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         When the Razorback player kicked it, the soccer ball sprang forward as if shot from a catapult, striking Jabber Morris squarely
         on the chest. It was a severe blow, and it knocked the breath out of him.
      

      Recovering quickly, he raced after the bouncing ball and dribbled it across the center line into Razorback territory.

      Looking for a Nugget target, he saw Mose Borman cutting in front of a Razorback forward. Just then another Razorback player
         charged at the ball from Jabber’s left side, and for a moment all Jabber could see was a blurred green shirt. Then an elbow
         jabbed him in the ribs, and a hard-muscled shoulder collided with his own, knocking him away from the ball.
      

      
         He stumbled, but regained his balance in time to get in front of the ball and stop the Razorback’s kick.
      

      This time the ball smashed into his knees. He was so close to the kicker that the contact sounded like the one-two punch of
         a boxer. The ball ricocheted toward the middle of the field where both Razorback and Nugget players converged on it.
      

      “Jabber, you okay?” Mose asked as he came running up to the center halfback.

      “Yeah, I’m okay,” Jabber answered dismally. “Did you see that Ace Merrill jab me in the ribs with his elbow? And the refs
         never saw it.”
      

      “I know. Half the time those guys seem to be blind,” Mose said.

      From the Nuggets’ bench came a yell that Jabber could identify by now no matter where he heard it.

      “On your toes, Mose! Get that ball moving! Come on, Jabber! Up and at ’em!”

      Coach Ray Pike was a goal-getter. This was his second year at Birch Central and he wanted it to be better than his first when
         his Nuggets had won four games and lost six.
      

      “There is no direction for us to go but up,” he had said in the locker room just before the team had
          gone out to the field. “I can’t play the game for you. All I can do is teach it to you. Soccer looks simple, but it’s not
         all kick, kick, and more kick. It’s a thinking game, too. And that’s what you should do out there most of the time — think!”
      

      Jabber sucked in a deep breath, let it out, and ran down toward the touchline where the ball was landing after an arching
         boot by a Razorback. He stopped the ball with his chest, then got off a good kick that Butch Fleming received and dribbled
         across the center line into Razorback territory. Butch advanced it a few yards, then booted it to Stork Pickering, the Nuggets’
         six-feet-three center.
      

      Two Razorbacks converged on Stork. Jabber saw that the tall kid had no one near him to pass to, and that a long kick might
         just put the ball back into Razorback control. Mustering up speed, he rushed up a couple of yards to Stork’s right side, yelling,
         “Pass it here, Stork!”
      

      Stork saw him and passed it. The pass was good, skidding ahead of Jabber where he got in control of it without slowing down.

      Instantly two of the Razorbacks’ backfield men rushed toward him. He waited till they closed in on
          him, then gave the ball a short, quick kick to Mose Borman, who came up running behind them. Mose stopped the pass with his
         knees, then kicked it back to Jabber, who was running toward the Razorbacks’ goal. Jabber, receiving the ball only a few yards
         away from the Razorbacks’ right goalpost, gave the ball a hard, solid boot and sent it flying past the goalkeeper’s outstretched
         hands.
      

      The ball struck the corner inside the net for the Nuggets’ first score.

      “Nice boot, Jabber!” yelled Mose, throwing his arms around the tall, grinning halfback. “It’s time we broke that goose-egg
         tie!”
      

      Cheers exploded from the smattering of fans standing behind the sidelines and sitting in the bleachers. Jabber looked for
         Pete, but his older brother seemed to have been swallowed by the small crowd.
      

      Pete had wanted Jabber to go out for football — as he himself had — just because their father had made a big name in football
         at Notre Dame.
      

      Maybe my performance today will make him change his mind, Jabber thought hopefully.

      He returned to his center halfback position, the
          ball was centered, and the Nuggets fought frantically to tack on another score while the Razorbacks struggled to tie it up.
         One minute and ten seconds later the first quarter ended, both teams having worked up a good sweat.
      

      Again Jabber looked at the small crowd. This time he easily picked out Pete. His brother was standing directly behind the
         time table, wearing dark sunglasses to ward off the bright afternoon sun. Pete waved, and Jabber waved back.
      

      Jabber knew that Pete wasn’t here just to watch him play, but to make his own analysis of Jabber’s performance. Pete, a running
         back for Birch Central’s varsity football team, hadn’t had a chance to see his brother play yet.
      

      The second quarter moved along as swiftly as the first, with the ball shifting into Nugget territory, then back again into
         Razorback territory.
      

      The quarter was about two minutes old when the Nuggets began to threaten again. Stork stopped a long Razorback kick with his
         chest, then booted it to Rusty Hammond, a forward. Rusty, a little guy, dribbled the ball a few yards, then passed it to Jabber.
         Jabber moved it toward the goal, evaded a
          Razorback player by a quick shift of his feet that did crazy things with the ball, then got within scoring distance.
      

      Just as he brought his foot back to give the ball a firm kick, he was charged from behind and went crashing to the turf.

      A whistle shrilled. Jabber turned to see the ref making the charging sign. Then he looked at his offender and wasn’t surprised.
         It was Ace Merrill, the kid who had been on his tail most of the times that Jabber had the ball.
      

      “Penalty kick!” called the ref.

      Brushing off his legs and knees, Jabber spotted the ball on the penalty line and stepped back. The only player between him
         and the goal was the Razorback goalkeeper. All the others had to remain outside the penalty area, and at least ten yards from
         the ball.
      

      Jabber picked his target, a spot near the left-hand corner of the net. Standing directly on the goal line, legs spread apart
         and arms ready to spring, was the black-shirted goalie.
      

      Jabber started forward, running directly in line with the goalkeeper. Then — thump! Foot met ball,
          but at the very last instant Jabber aimed for a spot just to the right of center, and sent the ball streaking exactly where
         he wanted it to go.
      

      The goalkeeper made a gallant effort, but in vain.

      Jabber chalked up his second goal.
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