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The Freshman

He felt a gradual pinch. “If you wiggle, your mama will cry for years.” It took the whispered voice three seconds to say the last word. The razor tip pricked below his rib cage. Coal Rivers imagined a trickle of blood escaped to soil his t-shirt above the belt. “Pull that money back out of your left pocket,” he demanded. Coal slow blinked in frustration. He hadn’t protected himself. He had been aware enough to know there was one person behind them and three in front plus the driver. Coal glanced at the reflection in the window as he leaned into the isle to get into his pocket. “Hand it back,” the thief instructed. “Got a phone?” Coal hesitated, then reached into the jacket pocket. “Just leave it there. I’ll take that jacket too.” Coal hadn’t had the Adidas Pro Soccer jacket a month. “Take it off and set it on the seat across from you,” he insisted. Coal followed instructions and dropped it on the seat. With the word ‘Pinkie’ tattooed on his forearm, the robber handed his victim a paper bag. “Lean forward and put this on,” he paused. “Pull the bag off when the bus takes off again,” he instructed. “Don’t be stupid, my buddy has a gun,” he said. Coal sat patiently, invisible to the bus driver. He didn't want to die on a bus. Within seconds, the bus rolled to a stop at the bus sign. Air moved passed him. Then, steps through the door. Next was the silence where Coal could hear the maddeningly slow ‘click, click, click’ on his wristwatch. When the compressor on the door whistled, he sprinted to the front without the bag. 

“I need to get off!” He shouted. He spotted two men across the parking lot getting into a car. He figured the car must have followed the bus. The bus drove away. Coal jerked his head left and right. Yes, he mumbled as his eyes locked on the perfect object. As Coal approached, the man was oblivious. In his frazzled hat and lace-less shoes, he pulled the cover from the top of the trashcan, and bent over to search for cans and bottles. The scavenger was too old, too tired and too drunk to react quickly enough. Coal pulled away the rickety ten-speed on a run and jumped onto the seat in pursuit of the car.

All the man could muster was a disagreeable, “Hey!” 

“I’ll bring it back,” Coal promised.

The car tore out of the parking lot, 200 yards away from Coal. Coal thought the bike would crash several times as it wobbled and veered on its own.

Coal followed for four blocks. Every time he slowed and resolved to give up, the car approached a red signal light, and the opportunity to catch up was irresistible. The car turned into a convenience store. He has my jacket on. Wait, where is the third guy? Before Coal could truly consider the question, someone grabbed him from behind. He felt something solid in his back. For a night still young, oddly no one loitered the streets.
“You don’t listen,” the guy behind him insisted. There was a pause while the guy decided what to do. Coal turned to see that the guy was a short skin head. “Take your raggedy a _ _ back that way and don’t look back. Your lucky I’m in a good mood.” Shorty paused again. Coal watched as the short man put the gun in his waist. “If I catch you following us again, I’ll put a cap in you’re a _ _. Now, get outta here.” He shoved Coal. As Coal maneuvered the bike around and rode off, he felt the little man’s eyes watching. One of the other two thugs muttered something.


“No way. He’s running scared,” insisted one of the three.

“Hey, let’s get something to eat. My treat,” offered the Adidas wearing thief with a laugh.
The driver, Bones, a skinny fellow with sandy hair and acne scars, opened his car door. “Carl’s Burgers is right there. Let’s go over there,” Bones offered and climbed into his car. Doors slammed all around and the group drove to the corner and turned in.

Not sure if any of the three were watching, Coal veered from the sidewalk and ditched the bike in the shrubs of an unlit home.

“Someday, someone’s gonna rip you off man. You always set the alarm but leave the windows down,” Shorty told the driver.


“Get your own damn car, then you can do what you want. It’s a two door idiot. I only leave the front windows open. If you lean into the back the alarm goes off. I ain’t stupid.” He insisted but didn’t set the alarm. The thief held the door for the other two, while the smell of charbroiled meat oozed into the air. 


“Let’s get it to go.” The bald man gave it some thought. “We can watch the sport’s channel at my house.” They ordered and headed out to the car with their food. This time when the thief opened the door, the driver and short man took off. The thief picked up their bags of food and tried to figure what was going on. 
“It was that kid again,” one of other two shouted. The thief elected to wait at the car.
Shorty was fast and Bones wasn’t far behind him. Shorty, the one who had threatened Coal when he was on the bike, had narrowed the gap to fifteen yards. Coal veered from the sidewalk towards a house that had a wood fence and gate. When he climbed up he nearly fell back down, but maneuvered onto the dividing wall. He leaned back over the gate and flipped the latch before he dropped into the neighbor’s yard. The Bull Mastiff bolted out of the gate. 
Shorty turned and ran with the dog in quick pursuit. Bones crossed the street and picked up speed. He nearly hurdled the brick wall and caught sight of Coal walking on the back brick fence. He ran diagonally and nearly grabbed Coal’s foot, and watched as Coal climbed the next fence. 


‘I’ll get his sorry a _ _,’ Bones thought. As he climbed up, he saw Coal’s hands release at the top of the nine foot wall. When he pulled up on the tall divide, there was little space beyond the wide spacious pool. He knew the kid was in the yard somewhere. Bones smiled. When he jumped down, a pool brush shoved him forward. He tried to gain his balance but the broom hit him again, and again. All he needed was one good second to catch his balance. Finally, he got to his feet and dodged the brush, but lost his balance. The sweeper got him the second try and bumped him into the pool. When he floated back to the top, all that he saw was the pool broom lying on the cement. 
Shorty stretched out on a bench outside Carl’s restaurant window and moaned. His sleeve was nearly ripped off, and both pant legs were torn. He rocked back and forth. The thief read the message on the back windshield from the sidewalk for the fifth time, “Here is the conclusion of the matter: Return the jacket and save yourself from God, for his revenge shakes the world.” The thief scanned the area. Bones hadn’t returned. He noticed someone stood across the street. It’s him! The thief started to run at Coal but there was traffic both ways.

“I waited a long time for that jacket! Save yourself the trouble; give it back,” Coal yelled across the street. The thief stood by the street still waiting for the traffic to ease. Finally, he threw up his hands.


“F _ _ _ you!” He yelled across the street. Paper ripped behind him, but he decided couldn’t be important.

“I pray that Almighty God gives you neither peace nor rest every time you put it on.” The thief heard the curse and set his mind to demolish Coal. Finally, the street was clear. Halfway across the street, he had no idea which way to go. Coal had vanished.

“What are you doing?” Bones said standing by the car. The thief jogged back. “What the hell, why are you wet?” The thief asked.

“Doesn’t matter, he got away. Did you see him?” Bones was out of breath. A cat darted out of the window as Shorty hobbled to the car and reached for the door handle. 
“Holy s _ _ _! That cat ate our food,” The bald guy blared out as he swept everything out onto the ground. “Damn, he ripped up everything!” 

As the driver walked around to get into the car, his eyes bulged. “What is this?” There was silence as he read the message. He turned to the thief. “Michael, Jesus Christ, what kind of psycho kid did you rip off?” The thief walked around to his own side of the car, and noticed another problem. He smiled sarcastically. 

“We have a flat,” he announced. Bones came back around to the other side. 
Bones was a 27 year old has been. He had a promising future as a boxer. After one of many successful matches, he was introduced to cocaine. He liked it. His boxing career teetered in the months to follow. The drug became his king. Two years out of rehab and four lost jobs later, he was a bitter wanderer. 

“Bones would often say, “Somebody’s always trying to screw me.”

He looked at the tire, mumbled, and eased up close to the thief. “I need some more money,” Bones claimed. The thief pealed off three twenty dollar bills and handed the money over. The thief never saw the one, two coming. A shot to the gut, and a second blow to the jaw. Michael, the thief, hit the ground hard. He stared at the pavement a moment and watched the dirt stir from his breath. He sat up and wiped the gravel from his face. When he got up, Bones had gotten in and already started the car. The thief wiped the pieces of food off his seat with a handful of napkins, climbed in and shut the door. The car rocked and wobbled from the flat tire as they drove away. When he put his hands into his lap, he naturally slid them into the pockets of his new jacket, and smiled through his cut lip.
Under the full moon, Coal saw the old man walking on the sidewalk with his bag of cans and bottles. 

“Here is your bike. I’m sorry for the trouble,” Coal insisted. The old man mounted his bag on the handlebars.

“Damn troublemaker, I don’t bother nobody. You come along and take my property like that,” he said without looking at Coal. He mumbled, “Thank you.” Coal walked for nine blocks. He tried to reach his dad again, but it went to voice mail. He had two blocks to go to catch the transfer bus. As he stepped off the curb to cross the wide entrance to a residential neighborhood, something caught his eye at the end of the street. ‘Lord, whatever is to be revealed here, may I see victory in this difficult day?’ his mind begged. Two homes on the left and two homes on the right, led to a line of homes facing him. He hustled into the dark neighborhood of Red Park Estates. It seemed humorously spooky. The houses were old and semi-mansion styled with their spacious yards and sprawling driveways. He eased through the quiet neighborhood where his own shadow was not even visible and timidly walked up to the property line. After a moment of intimidation, Coal approached the huge mahogany door of the unlit entrance. He peeped around the corner through the window of the two story house. Their was only an occasional flicker of light. He used his cell phone to make a call. After a brief exchange, he was ready to end the call.


“Where are you?” The receiver blared.


“At the house.” Coal hung up. I have maybe five minutes. He backed away from the house and saw a way up. The thought of entering someone else’s house made his stomach revolt. He retched. Facing the side of the house a trellis was perfectly positioned. He climbed the rickety wood and maneuvered along the ledge. Surprisingly, this wasn’t the only house with such modest lighting, considering these home were so-called ‘estates’. The city wasn’t generous either, with one light pole per half block. He felt his way along until he reached a window where he could lean and wedge his foot securely. Using the chipped corner of the crucifix that hung around his neck, Coal River‘s pressed it hard against the window. He traced the window along the edge where the glass met the wood. It appeared that the owners of the colonial style home had kept the original single window panes. When he kicked the window the whole glass caved inward clanging into pieces on the hard wood floor. It felt unforgivable the way he’d broken in. There were no protruding daggers of glass left. He felt that queasy upsurge in his stomach as he stood up in the house and quickly ducked his head back out. After a few deep breaths, he saw that no one was visible. Revitalized, he tripped over a rug edge and nearly crashed into the wall when he exited the vacant room for the walkway and rail. The banister continued around the second floor. Blinded at times, he understood that the occupants were unaware that in no time at all, they would all be victims. Coal realized he hadn’t made any effort at all.


“Fire! The house is on fire. Wake up!” He shouted. The fire had spread across the entire first floor, and began climbing the walls, consuming the curtains. Shadows appeared from nearly every black hole. The smoke was becoming thick.

“This way. Come this way,” he called. The four adults and two children hustled behind Coal as he headed onto the glass-covered floor.


“Wait wait!” he halted them just inside the doorway, shook the rug and laid it over the glass-covered floor. Fearing the heat, the six people were right behind him. Objects in the main part of the house began crashing to the floor.


 “Is anyone missing?” He asked as everyone crowed at the window.


They talked in an Asian language. The oldest man took off, back through the doorway, which had become a fire ring.

“Twins in crib!” Said the frantic grandmother looking woman. Coal dodged after the old man. At a glance, the first floor was an inferno eating its way up to the second floor. He pursued the old man. Not more than eight steps ahead. But, the floor gave in under the old man’s feet. A wave of fire shot up. Coal turned, but was sure that he’d caught on fire. As the flame temporarily withdrew, he looked down to see no evidence of the man. He had vanished without even a whimper. Coal looked across the opening. He couldn’t decide if the ledge was strong enough to support him. He quickly leaped across onto the other side. Hustling through two empty rooms, Coal wasn’t sure he could continue the search. He began to cough, and lowered his body, as the smoke became unbearable. It was impossible to see more than three feet in any direction. The last room before a wall of fire, he heard them clearly, the babies wailed. Coal sprinted in and grabbed both. He held each one football style, under his arms. Unable to see, he nearly stepped off the collapsed edge, when a blaze of yellow and orange with its horrific heat shot up to the ceiling, Coal jumped back. He repositioned his hands to hold the babies tighter. They were terrified. The fire had consumed the babies room, and another room. The gulf of fire was calm for a moment, and without any thought Coal leaped across the floor and landed onto the unsteady floor. 


“Where is Papa?” The woman said when he entered. Coal stood stumped. He was sure they all had seen the man fall. Coal was afraid she would run out into the fire when she headed for the door. But, the flames had climbed all the way around the second floor walkway, and now the door was engulfed. The woman threw her head into her hands and shouted his name. The siren lights reflected on the walls. A barrage of yells and shouts raced faintly through the air. They heard a thump hit the house. Coal looked out. A ladder had been positioned. A firefighter stepped in and grabbed at Coal.

“No, take the babies,” Coal said, as he ducked back in the window. “Come,” he insisted as he reached and pulled a baby out of reluctant arms, than the other. Coal watched the babies go down the ladder and felt a shocking mist of water. A crew of men doused the exterior walls of the house with two hoses. Two women and a man were assisted out onto a ladder one at a time. When the older woman stepped forward, the one who shouted the loudest at the loss of the fallen man, she stopped and looked at the young man. She placed a quivering hand on Coal’s arm. 

“What your name?” The 60-year-old looking woman asked with one foot on the ladder.


“Coal Rivers,” he said. She admired the bold name. She took him to have some descendants of Indian blood by his look. His bravery made sense to her. She pulled him into her arms and hugged him.


“You save us. Thank you Cool River,” she said giving Coal a shiver with the depth of her stare. He chose not to correct her. Then, she eased down the ladder. Coal followed after she reached the bottom of the ladder. He paused in his decent when he saw the size of the crowd that had assembled. They applauded. Coal felt a wave of disappointment. He stared back at the window with a vain hope the man would simply appear and reach out for help. He sighed at the reality of the situation and descended the ladder.
A fireman sat him down away from the chaos and asked him some questions before placing a mask over his face. He sat as the cold purity filled his lungs. Coal checked the phone in his pants pocket, three missed calls. He called his dad’s cell phone, satisfied that he had passed on his sister’s dead play phone. His mom answered. She was already driving.


“Hi mom,” Coal said, as he quietly removed the mask, and slipped, behind and away from the fire truck and disappeared into the crowd. 
“What’s that noise?” She asked. He kept walking. 

“There’s a fire,” – He clarified what he meant – “A house is on fire and they’re trying to put it out. A bunch of people watching a fire burn,” answered Coal nonchalantly as he dodged through the remained of the crowd. Once around the corner, it was quiet. 
“I’m sorry that your dad fell asleep and forgot you,” she said. She explained how he’d been overlooked. 
“I’m okay. I took the bus part of the way,” he explained. He told her that while he walked to catch the transition bus, he saw a house fire. There was silence for a moment as she processed his words. He’d mentioned the fire in a previous statement, now she understood that he was near an actual fire. She knew the general location of where he was, and would pick him up in five minutes. He hung up, sat against the residential complex wall and waited.  

She passed him and made a u-turn. Mrs. Rivers pulled along the curb in front of Coal. “Wow, that is some fire. Do you know if everyone is okay?” She asked genuinely concerned.


“An old man died. I’m pretty sure everyone else got out.” Coal said. His mother nodded. She had no idea. His mother apologized that she had not gotten her phone replaced yet and recounted once again what had happened that he got overlooked. After a brief silence, Mrs. Rivers asked about the soccer game. Coal was happy to replay exactly how spectacular a game it truly was. 


“The game was incredible. A tie for most of the game. In the final minute, this one guy kicked a ball across the field. Three guys volleyed the ball and one of them blasted a shot that barely went over the top. The home team got the ball. They worked it around for an open shot, nothing. Then they crossed it to the other side. With a lightening pass to Jacobs, he used to play for Sun Beach High School, he crushed a header passed the goalie. The score was 1 to 0 and the buzzer went off,” he said.

“Why didn’t you catch a ride with a friend?” She asked. Coal explained. 
“When the bus pulled up in front of the school I couldn’t decide what to do.” Coal thought about what he saw when he arrived back from the game. “Most of the parents were already there. The guys that drove their own cars, didn’t hang out. They left too. Next thing I knew, everyone was gone. So, before I got on the city bus, I called dad and I called the home line. The home line was busy. I knew that your phone didn’t work. I went ahead and caught the bus because it was getting late.” Coal decided that he wouldn’t tell his mother about the robbery and chasing the gang on bicycle, nor walking forever. “When I was about a block from the second bus, I caught a glimpse of a house on fire.” Mrs. Rivers pulled the car to the side. 

“Was anyone around?” She questioned.

“No.”

“What did you do?” She asked, as her head moved back and forth in disbelief. “I climbed through the window,” he admitted. “Then I yelled for everyone to wake up.” 

“Who told you about the dead man?” She asked with a little panic in her voice. 


“I saw him fall into the fire,” he answered. She gasped and took a deep breath. 
“But…,” her sentence hung incomplete.

“I was the one who called the fire department,” he said reluctantly. 
“Why couldn’t you let them go into the house instead of you?” She pleaded. 

“There was no time. I went into the house and everyone was asleep. When we went to get the babies, the old man fell through the floor,” he paused, “Into the fire.” Coal explained the rest of the story, while his mother sat motionless with eyebrows flexed, her mouth open wide, and her eyes night owl style. She pulled the car back on the street and drove in silence, as she digested what he had said.

“You’re serious. You were inside that house?” She said less as a question and more a realization. She looked him over. “Your jacket?” She asked, in somewhat of a panic. 
“I don’t know where it is,” he said. He felt this was a truthful statement. Coal looked ahead, not real sure about what he had just been through. He moved a leg, but his foot was reluctant. The shoe was stuck to the carpet. He felt the bottom of his shoe. ‘No way! The sole of my shoes melted?’ he thought more as a disbelieving question. He glanced at the other shoe, which was deformed also. He shook his head. “It really feels like a dream, or more like a nightmare. He fell through the floor right in front of me. Mom, that man died. I feel responsible. I feel that somehow, I made a mistake. But, I couldn’t have done anything.” His mother could only imagine the trauma and danger he had gone through. 

“You are a very brave young man. I am more shocked than I have ever been in my life,” she said as she finally opened the car door in the driveway. His mother thought about a phrase that Coal often used.


“You won though,” she said.


“But, I didn’t even get everyone out,” he responded.


“Well through all of the choices that you could have made, you made the one that was the most considerate of others. I would not have chosen to go in that house. So, as you would say, that makes you a winner. Most people would have ignored what they saw, or felt a phone call would be responsible enough. That’s the wide road. You chose the narrow road, the difficult path. You used all that God has given you.”

“I can’t stop wondering how I could have saved that man though.”


“By what you have told me, they all would have perished. They all would have died by the time the firemen were called.” She reached over and stroked his hair. You were there. You saved them.” Coal decided to try to mentally set the whole thing to the side. It was over. She opened the garage, and then the house door. “What did you say happened to your jacket?” Coal threw up his hands and passed his mother.

“That’s a whole different story that you just won’t believe,” Coal said as he quickly headed up to his bedroom.
On Saturday, someone came to the house, from the fire department, to ask more questions about the fire. He stayed for about an hour, fifty minutes longer than Coal was comfortable. On Sunday Miles text Coal a message.


“Are you the hero?” The message said. Coal didn’t respond. So, he text again, “Sun Beach Examiner says, ‘You the man’. Were you in a fire? I thought you went to the soccer game.” - And a third text came -  “Must be you. Lady said, ‘Cool River’. She teaches at our school. Very cool man.” Miles knew, then others would know as well. Coal hadn‘t seen the article until his sister, a voracious reader, brought it to him. 

“Coal, you haven’t seen this have you?” Lynn asked as she handed the Community section to her brother. “That lady, who’s husband died, teaches Chinese, French, and Spanish at Sun Beach. I had her for Spanish. I liked her she was nice, strict but nice. She has taught language since Sun Beach got its own school. She lived in France once. I loved the stories she would tell about her experiences as a traveler.” Coal hadn’t said anything. “The worst part was she would quiz us in Spanish about the story she had just told. I can still write the language better than I can speak it. Do you know her?”


“No.” Coal said. He was already done with the whole fire experience. “Thanks for the paper,” he said as he went into his room and flopped on the bed. She came to the doorway. 

“You know that changes everything,” She glared at him. “I wish I started my high school days as a hero. I hope you know how lucky you are.” Lynn waited for a response. When Coal remained silent as he searched through the paper, she walked away. He felt it was his duty, his obligation and there was nothing lucky about what happened. If he had done nothing, and read that the family died, he knew he never have recovered from the guilt. It was on the next page.

“Local Teacher Looses Home and Husband in Fire,” the article read. Her name was Elaine Wong. ‘Mrs. Wong was born in China. She has three grown daughters, two was visiting with her at the time.’ The article went on to describe Mr. Wong’s life. They were introduced to each other by their parents. They had been married for forty nine years. In a reflective moment, Mrs. Wong said, ‘We didn’t like each other at first. But, our parents were friends. Putting us together had nothing to do with wealth or poverty. They saw something that we did not. At the time, we had no option but to trust them. We had a wonderful life. I will miss my Tan.’ Near the bottom of the article, Coal smiled. The article read: ‘Elaine Wong, her daughters and grandkids, will stay with her sister who lives locally as well. Wong says husband had many health issues. She claims he is in a better place now.’ The article closed with a brief statement about the funeral arrangements for Mr. Wong. 
On Monday, Miles Porter was waiting at the corner where Coal’s dad usually dropped him off. He didn’t know the whole story and regretted that he had cancelled on the soccer game at the last minute. I could have been a hero too, was a thought that had raced through his mind. But he also knew that confronted with fire, he wasn’t sure that he could have done what Coal had bravely taken on. Coal touched Miles on the shoulder. He jumped but pretended not to be surprised.


“C!” Miles called out, as they slapped hands. “Dude, nice fade. When did you go?” Miles asked as they crossed the street to the school. 

“Saturday morning,” Coal said with less to say than normal. 

“You and Lynn with your natural highlights, you look like you’re swimmers or something. You guys confuse everyone with your light skin, and hazel eyes. The black girls will assume that you’re mixed with black. The white girls will think you’re Lebanese or from some Arab country. The Mexican girls might find you acceptable because you look Cuban.” Miles sounded like he knew what he was talking about. He turned silent at that point.

“So, is that a problem?” Coal asked. Miles stopped and frowned.

“Hell no. I wouldn’t mind that problem at all.” The two laughed. Then Miles took a different approach and decided to poke fun at Coal. “Then you mess it all up with your clo-retire,” he said. Coal stopped walking and looked at Miles. He was the only person Coal had ever met that made it seem normal to make up words. 

“What’s clo-retire?” Coal asked.

“Clothes that need to be retired.” Coal rolled his eyes. “Look at you. Pocket tee, jeans, two color Sperry Tops slip-ons, and that hideous black sports coat. Who does that?” He threw his hands out.

“Better to be a black guy in a white polo, with red boxers hanging out of his black Dickies?” Coal teased. Miles stopped, cocked his head, and shoved Coal.


“Yea, that’s me,” Miles said boldly. They both laughed.


“I’m just sayin,” Coal returned. They began to walk again. “The jacket I got from my dad. He’s six foot one, I am five foot nine. It’s a little big, but I like it. He got it when he and my mom went on their honeymoon to Paris.” Miles, always dramatic, stopped.


“What about the rest? Nobody wears pocket tees,” he blurted. “And those ugly shoes. Who wears that? My dad wore Topsiders.” 

“A couple of years ago, my parents were always on me to change my clothes for church. I hated that. Look one way here, another way there. Sometimes my parents would say I looked too casual for where we were going. So I found a way that I could go anywhere and not have to change.” They approached the farthest wall of the campus. “You always play basketball. I don‘t. Tennis shoes hurt my feet. These?” Coal stuck out his foot. “These feel good. And, I can still run and jump.” 
Miles asked the fire. Coal gave him the short version. “But let me tell you what happened before that.” Coal detailed getting on the bus and sitting down. He explained how there were two guys on the bus and they’d watched him put his money away, and robbed him. “You got vultured, big time.” Coal looked at Miles and waited. “You know. Folks that act like vultures. They just prey on other people.”

Coal moved on, “Anyway, I followed them.” He explained how he pursued them and confronted the thief.

“You’re crazy. Why’d you follow them. That was completely insane,” Miles condemned. 
“Because, I had to give him the chance to give it back. I couldn’t have forced him. But, if God puts his wrath on someone, it’s just brutal,” Coal said. Miles didn’t know what to say and checked his watch. He had never known anyone that lived life the way Coal did. Miles determined long ago that Coal was crazy. 
“See ya!” Miles said as he disappeared through the doors of the first corridor. 


“Hey are you the freshman from the newspaper?’ A student asked. Coal tried to avoid answering, but suddenly a host of eyes glared at him.


“You’re Cool Rivers?” Someone else asked. 

Another said, “That was cool what you did.”

Most of the upper classmen nodded when they passed. Coal had to admit, he felt honored. Miles zoomed back out with a student that looked old enough to be a college grad.


“Dude, I saw you!” He stated. “When you went down the street of that house. I was on my way home. I saw you. Dude that is so wicked! I could have been in that fire with you.” Coal listened, but quickly ducked into the nearest restroom for an escape.

Titan Vise was the man on campus, by far the most outstanding student and athlete at Sun Beach High. He had UCLA wrapped around his finger, regardless of what the team did for the year. Titan played varsity even as a freshman. He was All-League every season. As a Junior, he made the All-State team. Even past his athletic achievements, he was a great student and nice guy. He looked every part of a UCLA quarterback.

Towards the end of lunch, Eddie Nash, a junior center for the football team, fell to the ground and flung his arms and legs up and down in the air.


“Help me, I need a hero. Turn me over, turn me over.” He screamed and flailed like a roly-poly on its back. The six other ball players standing around laughed hysterically, except one, Titan. He stepped forward and put a hand out.

“Hey, are you Cool Rivers?” Titan asked as Coal stared for a moment before responding.

“Yea,” he answered. Titan smiled as they slapped hands. It seemed a sincere greeting with no sarcastic twist attached. 

“Mrs. Wong is my favorite teacher. I mean she makes her stories come alive. I can’t wait to travel because of what I’ve heard in her class.” Coal remembered that Lynn had said nearly the same thing. “What I heard you did was incredible.” The laughter had died and three of the six players had eased over to join Titan. Coal felt uneasy and backed up as if to walk away.

“Thanks,” he said trying to close the conversation. But, Titan followed behind.


“How’d you do it?” Coal wasn’t sure if he was asking about the physical climb along the edge of the house or the rescues, or the courage, or something else. He stopped walking backwards and glared at Titan.

“I’m serious, what made you do it.” The other three that had lingered behind, began to whisper and laugh quietly. Coal dropped his eyes to the ground for a moment and kicked a rock before he looked up.


“My faith,” was Coal’s simple answer. The atmosphere got a little tense and unsettling as Chris’ friends now raised their voices in a conversation that didn’t include Coal or Titan, but Coal’s words were the topic of their mocking. Coal mumbled something else. Titan seemed irritated.

“Guys shut up!” Titan said. “I can’t even hear,” he added as he turned back to Coal. “I’m sorry man. What did you say?” Typically, Coal would have escaped the whole conversation. However, Titan had some kind of magnetism that Coal couldn’t get away from. He thought that maybe Titan was deeply interested. 

“For me, there was no option. I had to do it. I had no choice.” This time, Coal didn’t hesitate, he walked away. Titan watched the freshman turn down the second hall. When he looked back, his so-called friends were still engrossed in their mocking imitations and slanderous comments. The quarterback replayed and reflected on what the hero had said. That’s good people right there, he heard his father’s voice say. 

“If I find out that even one of disrespects that kid, I’ll kick you’re a _ _.” Then amidst the silence, Titan left his friend to ponder his threat.

Never forgetting that his name had simply been mispronounced, Coal adjusted to the nick name ‘Cool’. The toughest part was adjusting to all of the attention. He tried to be polite. At the end of the day on Friday, the office summoned him to the principal. Coal walked in and there sat a woman he had not immediately recognized, Mrs. Wong. In her grief, she had been absent for the week. Several teachers had gotten together and delivered meals to the Wong family over the past days. She came to the school on Friday to say thank you to everyone. When she discovered that Coal was a student, she requested he come to the office. 

When she turned, she recognized Coal immediately. She gasped, jumped, grabbed and hugged the young man for an incredibly long time. She thanked him again, and again. When the excitement died, she asked how he had come upon their house. He explained about the soccer game, his unreturned calls to his father, and the bus ride. He told her how he saw the house on his walk to the next bus. He left the part out about the theft and chase. Mrs. Wong apologized for mispronouncing his name.


“But you did very good thing. Very ‘Cool’ to save family. I call you Cool?” She asked. Coal nodded. How could he refuse her? They laughed together at such an odd reward for a mistake. The principle shook Coal’s hand. He hugged the woman again, and went back to class.

A week later, the school newspaper was published. Because of the coupons for food, clothing, and hobby stuff, every student at least browsed through a copy. The front page article was, “Teacher Rescued by Cool, Sun student.” With all of the recognition that Coal had already received he was now the envy of every student at the school. The paper left no doubt who he was. They put a small picture of Coal at the bottom of the article next to Mrs. Wong’s picture. It was an instant name change, and instant popularity. Coal Rivers wasn‘t excited about either. As a freshman, both had there rewards and benefits. 

Chapter 2

Risky Choice
Sun Beach High,  a school with a population of nearly 6,000 students had an intimidating football team whose season was well under way. However, soccer was big also. The ninety six players that tried out for the soccer team had dwindled to 56. Then, to 42, 29, and finally 24. Coal wasn’t sure what he expected from his school soccer team other than an opportunity to play. This was a team that every local high school player dreamed of playing on. Because of his new-found popularity, Coal was despised by some students. In a sport dominated in California by Hispanic players, Coal didn’t fit the typical soccer player. Having played on many different youth and club soccer teams, competition was not something new. Every year the characters and talent were different. He glanced over at the varsity squad, a more elite group. He chose to over-look tryouts for that squad. 
Coal and Carlos had played against each other for years. Carlos had always been his team’s best player. He was an exceptional player and Coal felt they competed toe-to-toe. However, Carlos Hernandez went to varsity without a try-out.

All three of the school’s soccer teams (varsity, JV or junior varsity, and frosh/soph or freshman/sophomore) practiced at the same time on different fields. When all the teams prepared for practice, the locker room was quite a fiasco. A day before tryouts were to begin, Coal overheard a conversation that put him on alert.
Four players stood close to Carlos in the locker room. Carlos was trying to say ‘No’. He made several attempts to pacify the group with different excuses. But, they wouldn’t have it. The tone changed.

“Oh, you’re too good to use the same energy supplements” - they called it – “that we use.”


Abe Lion chimed in, “It’ll make you run faster because it thins the blood and makes it flow through the body faster.”

One player nearly bumped into the side of Carlos’ head with his nose, “If you want us to include you, take it. We all do.” They all sounded off in agreement. “I swear, you’ll feel more energized than ever.” Carlos held out his hand and one of the other players placed something in his hand. Carlos threw it in his mouth and swallowed. One of the players hooted.


“Welcome to the team!” Gabe said. The four other players playfully wrestled Carlos to the ground as though he was someone’s little brother home from a war.

That day, two-thirds into the practice session, an ambulance rushed up onto the field. One of the coaches waved the truck over to where there was a problem.

“Some guy hit the goal post, and then had a seizure when they tried to help him up,” Coal heard someone say. The ambulance took the player away and everyone went back to practice. Coal tried to stay focused on soccer but a thought continued to intrude. I wonder if that was Carlo, he kept thinking. It felt childish to make any assumptions just because of what he had seen. When his group took their laps around the field, he took inventory of the varsity players. Carlos wasn’t there. Every lap, the sickening feeling intensified until Coal had no doubt, Carlos left in the ambulance. 
Coach Gomez, the varsity coach apparently didn’t see the accident. He came into the locker room after practice and questioned several players as to what happened on the corner kick incident. Abe Lion, a promising junior player, spoke up.
 
“We lined up, offense against defense. Gabe signaled the play and kicked a high ball.” Abe had just gotten out of the shower. He wiped his face. “I went up for the ball, then suddenly Carlos came across in front of me. I guess he saw an opportunity to shoot a header. He missed the ball. I didn’t get it either. But as I turned, I heard this noise behind me. After the play I looked back and there he was on the ground.” He paused, it seemed to disturb Abe. “He didn’t move when I called his name.” Gomez mumbled something before he patted Abe on the back and walked away. Abe was disturbed. Several players eased over to Abe.


“Man I heard that noise. He hit that post with his head,” one player insisted. Another varsity player spoke up, “Dude he knocked himself out.” Across the isle Coal met Abe’s stare.


“What the hell are you looking at? Dumb-a _ _ freshman, you ought to be outside watering the grass, or picking up balls.” Coal knew it was trouble to banter with Lion. So, nearly dressed, he grabbed his shirt and shoes, took Abe’s advice and headed out of the locker room.

On the bus ride home, Coal remembered the pill. He had no interest in the facts of why or what happened. Coal could only wonder if things would have been different if Carlos had not taken whatever kind of pill his team-mates gave him. Of course Abe gave no impression that there was any connection through guilt or remorse. But, Coal assumed Abe gave him such a verbal lashing because Abe was part of the group that threatened Carlos. More than likely, even if the pill could be directly related, no one would admit any responsibility. High school pressures were dangerous. His father had warned about drugs, “What if nothing bad happens, and you like it? Then, it’s hard to turn it down when it’s offered.” Coal decided experimenting once might be too many times for him.
Chapter 3
Names, Dares, and Gains
Most people get their nicknames from friends. Some people get their AKA’s (also known as) from things that happen, like ‘Cool’ Rivers. Being challenged can also tag you with a name. Zachary Bass was unknown to most of the student body. However, at least half the student body knew of him. Those that knew him grimaced when they spoke of him. Now in his junior year, he still regretted a challenge that gained him $50 and a campus name that he couldn’t shake.

The Johansson brothers built most of the track homes in Sun Beach. Then, they moved onto commercial properties, mostly large office complexes all over Southern California. All of that real estate business had made the family quite wealthy. Kyle Johansson had one son, Barrett. Barrett Johansson, a sophomore, thought nothing of throwing money out of his pocket just to watch those around him belittle themselves by scrambling on their hands and knees, shoving and fighting to get a five, ten, or twenty dollar bill. He didn’t care for most of the people at the school, including the teachers. The world was full of phonies. And, he made fun of everybody. 


“You are so Jekyl-ish,” was his favorite line, stolen from Miles Porter. Used for people that acted one way and then did something out of character. He loved to bring the greed of an individual to the surface in a humiliating way. 

In his freshman year he had science with Mrs. Gordon. She should have been a scientist instead of a teacher. She was a marvelous teacher, with unique experiments every semester. Mrs. Gordon was clueless about student pranks, silliness and harassment. Mrs. Gordon had her nose buried in a microscope while Zachary scurried from one corner to the next. He reached down and scooped up something in his hands. Jokingly, he thrust his cupped hands at several girls in the class. They jumped or screamed, some just hid from him. 

“Class settle down and complete the assignment,” Mrs. Gordon ordered without a glance. Zachary headed to the trashcan. 


“Hey Zack, I’ll give you $50 if you eat it,” Barrett declared.


“Yea, you wouldn’t pay,” Zack said as he continued toward the plastic lined barrel. Barrett opened his wallet and put a crisp bill with a fifty on it in Zack’s hand. The room was silent. Mrs. Gordon was scribbling notes, unaware of the dare. Zack’s mom was a fans of the rerun show Fear Factor. He knew what was expected as he pushed the money into his pocket. Without a second thought or prompting, he threw the wiggling-leg creature into his mouth and swallowed. 

“We have a new creature among us. I present to you ‘The Roach’,” Barrett proclaimed. The shouts, screams, and retching was drowned out by the bell. Students bolted from the class. “Bravo!” Barrett applauded. As he walked out, he made a last statement. “Money is king once again.” The statement stung. Alarmed by the bell, Mrs. Gordon stood up from her stool.

“Goodness, no one cleaned up their stations,” Mrs. Gordon said as she wiped her hands and looked around. Zachary wasn’t positive, but he could see how what he had done would isolate him socially even more. 

“I’ll clean up for you,” he volunteered; it bought him time to recover more from the humiliation than the bug in his system.


“Bless you. Why did they leave in such a huff?” Zack could see that were words were more of a statement than a question. He silently cleaned up.

With such an extreme number of students on campus, lunchtime was maddening. Those that were able to leave campus, did. Others huddled on the grasses. Some went to classrooms where they mingled with a teacher and friends. A heard of students still sought a spot among the ten rows of twelve deep tables that accommodated no more than ten students per table.

The twins, Saul and Paul Levitz were standing with their bags of Subway blazon on the side, looking for a table. Most of the tables were packed.


“Hey, what about over there. There’s only one guy sitting at that table,” Paul suggested. His brother looked him up and down.


“You can. That’s Roach. There’s no telling what he’ll pull out of his bag,’” said Saul. Paul tweaked his face into a look of disgust.


“Oh, that’s him? I wouldn’t be caught dead with a Roach,” Paul said, making himself laugh. 
“I wonder if it hissed at him. Do you think he chewed the thing, or just swallowed?” Saul said curiously. His brother’s eyes widened.

“No, I know you did not just say that to me. We were only two years old for God’s sake. I wish you would just move on. It wasn’t even a roach,” Paul was insulted and walked away.

“I wasn’t talking about you. They always have those roaches that make noises on Fear Factor.” Saul hurried his steps to catch his brother without bouncing his disrupting the sandwich in his hand. The two walked away in search of another place to sit. Coal watched from a distance, and marveled at his good fortune.


“What’s up?” Roach greeted as Coal set his tray at the end of the table on the same side as Zachary. He waited before he sat down.


“Hey,” Coal greeted, “Mind if I sit here?”


“No man, go ahead,” Roach moved over from the middle as if there wasn‘t enough room already. After a few minutes, Roach got up.


“Hey man, would you watch my stuff for just a minute?” He asked. Coal nodded and Roach headed towards the rest room. Michael Terry, who lived down the street from Coal, walked over.


“You know that’s Roach you’re sitting with right?” He revealed. Coal hunched his shoulders without looking at Mike.

“Not an issue for me. I needed a place to eat, and behold!” Coal threw his arms apart, looking at both ends of the table. “Seems like an okay guy to me.” Coal began to eat again. 


“I don’t get it,” Michael said, “Nobody but you is sitting with this guy. Doesn’t that tell you something? He’s a loser.”  Michael stormed off, angry that Coal didn’t see the importance of the situation like he did. Roach came back and sat down. 


“What’s up with that dude? He looked fumed!” Roach said. Coal gave it some thought.


“He lives down the street from me. He watches me like a hawk.” Coal laughed. “And, we’re not even friends.”  Roach nodded, expecting more detail than was offered.
Coal was nearly finished with his lunch, and Roach was just sipping his soda when three guys from auto shop demanded the table, “Sit somewhere else. Me and my friends are sitting here now.”  Roach got up to leave, but stalled when Coal didn’t move. Coal prayed for a little wisdom, and continued eating his cookies.

  
“Hey you piece of s _ _ _, this is our table now, move out,” said Sid Michaels. The two that were with him, chuckled.


“Mr. Lewis!” Coal called, seeing him walk past. The three guys watched, prepared to deny any accusation the snitch proclaimed. Oblivious, Mr. Lewis waved, and headed over with a smile.


“Mr. Rivers, or Cool as they call you, how are you today?” Greeted Mr. Lewis with a huge smile. “Hello gentlemen,” he spoke to the others.

“When is the science mid-term review?” asked Coal.


“Oh great. Um, always on top of those things aren’t you? Well, probably next Tuesday or…No, Tuesday,” replied Mr. Lewis delighted.


“Okay…Hey Mr. Lewis, Sid and the guys here are in auto shop, maybe they can help you with that transmission problem you’re having,” encouraged Coal. Mr. Lewis’s whole face lit up as he began a long explanation of the problems he was having with his car. Sid and the gang weren’t at all interested, but listened for ten minutes. Meanwhile, Coal finished eating his lunch, and Roach watched the whole thing play-out in amazement. Coal stood. 


“Table’s all yours Sid. Good luck Mr. Lewis,” he said walking over to the trash barrel, throwing his lunch papers away. Roach hurried up behind him.


“That was unbelievable! How’d you think that up so quick?” Roach asked as he caught up. 


“It’s a gift,” Coal said it before he thought and looked around to see if anyone else had heard him. He tried to clarify what he meant, “I have been in a lot of situations where I barely escaped getting beat up. And, every time those situations were,” – Coal searched his mind for a word – “I don’t know, humiliating. They were like, ‘I’m more powerful than you’ confrontations.” Roach nodded intensely. He understood. “So, I prayed for a new strategy. When I thought about what I really wanted, I knew I wasn’t interested in ripping anyone apart. What I wanted was to maneuver every situation to a point where I walk away with my head up.” Coal wasn’t sure how Roach would feel about voices. But it was part of the story. “I heard voices in my head one night that said, ‘Play the man Coal Rivers. Life is a race, run to win’. The voice kept saying, ‘Run to win’. I didn’t understand at first. But, I decided that it meant for me to play this life to win and that’s what I do.” Coal responded sincerely. Five students passed by.


“Hey Cool!” Said one girl. “Hi Cool,” followed her friend. “Cool what‘s up?” nodded the slinky skateboard guy. Coal waved and smiled back. Roach stopped.


“You’re ‘Cool’?” Roach looked him up and down as though he didn’t fit the name. He realized that, ‘Roach’ didn’t fit him either. “Wow, I read the newspaper article. Everyone knows you,” Coal shrugged his shoulders. After a silent moment, Roach prepared to leave. “I’ll see ya.” Roach was glad that he had made the connection. 
On Thursday, rumor had it that soccer practice had been cancelled for the day. So, to make sure, Coal went to the locker room to check the board and found the rumor was true. He called his dad.


“Hi Dad, can you pick me up after school?” He paused. “No, they canceled practice today.” Coal raised his eyebrows. “Yeah…That’s okay. I will go to the library. I can get some research done for a paper.” He frowned, “It’s not due until next Friday.” Now he grinned and nodded. “Thanks Dad, see you then…Bye.” Coal tucked his phone away and headed out, back to lunch. Once again, all the tables were full except for one, Roach’s table. Again, Coal came over and sat down. Two girls rushed over, and sat with their trays of hot food.

“Cool, this is my friend Theresa, can we sit here?” 


“Hey Theresa,” Coal greeted. He looked over, “Last time I didn’t get your name. You don’t mind if they sit here, do you?” 


“Zack, my name is Zack. And, sure you can sit anywhere you like,” insisted Zachary Bass. After the introductions and small talk, the girls had their own conversation at the other end of the table.


“What should I call you?” Zack asked as he continued to eat

“Doesn’t matter, you can call me Coal or Cool.” Typically, Coal didn’t introduce himself as Cool. Coal had the same question. “Some people call you ‘Roach’, what should I call you?” Coal asked hoping his new friend wasn’t into drugs. 

“Zack’s good.” 

“What’s the deal with ‘Roach’ anyway?” 

“I took on a dare last year, and the nickname stuck,” Zack said. Coal smirked at the thought that he was in middle school when Zack got his new name. 

“What happened?” Coal asked, then realized that it might be a sensitive subject. “You don’t have to tell me though.” Zack shook his head.

 “Naw, doesn’t matter,” Zack felt comfortable, even though Coal was young. So, he laid out the story with detail. For Coal, he did his best not to react at the vision of eating a live critter.

Coal had a thought, “Maybe the better question is, what did you do with the money?” Zack gave Coal a nod and a sick smile. 

“No one has ever asked me that question,” – Zack took a breath- “ So, let me tell you what I did.” He got up, threw his trash away and started his story on the way back to the table. “My mom and dad were getting a divorce at the time. My dad and I used to go to garage sales together, but that stopped. So, I went on my own. My dad wouldn’t give me money anymore though.” Zack watched Coal to see if he was following along or had lost interest. He gladly continued. “The weekend before I got my nickname, I went to a garage sale where a woman’s husband had died. He was a lock salesman for the high-end market. 

“Here I was watching all these people ohh and ahh at these door locks. It’s a garage sale!” Zack raised his voice. “No one will pay $125 for a lock set. She had three of them.” He paused.  “I couldn’t afford the price so I left. I went back though at the end of the day, and offered her $50. She said no and closed the door in my face.” Two more girls had come over to join the girls at the other half of the table. Coal knew one of them and waved. Then he turned back to Zack. “Before I rode off, she opened the garage. She showed me a set that she would sell for $50. It was damaged of course. But, I took a picture with my phone of the lock set and told her I’d come back.” Two girls approached.


“Cool, this is my friend Victoria Swift, Victoria this is Cool Rivers,” Crystal Wong (not related to the widowed teacher) introduced. 


“Hi Victoria,” he greeted. “Crystal and Victoria this is my friend Zack.” At that moment, Zack knew he would tell Coal the whole story. He felt confident that his social situation would soon be changing.

Ebony Jones and Michelle Cortez didn’t look as excited as Tommy Jefferson had hoped. Crystal and Tommy were in Advanced Literature together. Tommy liked Crystal’s eyes. He allowed Keith ‘Salt’ Smith to talk him into asking her out on a date. Socially, Keith and Tommy were popular but both were soft spoken. As juniors, they both had driver’s licenses but Keith had a car. Every day Keith would drive his beat up twenty year old faded tan Toyota four door over to Tommy’s apartment complex and wait. In the morning it wasn’t a big deal. In the evening, Keith made a habit of staring at the road. A young white man still didn’t go over well in Tommy’s neighborhood, especially if you started making eye contact with the guys that hung around.

“She said no. She has plans Tommy,” Ebony said with a look of disappointment on her face. Tommy didn’t say anything. He shrugged his shoulders, and smiled. He thought, I should have asked her myself. Letting them ask was stupid.

“We shouldn’t have talked you into asking her out. I’m sorry Tommy,” Michelle said.


‘It’s all good. It’s not your fault.” He leaned over and put Keith in a playful chock hold. “I need to kill Salt, it was his idea.” The girls didn’t sit down. 


“We have a cheerleaders’ meeting. We have to go. Sorry Tommy,” Ebony flickered her fingers above her head as she walked away. The other four football players at the table, who were engrossed in their own conversation, waved mumbled and watched Ebony and Michelle. Finally, one of them started to laugh insanely, and they all joined in. Tommy got up, and followed behind, to throw away his trash but stopped suddenly. “What?” Tommy said not looking amused. “I hope those guys weren’t sitting there when Ebony asked her out for me.” Keith didn’t know what to say as he looked over at Victoria Swift, Crystal Wong, Coal Rivers, and Zack Bass. In an instant, Wong and Swift ran off giggling. Tommy had an immediate hatred for Coal and Zack. 

“I don’t think they were sitting together,” was all that Keith could muster.


“Don’t matter,” Tommy lied. Because of his size, Tommy was teased or made fun of when he was a boy. Now as a man, if he thought he was someone’s joke, he got revenge. The other players at the table joined Keith and Tommy as they headed towards the fountain.

Zack watched the two girls gallop off. “Tell me about the broken handle set. It was Baldwin right?” Coal engaged. 


“Yea,” Zack hesitated; surprised that Coal was keeping up with the conversation. “Yea, so I looked on the internet for a number and called. I told them the handle bar was cracked.” He threw up his hands. “They promised to send one right out. I couldn’t believe it. Then, I knew I had to figure out a way to get $50. I knew my dad wouldn’t give it to me. At that time, I couldn’t even get a dollar. He was claiming in divorce court that he was broke and didn’t want to show any evidence that he had money.” Most of the students were standing. It was time for the bell to ring. Zack stood and tried to hurry the story along. “So when Barrett put that money in my hand, I knew I was set.” Coal stood up, thinking this was pretty much the end of the story. The two walked together. “I replaced the broken piece and sold the set on the internet for $375. The other locks were worth more and I bought and sold them too. I didn’t spend a dime of that $2,000 that I made. That is until I saw two incredible pictures by an early 20th century artist named Kirshner.” Zack looked at Coal. “Do you know art?” It didn’t matter how Coal interpreted the question, the answer was, ‘No’. He shook his head. “Well, no one is going to pay a decent price for anything at a garage sale. So, I went home and called my dad for a painting value expert. My dad didn’t give it any thought and gave me a guy’s number. I called and told him I thought they were pictures from the ‘Berlin Street Scene’ series. He said that if I was right, each painting was worth at least a million apiece.” The two stood alone, and Coal decided the story was worth being late for. “I went back and bought them both. A week later, my dad’s friend got me $8,000,000 for one and $13,000,000 for the other, after his cut.” Coal tried not to overreact. He admired that Zack didn’t think like the average high school student. Who would have known that Zack had money? In a way, Zack walked his own narrow road. 


“Nice, I’d eat a roach for $21,000,000,” Coal said as they parted to different classes. Zack looked back. 


“I’m getting a four year old Suburban next week. I’ll pick you up sometime,” Zack promised.
After school, Coal went to the library. He had exhausted all of the possibilities for his research paper in about 15 minutes. He sorted and assembled all of the papers he printed from the internet, and rushed out, worried that his dad had been waiting in the parking lot. Once outside, he was relieved. About ten minutes later, the car pulled alongside the curb.  


“Did you wait long?” Mr. Rivers asked. Coal put his backpack on the floor, climbed in and quickly slammed the door. The parking lot was nearly empty of students hanging out.

“Wasn’t long dad,” assured Coal. As they drove around the corner, not four blocks from the school, Coal spotted someone lying on the sidewalk with a bicycle near the street. As they passed, he sat up concerned. Suddenly, he jumped in a panic. 


“Pull over dad. I know that guy,” Coal said. Mr. Rivers pulled to the side. Coal jumped out and ran back. Zack’s bicycle tire was nearly bent in half.

“Zack, you okay?” Coal asked. “How bad is it?”

“My leg is beat up,” Zack said obviously in pain, “These guys were swerving like they would hit me. When I tried to get out of the way, I lost control and went out into the street. They hit my front tire and I flew over there.” He pointed. “Of course they took off.” Coal and his dad helped Zack stand. He winced in pain but barely a moan escaped. 



“Is someone at your house?” Mr. Rivers asked. Zack nodded. “We should take you home,” insisted Mr. Rivers as he helped Zack ease over to the car. Coal’s dad nearly fell when he pulled the bike and discovered the wheels wouldn’t roll. He lifted the cruiser, and hung it out of the trunk. Coal came to the back of the car to help.


“Son is the guy’s name Zack?” Asked Mr. Rivers. Coal nodded. His father got back in the car. Coal shook the bike to make sure it was secure. Nobody wanted another accident.

“So Zack,” Mr Rivers addressed, “Where do you live?” 
“Up ahead a few blocks. At Locust make a right. It’s not far. The silence was complete when Coal’s dad turned the radio off and only Zack’s agony broke the quiet. Mr. Rivers made the right at Locust. 
“Right there,” Zack said pointing to a white house. Coal’s dad pulled in the driveway.
Mr. Rivers told Zack, “Stay here, don’t get out yet, just wait a minute.”  Meanwhile, Coal went to the door and knocked. After a minute or so, The door opened. 


“Yes?” the red headed female asked, not knowing Coal. She looked far more glamorous, sharp, and clean than her son had ever looked.


“Yes ma’am, Your son’s in our car,”  Coal didn’t wait but hurried into the next sentence. “He got hit. But, he’s okay,” Coal pointed.  Zack’s mom looked past Coal, as if in horrified disbelief. She ran out to the car. 

“Zachary?” she said sprinting to the car. “What happened? Are you alright?”  She asked opening the door. 


“Ah! My leg. It hurts. The pain just keeps getting worse!” Zack seemed more angry at the pain than fearful. Mr. Rivers had come back to the car after placing Zack’s bike in the garage.


“Do you think I should take him to the ER?” asked Zack’s mom. She tried to appear calm.


“Absolutely. This would be the wrong thing to be optimistic about,” responded Mr. Rivers.


“I’ll get my keys,” she confirmed. She disappeared and the garage opened.
She slipped into her car from the kitchen entrance into the garage and backed her car out. Coal and his dad lifted Zack and gently placed him in his mother’s car. The garage closed. She stood and watched until they closed his door.


“Thank you,” she said sincerely, and hurried off. Coal and his dad sat in the car for a minute before they headed home.

The next day, Friday, Word traveled, that Roach (Zack) was struck by a car and suffered a fractured leg, and fractured elbow.  Word also got around that Coal was the one who helped Zack. The weekend slipped in and passed.
Titan Vise was sure that his admiration for Coal was a connection that they both enjoyed. All day Monday, and even the previous Friday, Titan was on the lookout. He saw Coal on Tuesday morning before school. He spotted him when he passed the Fountain.

“Hey Cool,” Titan said walking over as if he had something important to say. “How’s Roach?” With more than a handful of players trailing behind the quarterback, Coal wondered what was behind the question.


“You know him?” Coal asked, knowing the answer. Titan’s friends laughed.


Someone else answered, “Who doesn’t know the guy who ate the roach?” Coal started to walk away. Titan put a hand on Coal’s shoulder.


“No really, is he okay? I heard he got hit by a car,” Titan said sincerely. Coal still wasn’t sure how to read Titan. But, a thought came to mind.


“Practice was short on Thursday. You passed right by Zack. Why didn’t you stop and help him?” Titan was shocked at being called out. His team mates listened to hear what he would say. He stared at Coal in silence. “Bad one.” Coal walked away and the football players played up the accusation and teased Titan. He turned in anger and shoved Eddie Nash. Unexpected, Eddie fell to the ground.

“Shut up!” Titan said. When words finally came to him, he turned but Coal was gone. Tommy Jefferson stood a distance away, but heard it all.

“Why doesn’t Titan just kick his a _ _?” He looked where Coal was last seen. “Who does he think he is?” Tommy mumbled. He backed up and decided to go back around the other way and let the other guys sort through what he just heard. Kevin Smith was there. He’d ask Salt what he missed if anything.

Titan wasn’t sure what had just happened but he felt disrespected. A freshman had no right to talk to a senior the way Coal did. ‘Where was he? How could he have seen me pass Roach? Paige (an ex-girlfriend), would have freaked out if I had stopped to help that freak,’ he thought.


“I gotta go to the restroom. I’ll see you later,” Titan addressed to no one in particular. ‘Man, that guy’s a loose canon. I think I’ll stay away from him for a while,’ Titan determined.
Coal was washing his hands when Titan walked into the restroom. They both froze. Finally, Coal pulled a paper towel and dried his hands. Titan walked to a stall.


“You know the hero part is getting old,” Titan insisted, hoping that Coal had not walked out. 


“What’s your point?” Coal questioned. The toilet flushed and the door flew open. Titan was still putting himself together.


“People only liked you because of Mrs. Wong.” He paused. “I’m just saying. That’s gotten old.” Coal was annoyed that Titan thought it necessary to say it twice. Coal was still drying his hands as Titan headed out but changed his mind and went to the sink to wash his hands. 

“I never signed up for Popularity 101, it just happened; It makes me no difference. These people are not my friends. They don’t give a rip about me. A friend of the world, is no friend of God. My whole mission in life is to do the right thing. Nothing else matters. Where would you be without football? Would people care about you the same way? Would you still care about your future?” Coal insisted. Titan was offended.
“What ever man. You kind of scare me. You’re kind of young to be Moses.” Titan realized how hot the weather was for so early in the day and scooped water from the sink up to his face as he bent over. “It seems like whenever someone starts spouting words form the Bible or Koran and making it seem as though their better than everyone else, it’s discovered that they are really psycho killers, rapists, perverts, or mad bombers.” Oblivious, of Coal, Titan dunked his face into a handful of water. “So, what kind of lunatic are you?” Titan challenged. There was no reply. He grabbed a paper towel and wiped his face. The room was empty. There was no telling when Coal had walked out.

After third period, Coal passed the Fountain on his way to Corridor A. Tommy Jefferson was stared at him. ‘Great, what’s his issue,’ Coal thought. Kevin Smith walked over to Tommy.

“I have Titan second period and he talked to Coal again. He said that nothing matters to Coal and he doesn’t care what anyone thinks.” Tommy watched until Coal went down the farthest corridor.


“Sounds like he’s just too good for us,” Tommy said sarcastically as he picked up his book and headed to class with Keith.

With the usual lunch setup: crowded tables, limited grass space, benches with less than an inch of empty space and lines twenty deep to get lunch; the best spots were reserved for seniors. With Zack still visiting various specialists, Coal squeezed in at one of the tables with a few soccer players, mostly freshmen and sophomores. Before Coal could even get two bites of his sandwich, a heavy voice yelled across the courtyard. 


“Hey Cool, I passed up Roach too, what’s that make me?”  An unusual silence fell over the crowd of students everywhere. Everyone wanted to here Coal’s reaction.  Coal was quiet for a moment, trying to decide whether to take on the dare.  After all, it had been a terrible day so far with a C on his Algebra test because of carelessness, and the paint from art class that he spilled on his new jeans; and of course his banter with Titan. It all made Coal Rivers a little tense.  ‘Alright, I’ll take the bait,’ Coal decided.  ‘May what I say be out of righteous anger, I don’t want to offend you Lord,’ he thought.


“You acted like a loser,” echoed Coal’s voice.  All the tables were buzzing with, “Oooohs” and “Ooooo’s”.  Big 6 foot, 4 inch, 260 pound Thomas Jefferson, or T.J., the football team’s star linebacker stood up.


“Did I hear you call me a loser?” T.J. challenged.  Coal couldn’t see him, but he knew T.J.‘s voice.


“You probably know who ran over the top of Zack. It’s all a big joke. He needed your help. Yeah, you acted like a loser,” Coal insisted. A silence swept over the quad as everyone waited to see the reaction. T.J., like Coal, was a quiet fellow who, even though recruited by over 32 different colleges, kept to himself and shied from big clusters of loud and obnoxious classmates, or jocks. He stepped away from his table and headed in Coal’s direction. As he passed the tables, the students stood up to watch. When everyone at Coal’s table realized that T.J. was coming, three students scattered. Carlos, and Purple, fellow soccer players continued eating. T.J. walked to the side of Coal’s table and leaned over.


“So, you calling me a loser because I wouldn’t help that nasty bug eatin’ fool…” T.J. bobbed his head. “Is that right?”  He accused. Eight other football players walked up laughing. T.J. turned on them, shoving three in one movement that knocked them all off balance. “This ain’t group therapy. I don’t need your grinning faces hanging over me, you damn bobble heads.” He demanded. Once they backed up, he turned back to Coal. Coal stopped eating for a second, looked up and nodded. Eddie Nash stepped close. 


“Oh man, rip his tongue out, and beat him with it,” he egged. T.J. whipped around grabbed Eddie, who was no horse jockey, and shoved him back with the others. 
“Stay the hell out,” he belittled. Coal finished his lunch and went to the trash can during the commotion with Eddie. Mike Turner, one of the players that T.J. had shoved, pointed.


“Look, he’s running away scared.”  T.J. walked in Coal’s direction.


“Hey, I ain’t through with you,” the giant growled. Coal frowned. This prompted jeers from the whole listening crowd. Purple and Carlos joined Coal by the trash can. T.J. took a step in Coal’s direction, but Coal rushed him, T.J. jumped back and readied his hands as if prepared to tackle him.  Coal was standing far too close.


“It hasn’t been a good day.  I’ll make you a promise big man.” Coal said quietly.


“What the hell I care about a promise from you?” T.J. smirked. Coal changed his look. T.J. saw the cold fearless glare in his eyes.

“You may be a giant. But, if you put your hands on me, I promise that I will embarrass you in front of this entire crowd.”


“Shut up fool,” blurted T.J. as he shoved Coal. Different then the football players, Coal never lost his balance. Coal was attached to T.J.. Coal had curled his hand into T.J.’s shirt. T.J.’s skin blended in the tightly wound shirt. It appeared that T.J. had the advantage with his hands on Coal’s forearms. He raised a hand and tried to slap Coal with that hand. But, Coal ducked and twisted T.J.’s skin tighter. Coal snagged two of T.J.’s fingers.

“You break my fingers, and I swear to God, I’ll kill you,” T.J. threatened at a near whisper. Coal continued his grip.


“I’m not the big man on campus, you are. If we fight, everyone knows that you should win. But, what if you don’t?” Coal paused and still hadn’t released T.J.’s fingers. “Even if you destroy me, I will hurt you, I promise. You won’t play tonight against Bayside, and you’ll be suspended.” Coal twisted T.J.’s fingers. T.J. tried not to react to the pain. Suddenly, Coal let go.  


“This ain’t over,” T.J. said as he walked away, then looked back. “At least I know who I am. You ain’t even black.” The blacks and Hispanics in the crowd laughed. Coal brushed off the racial slur about being mixed color and sighed with relief at having avoided an ugly confrontation. No one had really heard what TJ and Coal had said up close. Later, Eddie passed Coal on his way to his last period.


“You must be a cat,” he teased, then pretended that Coal said ‘no’. “No, you don’t have nine lives? Well then any day now you’re about to die.” Eddie laughed to himself and moved on. 
After school, Coal had a scrimmage. The frosh/soph team was narrowing the core team. This would be the deciding game to see who would play, who would substitute, sit the bench, or turn in their soccer equipment.

Miles asked, “Are you ready?” Coal nodded. “Where you at?” He ran a mile every night after he got home from school. In the morning he slipped into the garage and dribbled the ball for at least thirty minutes. Before the beginning of every practice he ran four laps. After practice he ran four sprints. His teammates thought he simply trying to impress. The coaches (they thought so too). To everyone’s surprise, it continued everyday. Not one player was in better shape than Coal Rivers.

“I think I’m at about an 8,” Coal responded. He felt more like a nine. 
At practice one afternoon, a teammate asked Coal, “Cool, what drug are you on? You kill yourself every day. What for?”


“I want to be lucky,” Coal responded. Oscar, a teammate standing nearby, laughed. The statement didn’t make any sense.

Oscar said, “Don’t we all. But, don’t you think you’re over doing it?” Coal admired Oscar. He was a natural athlete with skills.

“Last season on my club soccer team, I always felt that I could play better in the games. I was the captain of the team and we were on a losing streak because we weren’t scoring. So, I promised myself that I would try and take three shots a game, practice or scrimmage. Shots that I wouldn’t normally take. I knew that wouldn’t be the only solution, but it was the beginning of my effort to be a better player.”


“What do you mean?” Oscar questioned.


“What good is it to take a shot if you aren’t ready?” Coal looked at Oscar who was frowning with confusion. “A little this way or that way won’t score the goal. Over the net doesn’t count either.” Oscar’s face softened with new understanding. “I do the extras to get ready. My dad used to say, ‘Do what it takes so that you can be lucky. When you prepare, and the opportunity comes up, the chance of being lucky is huge.’  So, I’m always hoping to be lucky.” Oscar smiled and nodded his head.

“I like that.” 

The scrimmage was against both Costa Mesa Valley High and Saddleback High School. Each scrimmage had a scheduled time of 45 minutes. 
Coal started the game as a defensive player to his surprise. He was pleased to be covering the back line with Oscar. Oscar had been trying to step up his game after they had their talk. After fifteen minutes, the first group left the field and the second group went in for fifteen minutes, then the third group. In the Costa Mesa scrimmage, there was no score.

Coach Roberts mixed the groups up for the second scrimmage. Oscar played over 30 minutes before he was substituted out. Coal went in at the 37th minute on defense again. Saddleback had scored three times and Sun Beach remained at zero. Coal took over as sweeper, the last man before the goalie. 


“Push up, push up,” he ordered. The other two defenders moved forward. The strategy worked. The next three plays found Saddleback called for off sides. Later, Saddleback’s goalie kicked the ball deep into Sun Beach territory. Within the moving maze of players, Coal thought he saw a play. He took five steps back and trapped the dropping ball without a bounce. Like the predictable movements of the old electric football games, things were sliding into place just as he had envisioned. Zeke was there. Coal passed him the ball, and kept running. He screamed, “Antonio cover!” Antonio eased back to take Coal’s vacated position.

“Here, here, here,” Coal called for the ball to be sent back to him. Zeke delivered. Coal slowed the ball, as if nothing had developed. He traveled to the side for ten yards. Suddenly, he passed to the left mid-fielder and cut up the field diagonally. 


Amidst all of the other shouts and directions given on the field, Coal demanded the ball again. “Now.” When he was ignored he shouted again. “Now!” Freshman Tony delayed but sent the ball as requested. Coal zigged back the other direction then zagged across as he gained speed and field position. He had done all of this so quickly that the two defensive men at his side barely kept up. This is where the maze ended. He only knew where the vision had placed him for the shot. That shot was on the other side of the field. He slowed ever so slightly to entice the defender on his left to take a jab at the ball. When he did, Coal slammed him hard, shoulder to shoulder, appearing as though he planned to change direction. Stunned and off balance, the defender lost his momentum. Coal cut again leaning into the sole defender. In a pivot move, the last man found himself behind Coal too embarrassed to even try to catch up. Coal Rivers headed directly for the goal. The goalie wasn’t good, he wasn’t great, he was nationally ranked. He had no business playing at this low level of high school soccer. Refusing to be intimidated by the goalie’s protective stance, Coal stutter kicked the ball five feet, as if he miss kicked the ball. The goalie took three steps out from the goal. He was nearly committed to charge. Coal flicked the ball sideways, which motivated the goalie to commit and charge the ball. Coal then cut left a further step and shot at the open goal with his left foot. It was a perfect shot for a right footed kicker. Score was 1 to 3, Sun Beach finally scored.
After a series of high fives, slaps, and pats on the back, “Sub please!” echoed over the field. After the referee acknowledged the substitution, a player shouted, “Cool.” Coal jogged off the field to the sideline, where good spirited praise surrounded him, except for one. 

“You pulled yourself out of position, for what, to take a risk?” There was a pause, as if the coach expected an answer. “If every player went to the top with the ball whenever he felt like it, why would we need positions?” Coach Roberts barked. He didn’t wait to see if Coal would answer the question before he walked away. Coal walked behind the team bench for a cup of water. Oscar and Freshman Tony, came out at the same time as Coal, hurried over. 

“Dude you were so lucky, that was sick,” Oscar announced. Coal turned and slapped his hand. Tony, oblivious to the former conversation, thought Oscar was blind.

“Man there is no way that was luck. He set that goalie up.” Now Tony went over and slapped Coal’s hand. “He could have walked right in, set the ball down, and kicked the goalie in the a _ _ on his way out.” Tony nodded at Coal, satisfied with his recount of the successful play and then walked away. Coal and Oscar laughed quietly in an effort to not bring Tony back into the conversation. The whistle blew, signaling the end of the scrimmage. 

“Coal Rivers?” A voice asked. Coal turned to find a familiar smiling face approach.  
“Hey Coach,” he said to Art Gomez the varsity soccer coach.

“Did you plan that move or was there something in the water?” Coach asked half joking. Coal smiled, considering the statement a compliment. “Tell me, did you plan that move?” Coal took another drink of water and looked Gomez in the eyes.
“I saw it,” Coal responded. Gomez smirked and twisted his head.

“Saw it? What do you mean?” Gomez asked confused. Coal tossed the paper cup into the trash. It wasn’t always easy to be different.

“I saw the play when the Saddleback goalie punted the ball into the air,” Coal revealed. Gomez raised his eyebrows. After Coal didn’t have a follow-up he moved on.
“You had a shot on this side” – Gomez pointed – “but you went to the other side.” Coal’s teammates had grouped to shake hands with the Saddleback players. Gomez could see that the young man was somewhat anxious.

“It wasn’t how I saw it develop. I gotta go, coach,” Coal started to walk away. Gomez knew that he was taking advantage of his authority and nodded to let Coal join his team.

“It was an excellent shot,” Gomez shouted with a smile. Moises Martinez, an assistant coach came along side of Gomez. 

“So, who won the bet? Did he decide to shoot when he got to the goal or when he started up the field.” Martinez asked. Gomez shifted his glance to make sure he saw the coach’s expression.

“We both lost. He knew it when the goalie kicked the ball,” Gomez presented. Coach Mo frowned for a moment, then nodded and tilted his head.

“Well that does happen.” It wasn’t the response Gomez expected. “There’s one of those in every 500 players,” Gomez walked away. “One in 10,000 if he’s got talent,” Martinez followed as closure.
Chapter 4
The Game

The Moore Coast League was one of the toughest in Southern California for football. Sun Beach tied for first in the league for the season. The whole team was anxious to show well in the regional contest. With three losses, the coach at times accused the team of complacency.  “Sometimes my boys just aren’t hungry enough,” the coach said to a reporter once. Now, they would play against the best teams across the state. Titan Vise was possibly the best quarterback in the nation. The problem this season was that the team didn’t have great receivers. They had an excellent running game until their All Moore Coast running back Morris Isles tore his ACL (Anterior Cruciate Ligament). It happened in the middle of the season while playing a game of pick-up basketball. The knee ligament was not torn badly. However, he was out for the rest of the season. Head football coach, Mike Kravitz put Rayford Sinclair in lead position. But, the focus of the offense had to change. Rayford was not as affective. He was not an explosive running back. Morris was a threat every time he touched the ball. So, Kravitz changed the offense to a roll out offense with a threat of a run, short pass or a flip to Rayford. They won their league. The phone wasn’t ringing so often for Morris. He watched from the sidelines, a little more quiet than boastful, a little less arrogant and more humble.

Defensive linebacker Tommy Jefferson, a junior; Defensive guard Harold Cook, a senior; and cornerback Troy West a sophomore had been the awesome force that kept the entire season of points scored against them at an impressive 28 points. Kravitz wasn’t confident in the team’s ability to do well, with all of the setbacks, injuries, and weaknesses throughout the team, he simply had hope.
The first game of the California Interscholastic Federation playoffs was played at 7:00 Friday night time. Playoff games were foreign ground, the crowds were different. The fans never knew what to expect from none league teams and spectators from unique parts of Southern California. 
Coal’s sister, Lynn, picked up Miles about forty five minutes before the game. She let Julie Rivers, her little sister, sit in the front, even though an air bag made an accident a dangerous situation. The two friends sat together in the back.

Once inside the stadium gate, Lynn and Julie went up to join some friends of Lynn’s. Miles and Coal followed each other around to their various groups of basketball, soccer, and social friends. Then Coal slipped down onto the field.


“I can’t go in there. I’m not a player,” Miles whispered.


“Neither am I. We’ll wait till they ask us to leave.” Coal said as he walked confidently. As Miles looked around, he caught TJ staring at Coal. “I guess he hasn’t forgotten.” Coal followed Miles’ look and saw the big man.


“Doesn’t matter I won’t worry about him until I have to,” Coal said. His thoughts went further: Lord bless me to protect myself, and to trust you. Miles pulled Coal even closer to the sidelines of the field. 

“Hey Cool!” A guy said running over. “You guys can’t be on the field.” He said strictly. 
“See Cool, I told you,” Miles ragged jokingly. 

The field student laughed and said, “But, if you back up four steps, you can hang out for ten minutes.” Then he walked away. 

“That was sick. You are so lucky,” Miles insisted. The two watched as the kickers and special teams warmed up. The rest of both teams hid away in their separate areas of the locker room.
“Let’s go up,” Coal said seriously. Miles slumped.

“Why can’t we just stay until he comes back?” He asked. Coal stopped in front of the gate and looked at Miles.

“Who said they were afraid because we weren’t players?” Coal proposed. “Who didn’t want to come down here anyway?” Coal opened the gate to the stands. “It’s all about trust.”  The two maneuvered up the stairs. Miles got pushed from behind by the crowd and fell into the guy in front of him. He turned around.

“Hey, watch out!” A large white guy with a mustache barked. Coal stepped in front of Miles.

“It was the crowd, sorry about that,” Coal said. 

“Yea,” The guy responded sarcastically. 

“Aren’t you Sam. I have you in my history class,” Coal said, trying to escape the tension. Sam’s eyes lit up big. 

“Man, I thought I recognized you.” Sam said with a hand slap as though they were great friends. 

“This is my friend Miles,” Coal introduced. Sam smiled and nodded. Coal walked as if to move on. “Hey enjoy the game. We’ll see you later.” With Miles on his heals, he sat in the middle of the stands. It seemed a safe distance from the rowdiest groups of students, fans, and parents.

The two schools had their full teams on the field to stretch and warm up. Twenty minutes later, the announcer introduced the singer for the Pledge of Allegiance. Then the referee assembled the captains of the two teams and tossed the coin. The visiting team chanted their pre-game cheer, and lined up for the kickoff. Anthony, the kicker for Sun Beach, made some adjustments to the ball, backed-up and sent the ball across the field into the end zone. Miles raised his eyebrows. 

“Do you think you could kick that far?” Miles asked.

“I don’t know.” Coal was irritated. “Antonio used to playing soccer too,” insisted Coal trying to avoid being harassed about whether he could kick better than the team’s kicker. The comparison never would have occurred to Coal.
Coal had never watched a game. This was as close to the action as he had ever been. He didn’t see how they could call this a game. This was war. He caught himself cringing after one play where the opposing quarterback headed up field only to collide with Thomas Catasero, nicknamed ‘Tom Cat’, the other linebacker next to T.J..

At half-time, The Diamond Bar High Diablos proved to be a decent team. Titan Vise completed his first 14 passes and led Sun Beach to a 21 to nothing score. There was no way, with a home field advantage that the home team, Sun Beach, would lose. But, something changed. 
As the referees walked to the center of the field, Diamond Bar’s coaches joined them for a discussion. One of the referees jogged over to Kravitz. Kravitz shook his head and pointed to his watch. Four players from Diamond Bar High came on the field from the locker room to join the conversation between the coaches and the referees. When the meeting broke up, the players went to the Diablo’s sideline. Finally the second half was set to start. Kravitz stood at the back of his team on the phone for more than ten minutes. Sun Beach opened the game with a kick to Diamond Bar. Now for the second half, it was Diamond Bar’s turn to kick to the Sun Beach Rams. Sun Beach cheered loud and clear the first half. The band played and the cheerleaders chanted. Now, Diamond Bar’s band began to play in the stands; and they had new cheerleaders that kept arriving. 
“Hey, where’d the band come from? What’s going on here? First they get more players. But now, Betty’s cheering and Bob is beating the drums. What the hell?” Sam Beepe said. Sam told no one in particular. He simply stood up and spoke what everyone was thinking. 
“Hey sit down!” Someone demanded, annoyed. Sam turned around. He could easily have been a lineman for the Sun Beach team. But, in his sophomore year, he had no interest in being on the gridiron field. 
“Chill out!” Sam attacked, not caring who gave the order to sit. He didn’t wait for a response, he sat down. 

Diamond Bar’s kick went deep into the end zone and brought Sun Beach out to the twenty yard line. The first play, Titan the quarterback threw a twenty yard pass to Keith Hayes, the tight end. Keith was wrestled down after another five yards. This time, Titan didn’t roll out. He sprinted back and looked for the long ball. There he is, Titan told himself as he rifled the pass over the defense. Out of nowhere, number eight, who missed the first half, cut in front of the receiver and intercepted the ball. He immediately stepped out of bounds after the catch.


“You’re kidding me! You weren’t even here ten minutes ago,” Sam said, jumping to his feet. In his two outbursts, Sam had gained space on both sides of him. A couple came to watch their son and brought the grandparents, they moved. On the other side, a newly married couple that met at the school and started dating in their junior year came to see their high school alma mater. They moved up three rows as well.  

Three new players took the field as Diamond Bar’s offense took possession of the ball. One player was a quarterback, another played a running back, and the other was an offensive guard that was easily the biggest man on the field. The first play with the new ensemble sent a pass to a receiver that forced his way down to the twelve-yard line. The next play, the quarterback rolled out for a sweep option. As he attracted three defenders, including Tommy Jefferson, he pitched the ball to the running back. He faked one way, then another before he turned up the speed and ran directly over the top of Troy West. It was the first touchdown for the Diablos. 

“You guys are getting you’re a _ _ _ _ kicked!” Sam yelled.


“Hey, I have my kids up here. Can you watch the language?” Shouted one of the dads. Sam meant no disrespect and apologized to everyone’s surprise. He loved the game of football and quit after his first year in high school when his dad came back home. The man was ill, and his mother wasn’t in perfect health either. But, Sam knew she couldn’t take care of his father so he made sure that he made himself available to help out. Maybe dad won’t disappear again, he thought. 
“That’s okay! Let’s go! Get a touchdown right here,” Coach Kravitz shouted. An assistant coach ran over to Kravitz.


“They’re legit…They were on the roster for the whole season,” the assistant confirmed.


Coach Mike Kravitz mumbled, “Well, I guess we got ourselves a real football game.” Kravitz had a unique quality. He kept his enthusiasm, the kind that every coach prays for, even when the game dynamics dramatically change. The biggest man on the field now played offense and defense and not for Sun Beach. It was just another change for Sun Beach’s offense to adjust too. 


“Mike, Mike Taylor! Close the hole. Don’t let him waltz in on our quarterback, block him,” shouted Coach Osaka. Mike nodded more in acknowledgement than agreement.


“Mike, you gotta seal that guy out. He came right at me,” Titan pleaded in the huddle. The defeated guard, shock his head in honesty.


“I can’t. He’s too big and too fast.” The huddle was silent. Everyone knew that for Mike to admit defeat after only two plays meant there was a problem. Titan was their leader and refused to give up.

“Mike switch with Danny,” – a bigger but slower tackle – “ Then everyone shift over one man to the right. We’ll double team him and close up the middle for this play. Then, coach can figure out what he wants to do. Roll out 98,” Titan pitched. The play-calling receiver that ran in cut him off. 
“32 dive right?” Titan simply shook his head. “Roll out 98, roll out 98, ready break.” The offense was satisfied with the changes that Titan had called. The offense set up in position. Eddie Nash prepared to hike the ball. Before he got the ball to the quarterback, the Diamond Bar defensive linebacker yelled an audible, “Shift left two.” He alone took two steps left and one step forward. Then the ball hiked up. Titan rolled to the right side. As he pulled his arm back to throw, the shifting linebacker came through untouched and blindsided Titan, hurling him to the ground with a ‘thud’. The quarterback laid there on the grass for five minutes while the Sun Beach players stood around. 

“How’d he get to Titan?” Mike Taylor asked, unaware of what exactly happened.

“Big man shifted the defense. He must have known we were double-teaming,” Danny insisted. Eddie threw his hands out.

“My bad. I got confused and checked the defense. He must have seen me looking around for my block. That’s when he called the audible.”


“S _ _ _ Eddie! Titan is still laid out,” someone said. The Sun Beach offense watched the best quarterback in California escorted off the field. 


“I bet his shoulder popped out,” Eddie offered.


“More like dislocated?” Rayford asked. No one answered. It was a somber moment. The group waited as Todd Remington trotted in. Todd was an excellent quarterback. He didn’t play a lot. It didn’t seem to bother him though.

“It’s hard to get on the field when you’re Titan Vise’s backup,” he always told people. He huddled the offense.

“Inside dive left, on two. Ready, break.” The offense ran to the line and waited. Rayford Sinclair was supposed to be very talented. However, no game had seen him breakaway in an explosive or unexpected way. He was mostly a workhorse. Grinding the yards when the pass game failed or a more conservative play strategy was necessary. 
Todd changed the play with an audible. “Blue, end, three,” he looked the other way, “Blue, end, three.” Todd appeared confident, he felt numb with anxiety. Now a junior, Todd’s ability to play changed during his sophomore year. He learned to play instinctively. 

His father even asked, “You are playing quite amazingly. What happened?” Todd had only noticed that his hunger and competitiveness changed. He always believed he could make things happen.   


“What?” Todd answered, trying to buy time to consider how best to answer.

“What changed you?”


“Titan changed me,” he answered. His father liked the answer. An answer that suggested a competitive toughness or rivalry that pushed his son to be better. Todd knew his dad would be satisfied. But the assumption was far from the truth. At 6’2 Todd had been invited to join the varsity squad. But, Titan had it all: popularity, grades, speed, vision, and a perfect throw. Todd found it intimidating. Even worse, Titan knew something very damaging about Todd. In a cool down session, Titan and Todd stood across from each other, throwing passes to their respective receivers. Titan dismissed both receivers and closed the gap to ten yards.

“The best coach ever was old man Smith.” Titan threw to Todd. “He was probably 70 years old. But, he only coached the QBs,” Titan said.


“Was that here?” Todd asked, as he threw the ball back to Titan.


“Yea, but he retired after my sophomore year.”


“Okay,” Todd said, not understanding where the conversation was headed. He caught Titan’s pass.


“You got hammered by Tommy,” he stated with a laugh. 


“Yea, I haven’t been hit that hard in a long time,” Todd said as he threw the ball. “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been hit that hard,” He admitted, laughing. Titan tried to approach the matter carefully. He threw the ball again, but waited to speak again until he got the pass back.

“You definitely are quicker than I am,” Titan complemented. “I used to be scared to get hit. But, old man Smith changed all that.” He changed up and threw with his left hand just to lighten the mood. “What he said was a warrior in battle has one mission, position himself well and strike as many opponents as possible.” Todd threw the ball back. “He told me to look at the playing field and strike.” Titan threw a hard right hand spiral to Todd. He thought it would help drive the whole point of the conversation. “Todd, there is no lineman quicker than you. If you strike first by pass, block, hit, or run, no player will hurt you. That is what he taught me. Terrell Jackson was wide open that day. You were watching Tommy.” Titan caught the ball and tucked it under his arm and walked towards Todd. “Strike first, you’ll be the best in the league and go to any college you want.” He put an arm on Todd’s shoulder pad. “If you don’t, you’ll get hurt.” The advice changed Todd’s play as a football quarterback. 
Todd pulled the ball away from Eddie Nash’s fingers and stuffed it in Rayford’s arms. He gained six yards on the dive play and already it was third down. Pieces of trash began to blow around the track like children racing. Todd’s hands were sweaty and he wasn’t any more calm than before the first play. It was the old nervous, and he saw Titan shaking his head on the sidelines. Titan out with an injury? Did he move too slow? Maybe he wasn’t playing with his instincts, Todd thought. Instinct is better than thinking, he remembered. The team huddled again.

“Listen up.” The huddle went quiet. “End pass left, end pass left, on one. Ready break.” The team hurried to the line. Todd smiled at their confidence. It was reassuring. Todd didn’t really like this play because he had to take two steps in the opposite direction. Then, blindly cut back to make the quick pass. It was dangerous if predicted. “Black, twelve, one, set, hike,” Todd said as he sprinted quickly and reversed. The receiver was open but he nearly released the ball when he realized that Terrell was twelve yards up the field, instead of five. Todd threw a beautiful spiral. 

Before the play, the Diamond Bar corner back sprinted over in front of his outside linebacker, immediately after the offense had lined up. The hair on Joe Reed’s neck prickled stiffly against his helmet as he watched. 
“Bump that end back in. I want him to run a deeper pattern,” Sonny insisted as he sprinted back into position. When the ball snapped, the linebacker executed the bump perfectly. Sun Beach’s Mike Taylor wasn’t prepared for the linebacker to shove him so insistently. Mike altered his pattern by three steps in and four steps up field. The Diablo’s cornerback, back peddled, bounced up and down to delay a second, then sprinted full speed. It was a big risk, if the ball changed directions. Joe Reed, the Diamond Bar safety, remembered the game two years ago when Sonny over-anticipated a pass. The ball arrived just out of Sonny’s reach, and cost Diamond Bar the game. Joe made sure that vision replayed in his mind every play since.  
Todd had already committed his arm to the forward throw when he saw the diagonal threat of the cornerback come into vision. He tweaked the throw ever-so slightly as he released the ball. He could only watch the play in slow motion. Mike turned from looking over the left shoulder to his right. Joe Reed blitzed passed the receiver as the ball came towards the target. But, out of nowhere a body whisked passed and a different set of hands caught the ball. This time Joe Reed capitalized on Sonny’s mistake. As he headed down the sideline, no one even dreamed of catching the sprinter. When the referee gave Diamond Bar the ball in the middle of the field, the score was 14 to 21. Sun Beach was winning only by a touchdown and a conversion. Titan watched and gave Todd time for the comments from teammates, self-inflicted anxiety, and anger from the coaches to settle. Then, he approached Todd.

“Todd focus man. This is the time for you to shine. This is just like everyday practice.” Todd looked into Titan’s eyes and nodded. “Don’t go backwards, you and me have come too far.” While they talked, Diamond Bar scored again from the onside kick and two plays. Now the game was tied, 21 apiece. Todd strapped on his helmet and waited at the edge of the field for the offense to go in.

“Hi Titan!” Michelle Cortez shouted. Ebony Matthews stood next to her trying not to look at Titan. He was crazy in love with Ebony. Kevin ‘Pepper’ Smith walked up next to Titan. 
“You’re still bitter cause she broke up with you?” Kevin said. Titan turned back to face the game, embarrassed that his desire for the one girl was so obvious. “She looked better when she had that weave in her hair.” Titan snapped a look at Pepper. 

Titan teased, “For a black man, you’re ignorant. That was her real hair.” 

“Look who’s talking you country listening, no rhythm dancing m _ _ _ _ _ f _ _ _ _ _. What do you know about black hair anyway? Black people don’t have no hair like that.” Pepper said teasingly as he put his helmet back on, waiting for the call. Titan got a little defensive.

“You’re a d _ _ _! That was my girlfriend. She did it for a charity that makes wigs for kids with cancer,” Titan insisted. Pepper laughed at his own ignorance. He had never been able to get Ebony to even look his way, ever. “I’ve seen pictures of her when she was a little girl with her hair all the way down her back.” Pepper shook his head, wishing he could see any picture past or present of the one girl every guy wanted to date. 

“You got dumped though,” Pepper jabbed. “And, you’re still bitter.” He repeated.
“She broke up with me because her parents didn’t like me.”

Kevin got loud, “No man, her dad cheered for you last year. I remember that.” Titan put his finger to his mouth.

“They were nice at first. Then they realized their black daughter was serious about a white guy and they told her to date her own race.” 
“Are you serious?” Pepper asked. Titan nodded as he watched the game. “Well, everyone else does that, why can’t we?” 
Titan clapped and shouted at a great play on the field. “I think their hypocrites.” Pepper laughed. 

“Why?”

Titan turned and whispered, “Because her grandfather was half white, and her grandmother was half Indian. That’s where she got the hair from.” Pepper nodded in defeat. “She told me the hair is from her grandmother’s genes.”

“Damn, I don’t know then. I think I’d be bitter too.” A coach yelled for Pepper. “She’s just sweet,” Pepper said as he glanced back at the girls. He quickly pulled up the failed sock on his left leg and took off onto the field. Titan looked back again. Michelle had her gaze locked. He turned to focus on the game. Michelle was nice and they had gone out a few times.

Ivan Huntsman commented as he came to the water bucket, “That girl is hot!” Then he looked again. “Oh, that’s Michelle. Sorry Ty.” Ivan said it respectfully. None of the guys, that had a clue socially, would dare ask Michelle out. Titan and Michelle were already considered a couple. For Titan, he wasn’t sure how he felt about Michelle. He grabbed a cup filled it with water and winced in pain. The sling wasn’t helping the throbbing in his arm. She smiled at him and mouthed: ‘I’m sorry’, with a sad face. He nodded. Before he turned away, above in the stands, he saw Coal Rivers. He remembered, What would you be without football? He hadn’t considered Coal’s question, until now. Why would he? Injured for the first time, Titan had to consider his invincible persona. 

The Sun Beach team covered the ball when Diamond Bar tried an onside kick again. Players on the offensive team ran onto the field. Titan looked at his shoulder, then up into the skies for a moment. ‘No football?’ It was something to ponder. Todd ran past Titan and swatted him lightly.

“Get it done!” Titan encouraged.


The offense huddled up. “Let’s do this,” Todd said in the huddle. He called a play. They broke, set, and ran the play. The announcer’s words echoed, “Oh that ball was nearly intercepted.” Todd stood for a minute, considering his choices. He could feel Titan’s eye. ‘It now or never,’ he decided. Terrell brought the next play in.

“End sweep left,” Terrell broadcast in the huddle. Todd shook his head.

“No, let’s run the same play again,” Todd insisted. “Mike don’t even go up field just step and cut towards the sideline. Then, get out of bounds. Ready, break.” Mike Taylor did as directed. He gained a first down and headed out of bounds stopping the clock at a minute, six seconds.” Kravitz didn’t complain about the last play change. The new play was a safe play. “26 dive, ready break.” Rayford got the ball and accomplished another first down. They were out of time outs and too far for a field goal. They could squeeze in three plays before the clock ran out. The first play a passing cross play was risky. No one was open. So, Todd passed the ball out to Rayford who gained two yards and the clock didn’t stop. Next pass, picked up a first down. The clock was down to 26 seconds. Kravitz didn’t want a risky play. Todd selected a roll-out. Before the group broke from the huddle, Todd put his hands out to further the silence. The players could hear the wind smash violently against their helmets. It squelched the intensity of Todd’s message.

“Big Mike. You have to get out of bounds as soon as you catch the ball. We can kick a goal if we get just a few yards.” The huddle broke and Sun Beach set up for the snap.


“don’t let um get to the sideline,” Sonny shouted to the Diamond Bar defense. The clock ticked down to twenty seconds.


“Hick, hick!” Todd pulled the ball from Eddie. Mike stepped forward and cut. He immediately looked for the ball and Todd delivered. Two steps from the sideline, Sonny slapped the ball out of Mike Turner’s hands. The ball bounced up. Like a jet low flying over a forest, Rayford bolted through without losing stride. He scooped the ball into his arms and sprinted down to the twenty yard-line before the Diamond Bar safety, Joe Reed drilled him near the sideline. The clock kept ticking. Antonio Zendajas was a senior destined for the University of Wyoming. He had only missed two field goals the whole year. One was a 62 yard attempt (that seemed a better idea than a final pass), the other a 47 yard try where they did win the game. 

“Kicking team get out there!” Kravitz said jumping up and down. Players came off and the kicking team went out. The wind reversed itself and sand whirled onto the field. When the clock ran out there was no whistle, the ball had been hiked. The holder bobbled the ball for a split second before it was kicked from his hands. The hideous kick headed awkwardly between the posts. The excitement and anticipation reversed when the ball hit the top of the right goal post and headed off. The whistle blew and the game ended in a tie.


“Big Mike, what’s that mean?” Eddie asked. Mike shrugged his shoulders as he took his helmet off and walked away. 



“It means they advance,” Harold insisted. “We had to win to go on.”
As the crowd was thinning, Coal spotted Victoria Swift, a sophomore. With a female friend on each side, Victoria had no less than five guys standing around trying to get her attention for longer than a laugh, snicker, or a ‘You’re sweet. But, no thank you’. She caught Coal looking her way and jumped up and waved. He was sure the wave must have been for someone else. But, he was sure she said his name. Embarrassed, Coal nodded, smiled and turned to find Miles.


“Cool, lets go to Beach Pizza,” Miles requested.

“Is that where the team is going?” Coal said with high eyebrows. Eric could already tell where this was going, and didn’t respond. “I wouldn’t be comfortable. I’m not looking for a fight with TJ.”

Miles elected to go for pizza with another friend. Coal headed home with Lynn and Julie. Coal really didn’t care  about being social, it wasn’t really his thing. Besides, his dad was going fishing in the early morning. Coal would surprise him and go along. 


“I have to stop for gas,” Lynn said as she pulled into a mini-mart gas station. They pulled up behind a champagne colored suburban. The guy crossed in front of them. “He’s cute.”


“I know him,” Coal said as he jumped out of the car. “Hey Zachary!” Zack stopped. “Did you go to the game?”


“Yea, we were so close,” Zack said. They made some other small talk as Lynn went in and paid for gas. Julie rolled the window down and smiled.

“What could two guys really have to talk about?” Lynn said as she walked over and stuck out her hand. “My name is Lynn.” Zack looked at Coal and then at Lynn.


“This is my sister Zack,” Coal stated to eliminate the confusion. 
Zack’s mouth blurted before he could stop himself, “Wow.” Zack’s face turned red with embarrassment. He shook his head and laughed. His lighthearted laughter, made Lynn melt. She liked a guy that could laugh at himself. Lynn giggled. Zack reached over finally and engulfed Lynn’s hand. Zachary Bass and Lynn Rivers made a memory in that instant. They would never forget the nothing-ness moment of when they met. It was special. 
Chapter 5
Good Counsel


Coal fell back asleep, on the couch, after he showered and dressed. His father came down the stairs at 5:00 am Saturday morning.

“Coal!” he said, startled when he flipped the lights on. “You going fishing?” He asked when he saw what Coal was wearing.

“Yea, if that’s okay?”


“Absolutely son,” he said giving Coal a pat on the head.

The two arrived at the 22nd St Landing in San Pedro fishing docks at 6:15 am. The half day Catalina boat left at 6:30, with twenty anglers. Mr. Rivers and Coal went into the galley and found a good seat at the table that had the day’s newspaper. Mr. Rivers devoured the sport’s section, including the highlight’s of the school’s narrow defeat. When he finished the article and set the paper on the table. Mr. Rivers could see Coal’s thoughts were off somewhere else.

“Are you excited? You look as though you have changed your mind about this trip,” He asked. Coal watched as a man came into the galley and passed their table toward the kitchen area. 


“I always look forward to fishing. But, I guess I have stuff on my mind.” Coal paused. “Tommy Jefferson wants my blood. I think it’s kind of a joke.” 


“Some guys just look for trouble.” Mr. Rivers said. He folded his arms. “By all the stuff I’ve read, seems like a decent guy.” The two were quiet for a minute. “How are you going to handle it?” His dad asked.

“I handled it once. But, mostly I just try to avoid him,” Coal said.


“Was it something you did?” asked his dad.


“You won’t even believe what this whole thing is about,” Cool said. He  told his father the whole story.


“So, that’s not the end of it?”


“No,” sighed Coal. “He stares me down every time I see him.” Coal looked out the galley window. Some seagulls were following alongside the boat. “Winners don’t always get a prize dad. Sometimes they just help other people.” Mr. Rivers agreed. “He walked by and didn’t bother. Zack could have died and no one that passed would feel guilty,” explained Coal. After a moment of silence, Coal got up and walked out to the back of the boat. He zipped the collar of his jacket all the way to his neck. It was more of a response to seeing his breath than the cool wind or a chill. He smiled. 


“Still love traveling out into the ocean?” Mr. Rivers said as he eased up behind Coal. Coal nodded.  “It won’t help if I talk to the principal will it?” Coal frowned and shook his head violently. “Okay. What can I say? Be careful son, he’s a big man. I hope the whole thing simply goes away,” his dad encouraged.


“I doubt it,” Coal said with his focus on nothing particular behind the boat. Mr. Rivers put an arm around Coal’s neck from behind. 

“Thanks for coming son.” He squeezed for a moment before disappearing back into the galley. 

Coal watched as the deck hands stopped to fuel the boat. Next, they stopped to get Anchovies from an island-style bait tank nestled down into the water. The boat left and cruised for about another hour before the roaring engine reduced to a purr. 

“So young man, how many times have you come out here to fish?” Asked a weathered and elderly man. He wore an ear-covering hat that Coal couldn’t take his eyes off. “It’s been handed down for generations. It keeps me perfectly content, regardless of the weather,” he insisted. A little embarrassed, Coal took on the question.

“Five times, I think.”

“What do you like best?” He asked.

“I like the trip out into…” The man held up his hands.

“What fish do you like to go after?” He paused, “You know, Albacore, Yellowtail, Barracuda, Sea Bass, you know?” 

“The big fish are cool. It just isn’t cool when they aren’t biting. The boat just cruises. I like it when the Rock Cod are biting.” The old man smiled and bobbed his head as he walked away to play with an Anchovy that swam in the shallow water of the small rectangles of the bait tank.

The sound of the engine dropped to nothing, and everyone left the galley and readied their poles to fish.

“Okay guys. We have a nice read on the screen for fish. We’ll drift here a minute and see if we get any action,” the captain announced over the intercom speaker. One of the deck hands jumped up and straddled the bait tank as he filled the small rectangles with Anchovies for the anglers. The boat was lined with men except for a girl who appeared younger than Coal. She was the grand-daughter of the old man that Coal had talked to at the back of the boat. 

The deckhand stood across the bait tank hole and tossed groups of bait fish out into the ocean as a teaser to entice the bigger fish to eat. For twenty minutes every person on the boat either stood near the rail at the edge of the boat with their pole in the water or watched to make sure they weren’t missing out on a fish catching frenzy. The old man’s grand-daughter didn’t know what to expect. The mild breeze and rolling waves didn’t allow her to see the obvious. Finally, Gerda’s pole bent like a candy cane. 
“Oh, fresh one!” A deckhand shouted as he ran over to instruct her on what to do. The old man reeled in his line and set the pole to the side to assist in any way. Coal watched the proud enthusiasm of the girl as she struggled to follow the deckhand’s instructions.

“Hey, your reel is spinning,” a man said, pointing towards Coal’s hands. Coal slid a button on the spinning reel. When the reel clicked, the spinning stopped, and the line pulled tight, bending the rod.


The captain spotted Coal’s pole and screamed with excitement, “Another one!” 

“Oh, three more!” Another deckhand revealed as he quickly jumped back up on the tank and threw more bait into the water. The few anglers that were lounging about and watching, now grabbed their poles. 
“Way to go Coal!” Mr. Rivers encouraged. Coal fought his fish for nearly four minutes before the surprise was over. 

“Oh, Sheep-Head! Great fish,” The captain yelled with a hoot to follow. A solid, vein-popping arm reached over in front of Coal with a hooked stick, snagged the fish and pulled it into the boat. ‘Ooooos and ahhhs filled the air as nearly every fisherman made sure he got a glimpse at the colorful fish with protruding teeth. 
“Nice fish,” commented the envious man who told Coal about the spinning reel.

Mr. Rivers screamed from the opposite side of the boat, “Nice one Coal!” The deckhands pulled Gerda’s fish into the boat. 

“Damn it,” one man cursed. The tension on his line was gone and his pole and line bounced limp. “I lost him.” The man wasted no time reeling the empty line in and baiting the hook again for another try. The other three Sheep Heads were pulled into the boat. The deckhands placed each angler’s fish into their numbered potato sack style bag. The expectation of a fabulous day was on every face. For the next hour, nothing bit. So, the captain started the engine and searched for schools of fish. The boat stopped a several times. However, hour after hour proved discouraging. Hope disintegrated. 


“Okay guys, we started off promising. But, it’s 1:00 and we have to head back in. Sorry guys, maybe next time, reel the lines in guys,” the captain announced. No one argued or grumbled, everyone was anxious for home. 

One man spouted, “We made a lot of stops.” Another man said, “the water is too cold.” A few other men had comments as to why it wasn’t a good day for catching fish.   
The engine roared and the crew began their cleaning ritual for the next trip out. The anglers settled all around the boat in any spot that was flat enough and wide enough for a bottom to sit. Coal learned on his very first trip to find a spot in the galley, to avoid the wind and cold. Gerda came in and sat at Coal’s table. Mr. Rivers appeared asleep as he was braced against the wall with his head on the table using his arm as a cushion. She stared at Coal.

“What was it like to catch your first fish?” He asked. She beamed.


“I didn’t know what I was doing. But, it was pretty cool,” she admitted. Coal and Gerda snickered when Coal’s dad turned the other direction with a snort. The two looked at each other seriously for a minute. “I know you,” she said knowing Coal debated her claim. “Or I know of you,” she corrected. “You’re Coal Rivers. Most of your school calls you Cool.” She stared at Coal daring him to say she was wrong.

“How old are you? Aren’t you kind of young to be a stalker?” Coal said with a hint of humor and concern.

“I’m twelve,” she paused. “Don’t worry, I know you because of my brother. He goes to Sun Beach High School too. Coal was relieved that her connection to his world made sense. She didn’t give him a chance to ask questions. “You and my brother are a lot alike.” Coal tried to remain expressionless. He didn’t want to offend her or give the wrong idea.


“But he’s not here?” Coal asked looking around. She shook her head.


“He’s at my mom’s this weekend.” Coal didn’t want her to tell him, he wanted to figure out who was her brother. First clue, parents divorced. 

“So, how are we alike?” Coal probed. Gerda slid down in her seat.


“Well, neither of you cares what other people think.” She thought about what she had said. “I don’t mean in an arrogant way. You both are more concerned about being yourselves, not fake or phony.” Coal wrinkled his brow and nodded. She tweaked her head playfully. “Both of you could sit in a restaurant and eat all by yourself. You’re both happy to be alone.” 

“I don’t tend to stress out over what I say to myself,” Coal joked. She didn’t laugh. “Yea, I guess I’m comfortable with myself.” She leaned over the table.


“You both are so different, you’re odd.” When he frowned, she leaned back in her seat.


“What’s that mean?” he had never thought of himself as odd. Now, he was really interested in her perception. He had forgotten to ask who her brother was.


“You both do things your own way.” She clarified, “Which is usually different than what most people would do.” After she saw that Coal had nothing to say, she moved on. “My brother tries hard to learn anything and everything. He says he doesn’t want his life to be wasted. He says the two of you are alike except you’re a Christian.”


“He told you that?” Coal asked curiously. Which meant her brother wasn’t a Christian.

“No, I figured it out,” she insisted. “I think it’s the way it’s supposed to be.” She smiled, “You use your faith to help you in life and not as a badge to excuse bad behavior.” She stood up. “The way you talked to my grandpa, the way you look at the sky in the dark is just different. Things matter to you.” Her grandfather ducked his head in and beckoned her outside. “See ya Cool.” Coal waved with stunned hesitation.


Coal watched her trot out. He mumbled, “She couldn’t be twelve.”

“What?” Mr. Rivers said with a long stretch. Coal shook his head and walked out to find something to busy his hands. Mr. Rivers followed his son for no particular reason. “You okay?”

“Yea,” Coal said throwing an anchovy up into the air. A seagull dove and caught the squiggling, turning, crayon sized morsel before it hit the water. “You know sometimes you have to find something to mess with. If you don’t people ask if your okay because you’re staring off into space.”

Dennis Rivers laughed and blurted, “Absolutely!” After they shared a laugh Coal looked toward the back of the boat.

“That girl,” – Coal nodded with his head – “says I know her brother. She explained how I am different. It felt weird coming from a twelve year old. She’s pretty smart for someone so young.”
After a short ride, the boat reached the harbor and the crew assisted everyone as each person stepped off the boat.  

At the very front, nearly on the pier, the girl looked back and shouted, “Cool tell my brother I said hi!”

Coal yelled back, “Who is your brother?”

She shouted with a wave, “Zachary Bass.”

Chapter 6
Duck and Dodge
Lynn Rivers, a senior, ate lunch with Zack and Coal Monday, Tuesday, and now Wednesday. Crystal and Victoria joined the group. Zack enjoyed finally talking to a girl that didn’t make fun of him or walk away in disgust. Coal had passed on the ‘hello’ from Zack’s sister.

“We’re pretty tight even though she spends most of her time at my dad’s house,” Zack admitted. Coal was close to Lynn. However, he never told Lynn of Zack’s fortune. He also left out the roach incident, to Zack’s relief. 

“Who’s that big guy staring at?” Lynn asked. Five sets of eyes turned to look. 

“He’s staring at me,” Coal stated. Tommy Jefferson had not forgotten or lost his hatred for Coal. In fact, at least three times, Tommy had set a snare to confront Coal but Coal managed to elude the enraged big man. He put a hand on Zack’s shoulder and spoke quietly. “I may need a favor.” Lynn listened but was oblivious, as were Crystal and Victoria who were engaged in their own conversation. 

“Is it that serious?” Lynn asked. Zack and Coal both nodded. Crystal and Victoria continued in their own conversation. 

“Just let me know,” Zack insisted. Their eyes met for a moment and Coal was relieved that Zack seemed sincere.
“Hey we’re trying to get a group together to go to the movies on Sunday. Are you guys in?” Crystal asked. Lynn looked at Zack and he smiled. 
“Want to go?” Zack asked. Lynn looked at Crystal. Typically, seniors didn’t hang out with freshmen and 9th graders. But, it was an easy chance to hang with Zack.

Lynn asked, “What time is everyone talking about going?” 

“I don’t know. I think some time in the afternoon,” she guessed. While the three engaged each other with particulars, Victoria leaned into Coal’s space.
“Are you going Cool?”

“Yea, probably,” Coal smiled.

“I’m supposed to work, but I’m off at 1:00,” she regretted. “I think we’ll still be able to go.”

The Sun Beach Soccer Team arrived at Dillon High School an hour before the game. The head coach pulled Coal aside.


“You controlled the mid-field really well in the last game. I am starting you this game. All I want you to do is play defense, clog up the middle so they can’t distribute the ball effectively.” One of the coaches and a referee distracted the coach. He held up one finger, for more time. “Glue yourself to number eight and pass the ball around on offense, okay?” The coach didn’t wait for a response, he ran off. Coal jogged back for warm-up drills.

It took Coal nearly the whole game to choreograph a Sun Beach scoring opportunity. A rival player laid injured until the referee blew his whistle to stop play. Coal jogged over to Hector Lopez.


“Hector if I can pull the ball from the middle down the other side I want you to wait.” Coal didn’t finish his thought as Hector’s eyes bulged.   


“What do you mean wait?” Hector snapped. The whistle blew to bring the attention back to the game and begin again.

“Count to five when you see me running. Then, jog about five yards up and cut full speed across the middle.” The ball was handed to the player standing on the line to begin play. “When I deliver the ball, put it in the net.” Hector’s face lit up, the instructions soaked in.
The ball traveled back and forth across the field. Sun Beach had taken more shots on the goalie than Dillon High. The score was still 0 to 0. The Sun Beach coach, Salvador Cortez, screamed.


“Run Hector! What are you doing?”
The coach was so infuriated that he jumped up and down. As if delayed, Hector jogged cut and blitzed across the field. Coal had nearly reached the corner of the field when he turned back and tapped the ball towards center field. Hector, pursued by three defensemen, didn’t stop the ball. Instead, he planted his left foot and drove the ball towards the goal with his right. Hector and Coal collided in excited celebration as they headed to the middle of the field. When they looked around most of the players and referees remained near the goal. Veins popped out of Cortez’s neck as he ran along the sideline.

“How can that be off sides?” Usually a calm man, he threw the clipboard to the ground so hard that the angled throw bounced pieces of the shattered plastic back in his face. “He kicked the ball across the field,” he paused, “from the corner.” No degree of argument would reverse the call. The score was still 0 to 0, as play resumed. In mere seconds, a whistle blew signaling the end of the game. Coal heard someone behind him say, “Tommy Jefferson.” The only thing he got out of the conversation was, “He might ambush him.” Coal was prepared for a fight. He wasn’t ready to be attacked unsuspectingly. 
When the bus returned to Sun Beach, Coal was relieved that Lynn was already there waiting for him. “What’s wrong?” Lynn asked. Coal stared at his sister for a minute. Lynn had taken a few classes in etiquette. She never wanted to be embarrassed by doing or saying the wrong thing. She always said, ‘hello’ before another thought or idea emerged from her mouth. 
“Couple of guys on the bus were talking,” Coal said, and left it at that.

She looked irritated when she asked, “Is this that thing with Tommy Jefferson that everyone is talking about?”

“It is,” Coal surrendered. “They were saying something about a surprise attack.” He paused, “That makes me nervous.”
“I heard someone say you called him names or something. Or is this a racial thing?”

“No nothing like that. I said he was a coward,” Coal snapped.

Lynn looked puzzled. “Oh that doesn’t sound like something you’d say.” Lynn sounded like their mother.
“He’s one of the guys that passed by Zack when he got hit.” Lynn nodded, now it made sense. Coal reflected on the incident. “What if he had been seriously bleeding? What if he had died?” Lynn glanced at Coal to see if he was serious.
“Nobody thinks like that. They don’t like him. He got labeled with a bad nickname and no one can get past it. He is nothing like that,” she said. Coal was surprised that Lynn knew about the ‘Roach’ title. She had gotten pretty worked up. “You’re right. You should have been mad.” 

Coal admitted, “I’ve been going out of my way to avoid him.” Lynn shook her head.

Lynn asked, “After all that, why?”

“He hasn’t confronted me alone. But, his friends tell him my every move. They insist on reporting everything about me. They won’t let it die.” Lynn had no advice for her little brother. The two drove home in silence. 
On Friday after lunch Coal left class to go to the restroom. After the toilet flushed Coal opened the stall door. Tommy Jefferson stood in the center of the room with a big grin on his face. Before anyone could speak, the door opened.


“Gentlemen,” Mr. Lewis spoke on his way to the urinal. Coal washed his hands. “Hey Tommy, tough game you guys lost last week.” Mr. Lewis finished and stood in front of TJ. Coal walked past Tommy and headed back to class. The remainder of the day brought no surprises. 
The next morning, he tried to sleep past his typical 7:00 body clock, until his phone buzzed. He pushed the answer button on the third ring.


“Hey, were you sleeping?” Zack asked.


“Not really. What’s up?” Coal said as he sat up in bed and stretched. The clock read 7:04 am. 


“I have some garage sales mapped out. Want to go?” Coal yawned.


“You gonna pick me up?” He responded as he stretched.

“I got a full tank of gas. I can be there at 7:30. Will that work?” Zack asked. Coal figured that Zack had been up for an hour or so. He sounded like he could show up in ten minutes. Coal wasn’t fond of waking up early.

“I’ll call you back if it’s a problem.” Coal jumped up and headed downstairs after the call. His dad was at the computer, updating his website. Mr. Rivers had an odd look when Coal asked about going with Zack.


He turned his chair and faced Coal with his arms folded. “Why would you be interested in garage sales, you were never interested when I used to go?” Coal gave his dad a sly smile.

“I have to get in the shower. But, you would not believe what Zack did. It’s just unbelievable.” Coal took five minutes to tell his father how Zack had turned the roach gulp into a fortune. “Don’t tell Lynn though.”


“Yea, she really likes that guy. Money might give the wrong impression.” Mr. Rivers closed the computer, and added, “Zack can tell her if he wants her to know.” Coal nodded in agreement.


“Anyway, Zack wants to show me what to look for. So, why not,” Coal hurried away to take a shower.

When Zack picked Coal up on time and the two were gone for over three hours. Mr. Rivers had the music on a smooth jazz station as he worked in the garage. With his overalls covering his clothes and tools in hand, he was in the process of detailing five different vases with a similar artistic sketch. Zack waved as he drove off. 


“Well, how was the bargain hunting?” Mr. Rivers did a double take when Coal opened a grocery store bag. “That doesn’t look like a Picasso or Rembrandt.”


“Zack believes this little ugly doll may be worth a couple hundred dollars. He says that you have to be versatile when looking through people’s junk.” Mr. Rivers took the doll out of the bag and held it, turning it over in his hands.


Mr. Rivers took a guess, “It looks like a ‘Raggedy Ann’ doll.”  Coal’s eyebrows elevated.


“How did you know that?” 


Mr. Rivers smiled and looked at the dolls. “I didn’t really know. I remember them from when I was young. But, they were popular before I was born.” Coal thought for a moment. 


“Yea, Zack believes the two dolls we picked up are from the 1940s or 50s.”


“They look to be in excellent condition. You guys must have stolen them from a grandma in her 90s. How much did you pay?” Coal shook his head.

“No, the owner of the property said it was like an estate sale. His mother passed away over a year ago.” Mr. Rivers gave Coal the doll back. “We paid $25.00 apiece.” Coal waited to see what his dad would say. When he got no response he continued, “The guy said he thought they were worth more but he didn’t have the time to check their values.”

“Do you know how to sell them yourself?”


Coal threw his hands up. “No, I don’t know anything,” he admitted. “Zack said we’d put them on Ebay next weekend after he figures out their true value. He knows what he’s doing.” Coal went into the house and up to his bedroom where he placed the doll on his dresser. He stepped back and marveled at the old treasure. ‘Who would have guessed,’ he thought about how valuable he had found Zachary to be. 
On Sunday, Coal got a text from Victoria when they were in the car, “Crystal and I can’t go…sorry.” Lynn and Coal headed to the Towne Center after church, Zack was on his way, and would meet them there. 

When they arrived, there were several groups of friends (2 to 5) from the school. Zack was there waiting in front of the Starbucks when Lynn and Coal walked up. They headed into the movie. 


“I’ll treat,” Zack said about the candy and popcorn. The movie started and the three shared endless laughs for over an hour and a half.


“I drank too much soda, I’ll be back,” Coal whispered. With clean hands that weren’t quite dry, Coal exited the restroom and nearly walked into Kevin Smith, Tom Cat, Eddie Nash and TJ. A theatre manager, two cashiers, and a police officer strolled past in deep conversation. Coal jumped in front of the business group. Not able to guess where the staff group was going, Coal ducted into the closest movie theatre hallway. Ten steps in, TJ walked in behind him. Coal hustled to the front of the theatre, next to the screen. He saw an exit sign around the corner, and bolted out into the sunlight. His phone rang.

“Hey, get some gummie bears. I’ll pay you back,” Zack requested.

“I’m on the run. TJ and friends are here,” Coal told Zack.


“Where are you?” Zack asked as he jumped to his feet. He grabbed Lynn and they headed out of the movie theatre. Coal relayed the stores that he maneuvered passed.


“Go to the food court, then through the door next to the restrooms, marked exit,” Zack suggested. Coal hung up when he saw three familiar faces gaining in their pursuit. He ducked into Macy’s department store, maneuvered around and slipped out one of the exits. Eddie Nash was looking at a display in front of the Nike store as Coal zipped by. When he was half-way up the escalator, TJ spotted him. Coal, desperate for a place to hide, analyzed 22 shops of food in front of him. When he reached the top, the big sign, ‘Restrooms’ was over to the right. He nearly ran into Zack. Zack shook his head and pointed back. He turned away as he ate his popcorn. Coal stuck to the plan, hurried across the tabled area and passed under the sign. 
Zack dug into his box of popcorn, ate a handful and threw the box into the trashcan. He stepped on the down escalator as TJ, Nash, and Smith stepped off the escalator. They spotted Coal and began to run. ‘Pop’, then ‘Pop, pop, pop’ echoed through the air. People ran and screamed as they reacted hysterically. The football trio ducked as well but recovered quicker than the food court crowd. The trash can next to the escalator began to release a white smoke. Tom Cat arrived up the escalator and followed his three friends in pursuit of Coal Rivers. To Coal’s surprise, no alarm sounded when he opened the emergency exit door. A horn honked, and Zack’s Suburban pulled up.

Lynn shouted, “Hurry up!” Coal got into the car and Lynn drove off. The three football players bolted out of the exit door only to find a deserted area. Security followed out in pursuit. After some back and forth confrontation, TJ exploded in anger.

“Hell no! I ducked just like everybody else. I didn’t do a damn thing.”

On the other side of the mall, Zack smiled with relief as his car pulled to the curb. “I guess it worked?” Zack asked before he shut the door. 

“Unbelievable. I had just enough time to get out of the door.” After a moment of silence. “What was that noise?” Zack laughed.
“You really want to know?” He asked sincerely. 

Lynn and Coal both boomed, “Yes!”

“Long stem firecrackers,” Zack admitted. Lynn laughed. She would have never thought of such a distraction.

“That’s why you took your waist pack out of the car when you drove me over there,” she remembered. “How could you hide them and light them in the mall?”

“When I saw Coal in the food court, I had just come out of the bathroom,” Zack explained.

Coal spoke up, “I didn’t see you with anything except for your popcorn.” Coal trailed off at the end of his sentence. “You hid the firecrackers in the popcorn?”

Zack stated, “Absolutely!” Lynn howled.
“That’s over the top. I can’t believe you did that,” Coal responded.

“You told me you might need my help. So, I updated my bag of tricks,” Zack said.

“That’s like Felix the Cat!” Lynn blurted. Zack cackled.

“Don’t tell me that you watch that old cartoon?” He dared.
“Not me, Rock Bottom,” Lynn claimed. Zack and Lynn laughed. Coal smiled. He knew he was clueless, but at least they understood each other.

Chapter 7
Winning is Cool

“What is up?” Man where have you been?” Miles asked when Coal got out of his sister’s car.


“No, where have you been? I haven’t seen you since you and Ebony Matthews started texting?” Coal teased. Miles threw his hands up, started to say something, turned red, and then they both laughed. 


“Shut up!” Miles jokingly attacked. They crossed the street and headed onto the school campus. “Hey I heard you were at the Towne Center yesterday?”


“Yea, it was fun for a little while.” Coal’s face turned serious. “Then, TJ showed up and got crazy.”


“I was there with Ebony. I didn’t even think to look for you. Usually you don’t go to that kind of stuff,” Miles said.


“I didn’t know you were going or I would have looked for you,” Coal said.


“It would have been smooth if we could have hung out.” He gave it some thought and added, “It was weird hanging out with all of her friends. I didn’t have anything to say. It was awkward.” 

“Was TJ with you guys, or any of the other football players?”


“Yea, they just showed up and sat down. Then, they all got up in the middle of the movie and left. I didn’t have a clue,” Miles admitted.


“Well, it worked out,” Coal insisted.


“How’d you talk your way out of it?”

“Didn’t have to, Zack called me when I was on the run.” Coal explained how he eluded them and followed Zack’s plan of escape.


“You like that dude.” Miles said with confirmation and disgust. “I still think he’s a psycho. What fool takes a dare to eat a roach at school?”


“My sister likes him,” Coal admitted, knowing that Miles had often watched Lynn for longer than a glance.


“Lynn?” Miles waited until Coal nodded. “Well, okay you’re both crazy.”


“Wasn’t Ebony dating Titan?” Miles squinted. “Now, it’s you.” 

“What’s that suppose to mean?” Miles said with a hint of defense.


“I’m saying, if you were both standing side by side who do you think more women would be after?” Miles didn’t say anything. “Who would they choose Miles?” Miles simply shrugged his shoulders. “Most people are different when you get to know them.”


“Whatever, I’m going to class.” Miles walked off still insulted by the comparison. 

At 11:45, Coal walked out to a crisp day. The sun was shinning and the wind over night had blown away all of the haze, dirt, and pollution. Coal could see that Zack had a serious look when he approached the table and sat down for lunch.

“What’s up?” Coal asked. Zack bobbed his head. “You look like you have issues?”


“My dad came over to the house last night. It got pretty heated. My mom got a new attorney for the divorce. I guess her attorney’s sticking it to my dad.” Zack laughed at his dad being challenged. Then he turned serious. “They were yelling at each other.” He looked at Coal and had a dramatically calm expression. “My sister told me that you’re a Christian?”

“Yea,” Coal answered, figuring that he would let Zack lead the direction of the conversation.


“You hold your own most of the time. You do things no one else would dare to do.” He decided to define what he meant. “Like, you call Tom Jefferson a coward. Then, you walked up in his face and made him whence, not once but twice.”

“Who told you that?” Coal asked. Zack wasn’t at school that day.


Zack laughed, “I heard two computer geeks talking about it a few days later.” Coal had nothing to say, and continued with his lunch. “I don’t understand how you do thing your own way, and people like you. Nothing I have ever done has helped me at school or anywhere else.” 

“You can’t let how people feel about you make or break you, that’s poison. Don’t take the poison!” Zack looked more confused. “Last year at Newman Junior High, people thought I was weird. I had only a few friends, like Miles. I had the same way of looking at things as I do now. Mrs. Wong changed the way everyone sees me. But, I’m the same guy.”  Coal prayed that something in the conversation would encourage Zack.

“Is who you are related to you being religious and all that?” A group passed by and one blonde-haired socialite made it a point to get Coal’s attention. He smiled and waved. Zack blinked slowly, envious of Coal’s popularity.

“I’m not religious. I play life as if it were a game. Like chess, one move here, a counter move there.” Coal gave his answer more thought. “It’s a serious game that I play to win.” Sid and the auto shop guys passed, only Zack noticed.

“Is that what you did with Sid’s buddies?” Zack asked with a nod to point that they had just passed.


“Well, I guess. Mr. Lewis is actually going to let them work on his car.” Coal smiled, “We both won, and he has no clue that it’s all a game to me.”


Zack took a guess at understanding, “So, you’re like a Buddha, trying not to violate the balance of human nature.” Coal frowned.


“Like your sister said, I’m a Christian. I don’t know anything about Buddha or balancing nature,” Coal replied with a little humor.


“Well, I know a lot of people that say their Christians. The way I see it, they always take the benefits of things and screw everyone in their way whether the other person is a Christian or not.” Zack thought about what he had just said. Another idea came to mind that made him laugh out loud. “Then, when asked about what they’ve done, they justify it with some reason or purpose that makes what they’ve done okay.”

“My dad says that when it comes to a moral, ethical, or right decision, even a promise, versus a gain, especially a financial gain, people will take the gain and justify it.” Zack had a small grin on his face. A group of students dressed in Goth passed by.

“I don’t see that in you though,” Zack said more as a question than a statement.


“I try to love my neighbor,” Coal paused. “Without a gain,” - the two laughed – “And I try to follow 1st Corinthians 9: 24. It’s one of the only Bible versus that I know where to find it. It says to run the race to win.”


“That’s a Bible verse?” Zack made a face when he asked the question.


“That book is a treasure map for success.”

“And, Tommy Jefferson?” Zack asked with a deep and concerned look.


“No fear,” Coal said calmly. “I’m not afraid of the man. I just don’t like mob situations. I’ve asked God to handle it.” Zack smirked. He’d never heard anyone young say such a thing. “I’m getting tired of eluding him. If that’s God’s way, then maybe it hasn’t been the right place or time.”


“I have never believed in that stuff,” Zack admitted. “It was nothing that I could see, touch, or hear. You know what I mean?”


“There is a song that I’ve heard on the radio where the lyric goes, ‘I have never seen the wind, but I can feel the effects of the wind.’” Coal took a last bite of apple and then crumpled all of his lunch trash in a ball. “I heard someone say the best evidence is when something unknown is revealed.”

“What do you mean?”


“Where did your name come from?” Coal asked.

Zack said, “I was named after my great-grandfather.”


“That’s Cool,” Coal said with his mind on not over-shadowing Zack’s heritage. “My name comes from the unknown revealed.” Zack mashed his eyebrows together. “My mom was sitting quietly on a chair in the living room. There was no one else home and it was the middle of the day.” Coal was silent a second to make sure that Zack was waiting to hear more. He continued, “A voice said you will name the baby Coal.” Zack starred in disbelief. “My parents weren’t looking to have another baby at least not yet, and my mother surly didn’t think the voice and name was for her.”


Zack jumped in, “She didn’t know she was pregnant?”


“No! She even ignored it for a few days. Then she got curious and bought one of those test kits.”


“And she was pregnant…with you?” Zack raised his voice to nearly a scream. Coal nodded.


“That’s sick man.” Zack sat in silence for a while.


“My mom wouldn’t have been surprised if another kid was in the plans. But, that was the last thing on her mind.” Coal came back to the purpose of the story. “You believe there is good and evil right?”


“I got hit by a guy playing games with his car. Of course I believe there is evil.” 

Coal stood up, as he got to the point, “Could my mom have guessed that she was pregnant and invented the whole thing?” Zack thought about the question.

“She could have, but what for?”

Coal blurted, “Exactly! The devil could not have known.” He let his words soak for a minute. “It’s all God. That’s the kind of evidence that makes it easy for me to believe. And, if I’m gonna believe, then I want it all, no regrets. I want life.” Coal put a hand on Zack’s chest, “Winning is powerful.”

“What do you mean, daily, weekly, or in the things you do?” Zack asked as the bell rang.

“I mean in everything. I have to strategically overcome the obstacles.” Coal realized he sounded like his dad. “I have to figure out how to make every decision and every battle about God.”

Zack asked, “How?”

“Well, when I confronted the guy that stole my jacket, I asked him to do the right thing and give it back. He laughed. I gave the loss to God. It would have been better for him to deal with me.” Coal thought about it. “By using the commandments, Biblical principals, and promises of God, I can conquer the moment even when it doesn’t feel like a victory.”

“So, when you conquer the moment you win. If that’s what you’re all about then in every way, winning is Coal, or…” Zack’s face lit up like a little kid. “Winning is cool!”
Chapter 8
Giants, Prophecy, and a little Faith
The sun beat down on Coal’s head, even with a breeze, as he picked up stones around the rushing water. Coal, distracted, foolishly reached for a flower in bloom, which allowed the giant to rush upon him. The big man picked him up and flung him over the river to the other side where he skidded and slid to a stop. When he reviewed his body, the back of his arm had a scrape. The giant’s roar echoed across the rock and tree compacted gulch as he splashed through the water in hasty pursuit. Coal opened his hand to find the stones had not escaped.


The Goliath screamed, “Come to me boy! I am not only a mighty man, I am a soldier who has conquered many lands and people.” Coal quickly rolled onto his knees and jumped to his feet leaping up onto the boulders surrounding the water path. Goliath stopped when he stepped out of the water.


“Come, put your pebbles down. I will burst your skull quickly so you will feel pain only for a moment.” Goliath tired of Coal’s illusiveness. “I am not the coward, it is you.” Coal pulled his sling from his waist, and loaded a rock. The swinging circular noise filled the sky. When he released the rock, it was as if in slow motion. “Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep.” Coal woke up, turned off his alarm, and wobbled into the bathroom. After he closed the door, he turned over his arm and searched for any blemish. He smiled turned on the shower and mumbled as he waited.


He thought, I’ll remember not to be distracted. Before he stepped into the shower he frowned and twisted his head as he mumbled, I didn’t know Goliath had a fade and an earring. Outside of an odd dream, the sun came up like a Kodak moment, picture perfect in every way. Coal didn’t give this Thursday any concern. After he showered, dressed, and feasted on some cereal, Zack honked his horn announcing his arrival. Coal rushed to beat the second honk that would surely wake Mrs. Rivers. 

Coal ducked his head back in the door, “Bye Lynn!” She jumped up with a last bite of Cinnamon Toast Crunch and hurried behind him.


“I’m going too,” she claimed as she walked out and shut the door. Misunderstanding, Coal noticed that she was following behind him.


He stopped and watched as she passed him, “You’re not driving yourself?”


“Why should I?” She opened Zack’s door and paused, “Zack said I could ride with you guys.” She didn’t wait for Coal’s response, especially to her sitting in the front seat.

After they drove for a while Zack pulled out an aerosol can and sprayed around the car. Lynn waved her hands and opened the window too inches.

“What is that?” She frowned unable to detect an odor of any sort.


“I had some insects in my car. That spray is a repellant. I don’t want any of us to get stung.” Coal and Lynn glared at Zack but didn’t know what to say. So, everybody moved on. Lynn monopolized the conversation with Zack, which was okay with Coal. 
When they got out at the school parking lot, Coal walked on his way figuring that Zack would want to walk Lynn to her class. 

“I’ll see  you later,” Coal said generally as he continued on. Lynn and Zack mumbled about something or other when it hit Zack that something was missing.

“I forgot a bag.” He hustled back and pulled a brown bag out of the back of the SUV. 

“I’ve never seen you bring a bag lunch,” Lynn commented.

“No, it’s not my lunch. You could say it’s a project that I’ve been working on.” When Lynn still seemed suspicious, Zack told her, “Just in case Coal needs help today.”

“Oh, arsenal from your bag of tricks?” Lynn deciphered. Zack nodded with a big smile.
As Coal strolled around the corner, he saw Crystal and a few of her friends, Victoria was not in the mix. “Hi Cool!” She said. Coal stood and talked with them for a minute. As he walked away, he slapped hands with a genius that killed a virus that he was sure would ruin his computer. Across the campus he passed the Fountain. Tommy had spotted him first and headed in his direction. Everyone standing near the big man followed his steps.
“Are you serious? You nearly fell over the side?” Zack asked. Lynn nodded as she laughed. They enjoyed their private conversation. Then Zack saw the gathering of students and became alarmed.

“That’s why I never go fishing with them anymore. Besides, I got really quesy,” When Lynn said the last word her voice trailed off as she looked to see what Zack showed panic about.

 The big man crossed and stepped in front of Coal. Coal’s mind raced, Lord I can not escape Goliath. Is this the time?

“Little Christian boy, today is the day. You can call it Thunder Thursday cause you’ll think you’ve been struck by lightening.” The crowd laughed but the laughter suddenly turned to screams and shouts.

A voice shouted, “Bees!” The alerted crowd scattered in every direction with a several hands swatting and swinging in the air. In the chaos, Coal found himself two corridors away with his arm in Zack’s hand.


“What just happened?” Coal asked in a daze.


“Bees were in the courtyard.” Coal remember the cry. “You didn’t get stung, did you?” Zack asked. Coal checked himself as if a child given directions. He looked to the back of his arm. The smooth skin told him this wasn’t the morning’s dream.


“No. I never even saw the bees,” Coal realized. He stood still for a moment. “You didn’t get stung did you?” Zack shook his head. Coal remembered the spray.


“We got out of there just in time.” Zack stopped pulling Coal along. Coal began to think clearly, no one was standing nearby.


“Did you bring bees?” He asked. Zack’s face turned serious.


“When a similar question comes up later, do you really want to know more than you do now?” Zack grilled and waited. “Wasn’t Tommy in your face? Maybe, you need to simply remember that.” Zack smiled and opened the door to his class. “Later Cool.” Coal stood for a minute reviewing what Zack had just said. He began to walk when he resolved that nothing that happened was his doing.
Miles approached Coal’s table at lunch. Before he set his lunch down he looked around. “Zack went to the library,” Coal advised. Miles dropped his lunch on the table and slid in across from his friend.

“Did you hear, we had a swarm of bees in the courtyard this morning?” Coal froze his look at Miles. “Yea, only one person got stung though.” He took a bite of his burrito. “They believe that some prankster brought a sack or bag and let them go.” Coal raised his eyebrows. “They don’t know, cause nobody saw anything.” A thought occurred to Miles. “Were you here this morning?”

“I was.” Coal responded quietly and took a bite of his own food.

“Well dude, what happened?” Miles snapped.
“Tommy jumped in my face,” Coal said, as he thought about what Zack had said. “Then, someone screamed about the bees and everyone took off.” Coal stood up.

“Dude you are so lucky,” Miles insisted. Coal didn’t let the thought linger. He grabbed his things and stopped to flick a piece of lettuce off the table.

“Nothing lucky about it. At some point, something will happen,” Coal argued.

“Why do you say that?” Miles asked concerned. He hadn’t taken a bite of food for a while. Coal slowly back peddled.
Coal explained, “Every time he’s been in my face, his guys are always around. He’ll be alone one of these times. Then, we’ll see. I won’t avoid him.” Miles took a real blink and swallowed deep.
“He’s a big man. I’d run every time,” Miles insisted as Coal walk away.

In the second class after lunch, Coal walked to the front desk. The class quietly worked on the study guide for the new chapter.


“Ms. Andrews, can I go the restroom?” Coal asked. It was a typical request for him. He left the class and talked towards the other end of the corridor. Coal reached for the door, it flew open and Ivan Huntsman walked out. 


“Hey Ivan,” Coal greeted without any enthusiasm or thought. Ivan jumped as if startled. 


“Good luck,” he followed. Kevin ‘Salt’ Smith stepped out next. He didn’t speak and Coal didn’t speak to him. Coal entered the restroom with its soft smell of bleach. He entered a stall and locked himself in. He thought he heard someone in another stall but it was easy to hear all kinds of things in a school of over 4,000 students. 


Kevin made eye contact with Tommy. “Coal’s in the bathroom in the C building,” he whispered.


“Why you go all the way over to C. We got a bathroom right here in A?” Tommy asked as he stood up and walked by Kevin.


“It’s cleaner,” he returned. Tommy shook his head.

After a few minutes, Coal felt a suction from the room’s main door. It rattled the stall door. Coal didn’t hear any movement and figured someone must have opened the door then changed their mind. He looked between the door crack and blinked slowly. After he put his phone away, he organized himself, flushed and pulled the door open.

“Hey Lynn,” Zack said when he saw her come out of a class. “Where you going?”

“Oh, I have to go to the library to return a video our class was watching. And you?” She asked as they walked along for a minute.
 
“I was coughing. He sent me out to get a drink of water.” The two laughed for a minute before Zack felt a vibration. “Don’t get lost.” 

“I don’t wander like some people,” she concluded as she turned and went a different way. Zack checked his phone. It was a text message from Coal. “Trouble is here, C building bathroom.” Zack had already given this some thought and was ready with a plan.

“Well it’s about time. You came alone.” Coal switched his strategy. “You’re humble when it comes to being the single most recruited football player Sun Beach has ever had. But, who are you TJ?” TJ took a step but slowed to a stop when Coal started talking again. “You tell Kevin Smith to keep going when you see someone is seriously hurt.” TJ laughed. “Why, so you don’t mess up your new Nike’s?” Tommy turned serious. He and Kevin had gotten a good laugh out of his new shoes. Why would Kevin tell Coal what he said?


TJ snickered, “So!” A chill came over Coal and words flooded from his mouth without thought.


“Would your grandfather, who you are named after, be proud of you? He raised 13 kids after his wife died giving birth to your mother. He was a good man. Never married again. Never considered another woman.” Tommy stood in shock.


“I don’t know who the hell you’ve been talking to, but I’m gonna kick you’re a _ _.” Tommy had stopped smiling many words ago.

Zack put his phone away and got a drink of water at a nearby fountain. He glanced towards the end of the hall. Mounted above the doors, a camera recorded all of the activity in the corridor. He decided to turn around and enter the rest room, twenty feet away. 
He jumped up on the ledge and pushed the window open wide. As he jumped over the hedges, he avoided lifting his head for anyone in a classroom across the way from recognizing him. Zack hustled into Corridor D, the only hall without a working camera. No one lingered about, even in the rest room. He rushed to the small rectangle on the wall, broke the glass and pulled the lever. It took three seconds before the obnoxious sound echoed the campus. Zack locked the stall door in the restroom and waited until he could hear students fill the hall.
Coal washed his hands again. He turned his black t-shirt to the back and threw his blazer style jacket back on all within seconds. The fire alarm had been going off for over two minutes when Coal immerged from the restroom. Among the crowd headed out to the quad, Coal saw a teacher whose name he couldn’t place. 
“I just came out of the restroom,” he pointed. “Tommy Jefferson is on the floor. I’m not positive what’s wrong with him.” Ignoring his class’ effort to exit, Mr. Norwood rushed to the men’s room at the opposite end of the corridor. After the student body had vacated the buildings and settled between the lunch benches and the fountain, Mr. Norwood came out of the corridor with TJ slumped over his shoulder. The silence around the campus changed. TJ was visibly in bad shape. Zack finally caught Coal’s eye and nodded. Coal nodded back. 
“Okay everyone, thank you. Please, head back to your classes,” the Principal announced. As the students walked back through the halls, the classes in Corridor D made a wide walk around the broken glass of the fire alarm box. Security and maintenance waited while the Principal decided the course of action to take.

“So, some prankster set the alarm off?” Purpura asked.

“Yes sir, that appears be the cause of the alarm,” the security officer reported. A crowd had gathered around the area. Coal spotted Victoria Swift, and smiled as she came up from behind.

“Hey Cool. Did you see? Some guys beat up TJ.” Coal didn’t say anything as they walked together.
“Wow, really?” Coal let her carry the conversation. 
“You know Crystal works in the office. She said he is all messed up.”

“Wow didn’t that just happen? Already she text you?” Coal asked. Victoria smiled as if she had received the best gift in the world, exclusive knowledge. “I have to go. Bye Cool!” Coal’s left arm itched. He took off his jacket and turned his left arm around to find he had lost some skin. It looked like maybe he had scraped his arm against something. He smiled. Just like the dream, he thought. Zack walked up, as he put his jacket back on. Coal was sure Zack would ask some questions about the Corridor C restroom.


“Hey, do you and your sister need a ride home after school, or do you have practice?” He asked. Coal was relieved.


“I have practice. But I’m sure Lynn needs a ride.” Zack smiled. 


“I’ll ask her,” Zack said. “Hey, I forgot to tell you. I heard you played a great game yesterday.” Zack waved and walked away. Coal watched in disbelief. In a short time, Zack had become a great friend. Coal didn’t always agree with Zack’s methods. But, he definitely had a great heart.

Chapter 9
Not Here, Not There

The school day was nearly over, when Miles caught Coal heading to the Physical Education Building.


“Cool, I heard that Tommy got ambushed by a few guys,” Miles stated sincerely.


“Who told you that?” Coal asked.

“I like having a girlfriend that is in the know,” Miles said with pride. Coal changed the subject.


“Oh, so now she’s your girlfriend?” He teased. Miles smiled big.


“I’m trying man, I’m trying.” They walked together about thirty steps before Miles said, “You are so lucky. Now, TJ won’t be around to bug you for at least a week.”


Coal came clean, “It’s over. And, luck had nothing to do with it.” Miles stopped in his tracks.
“Are you saying?” Miles tried to figure out how to ask the question. 

“We got into it. I’ll tell you more later. Too many rumors already. So, don’t even tell your girlfriend.” 

“You’re in one piece,” Miles said. He turned and bowed. “I’m not worthy.” Coal shoved Miles as they went separate ways. “Unbelievable. See ya dude.”
Tommy Jefferson sat in the nurse’s office for 40 minutes before his mother arrived. He refused to go to the hospital via ambulance.


“I’m not going in no ambulance for a bloody nose. I told y’all that I just fell. Sometimes I get these fits. I just lost control and fell,” TJ insisted.

Mr. Norwood looked through the pictures of the freshman and sophomores for the entire time of his conference period. He jumped with excitement.

“Here he is, this is him! Marwan Wannerson,” he announced. No one was in the break room. But, the break room was in the office with the door open. Half the people in the office jumped when he screamed. No one knew what Norwood was up to, nor did they care. Norwood wrote the name down and closed the reference book.

Anyone that knew Marwan believed he was an artist already destined for fame. His popularity exploded when the school newspaper displayed his winning year book cover. In the circle of game players, he was known as the guy that painted controllers. He had a list of 42 players, mostly guys, that were anxious to pay for his original artwork on their XBOX, Game Cube, and Wii controllers. Marwan was different, like so many talented artists. He added a creative flare to everything he crafted and he had a sense of humor. There was nothing he hadn’t drawn, sketched or painted.

Tommy’s mother walked into the office and didn’t recognize her son at first. “My baby!” She screamed, halting every conversation in the office. Tommy kept her at arm’s distance as he stood up. She remembered every type of incident he’d been through, and he never looked this worked over. She stepped toward the main office desk. “What happened here?” She shouted. The closest worker was a student worker. She had no clue how to respond. Tommy said he fell in the restroom and that was all everyone had to go on.

“So, nobody knows what happened to my son? It looks like some guys beat my boy up with weapons!” Tommy walked over and grabbed his mother and pulled the reluctant woman out of the office. “Y’all can’t even protect a kid going to the bathroom,” was the last thing anyone heard as the two walked down Corridor E. 

“The kid’s name is Marwan Wannerson.” Purpura looked at Norwood funny for a minute. 

Purpura was a little irritated that Norwood had simply burst into his office. “What are you talking about?” The words barely came out of his mouth. “Oh, yeah Tommy Jefferson.” Norwood sat down, Purpura stood up. 

“I am sure of it. He was coming out of the rest room,” Norwood insisted without catching the hint. Israel Purpura walked to his office entrance and pulled the door wide.

“Thanks for your effort, I will send for Marwan,” he said. Norwood still didn’t get the hint so Purpura walked out and over to Irene Thomas’ desk.

“Irene, would you,” he watched Norwood scurry out and towards the front door as he pointed to his watch as though he couldn’t wait any longer for the principal to return. Purpura nodded and waved. “Would you have Marwan Wannerson come to the office please.” Purpura was happy to return to an empty office. He closed his door and pulled up a report that he needed to send to the state.

“Israel?” The intercom speaker announced. Purpura acknowledged his presence. “Apparently, the student went home sick.” Purpura slid back and turned to face the intercom.

“Marwan went home? When did he leave?”

“Before 7th period,” she said.

“Thank you,” Purpura said hopelessly. The silence in the room made him stand when an idea came to him. He quickly sat back down at his computer and changed the screen. He pecked away for a minute, grabbed the phone and dialed an extension.

“Ms. Hancock, are there any other football players in the class with Tommy Jefferson?” She paused, stuttered, and asked, “Is this Mr. Purpura?”

Purpura replied, “Yes Ms. Hancock.” He heard her huff. She thought it rude that he had not introduced himself.

“Tommy and Kevin Smith are friends. He’s in my class as well.” She decided to give more information. “You know, I almost didn’t let Tommy go to the restroom. Kevin had just come back,” she explained.
“You mean from the restroom?” Purpura could hear the class getting a little unruly. She agreed and Purpura hung up. Purpura banged away at the computer keys again. “Tick, tock, tick, tock,” Purpura’s clock seemed to speed up, there wasn’t a whole lot of time left in the school day. Without a word, he slipped out of the office and across the campus to the weight room.

He’d hoped he could slip into the facility and ease out with the athlete. As he strolled, it reminded him of Gold’s Gym when he was younger. Back then, he dreamed of a six pack abdomen and ripped arms. It seemed tangible until he pulled a pectoral muscle. His chest looked odd for about two weeks with one side larger than the other side. When his body returned to normal Purpura had lost interest in the body changing effort.
He searched the weight room until every eye followed his strut. “Hey Israel, who you looking for?” A coach asked.


“Kevin Smith,” he announced. Of the 36 athletes pumping iron only four went back to working out. The coach looked around and threw his hands up.

“He was here a minute ago coach,” Ivan Huntsman declared. No one else volunteered any information. In desperation, Purpura appealed to all.


“Does anyone know what happened to Tommy Jefferson?” After he asked the question, Purpura immediately regretted the request.


“Mike Taylor spoke up, “Coal Rivers probably ambushed him with a bat.” The entire weight room rose up in conversation.


“So you didn’t see anything?” Purpura said with irritation.

“No,” he said quietly, “That’s just what I think happened.” Mike smiled sheepishly. 


“Okay,” Purpura said with a courteous smile. He headed for the door, and backpedaled when he got close. “Thank you, sorry for interrupting your workout.” Minutes later Kevin ‘Salt’ Smith walked into the weight room. Thomas Catasero met him at the door.


“Where you been dude?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Purpura came in looking for you.” The coach, with his back towards the door, was spotting a guy doing the bench press.


“I told you I was going to the crapper,” Kevin defended. “What did he want?” Something in the room had become the topic of conversation. Some of the guys pointed fingers at Kevin, so he backed out of the doorway.


“I think he wants to know something about Tommy getting’ hurt,” Tom Cat (Thomas Catasero) said. Kevin turned and headed to the locker room.

Purpura got to the office and was hustled into his office by Irene the office secretary. “Glad you’re back,” she said. “You have three issues, an allergic student that turned blue.  A female student was assaulted behind an equipment shed; the boy claims she pulled him back there. And, Tommy Jefferson’s mom,” – she cut her eyes down at Purpura’s phone – “She’s waiting on hold for you.” The blinking light was intimidating. Irene turned before she nearly walked out. “Everyone else is waiting out here for you.” Purpura walked to the entrance of his office and looked out. With more conviction, he closed the door, and hurried to his desk and pushed the intercom.

“Irene please have Coal Rivers come to the office?” Purpura said as he picked up the phone. “Mrs. Jefferson, how is Tommy?”
To Coal’s relief, nobody on the soccer team brought up Tommy’s name or the incident. 

Purpura came out of his office and walked to an angry looking dad and a weepy mom. “Mr. and Mrs. Nova, how’s your daughter?” He asked as he escorted them back into his office. 


“How the hell, out of all the students at this school, was my daughter the only one to get stung?” The father’s voice echoed through the office before the door clicked. Irene pulled up Coal’s schedule and called the locker room office. After the eighth ring, she hung up the phone. Crystal Wong walked in the front door with a paper in her hand and headed directly for Irene Thomas.

“Ms. Thomas can you sign my work ver-lo?” She asked. At once, every line on the phone was ringing.


“Your what?” Irene asked as she began answering, forwarding, and placing calls on hold.


“My work verification log,” she said, as she handed the paper to Ms. Thomas. Irene picked up a pen and scribbled quickly.


“I need a favor, can you go down to the soccer field and tell Coal Rivers that Mr. Purpura needs to speak with him?” Irene requested as she picked up the phone and hovered her finger above line two. She heard only the beginning of Crystal’s conditional acceptance, before she punched the phone button. Crystal nearly ran out of the office. When the bell rang, she nearly panicked. She hurried out of the front of the corridor. She didn’t see anything familiar in her quick glance. So, she turned to run back through when she heard a recognizable car horn. Crystal slumped. She definitely would never make her mother wait. She wouldn’t even ask. Being late for an audition, doctor’s appointment, or dance class was unacceptable. 
After she drove away from the school, she called the office. Someone other than Ms. Thomas answered the phone and transferred Crystal to Thomas’ voicemail, supposedly. She listened, glanced at her phone and talked.

“Hi Ms. Thomas, I was unable to go to the field. As I told you, my mom was waiting for me already. Sorry,” Crystal heard a ‘click’. She again looked at her phone. The call was over. “That was rude.” 


“What’s wrong dear?” Her mother asked.


“My call got dropped, I think,” Crystal gave the call some thought. “But, maybe I never got transferred. I never heard her greeting or a beep.” 

Her mother suggested, “Just call back.” A car pulled along-side them. “Is that Victoria?” Her mom pointed. Crystal Wong rolled her window down and began to shout with excitement. As if away for weeks, Victoria jumped and laughed as she opened her window and shouted back. 

At 4:42 pm, Irene opened Israel Purpura’s office. He was constructing a letter on the computer. 


“Israel, I will see you tomorrow,” she said. He remembered.


“What happened with Coal Rivers? Let me guess, he wasn’t there right?” Purpura asked.


“He never came in? I asked Crystal Wong to get him from the soccer field.” Irene threw up her hands. Purpura had already gotten up and walked around the desk.


As he walked by, he told her, “Practice is probably over. But, let me see if he is still there.” He turned back as he stepped out into the hall. “Have a good evening.” 

Coal stopped at the South door just inside the wall. He didn’t know how long his phone had been vibrating and tried to hurry.


“Hello?” He’d picked up in time and a familiar voice was there. “Okay, I’m on my way,” he said. It was Lynn. She had come to pick him up.

Purpura trotted into the locker room and took a look up and down the isles before he got desperate and asked, “Anyone seen Coal Rivers?”
“He just left,” someone pointed towards the side door. Purpura headed out the South door. He thought he saw a body turn the corner as he looked beyond the privacy wall and hurried passed three soccer players.

After Coal turned the corner, he slowed his steps. The building’s shade felt good after a two-hour practice under a cloudless sky. He wondered where the incoming breeze had been two hours ago. 


“Thanks,” Coal said as he climbed into Lynn’s car at curbside. Purpura came into full view of the parking lot as Lynn pulled onto the street. Purpura smiled. He was a patient man, nothing like the buffoons posing as principals on many school sitcoms. He had a clue and often gave very good council. As the only principal in the history of Sun Beach, Israel Purpura received good reviews from parents, always. He was a good man, faithful to friends, staff, family and his wife. When he got back to the office, Erica Sheppard, the vice principal, was at the copy machine.


“Well you look like you found a happy ending to a trying day,” she commented. Purpura tipped his head back as he stopped. 


“I requested to speak to three different students, and every time I looked around I got, ‘not here’. It’s a little frustrating, I must admit. I don’t know what made me think of it but I thought about my country. From the time I left that place till now, there has been chaos and unrest.” He headed for his office and looked at Erica who was still waiting for his conclusion. “I am lucky because I am not there. My problems are most certainly manageable by comparison.”

It was the end of the day, and Coal was exhausted.  He hadn’t told the family what a horrible day it had been.  At the dinner table, Coal just listened to everyone else.  It was always loud at the dinner table, because someone always had something to say.  The first to finish eating, and the first to go to bed, Coal thought his silence went unnoticed, until his mother walked in.

“Hi son, you don’t seem like yourself today.  Are you okay?” asked his mother.  Lying in bed, Coal stared at the ceiling.

“Bad day at school, ask me tomorrow and I’ll give you the details,” Coal insisted. Mrs. Rivers wasn’t satisfied with his answer, but wouldn’t try to force her son to talk about it.  So, she put a hand on him and prayed silently, kissed him, and left the room.  Coal rolled over. 
Before he closed his eyes, he thought, Lord, I pray that I have not disappointed you. I pray that you will find favor in my efforts today. I always try to win the race, amen. Coal rolled over and fell into a deep sleep.
Chapter 10
Rumors, Lies, Silence and Truth

Friday morning, Coal woke up, stretched and turned the alarm clock off.  Everything else was just morning routine.  Lynn drove Coal to school. When the two walked passed the fountain, all of the football players were hanging out, except T.J. 
“There he is,” one of T.J.’s friends said. The whole bunch watched as Coal walked by. It wasn’t the jeers it had been before, just silence. “No, nothing but rumors. If it was him, I’ll kill him. I swear to God,” someone said.  Coal paid no attention and kept his eyes forward.
Purpura waited until second period. “Irene would you please have Marwan Wannerson come to the office?” He asked.
“Yes sir. I have his schedule right here,” Irene said. “Oh, and did you want Coal Rivers and Kevin Smith?”

“I do. But, wait about ten minutes between calls. That should give me time to see them all without too much class interruption,” Purpura requested. Irene checked the computer and found that Marwan hadn’t come to school. She checked Kevin Smith’s records to find that he hadn’t come either.

Kevin ‘Salt’ Smith called Tommy’s home phone when the cell went straight to voice mail. He left a message but didn’t get a call back. Friday morning, Kevin went to Tommy’s house. It was 7:45 am. He pulled up in the driveway, and turned the car off. When he opened the car door, T.J.’s mom stepped out of the house.


She called out and shock her head, “Not today!” She waved and closed the door. Kevin stood for a moment before the car door creaked and fell against his leg. A thought from Tommy came to mind, Black people are funny. If they don’t want you in their business, they won’t just tell you. If you want to start some s _ _ _, ask them anyway. He remembered asking, what if it’s important? Better find out another way, he remembered Tommy saying. “Your mom’s not like that is she?” Kevin asked a while back. 

Tommy told him, “My mom and dad were separated for over six years and no one at the church knew. They would ask her how Brother Jefferson was and she would say I think he’s doing fine. She didn’t lie, but surely didn’t tell the damn truth either. It was none of their business.” Kevin climbed back into his car and drove towards the school. So many questions raced through his mind that he pulled over to the side of the road. What if Tommy has brain damage? What is he has internal bleeding? What if he has a rib that punctured a lung? I need to know what kind of shape he’s in, Kevin decided. He called his older brother, a doctor in Tucson, Arizona. His parents didn’t know what he was up to. But, they probably wouldn’t care. He wasn’t a trouble maker and kept his grades up. Today, he would do what was on his heart. He would find out the condition of Tommy Jefferson.

Irene saw Coal Rivers walk into the office and thought it odd. She determined that Purpura must have called him to the office. She finished her phone call and went to the Principal’s door. She tapped, opened, and slowly stepped in. Israel Purpura was on the phone and seemed to be near the end of the conversation.

“Hi son,” Mrs. Rivers said. “We almost forgot. Lets go.”


“Yea, too bad,” Coal said sarcastically. “I hope you have some Advil or something I can take.”


“It’s just a cleaning for heaven’s sake,” she said as they walked out of the office.


“Purpura continued, “Okay, thank you. Good bye.” He placed the phone back on the handset and looked at Irene. “Yes dear lady?”


“Coal Rivers is at the front,” Irene said.


“Oh, you called him first?” Purpura said as he reached for the door.


“I never called him. I assumed you did,” Irene insisted. Purpura frowned and walked into the main office. No students except office workers were sprinkled at desks, computers, and filing cabinets.

“Crystal, was Coal Rivers here?” Purpura asked, knowing he was.


Crystal Wong responded, “Yes, his mother was here to pick him up for a dentist appointment.” Irene was only two steps behind Purpura.


“What happened yesterday? Did you see him on the soccer field?” Purpura asked, referring to Irene sending her to get Coal. She looked at Irene.


“My mom was waiting and I had to go. I called.” Irene felt a need to defend herself.


“Well, I didn’t get a message from you,” Irene said. 
“It was probably Valerie that answered the phone. I guess you were busy and she transferred me to your message box,” Crystal detailed. Irene calmed her tone. The office had gotten a lot of complaints. Valerie simply didn’t understand the phone system.
“Doesn’t matter. He should be back if it’s a routine dental appointment.” Purpura started to walk away, and looked back at Irene. “Let me guess, Marwan is not here, and neither is Kevin Smith?” Irene smiled empathetically.

“They are both absent,” She agreed. Purpura kept walking towards his office.

“Thank you,” Israel said as he closed his door.

Kevin Smith spent nearly twenty minutes of instruction and coaching from his brother, the doctor. Kevin got information from the library and a magazine from a local convenient store. Then, he headed to a copy center for cut, paste and copy time. When he finished, he drove straight to Surgeon’s Hospital. It was the only hospital within twelve miles. Nearly in the doors, he went back to the car to get his new name badge. His shirt was already drenched with sweat. 
He was nervous. This effort wasn’t like stealing, a crime that had no appeal to him. It wasn’t like most things that were a crime. However, he was barely comfortable being Kevin Smith. He liked consistency. He was all about being predictable with no surprises. This was way out there. The only thing that made this easy was the fact that it felt like the deliveries he picked up and dropped off in the summer for his brother’s practice.

“Yes ma’am,” he said as he approached the counter, “I am here for a delivery pick up.” Kevin pulled the clipboard up in front of his eyes. “Records and x-rays for Thomas Jefferson.” He smiled when he realized that he’d picked the right person. She looked in three different places before she retrieved the proper papers.

“I don’t see anything listed for pickup under that name,” she said as if that was the end of the matter.

At lunchtime, another student tried to check Coal back into the computer system and gave up.

“I’ll write your name down. That way when it’s not so crazy” – the girl looked back at the older red headed woman – “She can log you in.” The office was empty. Purpura had taken several office staff people out to lunch. The woman left in charge, looked a little overwhelmed. She even changed the phone system to send calls directly to the message center. She was happy to have any help at all, even if it was a rookie student aide.

“Well, what do we do next? I can’t go back to the center without the file, Dr. Cotton,” – a doctor in his brother’s office – “will fire me.” Kevin said, with a look that put the matter back in the woman’s hands.

“Just a minute,” she said with anxiety. Kevin smiled slightly. This was like a chess game. He loved chess. It was strategic.


“They were requested for delivery this morning but they hadn’t arrived. So, they sent me over here.” The woman sat down at the computer.


She made a statement that wasn’t helpful, “If it was already requested, and I don’t have it, maybe it is in transit.” Then she said, “He was just released last night.” Kevin calmed some. Tommy’s injuries weren’t life threatening if they released him. “There is no note on the file that it’s been requested.” Now it was her turn. She sat and stared at Kevin, his move. 

“I’ll call and see what they want me to do,” Kevin insisted. He dialed a number.


“Is this Mary?” He paused. “Hey Mary, they don’t have the file for Thomas Jefferson available for pickup.” Kevin waited as if someone had put him on hold. His face lit up and he talked a little louder. “Oh, hi Dr. Cotton,” He paused again, “No,” – he waited again – “I did!” He nearly yelled into the receiver as he paced. “Who?” – Another pause – “Frank Politz?” Several nurses looked over at Kevin.


“Oh, okay so I can just come back?” Kevin nodded his head. “Dorothy Morrell? No, I’ve never heard of her. Oh, I see…by Frank Politz.” Kevin paused one last time. He could see the panic in the eyes of several nurses. “Wow, I didn’t know you had that kind of power. Okay, bye.” A lady stood anxiously waiting for Kevin. He put his phone in the holder. “Thank you,” he said waving good bye.


“What’s the name you were referring to?” She asked, the only woman dressed in pink, the others wore blue.


“I came to pick up a copy of Thomas Jefferson’s file. But, the office said they’ll handle it,” Kevin said as he straightened his Beach Center Medical badge. The woman ignored his dismissal.
“Well, the paper releasing the file was signed. I don’t see a problem here.” She disappeared for a moment and then handed a large envelope across the counter. He signed and nearly walked out when the pink uniformed woman called him back.

“I’m not familiar with the office or your courier service. Let me call real quick.” Kevin walked up to the counter. “I should apologize for the inconvenience to your doctor.” 


“Not a problem. 247,” he gave her the rest of the number to the office a little louder. She dialed the number on speaker. The tone was so loud that she picked it up and laid it back down.


“It’s busy. I’ll try again. You can go. Have a nice day,” she said.

The teacher was annoyed when the phone rang, “Yes?” The front row of students laughed. The other person’s voice sounded like a mouse in the room. “Yes he is. I will send him right away.” She hung up the phone. “Coal they need you in the office.” 

Zack faxed as much information to his brother as he could. Then he called four times in the next hour to catch his brother between appointments. Finally, his brother nearly cursed him when he got on the phone. 


“I didn’t go to school today. This is important to me! I never ask you for anything, just this one favor.” He shouted. “Tommy would never tell me how bad it was. But, he’s my friend. I’ve got to know. I did what you told me. Just tell me how bad it is.” Kevin sat and listened. “Yea it worked.” He paused and let out some emotion. “Damn I was scared.” His brother put him on hold and retrieved the fax. Kevin got a pad of paper to write on. His brother started with complicated phraseology.

“No, tell me in simple language, I’m not a doctor,” Kevin barked. “Okay, broken nose, both eyes are bruised, really?” Kevin asked. He had never heard of such a thing. “Yea, a cracked rib.” His brother said a lot of things but Kevin only wrote those things that sounded familiar. “Severe swelling in the groin? What’s that mean?” He started writing again, “Kicked in the balls several times.” Kevin scrunched his face. “You mean he got popped in the ears?” His brother confirmed. “Do you think he was ganged up on?” Kevin asked overwhelmed by such a variety of odd injuries. Kevin put his phone on speaker and wrote some additional notes.
His brother responded, “If he was beat up by a group of guys, they took turns. But, the injuries appear to be more defensive than offensive.” Kevin asked what he meant. “You typically have to be in a certain position to get kicked in the ribs. Jamming someone’s nose means the other person’s hands are busy. It takes skill. No other part of his face is noted as bruised. So, he wasn’t punched in the face. And, if he’s bigger than you, would you stand still and let someone poke you in the eyes?” Kevin didn’t respond. “He’ll recover from all of it. Nothing appears to be life threatening. Hey little brother, I gotta go.” Before Kevin could say thank you the line went dead. The time seemed to have stalled. It was only 12:17. He had fit a lot into a little time. Kevin started his car and headed for Subway for a meatball sandwich. He decided on the way that he’d just return to school after he ate. He figured he didn’t want his parents involved in his adventure so he called his brother’s office and asked the receptionist to fax an appointment note to the school office from his brother. “We’re in Arizona,” she complained. 

“Trust me, they won’t notice,” Kevin insisted. She took his word and promised to send the note within the half hour. Now, as he ate, he was satisfied with his effort. His friend had been beat up good, but Tommy would be okay.
Purpura pushed his chair back and stood up. He hoped to finally get some answers from Coal Rivers. 
Mr. Norwood told Purpura, “Coal Rivers told me about Tommy Jefferson on the floor of the restroom.” Purpura’s phone buzzed.


“Israel, Carl Anderson is on line one,” Irene announced. Carl was the District Superintendent. He took his job far too seriously, but Purpura could not simply ignore or dismiss him. This was a budget cut call. It was in Purpura’s best interest to get along with the dictator. He sat back down looked at his watch, 1:05, knowing it wouldn’t be a five-minute call, he punched the blinking line.

“Hi Carl,” Purpura greeted. Anderson wasted no time and got right to business.

Kevin walked in and stood in the Sun Beach High office. He turned and saw Coal Rivers reading a book. Kevin stared.


“Late admit?” Irene asked Kevin. “I asked the doctor to fax an excuse,” he said. “We got it,” Irene responded without looking up. She scribbled and tore a sheet from her pad. When he walked away, she recalled her conversation with Purpura.


“Kevin let me see if the principal still needs to speak with you.” Irene walked away and Kevin stood for a minute before sitting a good distance from Coal. Irene wrote quickly and eased into Purpura’s office, placed the note near the man’s focus and slipped back out.


“Carl thank you for the update,” Purpura said as he checked the time again. 1:21, he expected it to be later. “I will call you on Monday or Tuesday to let you know” – Purpura stood up – “Okay, take care.” He hung up the phone, tossed the note in the waste bin and hurried out.

When Coal looked over, Kevin Smith was staring at him. He nodded and turned his gaze back to the book. A man’s shoes on linoleum echoed the office. Coal looked up again when they stopped.


“Mr. Smith!” Purpura said. “Lets talk in my office please.” Coal sild down in his chair, crossed his leg and rested his check on his up-stretched arm. Purpura started as soon as he closed the door. “Tell me what you saw yesterday when you went to the restroom.”

Half a city away, sitting in front of the television was getting old, the only benefit to being out of school was time to think. 


Mrs. Jefferson yelled from another room, “Thomas, did you take that medicine?”

“Hell no! I ain’t taking no damn,” – Tommy stopped med-sentence – “I’ll do it right now mama.” Mrs. Jefferson stopped cleaning for a moment. She noticed the night they left the hospital, when she reached to correct the bandage on his head. He slapped her hand away, then apologized and allowed her to pull the dressing this way and that. Tommy hadn’t allowed her to touch him, sense his father left. Tommy turned the TV off and stared at the screen. He saw his reflection as someone he didn’t recognize. I can’t ever be that person again, he promised his image in the screen. He got up and went into the kitchen.

Kevin ‘Salt’ Smith walked out of Purpura’s office after no more than fifteen minutes. Coal closed his book as Kevin walked by and out of the office. Coal heard a noise that sounded like quickly heated chili in a microwave. Everyone, within the office, heard the muffled explosion. The sound was distant enough that nobody appeared to panic, but close enough to cause concern. Everything went black. 

“Are you serious? What happened to the power?” Someone in the office blurted. Purpura came into the center of the office, where it was dark with a few light spots. A teacher came into the office.

“Apparently, a transformer on the street corner blew out and two others went as well,” he said. “We probably won’t have power for hours.” The office didn’t have many windows. After ten minutes of chaos, Coal was sent back to class. Shortly after that, Purpura made an announcement, out by the Fountain, that classes were cancelled for the rest of the day.

After a lengthy conversation with a worker who had brought a crew fairly quickly, Purpura was advised that it would be about an hour or so before the power would be restored. Without a whole lot to say or do, Purpura left the school at 4:10. As he drove away, he called Patricia, his wife. As he drove past the corner, workers were already hoisting up a huge mettle drum replacement. A guy in a shiny yellow vest was trying to get the residents and passer-bys to back up to a safer distance.

“Pat, you want to meet me at the coffee shop?” Purpura’s smile vanished and concern filled his face. His wife had had a complicated day also. She couldn’t escape. “Okay, I won’t be long.” Before he hung up, he closed the conversation with, “I love you.”

Marwan Wannerson’s mom handed him the phone. She was concerned. He begged to come home on Thursday. Then, on Friday he didn’t want to go to school. He was a good student, but his excuse was lame. It was not in her son’s character to pretend to be ill. He wouldn’t tell her what the problem was. So, she called her brother.


“Hey Uncle Nicolae,” Marwan said with excitement. He listened for a moment while his uncle talked. “Yea, that’s cool.” He listened again. “Oh.” Marwan rushed to the window. “You are here. That’s so funny. Okay, let me put my shoes on and change my shirt.” Marwan handed the phone back to his mother and disappeared into his room. Seconds later, he was out the door, in Nicholae’s car.  
Purpura stood and waited. As he looked around, he saw a Wall Street Journal unattended. The man in front of him left the counter. Purpura stepped up.


“Yes, may I have a decaf, iced caramel latte, with extra syrup,” he ordered and stepped away to grab the paper. When his coffee arrived, he chose a seat in the corner facing the window. He was finishing an article on the local effects of civil unrest on crops in another country. He took the last sip of his drink, when he felt a breeze. Some one was sitting behind him. Purpura’s ears perked up as he listened.

“He plays football for Sun Beach,” Marwan said in a matter-of-fact manner. His uncle hunched his shoulders as if it didn’t really matter. “Anyway, I’m sitting there, on the pot. I didn’t know what to do.” His uncle started laughing. “What am I suppose to say? Excuse the smell, I’ll just wash my hands and get out.” The uncle asked a question. “I don’t know if either one knew I was in there. If Tommy Jefferson knew, he would have kicked me out, I’m sure. But, the other guy never seems to be bothered by anything. I had heard the big guy’s been stalking him for weeks.” The uncle must have asked what happened next in the restroom. Purpura couldn’t hear the uncle’s quiet voice. “So, I’m looking at the two of them through a crack in the door. This guy is huge. It’s like David and Goliath. There is no comparison.” Marwan must have sipped his drink, and went on. “It was unbelievable. Tommy rushed him and grabbed at Coal and missed. You should have heard the sound that man made when Coal side-stepped and kicked him solid in the ribs. The crazy thing was that the fire alarm went off.” His uncle cackled out loud. “T.J., which is what most of us call Tommy, balled his fists and bounced his feet.” His uncle said something. “Yea like a boxer. He stepped and jabbed several times. I could hear his swing, that man is massive. But, Cool, everyone calls Coal Rivers, ‘Cool’. He ducked the two left jabs and a right upswing. Nothing connected. Honest to God, I don’t know how, but Cool two handed slap T.J. in the ears.” Marwan started laughing. “It was like a computer rebooting. He wobbled and his eyes rolled up in the top of his head.” They both laughed. “Then Cool kicked Tommy straight up the middle.” His uncle made a remark. “No, he kicked him in the balls,” Marwan corrected. “T.J.’s eyes got all big after he recovered. He cornered Cool and crushed him against the wall. The whole room moved. I swear when the paper towel dispenser fell to the floor I nearly crapped my pants.” His uncle must have commented that he was already in the stall. “Yea, I would have blown them out of the room. Anyway, T.J. drew a fist back to hit Cool but before he could throw the punch Cool pulled a knee up into him. That guy was getting punished. It was like watching a movie. Cool just didn’t let up. I wouldn’t have either cause if that guy would have gotten his hands on him he would have killed him. But, after he kneed him he took his hand,” Marwan demonstrated. “And, hit him with an open-handed punch right to the nose. Blood gushed everywhere. Uncle Nichole I could hear the cartilage. It sounded like a gun trigger pulled into position. But, T.J. wouldn’t give up. He held onto Cool’s shirt with both hands. Before he could swing his mammoth hands, Cool kidney punched him with his right hand and stabbed him in the eyes with his left hand fingers.” Purpura heard the uncle this time.

“That was it right. How much more could he take?”

“No!” Marwan screamed. “Coal kicked the big man in the balls for the third time. And, do you know he still didn’t want to let go.” Marwan laughed again, “I heard this faint squeal. It pitched real high and vanished.” Marwan slurped the last of his drink. “He let go this time, after he rolled on his back.”

“And, the whole time, nobody knew you were there? How?” Uncle Nicholae asked.

“Well, the stalls face the door and I was in the last of eight stalls, or the first I guess since I was directly in front of the door. Oh, the light above me was out, which made that corner really dark.”

“Why did you pick that one?”

“It’s the handicap stall. I like the bigger stalls. I don’t care if it’s dark.” Purpura stood and began to leave. He heard all he needed. 
“So, did he run out?” Nicholae asked.

“No!” Marwan laughed as though he thought Coal acted crazy. “He washed his hands again, and turned his black t-shirt to the back and threw his blazer style jacket back on.”
“The whole time that guy was laid out on the floor?” Nicholae asked.

“Yea!” Marwan said as Purpura walked out un-noticed. He sat in his car and scribbled notes furiously. He wasn’t sure who the very informative student was, but he had a pretty good guess.

An unexpected visitor came to see Tommy. She hadn’t seen him in nearly two months. “Tommy, Stacey Lace is here to see you,” his mother pitched. Tommy turned to the mirror and saw his detestable image. Maybe that b _ _ _ _ will leave me alone when she sees my ugly face, Tommy reasoned. In silence, he walked past his mother and opened the door. She was facing the street. When she turned, she covered her mouth. That’s what I thought, Tommy thought.

“What happened to you Tommy. Oh, I’m sorry,” she said as she reached up and put her arms around him and wept in his arms. Thomas Jefferson was amazed at the girl’s compassion, he had never seen anyone, besides his mother, weep for him. “Who did this to you?” She said with tears as she looked up at him. He saw his mother standing near, she couldn’t believe the girl’s genuine concern. “I hope they were arrested.” Tommy’s heart crumbled. He had avoided this wonderful girl. His mind went to Coal’s statement in the restroom, ‘She really does think you’re a nice guy.’ Tommy thought, How did he know that? 
“Come in,” he invited. She walked in and Tommy opened his hand leadingly. “Sit down.” He wasted no time. “I have some things to say to you.” Stacey gingerly sat on the edge of the sofa, as if it were wet. Tommy pulled a chair and set across from her.

“Are you going to tell me what happened to you?” She asked concerned. Tommy looked back at his mother.


“Yea.” Mrs. Jefferson finished wiping a dish. She was astonished that TJ would offer to tell someone, anyone the whole story. She decided to hang around. “But, before I do that.” He sat across from her. “I’m sorry Stacey.” For a moment, she didn’t say anything.


“For what?” Stacey said even though she knew why he was apologizing.


“I ditched you,” he said. Stacey tried hard to hold back the tears of hurt. 


“I knew you were avoiding me. But, I just refused to believe that you would do that to me. We grew up together Tommy. We’ve talked about spending our lives together. Our babies would be tall like you, with green eyes like mine, cream-colored skin, the mix of the two of us. And, their unpredictable hair. How many times did we laugh about that Tommy?” He nodded. “You just threw me away. I gave myself to you.” Mrs. Jefferson watched in horror. She felt stupid for not figuring out that they were having sex. Tommy dropped his head. “I went to USC because you wanted to play football and they were interested in you. We talked about our plans.” Stacey sat back, she was finished. Tommy looked up and smiled.

“That’s a lie Stacey Lace. You went to USC cause they have a good dental school.” He eased to within inches of her legs. “Why you lie,” Tommy said with a squint. That was his playful tease. Stacey got chills. Tommy changed his tone. “I shouldn’t have done you like that. I thought you were making it up, teasing me. I never liked joking about that kind of stuff, about you being pregnant. When you didn’t call me, for a week then three weeks, I realized you were serious.” Tommy covered her knees with one hand. “I don’t want nobody to be my girl but you, even if you were pregnant.” Stacey sat up. “Since, you ain’t pregnant, there ain’t nothing holding us back from what we want.” Stacey covered her mouth. “I’ve been cursing and putting down the only two women that have ever loved me. I promise I won’t do that. You both deserve my respect.” Stacey stood up.

“Who told you I wasn’t pregnant?” Tommy didn’t know how to interpret her reaction. His mother had disappeared. He wasn’t sure when she walked away. He lifted his hands in front of his chest, like a surrender.


“Nobody you know. I don’t even know how he knew.” Tommy stood up, and bent over. “He knew a lot about me.” He paused. “Is it true?” She nodded. With that nod, Tommy Jefferson believed everything Coal Rivers had said without a question. He turned his back in shame. “He told me I needed to stop yelling and cursing my mother.” Mrs. Jefferson wept from another room. Now she understood why these days since his injuries, he’d been different. She bolted back into the room, angry.


“You shouldn’t have told that to anybody. I’m embarrassed.” Stacey didn’t understand. Tommy put his hands on her shoulders.


“Mama, just like you and daddy, I don’t tell our business. Nobody knew,” Tommy declared. “Cool Rivers knew it all. I was mad. And, if I had gotten my hands on him, I would’ve killed him.” Tommy smiled a distant and sad smile. “But, he was right.” Tommy sat back down. “I been treating mama bad since daddy left. I blamed her and tried to make her pay for it.” He gave his words some thought. “But, daddy don’t care. He don’t call me. He don’t send mama money. He’s got to know how hard she struggles. But, he don’t care.” Tommy stood back up and hugged his mother. “That’s okay mama. Soon enough, I will take care of you. When I make it, you won’t have to work.” Stacey hugged the two of them. Everybody cried for a moment. Tommy pulled back. “Mama, you okay?” She nodded. “Let me talk to Stacey for a minute.” Mrs. Jefferson left the room. Tommy’s face was bandaged to protect his eyes and nose. He looked hideous. What mad it kind-of freakish was that he had abused the tape so that he could see out. He was a mummy with eyeballs.

“What did he say to you, Tom,” Stacey asked as she looked up at him.


“He said Stacey’s not pregnant,” he answered.


“He said my name?” 


“He said Stacey. He told me to stop avoiding you and that you think I’m a nice guy.” Tommy lifted her chin, and kissed her. “What we have is better than what any of the guys I know have. Do you forgive me?” She jumped up at him and held him with both arms. “Hey ease up or you’ll crack another rib.”


After dinner, Lynn and Julie disappeared. “Okay Coal, are you ready to tell me what’s going on with you?” Mrs. Rivers asked as Mr. Rivers walked into the room. 

“I guess it’s as good a time as any,” Coal said as he dropped down on the rug beside the coffee table. “Tommy Jefferson attacked me in the restroom.” Coal let his parents digest what he said.


“Well, it couldn’t have been much of a fight. You aren’t hurt and haven’t been suspended,” Mr. Rivers assessed. 


“Not yet. Purpura is still trying to put it all together I think. But, when he figures it out, suspension is typical for fighting.” His mother gasped. “It’s just the school’s policy mom.”


“What do you mean the Principal hasn’t put it together?” Mr. Rivers asked.


Coal explained, “A fire alarm went off and I left Tommy on the floor when I walked out.” His parents looked at each other. “I haven’t said anything and I guess he hasn’t either.”


“Well son what did you do, just walk up and punch the guy?” Mrs. Rivers asked trying to visualize the event.

“No, no, no, this has been coming to a head for some time,” Mr. Rivers blurted.


Mrs. Rivers snapped, “You knew about this?”


“I knew that Tommy Jefferson had a problem with our son. The guy’s been bugging Coal since Coal called him a coward for not stopping to help Zachary,” Mr. Rivers clarified. Mrs. Rivers sat on the sofa.


“Okay so tell me what went on?” She asked. Coal rolled onto his back and put his hands behind his head.


“I left class after lunch, to the restroom. I was in a stall when the door opened,” Coal explained.


“Your door?” His father joked.


“No dad, the bathroom door.” Mrs. Rivers rolled her eyes at her husband’s attempt at humor. “He knew I was in there somewhere.”


Mrs. Rivers inquired, “Was he following you?” 


“No. I think one of his friends told him.” Coal waited to see if there were any other questions. “Anyway, when I opened the stall door, there he was. First thing he said to me was, ‘How will you escape this time?’ I said, ‘Escape what?’ I told him that it was the first time that he had faced me alone and that I thought maybe he was afraid of me.” Coal’s mom and dad chuckled at his bold words. “He blamed me for making him angry by calling him a coward. I told him that he was a coward, if he walked by and didn’t help someone that was hurt,” Coal paused. “I told him some stuff that I didn’t even know.”

“What do you mean stuff?” His mother asked.


“I told him that his grandfather, of whom he was named after, wouldn’t be proud of him the way he treats his mother. She does a lot for him. But, I can’t tell you how I knew that.” His parents looked at each other.


“Wow, my father had that ability. I always thought it was an incredible gift,” his dad claimed.


“I didn’t know that about your father,” Mrs. Rivers said.


Mr. Rivers’ eyes lit up. “I don’t think it came upon him very often. But, he told me a couple situations that gave me chills. It was amazing.”


“It only added to his anger,” Coal said. “He jumped at me.”


“And?” Mr. Rivers asked.


“I had to defend myself.” Coal articulated each word, “And, he just kept coming at me.” 


“But couldn’t there have been a better way? I’m not crazy about the fighting part.” Mrs. Rivers twisted her head as a thought came to mind. “But the spiritual stuff is neat. Do you think it served him well?”

“He didn’t take any of it very well. I left and told a teacher that he was in the restroom on the floor,” Coal said.


Mrs. Rivers asked, “Was he hurt? Why was he on the floor?” Mr Rivers shook his head in disbelief when his wife said this. 


“Mom, I’m sure I broke his nose. And, I kicked him so many times. I don’t know about anything else.” Coal remembered, “I called the hospital when I got home today, he had been admitted but checked out.” Coal’s mom looked confused.


Coal’s dad said, “That’s probably a good thing if he didn’t need to stay.” Mrs. Rivers walked to the stairwell.


“Julie, Lynn come down here for a minute please,” she demanded.


Julie rushed to the stairs. “What’s wrong?” Lynn passed her and walked down the stairs.

“Come down here. We’re going to take a moment as a family,” answered Mrs. Rivers.

“Is something wrong?” Julie asked as she climbed down the stairs.


“Not with you. We just need to pray,” her mom responded. Julie liked when they prayed like this. She liked knowing other people’s business.


Julie smiled, “For who?”


Mr. Rivers grabbed her hand as he said, “For Tommy Jefferson,”

“And, your brother,” insisted Mrs. Rivers. The family held hands as the five of them prayed. When they finished everyone went their separate ways. Mr. Rivers looked back at Coal before he walked out into the garage.


He said, “How you deal with things shows the character of who you are. High school is tough. Be courageous, one day at a time.”

Chapter 11
Is it over…for Everyone?

Kevin ‘Pepper’ Smith knew something was different about his namesake, or “Salt”. It was obvious he was stewing about something. It wasn’t a good way to start the week. Pepper set out to change Salt’s bitter edge.
Titan’s shoulder had gotten stronger. He no longer wore the sling. He had been working out more than at anytime in his life. He was obsessed because of Coal’s words, ‘What if you don’t make it as a football player?’ Determined to create a backup plan, he considered several changes. He even sent several writing submissions for scholarships even though they were for small amounts of money. Titan avoided hanging out. He determined it was a waste of time, time he didn’t have as a senior. For some reason he couldn’t figure out, he watched the activity at the fountain. Standing alone by a tree, he observed his buddies.

“I know what’s wrong with you,” Pepper baited. They had already bantered back and forth, to the laughter of all those standing around.


“I’m just tired of you calling me to help you move,” Salt challenged as an insult. The crowd hissed and cackled. Pepper remembered that he’d started the verbal sparring and kept it alive.


“Me?” Pepper looked around. “I haven’t moved in over a year. But, you remember I saw you the other day kicking a trash can down the street. I said, ‘Kevin, why you kicking that trash can?’ And, you said, ‘I’m movin’.” The howls reached an all time high. The girls that stood around politely snickered. “Kev, I don’t want you living in a trash can. If you need a place to stay, you can stay at my house. But, you have to leave the trash can outside.” With this, Pepper was done, he had gotten Salt to laugh.
Titan saw Coal Rivers turn the corner first. He’d seen Salt and Pepper spar with each other. No one had seen him leaning against the double tree and he was glad. However, the hair on Titan’s neck stood on end when Salt raised up at catching a glimpse of Coal. Salt’s appearance changed. He nearly charged him. Coal didn’t notice. He was talking to Miles.

“Kev, Kev what’s the problem man?” Pepper asked as he held Salt back.

“Everybody’s forgotten what he did to TJ. He ambushed him with a two by four.” No one knew the extent of TJ’s injuries except Salt. “I’ll fix him up,” Salt promised as he yielded to Pepper’s restraining hold. Titan eased back to where he had been standing. He looked away and thought, ‘I wonder what happened between TJ and Cool?’
Purpura walked into the office later than usual. He placed a hand on Irene’s shoulder. “Can I see you for a minute?” He requested. Irene stopped typing and followed Purpura. She didn’t bother to close the door, and they both sat down. “Let me tell you what I found out on Friday when I left here.”

Titan felt his phone vibrate about fifteen minutes after the opening school bell. The text read, ‘Cool Rivers beat up Tommy Jefferson. No weapons, no gang, no ambush, he defended himself. Do you believe it? Valerie.’ Valerie worked in the office along with several other students. If it wasn’t credible, she wouldn’t have text him. Another thought entered Titan’s mind, ‘Salt doesn’t know that it was one on one.’

Irene stepped back into Purpura’s office. “Who do you want me to have sent to the office first?” Purpura thought for a moment as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. His face lit up.

“Have Marwan Wannerson come in, but give me another ten minutes,” the Principal requested.


“Crystal, why do you have that look?” Victoria asked. Crystal nearly became indignant as she adjusted her books for second period.

Defensively, she claimed, “I don’t have a look.”


“Okay but you’re lying,” Victoria accused as the two continued to walk. Before they got to Biology, a big guy with shoulder length hair stepped in their path.


“Hey Vicky, who’s your friend?” Tom Cat asked.


“Crystal this is Thomas Catasero,” Victoria introduced. Tom Cat didn’t really seem to care but smiled anyway.


Thomas invited, “Hey there’s a party this Friday night at my house. You should come by.” Victoria grabbed Crystal by the arm before she could respond.


“Oh, how fun! I don’t think we can but thank you,” Victoria declined, with disappointment in her voice. Thomas nodded. He waved bye and wandered away when another football player called him down the hall.


“Why’d you say no? I haven’t been to a party yet,” Crystal admitted. Victoria was already shaking her head.

Victoria’s voice softened to a whisper, “Something about that guy is weird. He just comes up and talks to me like we’ve been friends.” Crystal was quiet again as they resumed walking. “Tell me what’s wrong.”

“Okay, I admit I didn’t like him at first but,” Crystal looked at Victoria.


Victoria asked, “What, what did you do?”


“I sent TJ a card,” Crystal turned to look straight ahead as soon as she admitted her effort. Victoria froze in stunned disbelief.


Victoria blared, “Oh my God!”


“Mr. Wannerson, please come into my office,” Purpura invited as he walked up to the counter. Marwan followed Purpura into his office. “Have a seat.” The Principal walked passed him and sat down to face the student behind his desk. Irene hurried in and placed a series of papers in front of Purpura. He began attaching his signature to the papers. “Marwan were you in the restroom on Thursday of last week?” He asked without making eye contact.

“Probably at some point,” Marwan answered without committing to anything. Purpura stopped signing and looked up.


“To be more specific, were you in the restroom when a fight broke out?” After the question, he looked down and completed a signature on the last page. Irene Thomas took the stack and walked out.


“No, I don’t think so,” Marwan claimed. Purpura turned to his computer and pressed a button to renew his screen.


“Okay Marwan,” Purpura said with a huff. “You may go back to class.” Marwan stood and headed to the door. The man’s keyboard chirped away as though he had moved on. His chair squealed. “If your name comes up again, that you were in the restroom, I will transfer you out of my school,” he promised. Marwan stopped at the door.


“Why?” The student asked in frantic disbelief.


“I asked if you were there and you said no. That’s fine.” Israel Purpura was a master at pausing to heighten the effect of his words. “However, if you were there, then you have lied to my face.” Marwan wrinkled his face. “I have not forgotten the cherry bomb out at the food window. Your blatant disregard for the safety of others was unforgivable.” He paused again. “You asked me for a second chance. I overlooked your crime.” Purpura lifted up a piece of paper already on his desk. “See you signed right here that you would be a model student.” He laid the paper back on his desk. “A model student would help the school resolve problems if their information could make a difference.” Purpura knew he was stretching the kid’s responsibility, but waited.

“If I was there, does it mean I’m in trouble?”


“No, that is not the question. The question is were you there?” Purpura demanded with a patient voice.

Marwan came back to the chair and eased down. “Yes, I was there,” he surrendered. Purpura didn’t display his victory.

“I just have a few questions and you can go.” Marwan nodded. 

After second period, Crystal tried to escape to her next class. But, Victoria ran, caught up, and revitalized the conversation they’d started before second period. 


“Why didn’t you ask me?” Victoria asked. 

Crystal thought she understood. “He asked me for your number and I gave it to him,” she admitted. 

Stunned again, Victoria’s eyes opened wide. “Who?” Crystal only then realized that Victoria was talking about TJ.
“I’m sorry. Tom Cat asked me last week for your number, and I thought we talked about him. I though he was the one you said was a nice guy,” Crystal answered. Victoria stomped her foot.

“Great now he has my number. He’s definitely not the same guy we talked about.” She stomped her foot again. “I’ll never answer his call after the first time he calls.” As they headed out of the corridor, Crystal turned in a different direction. Victoria followed.

“Why didn’t you ask me what I thought about you sending Tommy Jefferson a card?”

“I just didn’t think it was a big deal,” Crystal snapped. Victoria tried to get a step ahead to look her in the face.

“You’re lying again. You told me that there was no way you would ever go out with him, period.” Crystal knew that her friend was getting pretty worked up. She needed to come clean.
“I saw how badly he got beat up and I felt sorry for him. I thought maybe I overreacted.” Victoria pulled her friend to a stop.

Victoria attacked her like a mom, “He’s got a girlfriend and she might be pregnant. Did you tell him to call you sometime? You gave him your number didn’t you?”

Crystal nodded. She hadn’t planned on telling Victoria that fact, but now even that was clear.

“You’re on your own,” Victoria said as she marched back in the direction of her next class.

To Marwan’s surprise the questions sounded like the man was in the room too. Marwan mostly agreed. Purpura’s statements were amazingly accurate. To his complete relief, the Principal had only one more question.

“Who is the smaller fellow Tommy Jefferson had a fight with? After an eternity, Marwan cleared his throat.


“Cool” – he stopped himself – “Coal Rivers was the other guy,” Marwan admitted. The conversation had been easy. But, now he felt dirty. Was he a snitch? Did he provide the last piece in a puzzle. Marwan saw himself as a cartoon mouse in a prison of cats.


“Okay you can go. Thank you Marwan,” Purpura said as he turned away. Marwan wanted to ask a question, but couldn’t think of how to present it. He stood, and didn’t move. Finally, Purpura said, “We thought it was Coal but we just needed to make sure.” The color returned to Marwan’s face.

“Thank you sir,” he said, feeling that his dignity had been restored. When he had left the office, Purpura walked over to Irene as the door closed behind the student.


“Did it go the way you hoped?” Irene Thomas asked. She asked another question after he nodded. “Should I send for Coal Rivers to come to the office?”


“No, I will talk to him after lunch. No sense in disrupting his day now. There is no rush,” Israel Purpura said as he walked out, leaving Irene in his office.

Titan Vise sat with his fellow football players for lunch. His motive was Salt. He watched. Salt was more wound up than he was in the morning.
When the bell rang, Titan, thought he had worried for nothing and jetted off to the restroom. When he came out, Salt was waiting for something, or someone. No one hung out with him, he simply stood alone, staring down the corridor with a backpack at his feet. Titan walked past, among the crowds of students, to get a view of what held Salt’s attention.


“Hi Titan!” A girl spoke and began a conversation. “What did you think of that test the other day?” Within a second, Salt bent over and opened his backpack, pulling something that he tucked it into the back of his pants. Titan tried to move past the young and well-endowed cheer member. “Oh, are you going to Tom Cat’s party?”

“Excuse me,” Titan insisted as he put an elbow behind the girl and moved past her. He changed his steps to a run, just as Salt took off.


“No, we don’t compete at the freshman level for CIF championship,” Coal explained to an uninformed soccer fan. When he looked ahead, eyes were piercing his. A filled hand was coming down at Coal. Suddenly the person disappeared. He hit the ground with someone else on top of him. Titan looked up.


Titan instructed, “Get out of here Cool!” Coal Rivers ducked away. Titan took the small club out of Salt’s hand. “What are you doing?” He pulled Salt to his feet. Salt looked defeated. Titan messaged his own shoulder.

“Nobody seems to care that Tommy got attacked. I’m the only one that gives a damn!” Salt defended getting excited again.


“Don’t be an idiot Salt,” Titan said as he twirled his arm, hoping the tackle didn’t do damage. “Tommy was stalking the dude and you know it. What if Cool was just defending himself?” Salt looked at Titan.


“Like hell,” Salt blurted. “I know how bad he got hurt. There is no way in hell.” Titan decided not to tell him what he knew. Kevin ‘Salt’ Smith walked away.

“Give it time Salt. If he used a weapon and attacked him, I’ll go in with you and we’ll both beat the crap out of him,” he watched to see if the angry teammate liked the idea. “Deal?” Kevin looked back at Titan.


“Deal,” he agreed. 

A little shook up with the realization at almost being clubbed in the head, Coal wasn’t in class for fifteen minutes before he was called to the office.

The envelope and writing looked so familiar, she didn’t wait to get into the house before she tore the card open. When she began to read, she pulled the envelope up and carefully read the name, ‘T Jefferson’. That’s not an ‘E’ that’s a ‘T’. She eased the door open. Tommy was in the other room. She pulled it closed and read the card. Her eyes went up and down. When she finished, she went back over the name, ‘Crystal Wong’. It sounded familiar. She nodded. It was the girl in the office when she came to pick up Tommy. She tucked the card into her apron and walked into the apartment and closed the door. She shook her head. Figures, you couldn’t even send me a birthday card after all these years, she thought about Mr. Jefferson. Stacey had won her respect. Her son loved the girl. They obviously had shared a lot of thoughts about now and the future. The card didn’t really seem appropriate. Besides, she had opened it by mistake. Tommy was a changed kid, but he surely would not understand why she opened his mail. Mrs. Jefferson took it out of her apron and placed it in the garbage just as Tommy walked in.

“Hey mama, let me take the trash out for you,” he insisted as he kissed the top of her head and headed out. 
“Mr. Rivers,” Purpura addressed in a ‘You’ve been avoiding me’ tone. “I tried last week to see you but it just didn’t work out.” Coal sat unexpressive. “Do you know why you are here?” Coal shrugged even tough he thought he knew the answer. Purpura decided to be blunt. “Were you involved in a fight with Tommy Jefferson on Thursday?” Coal had had many days to consider the question. 

“I don’t feel as though I was in a fight. What does the school consider to be a fight?” Purpura hadn’t expected a feisty or defensive exchange. He slid his chair back in amusement, and pulled out his dictionary.


Purpura read, “To struggle against somebody using hands.” He closed the book.


“With all respect, I never struggled. I didn’t use my hands to get free,” Coal pointed out. Out of curiosity, Purpura opened the book to the word struggle. He nodded, impressed by this students understanding of the English language. He stood up and put the dictionary away. 

The Principal carefully said, “Was there a defensive exchange of hands of any sort?” 


“Yes,” Coal conceded.


“Then unfortunately, I have to suspend you for fighting.” Purpura sounded disappointed. “So often the fights on this campus, or any other campus, are battles to prove a point. I am glad to know that this was not that type of fight.” He opened a folder and made notes. He squinted. “I will suspend you for the minimal two days. In your file, I will note it as a questionable altercation and you will start the two day count with today. You may stop by your class and pick up your things before you leave.” He titled his head and put his hands together.  Principal Purpura stood and extended his hand to Cool, “Typically, I don’t side to the left or to the right, parents don’t care for that type of decisiveness.  But, I must say, I am very impressed with what I’ve heard about you young man. A lot of students admire you. You are a winner.”


“Thank you, that is the challenge of my life,” Coal admitted. Purpura didn’t understand, and didn’t ask. 
“Anyway, your dad should be here soon to pick you up,” Purpura said as he walked to his door. “You can wait in one of the chairs. Coal stepped out and across the office to the waiting area. Coal watched Purpura walk out the back entrance to the office perfectly timed as a middle aged black woman walked in the door. The office phone rang at the counter.

“Cool,” Valerie said. “Your father’s waiting outside.” Coal stood and walked out of the office. Not a minute later, the black woman hurried out.

“Are you Coal Rivers?”  Cool swallowed long and looked back. 
“Yes ma’am,” said Coal.  
“I’m Tommy Jefferson’s mom.” She paused, seeming to get her thoughts together. “You hurt my boy real good. It changed him.” Mrs. Jefferson watched Coal to see his reaction. Coal looked around to see how to escape if she started swinging. “You hurt him so deep, he cried,” she confessed. “It was the best thing that ever happened to him.” Coal was relieved. She pulled him to walk again.  “My son said you told him things nobody knew. Said you told him he was a loser because of the way he treats people.” She stopped just beyond the door.  “For the first time, my son apologized to me for always disrespecting me. All I ever wanted was to feel that my only son loved me. I think I got that now. God bless you Coal Rivers. God bless you for having the courage to say the words that he needed to hear. I believe that God gave you those words.” She hugged Coal as tears streamed down her face and walked back toward the office.
Chapter 12 
Who is, What is, Nothing is Normal

Wednesday was no big deal for Coal Rivers. It was his first day back. However, everything seemed the same. That is until he was ready to leave for the day. Lynn left the school. Zack was gone. His father was working late and his mother couldn’t pick him up 
Lynn, Julie, and Coal Rivers took their features from their mother. Their smile and their eyes from their black father. Lynn with her hazel eyes was beautiful. She parted her shoulder length hair off center. Some mixed people are attractive because they have a rich skin tone and average features. Lynn was exceptional because she looked exotic. Her brown hair had natural highlights in hair.

Sup-licious = Super delicious

Co-voidance = Conflict avoidance



