in position. I’m observing traffic on Mission Oaks Boulevard, Adolfo Road, Santa Rosa Boulevard, and 101—north and southbound. All clear—so get busy.”
“Pete,” Laz said, “have you decided on a word?”
I’d given that a lot of thought. “Losers. In all caps.”
“That’ll work,” Jude said. “Get cutting.”
I set the sod-cutter on the twenty-five-yard line with my back to the home stands. If I did this right, I’d finish at the other twenty-five-yard line. The word LOSERS spread out over fifty yards on their field would attract some attention.
I grabbed the oak handles like I was manning a plow in some pioneer movie. The turf smelled fresh. Strong. For a moment I just looked over the field—like this was sacred ground or something. But it was Scorpion sacred ground.
I booted the kick plate just like I’d watched online, and the cutter dug in. I pushed and drove it like a football driving sled, and the blade sliced through the sod nearly as easy as I’d hoped. There was no going back now.
Kick—drive.
Kick—drive. 
After every kick, I tried to see how far I could drive the cutter before I’d have to boot it again. By the time I finished the “L”, I was driving five or six feet on a single kick.
Laz, Tommy, and Carlos rolled sod behind me, loaded the wheelbarrows, and took off for the truck. By the time they were back, I was halfway done with the “O”.
“Looking great, Pete!” Laz flashed his teeth and gave me a thumbs-up.
“Coast is still clear,” Jude said. “Wish I could see how the field is looking. Too dark.”
“You’ll love it,” Laz said. He was breathing hard, hustling another load to the truck.
Each letter was a whopping twenty yards high—and a full ten yards wide. The view from the home stands would be fantastic.
Kick—drive.
Kick—drive.
This was a workout and a half. Sweat ran down my forehead. Neck. Backbone. I wished I’d thought of leather work gloves. Slick with sweat, I worked harder to keep my grip on the polished oak handles.
“How we doing on time?” It seemed like I’d been at the cutting way too long.
“Five minutes,” Jude said. “Where are we at?”
“Starting the first S.” And I was nearly a full letter ahead of Laz, Tommy, and Carlos now—even though they were pushing hard. “We could have used one more helper here.” Mary could have been rolling while the others hauled—and we’d all be off the field sooner. Too late for that.
“You’re right on schedule, sodbuster,” Jude said. “Just keep it going.”
Kick—drive.
Kick—drive.
I shouldered the sodcutter, moved it five yards, and started the E.
“Car approaching—on school grounds,” Jude said. “Heading right for the truck.”
I crouched and watched. Laz was just crossing the end zone. Instantly he dropped onto his belly and motioned Carlos and Tommy to do the same. The headlights swept across the landscaper’s truck and then swung back—pinning it in place.
Even from this distance I could see Javier shield his eyes—like he’d just woke up. A man dressed in uniform stepped into the headlight beams. Definitely not a cop. Security guard?
The guard walked up to Javier’s window. Javier was motioning with both arms. He spoke perfect English, but Pete figured he wasn’t letting the security guard know that. The guard motioned for Javier to start the truck—and get off the campus. The guard made it clear enough that anybody would have known what he meant—no matter what language they spoke.
The truck engine started, and seconds later Javier lumbered for the entrance.
“Now what?” Laz whispered.
“Hold tight,” I said. “Let’s see what he does.”
The guard walked back to his car—and just sat there. Maybe he wanted to make sure Javier wasn’t coming back. Maybe he was taking a smoke. There was no way to tell.
Finally, the car eased forward, made a tight turn, and crawled down the road from the direction it had come. But the guy would be back. I was sure of it. And we had to be gone before he returned.
“Let’s move.” I kicked the sod-cutter into high gear—literally. My heart was kicking around in my chest every bit as hard as I was booting that cutter. And I was kicking myself pretty hard too. Tomorrow was the big game. I should’ve been in bed.
“What do we do with the sod?”
“There’s a storm sewer,” Jude said. “Right on the edge of the lot. Dump it in there.”
I’d finished the “E” before Laz, Tommy, and Carlos came racing back down the field. 
“One more letter,” I said. “I’m shortening it to LOSER instead of LOSERS.
Tommy glanced back at the parking lot and nodded. “Good idea.” 
The three of them rolled, loaded, and ran for the storm sewer again. I pushed ahead—and finished the “R” before they were back. Immediately I started rolling sod.
“Okay,” Jude said. “Javier is a block away—heading back to the rendezvous spot. Pete—you finished?”
“Yeah, just picking up the sod.”
“Hurry it up—and get out of there.”
He didn’t sound quite as calm as he had earlier.
I helped stack rolls of sod in the wheelbarrows—and the three took off like it was some kind of relay race. I hiked the sod cutter over my shoulder and hustled after them. All the cut sod had been cleared from the letters. There were only six rolls left to haul to the truck—all stacked at the bottom of the “R”. They’d fit in one wheelbarrow easily.
Javier rolled into the lot with his lights off only seconds after we hit the pavement ourselves. We hustled right past the open storm sewer cover to meet the truck. His brakes squeaked loud enough to be heard at McD’s. 
The three of us pitched rolls of sod onto the truck bed even before it came to a complete stop. The lousy cord to the earbuds kept slowing me down, so I yanked the thing free and tapped on the speaker phone mode. 
“I’ll get the last load.” Laz took off for the field while Carlos, Tommy, and I hefted the sod-cutter and other two wheelbarrows on top of the rolls of sod.
“You guys loaded up yet?” Jude said.
“Almost,” I said.
As if on cue, Carlos climbed into the truck. 
Tommy ducked into the cab right behind him. He leaned out the open window. “I got a bad feeling, Pete.”
He wasn’t the only one.
“Security is circling around.” Jude’s voice came through loud and clear. “Get out of there. Pronto!”
Javier locked wide eyes with me for an instant. A dad trying to earn a little extra cash—but needing to protect his son at the same time.
“Go,” I said. Laz was already racing across the track toward the pile of rolled sod. “I can’t leave him.”
Javier hesitated.
“Go—or we’ll all get caught.” 
He nodded—and I think we both knew he wasn’t coming back.
Tommy swung open the passenger door. “Hold on. I’m coming with you, Pete.”
I was already backing away. “Get back to Mary. I got Laz.”
Tommy nodded, and Javier started rolling. His lights were still off, and to his credit, Javier never even tapped the brakes when he turned out the exit. He took the turn and disappeared.
The headlights of the security vehicle arced into the lot even as I sprinted onto the field. Laz had the sod stacked in the wheelbarrow—but must have seen the headlights. He crouched low, frozen.
“Are you out of there?” Jude’s voice came over the speaker phone. I grabbed the phone but didn’t answer. I had to get to Laz.
“Pete and I missed our ride,” Laz said. “I think we’re stuck here.”
Mary wailed. 
I slid down next to Laz and plugged the earphones back in.
The security guard was out of the car again—but this time with his flashlight.
“We can’t have this wheelbarrow sitting here if he checks the field,” I said. We were totally out in the open. “There.” I pointed to the home bleachers. “We’ll wheel it underneath.” 
Without another word, I grabbed the handles and trotted for the stands. I parked it underneath and stretched my sweaty T-shirt to wipe down the grips. 
Even from here it was obvious what the security guard was doing. 
“He’s following our dirt trail across the parking lot,” Laz said. “I think he’s on to us.”
“Laz—are you okay?” Mary’s voice sounded desperate. “We’re going to get you out of there.”
“As soon as security leaves,” Jude said. “Everything’s going to be—”
“Don’t even say it,” Mary said. “You don’t know how this is going to turn out.”
Definitely not according to the plan.
“Uh-oh,” Laz said. “He’s spotted the open storm sewer cover.”
The security guard had his flashlight trained inside the open hole. Instantly he yanked something free from his belt and raised it to his face. Pete didn’t need a tutor to tell him what was going on here.
“He’s calling for reinforcements—or the police,” I said. “We need to make a run for it, Laz—or we’ll get trapped.”
I scanned the area from under the bleachers. “Quickest way off the Camarillo campus is that way.” I pointed across the field where I’d just carved LOSER. Which was pretty much what I was feeling like.
“Across the field. Past the guest bleachers. Across the practice field. Over the fence. We’ll end up on the entrance ramp to 101.”
Laz nodded. “I’ll follow you.”
Following had already gotten him into trouble. He’d followed me into this—and I’d followed Jude. I’d been stupid—and now I’d gotten Laz into this mess, too. I was going to get him out of it. I watched the security guard—waiting for his back to turn.
A siren wailed in the not-too-far distance—but it was impossible to get a fix on where it was coming from.
“We’ve got trouble,” Jude said. “I’m seeing flashing lights down Mission Oaks Boulevard—and Adolfo.”
“There’s a cop on Santa Rosa Boulevard too.” Mary’s voice was higher—and definitely sounded scared. “Heading for the parking lot entrance—right by the field.”
I saw the lights now. We’d be trapped if we didn’t get out—fast. It might already be too late. The security guard had disappeared. “Ready?”
Laz nodded, wide-eyed.
“Stay close.” We slipped out from under the bleachers and ran across the nine-lane track to the sidelines. No sign of the security guard. A police cruiser roared into the parking lot—flashing lights keeping time with the chaotic thoughts in my head.
And then—blinding daylight. The field lights snapped on with enough juice to cause half the Camarillo homes on that power grid to flicker. 
“Hey—stop!” Angry shouts from somewhere behind us.
“Keep running, Laz.”
“Right behind you. Don’t slow up.”
I had no intention to. It was like an extended practice. Drop your head into neutral—and your legs into high gear.
“Split up,” Jude said. “Every man for himself.”
Right now, I was in no mood for Jude’s advice. I ripped the buds from my ears. “We stick together, Laz,” I said. “No matter what.”
We sprinted across the newly decorated field—thanks to the sod-cutter. Across the sidelines, the track lanes again, and around the guest bleachers. Thirty yards later, we passed one of the towering light poles and into the shadows of a dumpy practice field.
An eight-foot cyclone fence stretched across the far end—the only thing separating us from the entrance ramp to 101.
I risked a shoulder-glance back. A mistake, I know, but we were due for a break—and I was hoping this was it.
Not a chance.
The cop had bounced his SUV over the curb at the end of the parking lot and onto the nine-lane track. He was even more insane than I was.
There was enough adrenalin pulsing through me—I could take that fence. Especially hitting it at this speed. The momentum would carry me most of the way. I wasn’t so sure about Laz, though. He was a scrappy underclassman. I still had a head and shoulders over him. 
The police SUV rounded the stands and bounced across the turf.
“How are you at climbing?”
“Not great,” Laz said.
He was honest with me—and now it was my turn to be honest with myself. If I vaulted that fence, Laz was going to get caught. I’d messed up royally—and we were about to be trapped.





Chapter Nine
 
 
 
I shifted to a lower gear, trying to slow up before I hit the fence. I still smacked it hard enough to rattle my fillings. Laz, to his credit, leaped for the fence at the last second—obviously trying to get as much height as he could. He bounced off and slammed to the ground. 
The cop’s headlights had us nailed and he fishtailed to a stop.
“Laz.” I knit my fingers together to form a stirrup. “Boost.” I bent my knees. Arms too.
Immediately Laz was on his feet. The instant his sole was in my palm I catapulted him with every ounce of strength I had left.
Arms flailing, he soared to the top of the fence, grabbed hold, and swung himself over the other side. He landed like a cat on all fours.
“Stop!” One of Camarillo’s finest was out of the car and running my way.
I clawed up that fence like it was the key to my scholarship. It probably was. I dropped down on the other side—facing the fence—and the cop.
The cop pressed into the fence separating us, his fingers reaching through the openings. Brass nametag with Sorensen etched into it. Lean—but not making any move to climb. He smiled. “Now what, Einstein?”
We locked eyes for a moment. The crazy thing? There wasn’t a bit of anger in the cop’s eyes. In fact—it looked more like admiration. Then it hit me. This was a game to him—and he enjoyed it.
“Nowhere to go, boys.” Sorensen tapped his radio. “I radio ahead—and a cruiser picks you up. Or maybe I jump back in my car and get you myself. Either way, it’s over.”
If we stayed on the shoulder, he’d have us in under two minutes flat. Getting to the other side of 101 was our only hope.
“I still have legs,” Laz said. “I won’t slow you up.” He was clearly gauging the traffic.
I was doing the same—and it looked way too heavy to take that chance.
“Whoa, whoa.” The cop held up both hands. “Do not try to cross 101. Promise me.” He backed away from the fence. “It’s not worth it.”
Laz looked at me—obviously ready to follow my lead—even if that meant betting our legs against the traffic.
“Hey,” the cop shouted over noise from 101. “Listen to me.” His hands were still up in the air. “I’m not calling this in. I’ve got to drive all the way back and around. You still want to play cops and robbers—okay. Just stick to the shoulder. No crossing. Deal?”
I looked around for a hidden camera. Did this kind of stuff happen in real life?
“Hey,” Sorensen said. “You have my word. I won’t call in the cavalry. It’ll be just me on this chase.”
The guy looked legit. Too bad we were on opposite sides of the fence, so to speak. In another situation, I think I’d have liked to know him. “O-kay.” 
Sirens rose from the direction of McD’s. Had Jude got himself caught somehow?
“What’s your name?”
I almost laughed. Like I was going to answer that. The sirens were definitely closer. “You stalling me so the others can get here?”
He shook his head. “You’re safe for another few minutes. Catch your breath.”
Was he for real?
“C’mon.” Sorensen said. “Just your first name, then.” 
I hesitated. “Pete.”
He smiled. “Nice run, Pete.” He took a step backward toward his SUV. Then another. “Sure you don’t want to just give it up now?”
I looked at Laz. He shook his head.
“Guess it’s cops and robbers,” I said.
He grinned and continued backing to his car. “Don’t cross 101. Promise?”
I’d just done some serious vandalism—and ran from a police officer. And now I was suddenly going to follow the rules? But something about the guy made me lower my guard a bit. “Promise.”
“Smart choice.” Sorensen took a deep breath. “Ready or not, here I come.”
He climbed back into the SUV, gunned the engine, and fishtailed away from the fence in a shower of dirt and clumps of grass.
“Do we cross?” Laz stared at the road.
The traffic was insane. “Too dangerous,” I said. “And I gave my word.”
Laz grinned. “You’re as crazy as he is.”
We took off at a fast jog along the shoulder. By the sound of the sirens, there were more cops on the Camarillo High School campus—so it made no sense to go back over the fence. 
“We get past the school grounds,” I said, “and find a place to hide until Jude gets here.” But so far I wasn’t seeing any prospects. I popped the buds back in my ears on the run.
“Hey, Jude,” I took a chance we were still connected. 
“We heard everything, Pete,” he said. “Don’t let him catch you.”
“We’re on the shoulder—101 southbound,” Laz said. “Pick us up.”
“Can’t,” Jude said. “Way too many cops crawling around. We’ve got to lie low for a while.”
“You lie anywhere with my sister and I’ll lay you low.” Laz didn’t sound like he was kidding.
“We’re coming to get you,” Mary said. “Let’s go, Jude.”
“I told you,” he said. “We’ve got to wait.”
We were as good as on our own. “Thanks for nothing, Jude.” I disconnected the call and stuffed the earbuds into my pocket. 
Laz did the same. We both picked up the pace to a full run—side-by-side. We couldn’t keep the speed up long—but if we couldn’t find a place to hide, we needed to get some distance. More than Officer Sorensen would guess. That was our only chance—and it wasn’t much.
A horn beeped rapid-fire behind is. Laz looked back. “Headlights on the shoulder, half a block back.”
“Cops?”
Laz checked again. “Don’t think so—but they’re coming fast.”
I looked back. Round headlights—the old type. Dim—obviously from a six-volt setup. “No way.”
I grabbed Laz’s shirt to pull him closer to the ditch as the ’53 pickup barreled up and slowed alongside us. 
“Get in,” Eli shouted through the open window. He kept the truck rolling.
Laz grabbed the handle and tumbled inside. I bowled in after him and slammed the door so hard one of the window cranks popped off.
Eli mashed the accelerator. The flathead-eight roared. He had it back in third gear and onto 101 in seconds. 
“Water bottles on the floor,” Eli said. Just like that.
Laz grabbed one and twisted off the cap. “Best night ever.” He broke out in one of those laughs that leaves you with cramps in your side. As if both of us didn’t already suffer from side-aches.
I was still stuck on Eli’s timing. “How in the world?” 
Eli smiled. “This world had nothing to do with it.”
I guess I knew that. A tremor flashed up my spine.
“Clean getaway, eh?” Eli leaned forward to look past Laz—and right into my eyes. “Where to, gentlemen?”
His eyes locked with mine only for a second. The stupidity of the whole night crashed in on me. And how I’d avoided Eli. Hadn’t wanted his input. And here he was, providing me a total, no-consequences escape. But it was a test. I was sure of it.
A police siren sounded behind us. Laz slunk down low in the seat. I didn’t move. Elbow out the window. Warm wind from the vent blowing the hair away from my face. The police SUV whipped around us. I didn’t have to look to know who was behind the wheel. 
Eli seemed to be watching the SUV pull ahead. “Where to, Pete?”
Oh, yeah. This was a test. Dear God. I had a clean getaway—right in my palm. I stared at my hands for a moment. Filthy with mud. 
And compromise. 
Did I want to be a man of integrity—or a one with a reputation for being a hell-raiser? I already knew what Jude would say.
“Where do you think I should go?”
Eli laughed quietly. “This is your decision. All yours.”
Laz looked from Eli to me and back. “We’re going home, right?”
“If that’s what Pete wants, you’ll be in your bed in thirty minutes.”
Officer Sorensen took the ramp at the next exit. Obviously, he knew we couldn’t have run that far. Either he would double back and see if I’d gone back on my word—or he was giving up the chase altogether. 
Eli raised his arm out the driver’s window, signaling our own exit. “So we circle around and hop back on the northbound ramp then?”
Doggone it. “Follow that police car,” I said.
Laz stared at me. “What?”
“Game’s over, Laz. Guess I’m not quite the Wild-man you thought I was.”
The slightest smile played on Eli’s face. “Pete, Pete, Pete. I love your heart.”
Officer Sorensen didn’t circle back onto 101 northbound. Instead he pulled into an empty office building parking lot and stopped.
I sighed. “Follow him.”
Sorensen’s window was down—his elbow hanging out—just like mine.
“Are we going to get arrested?” Laz looked at Eli, then back.
“Hopefully only me.” My heart was doing wind sprints inside my chest—and it had nothing to do with all the running. “Just stay low. I’m the one who did all the real damage.”
 Eli pulled up alongside the SUV and cut the motor.
Sorensen looked over the instant we stopped. Total surprise—that’s how I’d describe his face. Hey, I was pretty shocked I was there too.
“Officer Sorensen?” I held both arms out my window—wrists together so I’d be easier to cuff. “Nice run.”





Chapter Ten
 
 
 
An hour later Eli and I dropped Laz off at his place. Martha was waiting there on the driveway—and pretty much wringing her hands. Mary was way beyond that. She wanted to wring Jude’s neck. 
The mastermind of the Camarillo High fiasco had gone home. Not that he wanted to, but Mary didn’t want Jude around any longer than absolutely necessary. The way I heard it, she made him drop her at the curb.
Eli, Laz, and I piled out of the pickup. Laz did the recap of the evening. Martha listened, but she kept glancing my way. Something was different in the way she looked at me—especially when Laz told about my boosting him over the fence—and my decision to turn myself in. Then her gaze shifted to Eli.
“Turns out Officer Sorensen is a Kennedy High alum,” Laz said. “He played ball, too. The cop hated the Scorpions with a passion.”
“So…he just let you two off?” Martha shook her head. “Without even taking you in?”
“Yeah,” Laz said. “Can you believe it?”
Martha smiled. “When Eli gets involved, I’m beginning to believe just about anything can happen.”
Mary hung on every word of our story—and filled in a few blanks for us. The minute the cops closed in on Camarillo High, Jude maneuvered his drone back to earth and safely tucked it in the back of his mom’s Escalade. Over and over she’d urged him to find us and pick us up. But he insisted they wait it out—that the chances of getting caught were too high. After we broke off phone communication, he figured the best thing to do was to go home, insisting ‘Pete will figure something out.’”
“I think Pete figured a lot of things out tonight,” Eli said.
I believed Eli was right. The moment we got back in the truck I looked at Eli. “Do you know how good it feels to tell the truth?”
He laughed. I guess he would know how that felt.
We backed out of the Lopez driveway and headed down the block. 
“Where to?” Eli glanced my way. “Ready to go home?”
It was after one o’clock—and I’d monopolized enough of his time. Eli couldn’t have stuck his neck out any farther for me it he’d been a giraffe. “You gotta get some rest, Eli.”
“That’s not what I asked,” Eli said. “If I take you home right now…what are the chances you’ll actually sleep?”
I held my finger and thumb close enough to slip a gum wrapper between them, but not a whole lot more. “About this much.” It felt like I’d downed a couple of fully-amped longboards from Surfer Joe’s.
“Then let’s take a drive,” he said. “I want to show you something.”
He steered the F100 through downtown Ventura and up Main Street. He turned onto Aliso Lane and found a spot to pull up to the curb—right across from Cemetery Memorial Park. We climbed a couple sets of stairs bordered by fieldstone walls. Eli kicked off his sandals before stepping onto the freshly mowed turf.
I smiled. “Sacred ground, eh?”
“Exactly.” He sounded serious.
I unlaced my shoes, set them beside his sandals, and followed.
“Watch the marker there.” Eli pointed to a plaque mounted flush to the ground. I didn’t even notice at first, but he moved around the park like it was the back room of the Surf Shop.
“Over three-thousand souls buried here,” Eli said. “Pioneers. Early settlers. Veterans from the Mexican-American War, Civil War, Indian Wars, Spanish-American War. Even World War I.”
“Where are the headstones?”
“Except for a handful of monuments? Gone.” Eli sighed. “Back in the 1960’s city leaders ripped out the grave markers and turned this into a park. Some five-hundred headstones were hauled to a golf course and broken up so they could be used for a levee.”
“Doesn’t sound right,” I said. “Just forgetting people like that?”
“None of them are forgotten.” He scanned the grounds, which looked like they could hold five football fields. “God knows each one. Who they are. How they chose to live the life they were gifted with.”
“So,” I said, “this is where you go when you drop off the grid?”
He gave me a half-smile. “Sometimes. It’s a great place to talk. And listen.”
I had a sense that tonight I was the one who needed to do the listening. Not exactly my strong suit.
Without a word Eli walked to the side of the park bordering Main. 
From here I could see the bay. Even Ventura Pier. The silence was killing me. “We can see most of the city from here.”
“A lot farther than that,” he said. He stood there, looking out over the bay like he could see the entire world from that spot.
“You never did finish that story,” I said. “About the surfer…trying to get an edge on the competition?”
He nodded.
“You left off where his buddy wanted to prank some of the other surfers the night before the competition.”
“They banged on the doors of two of the top surfers—and ran,” Eli said. “The idea was to wake them up—or keep them awake. Ten minutes later, they did it again.”
“So what happened?”
“Turns out,” Eli said, “they targeted the wrong rooms—but didn’t find out until later.”
“So,” I said, “the only tired surfer going into the competition?”
“Was him,” Eli said.
And here I was, going into the huge game tomorrow—still burning the midnight oil. 
“He thought he was doing the best thing for his future—when in reality he was doing the worst.” Eli stared out toward Ventura Pier. “Ever think you’re banging on the wrong doors?”
I wasn’t sure I was following him.
“You’re trying so hard to make this scholarship happen,” Eli said. “I get that. So many people think they need to get into the right school, so they get the right education, so they land the right job, so they make the big bucks. They think it will lead to happiness. To a good life.”
Which pretty much summed up the thinking of most seniors I knew.
“But that isn’t the way to find true happiness,” Eli said. “So many people are making their own plans.” He looked right at me. “Have you ever thought about what God has planned for you?”
All I’d been thinking about was playing ball. “You think God has a plan for me?”
“There was a dad of three sons,” Eli said. “He wanted to teach them truth about life—so he took them to a stock car race.”
“A stock car race?”
“Just a local one. Not NASCAR or anything. When they got to the race, they did what guys do at those things.”
“Pick a car to pull for,” I said, “and hope to see some cars trade paint.”
“Exactly,” Eli said. “And afterward, on the way home, that dad asked his sons to describe what they’d seen. To boil it all down to a sentence or two. You know what they said?”
I shrugged.
“A bunch of guys going around in circles—trying to get ahead of one another. And almost every one of them ending up right where they started. With nothing.”
I looked at Eli’s face…practically glowing in the moonlight.
“That dad explained to his sons that the stock car race is just like life,” Eli said. “A picture of how most men live their entire lives. Going in circles. Trying to get ahead of each other. But ending up like most buried here. With nothing.”
Lights sparkled along the shore. At that moment, the world seemed a lot bigger than my life at Kennedy High. “So what do you think God wants me to be?”
“A warrior,” he whispered.
Something in me stirred. 
“If you go the way of the world, Pete, get ready for the oval track—because that’s life. You’ll fight yourself. You’ll fight others. You’ll fight God himself. But if you go with God…he’ll take you on a journey—and you won’t be going around in circles. You’ll be his warrior, taking hearts captive for him.”
A warrior. I stared at Ventura Pier in the distance. I thought about that conversation with Jude—and how important that scholarship had seemed to me. How I’d felt I needed to make it happen.
“I’m not dissing your love of football, Pete. God can use it—and he will. But there’s more. If you want it.”
I’d never been big on looking too far down the road. But isn’t that how I got myself messed up tonight?
“Life is more than football, Pete. Or it can be. I know you want to play ball in college. But don’t forget to consider what you need—deep down, okay?”
I nodded.
He started back for the entrance. “Now let’s get you home.” He looked at me and smiled. “I’ve got a feeling you’re going to really tear up the turf tomorrow—but in a good way this time.”







Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
The next morning Kennedy High was buzzing about what had happened at Camarillo. I have no idea how word gets around that fast, but it blazed through Kennedy like wildfire. I’m better at reading body language on the field, but from what I saw in the hallways, students were proud to think a fellow classmate did the deed.
It was game day—which meant I wore my Jersey—so it was hard not to stand out in the hallways. But I kept my eyes on the ground most of the time. I saw Tommy doing the same thing. 
Halfway through first period, Principal Rossini made an announcement about being disappointed to think a Kennedy student might be involved.
I pictured his face—the way he dipped his chin and looked over his glasses. I’d disappointed him plenty of times in the past.
Rossini asked for the person or persons responsible to turn themselves in so they could get this all straightened out. I stared at my desk—and did my best to keep from laughing. The way I saw it, I’d already turned myself in to Officer Sorensen—and he’d handed me the get out of jail free card. I wasn’t about to give it back.
The one I really hated disappointing? Maggie. I kind of avoided her all day. It killed me to think how everything between us might change. Like our tutoring lessons. I spotted her halfway down the hall just after lunch—deep in conversation with Eli. I hoped she’d turn my way and smile—so I’d know we were good. I don’t think she saw me—but she was wearing her Butkus jersey. I figured that was a good sign. 
I didn’t get the chance to talk to Jude all day—not that I wanted to. Every time I saw him, a group was huddled around—listening with jealous looks on their faces. He’d point up and move his hands like he was operating an invisible controller for the drone. So much for all his talk of keeping our stunt a secret. For me, watching him was just one more in a whole string of lessons learned.
Tommy pulled me aside just before last period. He still felt bad about taking the ride in truck—and leaving me and Laz behind. “Never again,” he said. He meant it, too.
If Coach suspected someone on the team messed up the Camarillo field, he never let on. He barked and grumbled before we got on the bus like something was eating at him, though. Even Phil seemed on edge. He kept throwing an imaginary football like he was seeing the game play out in front of him. His face looked spooked—like the passes weren’t getting to Tommy.
What if Officer Sorensen changed his mind? What if police were already at Camarillo—waiting to escort me off the bus and into a paddy wagon?
Coach made sure the magic bench got placed in the bus aisle after we all filed on. He seemed a little better once the bench was on board, but it didn’t do a thing for me. My leg was doing that bounce thing. Maybe it was the idea of the scout at the game—or going back to the scene of the crime. All I wanted to do was get on the field—and hit.
Tommy slid in next to me—smiling like he’d just taken the ball into the end zone.
I stared at him for a moment. “Why the sudden change of mood?”
He whipped out his phone and scrolled through the texts. “Nicole just sent me this.”
A picture of Tommy in his Rockets jersey—with wings photoshopped on his shoulders. Why he would show anybody that stupid picture—I have no idea. “Are you supposed to be cupid or something?”
Tommy laughed. “Read the text, idiot.”
Sending you a set of wings. I hope you fly in this game.
He grinned like he forgot all about what we’d done at the field—and who might be waiting for us there. “I actually feel lighter,” he said.
“You’re lightheaded,” I said. “Better get your head out of the clouds.”
He closed his eyes—off in his own world. I stared out the window, running through every Scorpion play I’d studied. I was ready.
The moment we pulled into Camarillo’s parking lot I spotted two police cruisers. But there were always cops at games. Nothing seemed unusual. I elbowed Tommy—just in case.
“Listen up.” Coach stood next to the driver. “I want to see your ‘A’ game today. Got it?”
The entire bus erupted in cheers.
“Okay boys,” he said. “Bring the magic.”
I wasn’t sure he was talking about our skill on the field—or the bench. 
When the team filed off the bus, Maggie was there. She slipped her arm in mine and walked me to the field.
“Hey, I’m really sorry for being a total jerk yesterday,” I said. “I was so wrong—and I messed things up good.”
She pressed a finger up against my lips. “Enough talk.”
I nodded. “I know…and I’m ready to listen.”
“I think you already did, Pete.” She smiled. “We’re good. And we’ll catch up later. Now go win yourself a scholarship.”
My plans exactly.
Jude caught me as we crossed the nine-lane track surrounding the field. “How do you spell loser, loser?”
What was that all about? I motioned for him to keep his voice down. “L-o-o-s-e-r.”
He shook his head. “That’s looser. Look what you’ve done.” Jude pointed at handmade posters and signs hanging from the bleachers. Held by students. All of them with the same two words.
Stay LOOSER. 
A giant banner stretched along the fence. Hang TIGHTER and Stay LOOSER Camarillo Scorpions.
“They’ve turned your little message into a new school slogan.” Jude shook his head. “You’re a total idiot, you know that?”
I did, actually. And since he’d been telling everyone about how he’d orchestrated the whole thing, I figured that nasty “idiot” image was on him too. Jude turned and disappeared into the tide of students flowing into the stands. He didn’t have a crowd of worshippers following him anymore.
It was obvious Camarillo had somebody come and fill in the letters with black dirt so the field could still be used. That only made the message more readable than ever.
The stands were packed—and the Camarillo crowd didn’t look one bit intimidated by my message. There was a record turnout for the guest bleachers too. Camarillo had even set a couple hundred chairs on the track in front of the stands. Still, a lot of people were standing around. Officer Sorensen was one of them. He gave me a nod with just the slightest smile. I scanned the bleachers—up at the top—looking for the scout. Obviously, I had no idea what he looked like. And for all I knew, he might have been in the announcer’s booth. It was big enough.
I spotted Maggie in the guest bleachers, sitting with Amber and Heather. Savannah sat there with her Seaside Restaurant uniform on—like she came right from work. Eli and Laz were there, too. Even Nick and Clive from Surfer Joe’s. All of them waving like they were trying to get my attention. 
I raised my helmet, but didn’t wave back. That isn’t something big, tough players are supposed to do. What if the scout thought I was waving to my mom or something? Not quite the hell-raiser image he might be hoping for.
Maggie held up a sign that looked like she’d made it from a scrap of cardboard she’d found. Don’t hold back, Petey! Let it all LOOSE!
This time I pumped my fist in the air. Petey was definitely going to be uncaged. 





Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
I wish I could tell you that we stomped those Scorpions into the fresh dirt on their home field. That didn’t happen. Not that I didn’t have a good game—because I did. Three sacks. And more than enough other play-stoppers to raise the eyebrows of any scout. Our defense didn’t give away so much as a field goal on the scoreboard. All those hours studying the films paid off. It was like I knew just where the ball was going to be—and I was already there to stop it. 
But our offense was off. Phil got tagged good on the Scorpion’s twenty-eight yard line early in the first quarter. Even from the magic bench I could see he looked totally rattled. He wasn’t exactly firing off rockets after that. Phil’s arm turned to Jell-o—and every pass wobbled. 
Phil threw two interceptions in the first half—and one of them turned into a sixty-five yard dash for a TD. I thought Camarillo’s home stands would collapse with all the people on their feet, jumping like their shoes were on fire. This wasn’t Phil’s “A” game for sure. I’m not sure where it would fall in the alphabet, but definitely nowhere near “A.”
Tommy didn’t make a single catch that resulted in any yardage—but it was no fault of his own. He needed those wings—or a bigger wingspread. Phil never got the ball within two feet of Tommy’s fingertips.
Anybody who doesn’t believe the QB sets the tone for the entire offense would change their tune after watching this game. Our whole offense was off. Tommy rolled his ankle just before the half—and the way I saw it—he got tripped up on the “L” from my field-graffiti. It figures, right? They taped his ankle up tight and iced it good, but he still didn’t play the entire second half. 
Coach benched Phil late in the third—like he thought some of the bench’s magic might rub off on him. That bench may have kept Tommy and I alive when Spider took potshots at us, but it didn’t help Phil dodge a bullet. When Coach put him back on the field the Scorpion defense buried him.
The Scorpions scored a TD on a kickoff return early in the fourth—and you’re beginning to get the picture. Fourteen—zip. I couldn’t even look at the scoreboard afterward.
The Scorpions even had a special award for the game. Not an MVP…but an MLP. You’ve already guessed… Most Loose Player. They were playing up this loose thing way too much.
The Rockets dragged off the field while the Scorpions looked like they were ready to go into orbit.
After I hit the shower, Eli was waiting outside the locker room. Maggie, Laz, Mary, and even Martha were there. Jude strolled up, but kept his distance. Martha and Mary didn’t seem to notice him.
Laz pushed his way to the front of the pack. “Did you talk to the scout?”
“Didn’t even see him.” Maybe he didn’t show.
“How about Officer Sorensen,” Eli said. “Did you see him?”
“Before the game. Yeah.”
Eli took a folded note from his pocket. “He caught me afterward. Told me to give you this.”
My stomach tightened. Did he change his mind? Was I going to get arrested? 
“Read it,” Maggie said. “Aloud.” She was smiling…which was kind of weird.
“Maybe I’ll read it later.” I had a sick feeling about this.
She snatched the note from my hand, unfolded it, and started reading.
Hey Pete,


Nice game. Nothing wrong with that defense. Wanted to tell you in person before you got back on the bus, but my bro-in-law was at the game, and I had to catch him before he took off. He’s a scout, did I mention that?
“Wait, what?” I was dead. “Then Sorensen told him everything…there’s no way—”
“I thought you said you were ready to listen,” Maggie said. She held up the letter again. 
“He wanted the inside scoop on the recent ‘landscaping’ to the field. I told him about your run—and how you ended it. His words to me? “A guy with that kind of integrity is rare. We could use more guys like him. There’s a lot of weasely players out there…but this guy sounds like a warrior.”
Warrior? I looked directly at Eli. He shrugged, palms up.
Maggie went back to the note. “I don’t know where it goes from here, but you made a good impression. Again, nicely run, Pete. Officer K. Sorensen.”
Jude smiled. “Stick with me, Pete. I told you this would help your reputation.”
Martha, Mary, and Laz swarmed him and pushed him back. “Get out of here Judas,” Mary said. “We have had enough of your mouth.”
Jude laughed—like he was enjoying the attention. He raised his hands and didn’t resist them. “It’s tough to have fans!” They kept driving him back until they disappeared around the corner.
Maggie folded the note and handed it to me. “Think you’ll get the scholarship?”
“Only God knows.” I glanced at Eli. “I’m just taking the journey with him—and we’ll see where he leads.”
“Oooh.” Eli nodded. “I like that answer.”
“Me too,” Maggie said. She stepped in between Eli and me, slipping her arms through ours so the three of us were locked at the elbows. “Let’s go somewhere.”
“Where?” I don’t even know why I asked—because it really didn’t matter. I just wanted to go.
“How about a hair salon, for starters,” Maggie said. “We could donate your hair to Locks of Love. I really don’t think you ever needed that mane to get a scholarship.”
If she had a pair of scissors I’d have asked her to cut that mane of mine off above the ears—scholarship or no scholarship. Maybe I had softened a bit. But in good ways. The drive for a football scholarship definitely had lost some of its steam. What I really wanted? To go wherever Eli was headed. Maybe the three of us could go to college together.
“Personally, I think you have that scholarship in the bag.” She walked us down the hall toward the parking lot. “But just in case, I think we’d better keep up with the tutoring. And we’re going to spend a little extra time with spelling.”
“Me? I’m a great speller.” I pretended to be offended—only to hide how happy her suggestion made me.
“Spell integrity,” she said.
“I-n-t—”
Maggie imitated a buzzer noise. “Wrong. Try the word character.”
“C—”
“Wrong again.” 
“Wait a sec,” I said. 
Maggie waved me off. “Eli, how do you spell integrity?”
Eli laughed like he knew exactly what Maggie was doing. “Same way I spell warrior. P-e-t-e.”
“Very good, Eli,” Maggie said. “Maybe I’ll let you tutor Petey a bit too.”
I slung my arms around their shoulders. “I like that idea.” And the truth? I gave Eli an extra squeeze. He already was.
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