ADULT SHORT STORY HONORABLE MENTION

The Moment that Missed Him

By Erica Clark

The sound doesn’t come from the field. It comes from somewhere deeper.
A sharp crack—too loud, too final—to be anything else.

He flinches before he understands why, his body reacting faster than his brain. The tunnel still
smells like sweat and grass and wet rubber, the kind that clings to shoulder pads long after the
lights go dark. His helmet is tucked under his arm, his fingers still buzzing from the last hit, his
name still echoing off the bleachers. The crowd hasn’t fully let go yet. The band is packing up,
and someone is chanting his number like it might keep the night alive a little bit longer.

Then the noise cuts through it all. This sound fractures the air. For a moment, no one moves.

Not him.
Not the security guard posted near the gate.
Not the parents spilling out of the stands, phones still raised, smiles not yet gone.

Five seconds earlier, he would’ve been past the fence, walking into the parking lot where engines
were already starting, and scouts were already dialing numbers.

Five seconds later, someone else is on the ground. And the life he was supposed to lose keeps
going.

Senior Night was never meant to be a small event. The lights had been on since late afternoon,
buzzing above the field like they were warming up too. By kickoff, the bleachers were packed,
not just with parents and classmates, but with people who didn’t usually come to high school
games; men in neutral jackets, clipboards tucked under their arms, eyes trained on one player
long before the announcer said his name.

The seniors jogged out last, and they lined them up at midfield.
They called each name. But when he jogged out, the noise changed.

It rose, and it settled on him like it always had.

His parents stood near the sideline, his mother gripping a bouquet she’d been handed so tight that
the bouquet paper crinkles every time she wiped her eyes. His father clapped strong with the



steady confidence of someone who had spent years on cold metal bleachers, convincing himself
that this was just a game. They smiled the way proud parents do when they’ve already imagined
their child's future and can’t believe they’re finally standing inside it.

The announcer called him.
“Number four, Tyrese Coleman—captain, four-year starter, and a name you’re going to hear
again.”

He jogged back to the sideline, helmet already on, chinstrap snapping into place like a seal. The
weight of the pads felt familiar, comforting even. Armor. He’d worn versions of it for so long it
felt strange to imagine himself without it.

The first drive set the tone.

He broke free on the third play, cutting left where the safety hesitated half a second too long. The
field opened the way it always seemed to do for him. The crowd surged as he did, noise chasing
him down the sideline until he crossed the goal line and lifted the ball toward the stands, not in
celebration, but in confirmation.

This is who I am. I’'m HIM.

He didn’t notice the way the chants followed him now—his number replacing his name, as if the
jersey mattered more than the person wearing it. Everything worked when he was on the field.

By the fourth quarter, the outcome was clear. The scoreboard glowed with a comfortable lead,
the kind that lets the coaches relax just enough to smile at each other.

When it ended, they rushed to the field.

Friends.
Teammates.
People he didn’t know but somehow knew him.

Phones were everywhere. Hands were everywhere. Everyone wanted a piece of the moment.
Someone yelled, “We’re gonna see you on Sundays!”
He laughed, because that’s what you do when the future sounds inevitable.

He found his parents near the fence. His mother hugged him carefully around the pads,
whispering something he couldn’t quite hear. His father pulled back, looked at him for a long
second, and nodded—not proud exactly, but certain. Like this had always been the plan.



In the stands, the band played one last time. The lights stayed on. The night stretched itself out,
unwilling to end.

He started toward the tunnel, helmet under his arm, adrenaline still buzzing in his hands.

Senior Night had given him everything.

He was supposed to be outside already.

His phone buzzed in his pocket—another message he didn’t read; another congratulation stacked
on top of the last. He walked with his helmet under his arm, pads loosening with every step. The
adrenaline still humming through his legs like the game hadn’t quite released him yet.

Just past the equipment room, his cleat caught on the edge of the concrete.
Not enough to make him fall. Just enough to make him stop.

He looked down and saw it then—his lace dragging, untied, darkened with turf and sweat. He
bent, resting his helmet against the wall, fingers working the knot the way they had a thousand
times before.

Someone brushed past him.

“Great game,” a voice said.

He nodded without looking up.

When he stood, a hand touched his shoulder.
“Hey, hold up a second.”

It was the equipment manager—older, gray around the temples, the kind of man who had been
there longer than most of the coaches. He was holding one of the wristbands Tyrese had worn
during warmups, the one with the play calls scribbled in fading marker.

“You dropped this,” the man said.
Tyrese smiled, taking it back. “Appreciate you.”
“Proud of you, kid,” the man added. Not loud. Not for anyone else.

Tyrese nodded again, something tightening in his chest that didn’t have a name yet.



He took two more steps.
Then his phone buzzed again—this time a call. He glanced at the screen.
Mom.

He let it ring once, twice. He could call her back in the car. He could call her back in five
minutes.

But something made him stop.
“Hey,” he said when he answered, stepping to the side to hear her better. “I’m still inside.”

“| just wanted to hear your voice,” she said. Her words were soft, almost lost beneath the noise
spilling out of the tunnel. “I’m so proud of you.”

He smiled, leaning back against the wall. “I know.”

“I love you,” she said.

“I love you t00.”

He ended the call and slid the phone back into his pocket.

Five seconds passed.

The gate ahead of him opened. And the sound tore through the night.
And the sound tore through the night.

People screamed. Someone dropped to the ground just beyond the gate, and the celebration
fractured into chaos all at once.

Tyrese didn’t move.

A security guard shoved him back by the chest, hard enough to knock the breath from him. “Get
inside,” the man yelled.

Tyrese looked past him and saw the space where he would have been standing—five seconds
earlier—now empty except for a shoe lying on its side.

Then the sirens came.



The letter arrived on Tuesday. His parents sat at the kitchen table while Tyrese stood, pacing.
The ceiling fan clicking above them like it was counting something down.

When he finally opened it, the room went quiet.

A full scholarship.
The University of Texas at Austin—burnt orange inked clean across the page, a stadium bigger
than his entire high school campus.

His mother cried again.
His father nodded once, like the decision had already been made.

On signing day, Tyrese wore a pressed shirt and a smile that didn’t quite know where to settle.
Cameras flashed as he pulled the Longhorns hat down over his head—burnt orange and white
stitched clean and confident. Applause filled the room, and someone shouted, “Stay home!” like
it was a blessing.

College football moved faster.

The playbook was thicker.
The defenders were stronger.
The margin for error was smaller.

But Tyrese adapted the way he always had.

By midseason, his name was back in the noise—this time layered with freshman sensation and
next one up. He caught passes in stride, slipped tackles that shouldn’t have been missed,
celebrated in front of crowds so large they blurred into a single moving wall of sound.

By his sophomore year, the scouts were back.
By his junior year, the question wasn’t if he would leave early.
It was when.

Draft night came with a suit tailored to fit the future. Tyrese sat between his parents, hands
folded, leg bouncing beneath the table. When the commissioner stepped to the podium and read
his name—fifth overall—the room erupted.

His mother covered her mouth.
His father stood.
Tyrese smiled for the cameras.

No one mentioned the five seconds.



No one ever did.

The league didn’t feel like Texas. The facilities were bigger, cleaner, and quieter. The lockers
had nameplates already waiting for him; his number stitched with the confidence of an
investment. Everyone moved with purpose, but no one moved for him. No one cared about what
he had done before he arrived.

His first practice ended with him bent over, hands on his knees, chest burning in a way it never
had. The speed was different. The hits landed harder. The windows closed faster. When he
missed a route adjustment, the quarterback didn’t look his way again for the rest of the period.

In college, mistakes came with encouragement. Here, they came with silence.
The film room was worse.

The coach rewound the same play three times, tapping the screen with a pen. “You’re late here,”
he said. “Again.”

Tyrese shifted in his seat. He wanted to explain. He wanted to say the coverage had disguised
itself, that the safety cheated down, that the timing was off. But explanations didn’t move the
tape.

“Fix it,” the coach said, already moving on.
For the first time, effort wasn’t enough.

The season opened with flashes—one clean catch over the middle, a burst of speed down the
sideline—but they came between long stretches of nothing. His name stopped showing up in the
noise. The cheers came later, for other people.

Criticism followed him home.

Every missed opportunity replayed itself in his head until sleep felt like a luxury. When the
phone buzzed now, it wasn’t family. It was invitations. Tables. After-hours rooms where the
music was loud enough to drown out doubt.

Money arrived faster than discipline ever had.

He bought things he didn’t need.
Went places he didn’t recognize.
Let people speak for him.



When the fines came, he paid them.
When the warnings came, he smiled.
When the meetings came, he nodded without listening.

By his second year, his talent was no longer the headline.
His attitude was.

He missed a walkthrough. Then another. He showed up late and left early. Argued with position
coaches who had spent decades surviving the league, he believed owed him something.

“You gotta want this,” one of them told him after practice, sweat streaking down both their faces.

Tyrese laughed. Not because it was funny—Dbut because he didn’t know how to respond to being
questioned.

He had always wanted this. Hadn’t he?
The call came. They were moving in a different direction.

His locker was cleared by the end of the day. His nameplate gone before the season ended. When
he left the building, no one followed. The parking lot was quiet, the sky low and heavy, like it
was waiting for something else to fall.

He thought another team would call. But none did. Then the silence stretched long enough to say
what no one would out loud.

Talent could get you in. It couldn’t make you stay. Only character and discipline can do that.

That night, lying awake in a place too big for one person, Tyrese stared at the ceiling and thought
about the tunnel. The untied lace. His mother’s voice.

Five seconds.

He had learned how to survive a moment.

He had never learned what to do with the rest of his life.
Tyrese headed back after the season ended.

Not because anyone asked him to.
Not because there’s something waiting for him.

Because Texas has a way of pulling its own back in.



The stadium is empty when he arrives. No lights. No band. Just the long stretch of field under a
sky that feels bigger without the noise to hold it up. The gate is unlocked, the way it always is
during the day, and he walks through like he belongs there.

Because he did, once.

The turf looks different without the lines painted fresh, worn thin where cleats once dug in. He
stands at the sideline for a while before stepping onto the field, the quiet pressing in around him
until it feels like something he has to earn his way through.

He walks to the spot where senior night ended.

He thinks about how close he was to never standing anywhere again. How five seconds rewrote
everything and nothing at the same time. How survival became the loudest thing about him, even
when no one else knew it.

People still recognize him sometimes.

At gas stations.
At airports.
In passing conversations that trail off when they realize he isn’t who they thought he would be.

They don’t ask about the tunnel.
They don’t ask about the shot.

They ask what happened.
He never knows how to answer that question.

He sits in the bleachers and lets the quiet settle into him, deeper than applause ever did. He
understands something now that never reached him when everything was moving too fast: being
spared is not the same as being prepared.

He had spent his life outrunning consequences. Outrunning doubts. Outrunning himself.

When he finally stands, the sun is slipping lower, shadows stretching across the field the way
they always do at the end of something. He pauses at the edge of the turf and looks back once
more, not in longing, but in acknowledgment.

He is still here.
That is not nothing.

But it is not everything.



As he walks away, the wind moves through the empty stands, carrying a sound that almost feels
like a memory—close enough to recognition, far enough to disappear if he reaches for it.

Five seconds saved his life.

What he does with the rest of it is still up to him.



