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Chapter OneChapter One

Ricky loved football as much as he hated homework.

"Who cares about homework, Grandma? I'm not gonna need
school when I become a pro football player," Ricky said. He tossed
his English notebook against his bedroom wall.

"I care, Ricky," Grandma Braun said, blowing on her glasses to
clean them. "Someday football might not be an option anymore.
Something might happen so you can't play. You need your
education. Pick up your notebook. That's no way to act."

Ricky retrieved the notebook he had thrown. "Fine. I'll do my
homework, but I gotta go to my game soon," he said. He sat at his
desk to try to write a book report about a book he did not read.



He worked on it until it was time to go.

As Grandma Braun drove to the field, she gazed at Ricky for a
long time. It seemed like she did not blink. Ricky tried to ignore her
by looking out the passenger-side window.

Her brown eyes remained on Ricky. "I only want the best for you,
honey."

To her, it seemed like Ricky had grown up so fast. One moment
he was a baby in her arms, and the next moment he was a junior
in high school. Ricky's grandparents raised him since the day he
was born. Ricky's dad went to prison a month before he was born.
They did not have contact with each other. His mother was
invisible. She gave birth to Ricky and never wanted to see him
again. When he was ten, his granddad died of a heart attack. Since
then, Ricky and his grandma lived by themselves in an apartment



in Wellsport.

"I'm not saying you can't be a superstar football player. You are
fantastic. You need to remember that your education is also
important. I don't want you to forget that," Grandma Braun said.

When they got to the field, Ricky slammed his door. His cleats
clicked against the gravel as he walked to the trunk of the car. He
grabbed his equipment - a helmet and shoulder pads - from the
trunk. The trunk hatch made a loud thud as he closed it.

Ricky frowned. "See ya later," he said.

"By the way you are looking at me, you appear to be upset,"
Grandma Braun said. "That look better be erased from your face
after the game."



Chapter TwoChapter Two

When he got to the field, Ricky's frown disappeared. Football did
that for Ricky. It was the only thing that did. He was excited to
learn everything about the sport. In math class, it was a lot more
fun to daydream about football games than to think about
multiplication problems.

Ricky liked football because he was really good. He was the most
talented running back on the team. He had been playing since he
was eight, and he was used to being the best.

Ricky was the fastest and strongest player on his team. Last
season, he used bursts of speed to run past the defenders. He
also used his strength to run over them. He scored eighteen
touchdowns in only six games. He also had five fumbles, but he
preferred not to talk about those.



Last season, his team had three wins and three losses. They
missed making the playoffs by one game. Ricky's fumble in the last
game cost his team the win. He was careful not to think about
that, though. Ricky chose to remember the four touchdowns he'd
had.

This was going to be Ricky's best year yet. He knew highly
respected colleges were going to watch him. Ricky trained all
spring and summer to get ready for football season. He devoted
all of his time and energy to football. He did not do much else.

Ricky's main goal for the upcoming season was to impress the
scouts. He wanted to score at least twenty touchdowns. It did not
matter to him if his team, the Wellsport Warriors, won or lost.

At practice, leading up to the first game, Ricky was unstoppable.

He looked smooth running the ball. Sometimes, he jogged, then
suddenly changed speeds to run by the defense. On other plays,
he made defenders miss and kept his balance to stay in bounds.
Every time he showed his talent, his teammates shouted, "Nice
run! Good job! You're the man!"



Sometimes Ricky's teammates put up their hands for high-fives,
but he mostly just ignored them.

One time, he ran past them to the bench for a drink of water. His
long touchdown run made him thirsty. Ricky sat on the right end
of the bench, away from his peers. The rest of his team huddled
near each other on the opposite end.

Coach Daniels, who had a whistle around his neck and wore a
visor to shield the sun from his eyes, walked over to Ricky. "You
should be very proud of your achievements. You did things today
I've never seen anyone else do." Ricky nodded as if he were
listening to his coach. He was not.

It was going to take something drastic to happen to change
Ricky's attitude.



Chapter 3Chapter 3

"My leg! I broke my leg," Ricky howled. He rolled around on the
field.

His teammates were stunned. They did not know what to do.
The coaches ran to Ricky. His brown cheeks were soaked with
tears from the intense pain. They examined his injured leg.
Everyone heard the snapping noise. They knew he was hurt badly.

Grandma Braun ran to the field from the quiet, surprised crowd.
"Oh my goodness. How bad is it?" she asked Coach Daniels.

"It's terrible," he said. "He broke his leg. He is suffering right now.
He needs to go to the hospital."



Ricky's coaches and teammates helped him to his feet. He could
not walk, so the coaches carried him to Grandma Braun's car. As
they carried him, they were careful not to bump his leg. He was in
a lot of pain.

They carefully placed Ricky in the back seat, so he could stretch
out his leg. It hurt too much to touch or to bend.

Grandma drove swiftly to the hospital. She sped the whole way
because of Ricky's serious injury.

At the hospital, they met Doctor Jones. She took Ricky to get an
x-ray.

The doctor looked at the film. "Ricky, you have a broken tibia,"
she said. "That is another name for your shin. The front part of
your lower leg."

"It is all my team's fault. They didn't block for me. I have a
broken shin because of them," Ricky said.

Grandma disagreed with Ricky. She asked the doctor to leave for
a few minutes. When they were alone, Grandma said, "You are
wrong, Ricky. You only have yourself to blame."

She explained to Ricky that it was his fault he got hurt. His bad
attitude made the other Warriors angry. They were offended that
Ricky said he could beat the Dragons by himself. They did not
block as well as they normally did.

Doctor Jones returned to the room. She came back to explain
what happened to Ricky's leg. "It seems like when you got tackled,
there was too much pressure on your leg. That is how your leg



became fractured."

The doctor said Ricky's leg was going to be in a cast for at least
two months.

Ricky didn't understand. "But when will I be able to play football
again?" he asked.

"You will not be able to play again this season," Doctor Jones
said. "I am very sorry, Ricky."



Ricky could not believe what he was hearing. "But, I need to
play," he said.

"You will be in a cast and on crutches. There is no way you can
play this season," Doctor Jones said.

All Ricky cared about was football. His heart sunk.



Chapter FourChapter Four

"Welcome to Dundee Field," the announcer's voice echoed.
"Today's game is the Yorkdale Dragons versus the Wellsport
Warriors." The spectators, family and friends of both teams, were
ready to watch the game.

The Dragons won the coin toss and decided to receive the ball.
Wellport's kicker, Eric Gonzalez, booted the ball to Yorkdale's kick
returner. Yorkdale made a solid wall to block the Warriors. The
returner made two players miss, then he galloped like a horse in
the open field. He was not touched by the time he reached the
endzone. He easily scored a touchdown. The Dragons made the
extra point to take a 7-0 lead.

"Just wait until I get the ball," Ricky said, under his breath. He did
not care that the Dragons were winning. He did not care if the
Warriors won or lost. As long as he scored a few touchdowns, he
was happy.

When Wellsport had the ball, they marched straight down the
field. The team relied on Ricky. They gave him the ball three times
in a row before he scored a touchdown.



He was thrilled with himself. He danced alone in the end zone.
"Ha! Yeah! Look at me. I'm gonna be famous someday. You're
gonna know the name Ricky Braun," he said, pointing at himself.

The referee, a man with gray hair, blew his whistle and threw a
bright-yellow penalty flag. Ricky had broken the rules by boasting
about himself. The penalty did not prevent Ricky's selfishness. He
scored two more times in the first half. He still boasted and
bragged each time he scored.

At halftime, Coach Daniels and Ricky's teammates were upset
that he kept breaking the rules.

Dashawn Berry, Wellsport's quarterback, pulled Ricky aside.
"Man, you have to stop doing that. You are so valuable to our
team. You have scored all of our points, but you are hurting our
defense," he said.

Dashawn was right. The Warriors were ahead 21-7 because of
Ricky's talent.



However, each penalty gave the Dragons a better chance to
score.

Coach Daniels called Ricky over. He said, "Remember you are
part of a team. Be smart out there, buddy." Wellsport got the ball
to start the second half.

The coaches began calling plays for other players. Dashawn
threw the ball to Marcus Swan on first down for a sixteen-yard
gain.

Next, Jerome Davis, the full back, got the ball three times in a
row. The Dragons prevented him from getting a first down. The
Warriors had to punt.

Ricky did not understand. He was used to getting the ball on
almost every play. "Coach, why didn't you give me the ball? I can
score every time I have my hands on it," he said.



"I know you can, Ricky. But there are other players on the team.
They also deserve a chance to play. They have put their time and
sweat into practicing, too. They have worked really hard."

His peers heard the entire conversation. They were getting fed
up with Ricky's attitude.

"I don't need those fools," he said. He pointed his finger at his
team. "I can beat the Dragons with no help. I can beat them
alone."

His whole team stayed silent. They shook their heads in
disagreement. They knew he was wrong.

The next time the Warriors got the ball, the coach called a play
for Ricky. He took a pitch from Dashawn and broke one tackle. A
player for Yorkdale finally brought Ricky to the ground.



A snapping sound, like a tree branch in a windstorm, echoed
through the stadium.

No one said a word. Everyone was silent.

Everyone except for Ricky.



Chapter FiveChapter Five

Ricky and Grandma Braun had an important talk at dinner the
next evening.

"I'm not going to practice anymore," Ricky said, scooping
mashed potatoes in his mouth.

Grandma sliced the meatloaf she made. She put a chunk on
Ricky's plate. "Why not?" she said.

"It doesn't make sense for me to go. It's not like I can play," he
said.

He tapped his hard cast and pointed at the crutches leaning
against the wall. He looked down at his plate. He pushed his peas
with his fork to avoid eye contact with Grandma Braun.

"Well, I am sorry you feel that way," she said. She took a deep
breath. "Are you sure you don't want to watch your team practice



tomorrow?"

Ricky thought for a moment. He surveyed her kind face. The
wrinkles on her mocha-colored skin were well earned. So were the
swirls of white and gray on her head. Her hair looked like fresh
snow piled on stones.

"My leg is too sore," he said. It was true. His leg ached. It was the
worst injury Ricky ever had. Even so, he could have watched his
team practice. He did not want to watch his team have fun without
him. He was being selfish again.

Grandma Braun let out a sigh. "You need to go watch your
teammates," she said.

Ricky crossed his arms. "Ugh. Why? It's not fair."

Grandma looked across the round dining room table to see
Ricky's body language. For a moment, she wondered where she
went wrong raising him. She tried to figure out when he started to
act that way. Grandma decided that she did not fail. Ricky was
simply acting like a teenager.

"You are right, honey. It isn't fair. It isn't fair to anyone. Not your
team or coach. Not to me. Not even to yourself," she said.



"But Grandma," Ricky started to say.

"No buts. I didn't raise you to be an uncaring brat. You are better
than this. You need to cut out this 'me-first' mentality you have,"
she said.

Ricky huffed. He turned his head toward the television. He glared
at Grandma Braun out of the corner of his eye. Grandma picked
up her plate from the table. She walked toward the kitchen, then
paused. "You can ignore me all you want. Someday I won't be
around anymore. You need to know that your actions are a
reflection of the people around you. When people see you acting
selfishly, they think it's my fault. When people see you dancing like
a fool after a touchdown, they think it's my fault or the coach's
fault. We all know who really is to blame."

Ricky knew it was his fault. But he was too proud to admit it.



Chapter SixChapter Six

Much to his dismay, Ricky went to practice the whole week. He
told Grandma Braun he would go. He never told her he would
enjoy it.

He sulked on the sideline for the entire practice. His teammates
did tackling drills and practiced plays. He sat on the bench
deciding what animals the clouds looked like. Sometimes he would
see how often he could catch his crutches before they hit the
ground. His record was forty-one.

 
Ricky thought distracting himself was better than watching his

team play without him. He did not wish to see his replacement,
Keith Harris, take his spot.

 
If Ricky was paying attention, he would have noticed Keith had

improved from last season. Through hard work and listening to his
coaches, Keith had become a fine replacement for Ricky.

 

The Warriors entered their second game without their star
player. Ricky expected that the Newcastle Knights would dominate
the Warriors. He thought that the Warriors would not score any
points without him.



As it turned out, Wellsport played better without Ricky. Without
Ricky's careless fumbles or selfish penalties, the Warriors
dominated Newcastle. They played as a team and won 35-0.

So, as a team, the Warriors celebrated on the field.

"Yeah! We did it!" Dashawn said. "Can you believe how well we
did, man?"

Ricky politely smiled and gently slapped Dashawn'shelmet.
"Yeah, it's great," he said. But Ricky thought to himself. It's a fluke.
There's no way they can keep playing this well without me.

Dashawn grinned back at Ricky. "Wasn't Keith great? Those two
TD's? The offensive line was awesome today. They blocked really
well for him."

 
Ricky bit his tongue. "Yeah, they were great," he said. He really

thought: "I'm a better running back. The offensive line is the
reason why my leg was broken."

 
His team had won, but Ricky felt like he had lost.



Chapter SevenChapter Seven

At school on Monday, Ricky felt even more like a loser. His lack of
interest in school caught up with him.

As usual, Ricky did not pay attention to anything his history
teacher said. Ricky focused more on the ticking black hands of the
clock. To Ricky, it seemed like he had been in first period for three
hours.

Ricky tapped his broken pencil tip against his desk waiting for
the bell to ring. Finally, the harsh metallic clang signaled the end of
class. The bell rattled awake two students in the back of the room.
Other students tried to leave the room before Mr. Trout
remembered to assign homework. Mr. Trout walked past a
student with her hand raised. He called to Ricky. "Wait. I need to
speak to you, please," he said. Ricky secretly kicked himself for not
leaving fast enough. Stupid crutches, he thought.



"Yes, Mr. Trout?"

"What do you think your grade is right now?" Mr. Trout rested
his index finger on his chin waiting for Ricky's answer.

"Um. I don't know. Why?" Ricky had been in the same position
many times in previous school years. He expected Mr. Trout to
yell at him.

"You are failing," he said. He walked a few steps toward Ricky.
Ricky knew the yelling was going to start. Mr. Trout walked over to
a wooden desk, which was attached to a blue chair. The chair's
metal legs squeaked against the tile floor as he moved it closer to
Ricky. "How can I help you?"

Ricky was confused. "What do you mean?" he said.

He looked Ricky in the eyes. "I know you can be a better student.
How can we get you to where you want to be?" he said.

Ricky broke eye contact with Mr. Trout. "I'm where I want to be,"
he said.

Mr. Trout shook his head. "No way, Ricky. I do not believe that
for a second. I have seen the competitor in you on the football
field. I know you are a fighter."

Ricky disagreed with his teacher. "I like playing football. I don't
like school. There's a big difference," he said.



Mr. Trout nodded. "I understand why you think that, but I am
talking about effort. I am talking about how hard you try at
something."

Ricky chuckled. "Why would I want to try at school? It's boring."

"We are only three weeks into school. This is a clean slate. A new
chance for you to be successful at school. Look, you are in a cast.
You are done playing football this year. Now, you can bring that
same effort to school every day," Mr. Trout said.

Ricky sighed and hung his head. "I'm too dumb, Mr. Trout. I can't
do this stuff."

 

"I promise that you can. I am here to help you do it. If you want
to play football at a good college, you need to get your grades up,"
he said.

Ricky stared blankly at Mr. Trout. "I do? I thought I could get a
football scholarship," he said.



"Football talent is part of it. You also have to have a certain
grade point average to get accepted."

Ricky did not fully believe Mr. Trout. He was skeptical.

"Let's do this: Get all of your missing work today. Then, we will
meet here after school. We will work on getting you caught up."

"Really? You want to help me?" he said, raising his right eyebrow.

"I am positive. I want to help all of my students succeed. Ricky, I
know you are smart enough to do this. We just need to get you to
believe in yourself."

Ricky was an interesting young man. On the football field he
thought he was the best. In the classroom, he thought he was the
worst.



Chapter EightChapter Eight

That week, Ricky's life was full of choices. They were choices that
ended up defining his character. For one, Ricky decided to accept
Mr. Trout's help. After school, Ricky brought his homework to Mr.
Trout's classroom. Mr. Trout graded papers as Ricky did his
homework. If Ricky had a question, Mr. Trout would help him
figure out the answer. It was important to Mr. Trout that Ricky
thought of the answer himself.

By the end of the week, Ricky had caught up on all of his missing
assignments.

 
But a new problem surfaced at school that week. Other kids at

school teased Ricky about the football team winning without him.
 

A girl with braces named Tanya, who used to like Ricky, laughed
at him. "They didn't need you," she said.

John, a boy who quit the basketball team last year, said, "You're
just a benchwarmer. You're riding the pine. You're a nobody."



Ricky was not used to being bullied. He was used to being an
untouchable superstar. He was used to people building him up,
not tearing him down. The words of Tanya and John had the sting
of a thousand hornets. Their words were harsh, but Ricky
wondered if they were true.

For most of Ricky's life, he did not feel accepted. He thought his
mother did not want him. He thought his father chose a life of
crime over him. The truth was, he loved football because it made
people more accepting of him. He was so selfish on the field
because he was clinging desperately to the one place where he
felt like he belonged.

In one snap of the leg, all of the acceptance vanished. What was
he to do?

He thought about the possibilities all day. Ricky made up his
mind. After school, he swung his way through the locker room and
to Coach Daniels' office. "We need to talk," Ricky said.

Coach Daniels sat at an oak desk writing on a clipboard. "Sure.
Take a seat." The coach gestured toward an open chair across



from the desk. "What's up, Ricky?"

Ricky rested his crutches against the brick wall. He hobbled over
to the chair Coach Daniels offered him and sat.

Ricky looked down at the tan, square floor tiles. He folded his
arms tightly and slouched in the chair. "I'm tired of this junk, " he
said, curling his upper lip.

"Ricky, what do you mean?" Coach Daniels said.

Ricky mustered the courage to tell his coach what he thought. "I
quit. You don't need me. Nobody needs me. You win without me,
anyway. Kids make fun of me now for not playing. I don't need
this," he said.

The coach's face turned red, then he snapped the clipboard in
half. "In my twelve years of coaching, I haven't seen a player as
talented or as selfish as you, Ricky Braun." Tears welled up in the
corner of the coach's eyes. Ricky had never seen his coach cry
before. "You don't get it, do you? Your teammates have always
been there for you. Now, you want to turn your back on them.
Unbelievable."

Ricky was stunned into silence. Coach Daniels continued. "Your
teammates need you. If you want to give up on them, you can. It is
your choice." Coach Daniels stood and paced behind his desk.
"Before you make your decision, let me explain that you can't go
through life quitting when times get hard. You can't always quit
when you aren't the star."

The truth hurt Ricky. He stood, then walked out of the office
without saying a word.



 
It appeared Ricky had made his choice.



Chapter NineChapter Nine

Coach Daniels was disappointed that Ricky chose his pride over
the good of the team. He shook his head in disbelief as he turned
off his office lights. He had a practice to run whether Ricky was
there, or not.

Coach Daniels entered the locker room. The room was dark,
empty, and quiet. Normally, the room bustled with players putting
on their equipment. He could usually hear the slamming of lockers
and the loud conversations of students.

"Hello? Where the heck is everybody?" he asked himself.

Coach Daniels walked through the vacant locker room and
opened the heavy metal door that led to the field.

He poked his head out of the door and saw the team and his
coaching staff already on the practice field. Determined to figure
out what was going on, the coach jogged to the field.



When he got there, he noticed his players were huddled around
someone. Some of the team kneeled on the grass, while others
stood. It was quiet except for one voice.

It was Ricky's voice that commanded everyone's attention.

"Guys, I'm sorry that I have acted so selfishly for so long," he
said. "None of you deserved how I treatedyou. I only thought
about my own success. I have been an awful teammate, and I
apologize for that. You've been like my family. In return, I have
treated you like garbage. Starting now, I promise that I'll change."

His fellow Warriors beamed. They thanked him and started
clapping slowly. Dashawn, who the team voted captain after the
first game, spoke. "It's all good, man. It's in the past."

Ricky stuck his hand out, then Dashawn put his hand on top. The
rest of the team followed suit.

"Warriors on three!" Ricky said. Finally, the star player acted like
a leader.



Coach Daniels was taken aback. Seeing Ricky lead a team cheer
was not what he expected after Ricky had abruptly left his office.

From that moment on, Ricky's negative and selfish attitude was
gone. Ricky went to all of the practices and games. At times over
the next few weeks, he acted as a waterboy, an assistant coach,
and a cheerleader. He did not mind. If it helped the team, he did it.

The Warriors went on a winning streak. In the regular season,
they beat the Durham Blue Devils, Charlesburg Cardinals,
Greenbriar Bears, and Maple Valley Hawks. A few weeks later, the
Warriors won a rematch against the Bears to become the Western
Division champions.



Chapter TenChapter Ten

For the first time in over ten years, Wellsport made it to the
league championship game. As the winner of the Western
Division, the Warriors had to play the Brockville Vikings, the
Eastern Division winner. Both teams were undefeated entering
the championship game.

History was on Brockville's side. The Vikings were used to
winning championships. Over the last ten years, the Vikings had
won seven league titles, five sectional championships, and three
state titles.

The bus ride to Brockville was quiet. The only sounds Ricky
heard were the rattling of the bus door and the shaking legs of
nervous players.

The team had a lot on their minds. It felt as though the weight of
the school was on their shoulder pads.

 
As Wellsport's winning streak gained momentum, more students

and more town residents became interested in the team.
Following the team's bus to Brockville were six more buses. There
was one bus for cheerleaders and five more of students and fans
making the ninety-minute trip.

 

The players arrived at the field and slowly shuffled off the bus.
Ricky waited for his teammates to go first. As they walked closer to
the field, they were amazed by the size of the stadium. It was a lot
bigger than the Warriors' tiny home field.



As rock music blared from the stadium's speakers, the Warriors
covered the ear holes of their helmets. It was the loudest they
have ever heard a stadium and the game hadn't even started yet.

Dashawn gathered the team and shouted over the music. "Okay,
let's get in a line and walk to the field as a team."

The players lined up behind the bleachers of Brockville's massive
stadium. They started to jog toward the field, but they stopped
suddenly.

"Wow. We have to play ... them?" the players said, pointing at
their opponents. The Vikings greatly outnumbered the Warriors.
Plus, these Vikings were giants.

"Yo, are these college kids?" Jerome said.

Size was not the only challenge the Warriors faced that day.



They continued their jog to the field. They stepped on the field,
but they did not feel grass beneath their cleats. The field looked
like grass, but it felt rubbery.

 
The Warriors were not used to playing on a field like that. They

had only played on grass. Their school could not afford a state-of-
the art field.

 
As Wellsport took the field to warm up, the players were

overwhelmed by the blinding stadium lights and the fans already
in the stands.

 
Ricky glanced at Coach Daniels. He looked as overwhelmed as

his players did. As Coach Daniels stared into the stands, Ricky
noticed that his teammates were slipping anytime they made a
cut in the opposite direction. It seemed like the Warriors were in



for a long day on an unfamiliar field against a bigger, more
experienced team.



Chapter ElevenChapter Eleven

Warm ups were over. Kickoff neared. The teams lined up behind
the goalposts at opposite ends of the field. A few players were so
energized they jumped up and down. "Let's do this!" they shouted.

 
The announcer's voice boomed over the buzzing crowd. The rich

voice said, "And now, please welcome the visiting Wellsport
Warriors." Ricky stood on the sideline and watched as his
teammates rushed onto the field. The Warriors' fans cheered so
loudly, Ricky thought people in Wellsport could probably hear their
roar.

 

For a brief moment, Ricky felt a tinge of jealousy. "No, they
deserve this," he told himself. As his team took the field without
him, he clapped like thunder and howled like the winds of a
tornado.

The voice returned. "Ladies and gentleman, please welcome the
defending state champions, the Brockville Vikings!"

 
The roar from Brockville's hometown fans was even louder than

Wellsport's.
 

The team captains met at midfield for the coin toss. Brockville's
captain and star quarterback, Josh Winfield, called "heads". They
won the toss and chose to receive the opening kickoff. Before
heading to the sideline, Josh whispered to Wellsport's captains,



"How'd you even make it this far? Get ready for a long game,
losers." Josh sprinted away, but his arrogant laugh lingered.

For years, Ricky's teammates heard him boasting about himself
to other teams, but never anything that disrespectful. Since the
first game of the season, when Ricky got penalized for taunting,
Coach Daniels preached to his team to be good sports.

The moment finally arrived. It was time for kickoff. Brockville's
returner Jake Hamilton, also Josh's main target in the passing
game, awaited the kickoff. Eric ran toward the ball. He planted his
foot to kick, but he slipped. As he was falling, his foot nudged the
football. Brockville quickly jumped on the ball around midfield.

The Vikings cheered, as the Warriors went to their fallen
teammate. Luckily, Eric was not injured. Still, the slip up gave the
Vikings outstanding field position.

Josh's arrogant laugh returned. "Ha ha. I knew it was going to be
easy, but this is too easy," he said.

The Vikings rushed to the line of scrimmage. Josh said, "Hut,



hut." The ball was snapped. Brockville's offensive line shoved the
Wellsport defenders to the ground. Josh took five steps back. He
rolled to his right. He had all day to throw, but he did not need it.
He saw Jake sprinting down the sideline. The cornerback, Vance
Clark, had him covered. Josh pointed, then Jake made a quick cut
inside. Jake faked out Vance. Vance slipped and landed flat on his
back. Meanwhile, Jake kept running. Josh unleashed a deep bomb.
Jake ran under it, and strolled in the endzone. The extra point gave
Brockville a 7-0 lead.

As Vance ran off the field, Josh said, "One play. One score."

Wellsport's first possession did not turn out much better. On the
first play, Brockville's mountainous defensive end, Greg Dawson,
overpowered Wellsport's offensive line. He smashed into
Dashawn and stripped the ball. A linebacker scooped up the
fumble and scored a touchdown.

The Vikings dominated the rest of the first half. Their size,
strength, and quickness was too much for the Warriors. At



halftime, Brockville led 28-0.

The Warriors headed to the north end of the field for halftime.
Because of his crutches, Ricky lagged behind.

Josh ran up to Ricky. He smacked him on the shoulder. "Hey, nice
crutches," he said. "I hear you're their best player. Now you're
riding the pine." He gestured with his head toward the bench. "I've
got news for you: It wouldn't matter if you played or not. We still
would've crushed your sorry team."

Ricky remained silent.
 
Josh smirked, then chuckled. "You've got no heart. Just like your

team," he said, before running after his teammates.



Chapter TwelveChapter Twelve

When Ricky finally made it to his team, he saw players hanging
their heads. He saw his coach at a loss for words. The whole team
was deflated. Their confidence was shot.

"Coach, can I say something?" Ricky asked.

"Go ahead, Ricky. I don't even know what to say right now,"
Coach Daniels said.

"Thanks." He gave his coach a polite nod. "Guys, we all know I
was a jerk for the longest time. I only cared about myself. That was
then. Now, I care about each of you. I care about this team."



A sad voice from the crowd said, "So?"

"So, before I turned my attitude around, I wanted to quit. I talked
to coach. He told me that I couldn't go through life giving up when
it was hard. He was right. That same lesson applies now."

"How?" said the same voice, sounding slightly less sad.
 

"Yeah, they've crushed us so far, but we owe it to ourselves, our
school, and our town to keep fighting. The Vikings think we have
no heart. I know we do. We have one half to prove them wrong.
The final score won't really matter. What people will remember is
if we gave up or not."

Voices from the crowd shouted different excuses.

"But they keep talking junk."

"We keep slipping."

"Their defensive end is too tough."

Ricky said, "I've got some ideas for all of those things. Why don't
we turn those weaknesses into strengths?"

The team circled around Ricky. He borrowed Coach Daniels' dry-
erase board. He diagramed a play to start the second half. The
drawing highlighted each player's role.

Because the Vikings got the ball to start the game, the Warriors
received the second-half kickoff. Marcus, Wellsport's best receiver,
returned the kickoff to the thirty-five-yard line.



It was time to use one of Ricky's plays. Dashawn got under
center. He said, "Ready. Set," then the ball was snapped. Greg
powered over Wellsport's offensive line again. Keith, in at running
back, blocked Greg. Greg muscled Keith to the ground. The giant
defensive end closed in on Dashawn, who was scrambling in the
backfield. Suddenly, Keith sprung to his feet. Dashawn zipped a
pass over Greg's hands to Keith, who scampered sixty-five yards
for the touchdown.

After the first touchdown, the defense gained more confidence
and shut down Brockville's offense. They double-teamed Jake.
They punished Josh anytime he had the ball.

"What's gotten into you?" Josh asked a group of Wellsport
players.

 
"Pride," they said.
 
Brockville's once powerful defense could no longer stop

Wellsport's clever offense. If a player slipped and fell to the
ground, the Vikings did not know if it was for real or not. Plus,
quick screen passes eliminated Brockville's greatest strength:
Greg the Giant.

 

With no time remaining on the clock, Dashawn connected with
Marcus for a long touchdown making it 28-27. An extra point
would send the game into overtime.

The crowd was deafening. Both sides screamed for their team.
Wellsport's fans cheered for Eric to make the kick and send the
game into overtime. Brockville's fans cheered for Eric to miss.



Eric nodded to Dashawn, who was the holder. The center
snapped the ball to Dashawn. Eric glided toward the ball, but his
plant leg slipped again. He landed on his back. The Warrior fans
gasped. They thought they had lost. Dashawn scooped the ball up
and ran to his right. Jerome faked blocking, but he slipped past the
line. He was wide open in the endzone. Dashawn lobbed a pass to
Jerome.

 

"The two-point try is good!" the announcer said.

That was the plan all along. The coaches had decided to surprise
the Vikings by going for the win. They instructed Eric to fall down
like he did at the beginning of the game. They told everyone
except for Dashawn and Jerome to act surprised when Eric fell.

The bus ride to Wellsport was much louder than the ride to



Brockville earlier in the day. They had reason to be loud. The
Warriors rallied to defeat the defending champions, 29-28. Players
beamed as they took turns holding the league championship
trophy.



Chapter ThirteenChapter Thirteen

The Warriors lost in the sectional title game, but they were not
disappointed in the season they had. After all, they had won their
first league title in over ten years.

At the awards banquet, Ricky won the most valuable player
award.

 

"Even though Ricky only played part of the first game, this team
could not have won without him. As the season went on, Ricky
transformed. We all did. We all became champions," the coach
said.

After the football season, Ricky still worked with Mr. Trout every
day. Ricky's new attitude toward school and his hard work earned
him a spot on the honor roll for each marking period.

The season Ricky spent riding the pine was the best one yet. The
view from the sidelines gave Ricky a whole new view on life. From
that angle, Ricky's future looked promising.
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