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Chapter 1


“You see that Lester?” He paused. “That old woman dropped her wallet.” The driver turned in his seat to address the man in the back. “Isaac, get the wallet off the ground, when that woman drives away.” Clyde Boudreaux instructed. After the woman drove over the top of her checkered rectangle, Isaac opened his door. “Don’t you walk over there and grab that wallet and come back here with that great big country grin of yours. Go inside and get me and Lester a Coke. Put that wallet in your waist once you get inside.” Clyde was one of only a few white men that got out of Monroe, Louisiana and headed to California. He knew cars inside and out.


“Mr. Boudreaux, I ain’t got no money,” Isaac declared. Clyde turned around again.


“Hell, you mean to tell me that you walkin around this town with no money?” Clyde reached in his pocket and pulled out a ten dollar bill. “Don’t forget to give me my change.” Clyde left Louisiana in 1979 at 18 using stolen money a week after his mother choked to death in a freak accident. He left Louisiana in a worthless car. He took his tools and his little brother. When Isaac picked up the wallet he mumbled, ‘Have you no shame, no respect?’

On the soccer field, Coal Rivers was on the ground. He pushed his hands up under his chest. With his legs already in motion, he whipped his right leg to the front in time to tie the ball up with a defender. The opponent over-ran the ball and Coal bounced to his feet with the prize in front of him. He crossed the ball to the other side where Hector battled against a quicker opponent. Instead of passing the ball, Hector insisted on proving his skills. He dropped his head for a moment in disgust when the defender robbed the ball. Number 22 for Los Al got the pass and took one step before he powered the ball. Jay Sanchez slid in front of the ball and deflected the shot. The ball rolled as though it got tossed aside. Sanchez popped up and claimed the ball giving Sun Beach possession. He pulled the ball back to the outside. Then as if possessed, he sprinted with the ball straight up the middle. After ten yards, Jay caught everyone off guard and directed a rocket at the goal, a beautiful kick that deflected off the left post. Zeke, in perfect position, captured the ricochet and sent the ball back at the goalie. His gloved hands and body encapsulated the ball with a thump. The goalie rolled the ball to one of his teammates opposite where the ball had just been kicked. Sun Beach stole the ball after three passes. The Rams tried to work the ball in as close as possible for a shot. Pedro sprinted for the goal when the ball met his foot. The goalie took two steps, and watched. When Pedro tapped the ball too hard, the goalie saw an opportunity and made a mad dash to reach the ball. He beat Pedro and kicked a rocket only ten feet off the ground. Coal back peddled and cut his eyes to the left. Most of the players were either past the midline or at least on the right side of the field. Two defenders, one ten feet back on the left, the other five feet off on the right, were both set to challenge for the ball. Open real estate loomed twenty yards from the goal on the weak side. Every Sun Beach player was on edge. The Rams had kicked at the goal net at least six times in two minutes. The tide had turned. If they were going to score, now would be the time. Coal often talked about visual moves with his father. Moves he couldn’t really practice but he had a perception of how to attempt the agility for the maneuver. 


“What did you call it?” His father asked him. Coal gave him a devious grin.


“Sling shot 360,” Coal said.


“Have you tried it?” He asked.


“I have thought about it,” – Coal wanted to make sure it didn’t seem as though he thought about it a day ago – “for a long time,” Coal defended.

“Have you seen it before?” Coal shook his head. Mr. Rivers pushed, “And, you haven’t tried it yourself?” 

“Yea, once,” Coal remembered. 


“How did it go?”


“It didn’t,” Coal threw out. Then he remembered the event. “For the move to work, the ball can’t be on the ground and can’t be a slow or high ball.” His father looked puzzled. “The ball has to fly a certain way.” Mr. Rivers played high school and college football, but knew nothing about soccer except what he learned from his son.

Isaac came out of the liquor store. Clyde smiled. He looked down at his employee’s hand and frowned. Stupid man, he didn’t even buy himself a soda pop, He thought. Isaac got into the car and handed the Coke bottles to Lester and the change and wallet to Clyde, as always.
“Thank you Isaac,” Clyde boasted. He thumbed through the woman’s layered seven by four inch leather vault. “Three one hundred dollar bills,” he revealed as he handed two bills to Lester. He flipped through the wallet and found no credit cards. He looked back at Isaac, before going through each compartment again. One Visa card appeared. “Well, this is better than nothing.” Isaac looked out of the side window as he wiped his brow.  He couldn’t figure out why the Boudreaux brothers bothered with thievery. Their repair and paint shop was busy 24/7. The brothers owned the land and business outright. And, the Better Business Bureau hadn’t had a complaint in over two years. Yet, here they sat on a Friday at 4:10 in the afternoon, waiting.

Coal stopped for a millisecond, leaned forward and away from the ball. 
Zack thought Lynn would have already arrived at the soccer game. He didn’t call. It would seem anxious. He focused on the game in time to see Coal spin with the ball, as though he was a lever in a pinball game. He almost fell. But, the ball delivered around in front of him. The crowd took a breath in awe. The whole field reduced to slow motion as the goalie turned and ran. Coal took two steps, and shot at the goal. When the goalie saw the ball coming, his training for every sport was, ‘keep your eyes on the ball.’ He hoped he was close to the goal. He believed that the ball was too high. He thought the ball speed was much slower. He was wrong. Coal’s kick soared to the top right corner. Sun Beach had tied the game. Purpura jumped to his feet and threw his hands in the air. This was the first game he’d attended. He promised himself, it wouldn’t be the last.


“Great shot Cool!” He yelled and then looked both ways to see if anyone heard him use the student’s nickname. Chills ran over his body. He knew what it was like to be the underdog. To persevere was everything. He stood for a few minutes, through the high fives, screams and shouts. He spotted Elmon Trunk sitting quietly in the stands alone. He had to suspend Elmon and the other three students as well. He could have expelled the three for hazing. But, as far as he was concerned, Elmon took care of that by banging their three heads together. The librarian was completely undone. She was the one that encouraged the football player to transfer over to Sun Beach. 
The ‘3 Bs’ came out from the parking lot to catch the end of the soccer game. “Why are we here?” Bridgette asked. Bea looked into the stands as though someone was expecting them. Brandi pointed to a vacant area in the stands and hurried up and over.
“Let’s sit there,” Brandi said with a smile as she led the way.

“I don’t even like soccer,” Bea insisted. “Were not staying long are we?”

Bridgette was annoyed when she spoke to Bea, “We can’t leave until my mom gets here anyway.” Then she smiled. “Mom has a surprise for us all.” Bea’s face lit up. Her parents could barely afford school clothes. A shopping spree for her friends would never be considered. Brandi turned to face them before she sat down.

Brandi proposed, “You know what that means?”

All three girls shouted, “We’re going shopping!” All heads in the stands turned to check out the sudden excitement between the girls. Elmon Trunk was shocked to see Purpura jump up and down. At that moment the three B’s walked into the stands. Bea was tall. What a woman, he thought. Elmon bobbed his head slowly. Bea caught him looking and smiled. Elmon returned the pleasant stare.
Zack pulled out his phone as he stood, and walked down the bleachers. Mr. and Mrs. Rivers were into the game. Zack figured he wouldn’t be gone long. He took one last glance around as he hurried to the car. He sent the text message when he pulled out of the lot. Within a minute of tying the game, Sun Beach scored again on a penalty kick. Zack was barely out of sight when the game-ending whistle blew.  
Coal bounced into the air and threw an arm like a punch. Sun Beach High was still in the competition for best team in Southern California. It was a celebration for every player, student, and spectator on the Ram’s side of the field. Against the odds, the Sun Beach soccer team walked away with a victory. 

“We won, yea,” Bridgette cheered in a matter of fact sort of way. 


“You don’t even care,” Bea belittled. Before Bridgette could defend herself, Brandi popped up from the bench.


“There he is,” she mumbled. For her, time stood still for just a moment. Bridgette’s phone rang. She answered and hung up.


Bridgette claimed, “Time to go.” She hurried down and out with her friends close behind.


Zeke Gonzales ran in circles, chanting in disbelief, “We did it! We did it!” With only half of the regular team, this was a truly memorable moment. 


“Cool, it was you man. You started it all with that sick shot. That was an unbelievable spin too. When you scored, everything changed, like magic,” Jaiar Costa complimented. Coach Gomez appeared delighted. His boys were still in the playoffs. He spotted Coal and displayed a child’s grin.

He shouted, “I knew it!” He grabbed Coal and swung him around like a doll. “You saved the game.” Another coach called Gomez from a far. He ran off, looked back and said, “You played an excellent game.”

Zack left the car running and sprinted into the liquor store. In less than two minutes, Zack walked to the passenger side and put the purple Gatorade, 32 oz. tea, and Lynn’s favorite: Martinelli’s Apple Juice on the floor board. He separated the cash, receipt and postal stamps before pressing the unlock button. Clyde watched, and nodded when the young man pressed the button. Zack stepped around and opened the driver’s side door. When he bolted back into the store, Clyde and Lester rushed out of the Nissan Maxima.

“Do you want me to drive this car back to the shop?” Isaac asked.

“No, you come with us. I’ll send somebody from the shop,” Clyde declared.

Zack thought about how delighted his mother would be when he gave her a lottery ticket along with her postage stamps. With no one in line, Zack paid and hustled out to the parking lot. This time, his car was gone.


Lynn didn’t run. However, when she got to the stadium and looked over the crowd, she was embarrassment. She was out of breath. She approached her parents, “Is Zack here?” Her parents locked eyes for a moment.


“Hello to you too,” Mrs. Rivers barked. “I saw him, but I think he left.” Mr. Rivers followed Coal with his eyes, and merely shrugged as an answer to Lynn. Lynn galloped down the bleachers and onto the field. Coal pulled his backpack up and viewed his phone. Lynn walked up.

She asked, “Did you guys win?”


“We did,” Coal said and frowned. “You should have been here. You missed a good game. We could have easily lost.” Lynn nodded. She glanced out towards the street just as the suburban passed, thinking Zack would turn into the school. She didn’t need to ask her brother. She started to walk away.

“Zack text me,” Coal looked serious. “His car got stolen. He’s at the liquor store.” The two stared at each other. Lynn had stunned disbelief written on her face. She saw her parents coming through the crowd.

“I just saw his car drive by, let’s go. Tell mom and dad we have to pick up Zack,” Lynn said as she ran off. Mr. Rivers had a twinkle in his eyes. 


“That was an amazing goal son,” he said. Coal cut him off.


“Thanks dad,” Coal said with a look that turned to panic. “I have to go. Lynn saw Zack’s car and she wants to catch up.” He kissed his mom. “Love you guys.” Coal took off to the parking lot with his game bag.


“What’s that all about?” Mr. Rivers questioned. He tried not to get angry. He had so much more to say about the game.


“Now Dennis you know she likes Zack,” Mrs. Rivers defended. “You said you were quite fond of the young man. Like you heard I’m sure, all I caught was ‘Zack’ and ‘catch’. Besides, her brother is going along.”
Coal had never seen Lynn drive fast. She was determined to catch whoever stole Zack’s car.


“What are you going to do if you catch up?” Coal’s statement made Lynn frantic. She didn’t know what she would do. Five straight green lights later, she saw the car. “There it is.” She looked at Coal indecisively, without changing her speed.


“I’m not surprised. There is really no place to turn. Unless you live in here, these streets go nowhere,” she said to calm her own nerves. The upcoming light turned red. “What do I do?” She pleaded. The suburban stopped. Lynn’s white Honda slowly pulled next to the big car. 


“When you stop, pretend you’re choking,” Coal directed as they were within a second of eye contact of the men. “Then, when I give the signal, hit the gas and go.” Lynn hadn’t cooperated yet. “Choke now.” He slapped Lynn on the back a few times. The Boudreaux’s hadn’t noticed yet. Coal opened the Honda and screamed, “My sister’s choking!” He leaned further out and repeated the problem, “She’s choking. Help my sister.” Lester saw, but ignored Coal. When Clyde looked over he leaped out and stepped passed Coal. Lester came around Lynn’s door. Coal took another step away. 

Clyde asked, “Can you breathe? Are you choking on food girl?” Lynn nodded in circular confusion. Clyde pressed the unlock button for Lester. Lynn heard the click and looked possessed as she snapped her head at Coal. Coal put a left hand on the mammoth door, and nodded. Lynn’s door opened, then slammed shut when she pressed the gas peddle. The residential side was vacant. The light had not been tripped by a car. The light hadn’t changed back, but that was insignificant. Clyde spilled out of the Honda and Lester looked as though he was still holding the handle. Coal slipped into, and drove off in, the suburban.


With the door purposely kept open, Coal dramatized, “Lynn wait!” Within thirty feet, he almost pressed the brake. “Ah!” He spotted Isaac sitting in the back.

“Is this a joke? This is too weird,” Isaac asked without emotion.


“It’s my friend’s car,” Coal admitted as he continued to drive.


Isaac said, “They’ll hunt you down if you keep going. I don’t care whose car it is.” Coal honked and flashed the lights. “Pull over at the end of the block.” When Coal pulled over, Lynn pulled off up ahead. “Take that alarm off that key ring, go up two blocks and turn around. When you pass us set the alarm off.” Coal nodded in skeptical agreement. In the outside mirror before he opened the door, he could see the brothers were running in their direction.


Coal couldn’t help his curiosity, he asked, “Why?” Isaac smiled.


“I ain’t never seen anyone outsmart the Boudreaux brothers.” He shook his head. “It takes a mighty good friend to risk his life. Get going,” Isaac pulled out his knife, “Before I slice you open.” Coal jumped out and ran. Isaac eased the door opened and made a lame chase after Coal. He stopped when Coal got into the Honda.


Coal spewed, “Go, go, go.”


“Oh this is a new shop. Let’s go in,” Bridgette’s mother insisted. The girls rolled their eyes and followed behind the apparently fashion-less money holder. The B’s separated and browsed. Their lack of interest changed as they found no limit of trendy and beautifully designed apparel. 

“Bridgette, try this on,” she instructed. Her daughter wasted no time taking the orange pants and black top in to try on. When she came out, three sets of eyes were ecstatic.

“I just don’t like my underwear showing like this,” Bridgette said as she turned around to reveal a two inch indentation from the top of the pants appearing like to a sideways all-inclusive sign. Mrs. Olson pulled from behind her back, panties. Bridgette turned the orange silk double seamed top underwear, with a logo blazon, front to back. 

Bridgette said, “Well they aren’t low cut. But the label is clever, ‘Not 4 You.’” Bea took off. Then, Brandi walked away in a hurry. “Where are they going?” Mrs. Olson folded her arms.


“They love the outfit, even the matching shoes,” Bridgette’s mom bragged.


“We’re leaving the car?” Lynn asked.


Coal played it up, “We have to.” Lynn looked over, not getting the joke. “There was a third guy in the car and he pulled a knife.” His sister’s eyes bulged like a comic character. “Okay, up here,” he pointed, “Turn around and go back.” Lynn’s mouth dropped into an oval of darkness. Before she could speak, Coal dangled the remote. “He has a kill switch as well,” Coal whispered slyly.

Bridgette’s mother was more than generous. She purchased top to toe, every item the three girls needed for the look to be complete.

Zack waited patiently. The police had nothing. The store’s video displayed three men appearing from nowhere and driving off. Zachary Bass pulled out his phone to call his mother, when the phone rang.  

Coal asked Zack on the phone, “Hey, you still at the store?” He listened. “We’re almost there.” Coal hung up the phone.


“Why didn’t you tell him?” Coal smiled and shrugged. “You were so lucky that guy in the back seat didn’t grab you,” Lynn said. “I don’t know what I would have told mom. She would have had a heart attack. She would have blamed me! ‘Lynn, why would you do such a stupid thing?’ I would have been in so much trouble.” Coal shrugged again. “It’s not funny.”


“It’s your fault,” Coal accused. Lynn dropped her mouth open. “You put us on the spot. I wasn’t the one that said, ‘Let’s go after them.’” Lynn closed her mouth. “You were chasing three men and you didn’t even have a clue.” Lynn was stone-faced. “We did all that for your boyfriend’s car.” She turned red and punched Coal in the leg.

“He’s not my boyfriend,” was the best that Lynn could say. Lynn parked next to the second police car. Coal opened the door and put a foot out. “Wait, you owe me,” Lynn insisted. She described a situation where Coal found himself in an odd situation. Lynn had rescued him. “I never told mom or dad.”


“So, what do you want?” Coal surrendered. Lynn looked at Coal’s left hand and made a brief appeal. “That’s easy.” Coal surrendered the property and Lynn gripped the treasure tightly as they both got out.

Zack approached and started, “Dude, I’m sorry. I should have just waited until the game was over.” Lynn stepped in front of Coal with her hands behind her back. “What?” She pulled one of Zack’s hands forward and dropped the remote in. “How did you get this?”


“Coal got it,” Lynn simplified. Zack didn’t believe it meant what it meant. The quiet excitement had the two patrolmen taking note.


“Your car is on Pacific Coast Highway two miles past the school,” Coal revealed. The policemen headed over into the conversation. “It was Lynn’s idea in the first place.” The police stepped in and thirty seconds later they were gone.

In Lynn’s car, Coal explained how his sister had set off after the suburban. He dramatized Lynn’s expression when the unlock button was pushed to let the other guy in. When Coal got to the finality, the trio pulled up behind Zack’s car.


“We pulled up behind them. When we were half block behind them, we hit the kill switch and turned into that residential neighborhood,” Coal explained.


“I guess it worked?” Zack challenged.


“Yea,” Coal said as he turned and pointed. “We came out over there.”


Zack blurted, “They never knew?”


Lynn answered, “They never knew.”

In the school parking lot, Miles Porter had his own issues as he sat in his friend’s car. “Just take one hit,” John James insisted.

Miles insisted, “Man I don’t do that.” J.J. (his nickname) laughed.

“Everybody’s doin’ it,” J.J. argued. “You’re just afraid because you believe one hit might kill you.” J.J. took a long drag.


“Just take me home man,” Miles pleaded.


“Okay,” J.J. said as he took another puff. “I’ll take you home when you take a hit.” He paused, and then changed the tone of his threat. “I just want you to see that you won’t die.” Miles moved his head East and West as he pretended to find something interesting out past the street light.


“It’s late. I just finished practice. I’m tired.” Miles searched J.J.’s eyes. He won’t take me anywhere, Miles thought. “Fine, one puff then you take me home.” J.J. nodded. Miles took the altered cigarette and placed it between his lips. He planned to inhale the joint at the last second to avoid a real puff. He gave it back to John. When he arrived home, he was paranoid. He slipped in through the back door and tip toed into his room. After his shower, Miles flopped across his bed. He thought, I am more relaxed and I’m not dead.
Clyde had nothing to say when a shop worker picked up the breathless trio. When the car pulled into the garage, Clyde opened the door leaned out and back in. “I don’t think I have ever been outsmarted like that.” Clyde hit the door cushion with a clinched fist. Even Lester ducked. “I’ll find that kid, and even the score.” Clyde climbed out of the car and spoke to one of the body shop workers.


Lester explained to the others in the car, “Night and day, that’s the way he is. But, he’s done with it,” he paused, “for now anyhow.”

Chapter 2

Saturday, Mr. Silva who oversaw all of the activities and events of the student council, spotted a blue Rams shirt that wasn’t scheduled for release in the student’s store on campus until the end of the month. It was only the 15th of March. Silva marched over to the young man.

“Hey, I have never seen that Sun Beach shirt before,” he inquired. 

The young man didn’t give it any thought. “I think our club was the first to get these. It was for our Magic Mountain get together,” he revealed. 

“Oh, good for you guys,” Silva said. “Nice color,” he ended as he walked away.

Brandi walked through the mall on Sunday after church. She and her mother were browsing the shops on their way to lunch. Her mother pointed and said, “Brandi, isn’t that the shirt you designed?” It was the neon looking color that wasn’t neon but evolved from letters to a Ram with two color changes. Brandi gawked. “Why are you looking like that? Close your mouth.”

“Those shirts aren’t for sale until April first,” Brandi said. It took her mother a moment to put the dates in order. 

Her mother reacted, “Well, something went wrong.”

The police filed a report and released the Chevy Suburban to its owner. The only thing missing was his tool box from the back of the car. Zack and his mother took the Rivers’ family out for dinner Sunday night.

“It’s the least we can do to say thank you,” Ms. Bass insisted. Zack also wanted to meet Lynn’s mother and father and introduce Lynn to his mother. “And, thanks again for bringing him home when he got hit on his bicycle.” Julie Rivers jumped into the conversation.


“I think we’ve all given enough thanks. Can we eat now?” Julie asked. The table erupted in a good laugh.

At school, the day was perfect for the three B’s to debut their new outfits. Zack, Coal, and Lynn left the parking lot together only to have Lynn defect.


“I’ll see you guys. I have to meet my science teacher before class. She’s allowing me to change my project before it gets a grade,” Lynn explained. Miles walked up.


“I liked it better when your dad dropped you off,” Miles complained. “At least I had a clue where to find you.” Zack’s eyes were still following Lynn Rivers. Miles tracked his gaze.
“Dude, do you know how lucky you are?” Zack didn’t respond and Miles snapped. “Roach!” Zack got defensive and stepped towards Miles with a serious look. “Zack I was talking to you.” When Miles addressed him by his name, Zack seemed to calm back down. “How did you score a ‘sovot’?” Zack didn’t respond. Coal frowned. Miles looked at Coal, “Your sister is ‘so very hot’. I shortened it, a ‘sovot’ babe.” Zack laughed.


Zack barked, “Can’t you just say she’s beautiful?” Miles shock his head in protest.

“No. I couldn’t do that. Since it’s my friends sister, let me say this respectfully. Lynn Rivers is hot because she looks exotic.” Neither Zack nor Coal acknowledged that Miles had made an effort to describe Lynn. Miles tried again. “If that girl was in say the Bahamas serving drinks, she’d make more money in tips than the owner was getting in profits.” Zack closed his eyes and shrugged.


“I think they both get their looks from their white mother,” Zack recalled from the dinner they all had. “Lynn, Julie, and Coal get their features from their mother. They got their smile and their eyes from their black father. Lynn’s hazel eyes are slightly lighter than Coal’s or Julie’s.” Miles stared at Zack.

“You’re not as dumb as I thought you were,” Miles said. The whole thing was awkward for Coal. How do I discuss myself? They can do that, Coal thought. 
“I like her hair,” Zack offered.

“Who wouldn’t?” Miles said.


“Yea but you just like it cause it’s long.” Zack paused. “I like the dark sugar color, with the coffee color highlights.”


Coal contributed, “That’s natural.” Miles and Zack looked at Coal as though it were an odd statement.

“I like the way she styles it,” Miles continued.

Zack detailed, “Yea, she parts it off center with one side behind her ear.” The two had covered nearly everything respectable. Zack nodded. “She has great features.” 

“Yea, some mixed people are attractive because they have a rich skin tone but their features are average. That’s not Lynn,” Miles claimed. Zack and Coal looked at Miles. It was the most complete thought they had heard him say. He moved on. “Oh my God, speaking of good looking mixed girls, Brandi looks unbelievable.” Coal jerked his head to stare at Miles. He thought, He’s talking about that girl that text me before the soccer game. “Have you seen her? All three have the same outfit in different colors.” Zack shook his head. “Anyway, one’s in yellow, another in orange and Brandi’s in this light neon green color,” Miles described.
Zack was annoyed, “Miles aren’t you going out with Ebony?”

Miles squinted, “So.” He paused. “You have fruit at home. If you have to walk through the produce section at a store, you don’t check out the bananas or peaches?” Zack and Coal chuckled as they shook their heads. “Anyway, you have to check out their outfits. Only the three B’s, would wear something like that.” As he walked away, he remembered, “And, their all wearing black tube tops…just amazing.” 
Zack glanced Coal’s way, “I’ll see ya.”

Paul insisted, “He was so busted!” Saul laughed. “How do you sell school shirts that aren’t even out yet and think you won’t be caught Saul? That’s absurd.” He paused, but didn’t wait for a response. “And then, who will she pick to replace him? Good thing he didn’t take the other money too.” Saul laughed again.


“He probably would have if it didn’t require the right signature to take the money out,” Saul insisted. “At least he only sold twenty-nine shirts.”


“Yea, who will Brandi pick to replace him as the school treasurer?” Paul questioned.


“Whoever she has a crush on probably. It surely won’t be you,” Saul concluded as the head of event scheduling. He thought about what he had just said. “I hope he’s not a hater.”


“Maybe she’ll be gracious and pick one of her girlfriends. Bridgette is sweet and you know how funny Bea is.” There was a long silence before Paul shook his head and responded to the possibilities. “She won’t do it that way.”


“No she won’t,” Saul agreed.
Brandi was student body president for Sun Beach High. She pulled off the election during a campaign speech presented to the entire student body. She said a few lines and broke out in song. First, it was sultry, then dancers joined in for a thirty-second choreographed skit. Hands were clapping feet were stomping and she finished with, “Vote for me, for something a little different.” It was a two minute speech in a minute and forty eight seconds. It sealed her victory. No freshman had ever won ASB (Associated Student Body) president before.
Monday morning, Mr. Lewis sent for Brandi to come to his classroom. He pulled a chair up close to his desk and whispered while his class continued on their assignment.


“I got a surprise over the weekend,” he said. 


Brandi beat him to the punch, “Somebody got into the new shirts before we even received them.” He didn’t even ask how she knew.


“How could that have happened?” He argued. “Did the vendor even get their check yet?” Brandi was sure the printer got paid. The two discussed the matter until the bell rang. The two vowed to look into the situation deeper. It only took the two one day to track down all the answers they needed.
On Tuesday, Mr. Lewis had started the questioning lightly. He didn’t feel as though he was getting his point across, nor getting the answers to his questions. It was nearly time for the bell. “I still don’t understand what the benefit was to what you did,” Mr. Lewis insisted during his lunchtime meeting with the treasurer. “How was the secrecy beneficial?”
The young man said, “As I said, I didn’t do anything wrong. Yes, I sold the shirts without permission. But, I put twice the amount of money we would have made into the account.” He paused. “I proved a point, that’s all.”

Mr. Lewis violently waved his head. “How was it twice the amount?”

“I sold the shirts, 29 of them, to the same guy. He paid twenty dollars apiece.” He let the number hang in the air. “In the student store those shirts are scheduled to be $9.99. He bought them for a club field trip. No one would have even known, if the rest of the shirts had been delivered on time.” Mr. Lewis looked at the young man.
He asked, “When did he pay you?”

The young man was proud to say, “As soon as I delivered the shirts.”

“Where is the receipt for that money?” the young man handed the deposit receipt over. 

“Here we are on Tuesday. You barely made the deposit at 5:00 this past Friday,” Lewis argued.
“Mr. Lewis if you are accusing me of some crime, my father will sue this damn school.” He changed his position, and smiled. “Besides, the guy gave me a check. Here’s a copy.” He placed it on the desk. Mr. Lewis picked up the copy. “It’s made out to the school.” Lewis changed his expression.

“It is made out to the school.” Lewis stood up and paced. “However, that doesn’t explain why A-1 Check Cashing called me.” He stopped in front of the pale student. Lewis nodded, and walked on. 

“Well, I have good news, you are right there is no theft to report.” The student sat back with prideful relief. “However, I have bad news.” The students face scrunched up. “I don’t give a damn if your name is Barrett Johansson. You don’t work alone. No one gave you permission to do anything. I don’t care who your father is and I hate my Sun Beach house. If the market were not so depressed, I’d sell the friggin’ thing.” Barrett sat in stunned disbelief at being chastised. “And, as Donald Trump used to say, ‘You’re fired.’”


“Cool, did Brandi talk to you?” Miles asked as he approached the lunch table. Miles nodded at Zack and waved at Lynn. Victoria and Crystal were on their way over to the table as well. 


“No Miles, she has no reason to talk to me. I don’t know her,” Coal insisted. Miles got a big grin on his face.


“She does now, watch,” Miles insisted as they watched her head in their direction. Miles gave details as though Coal were blind.

He whispered, “I have never seen pants cut in the back like that.” He continued, “It’s like a sideways all-inclusive bracket. It dips in the middle, right in line with their butt crack.” Miles got excited. Coal couldn’t see the details that Miles described. “Her light green silks say, ‘Not 4 You.’” Miles stared to see if Coal would react. Coal smiled sympathetically to his friend.

Coal suggested, “If you like the setup, buy it in baby blue.” Miles frowned. “Not for you, for Ebony…her favorite color.” Miles lived the dream for a moment.

“No man, I got to hang onto what I got.” He leaned in to Coal, “I don’t want other guys slobbering all over my property, know what I mean?”


Coal threw his hands up, “Whatever man.” Brandi was still having a conversation. Miles looked over at her again.


“She’s hot,” Miles said with a deep stare. She finished her conversation with a friend and headed toward Coal. 

“Cool Rivers,” she addressed. Miles could see that he was not meant for the conversation. He walked away and waved. “Do you remember this past summer, someone picked up your long blue game socks?


“I remember. That was you?” Coal asked.


“It was.” She paused and smiled. “Do you remember what I said when I gave the sock to you?” Coal frowned.


He took a guess, “Play good?” She laughed a little too loud.


“No. But, that would have been the polite thing to say. I’ll have to remember that. But, I said that you owe me a favor,” she reminded. “Are you surprised that you agreed?”


“No I know I would have panicked if I had lost them,” Coal surrendered. Her smile gave Coal an unfamiliar heat on the back of his neck. 

“I need a favor,” Brandi threw out. She didn’t wait to get a reaction from Coal. “Unfortunately, Barrett Johansson is not the school treasurer anymore.” She switched her tactic to a more personal one. “Do you know him?”


Without much thought, Coal answered, “No.” 


“He’s known for throwing money on the ground an watching everyone scramble for it.” Coal remembered the story of ‘Roach’ and made the connection.


“I have heard about him doing stuff like that,” he responded. Brandi was beautiful, and seemed to have an ability to force a surrender of any confident male. From a distant, Coal knew she had curves. Now up close, he fought the temptation to look her over.

“Well, he’s a snake. So, I guess it’s not unfortunate that he got kicked out.” A group behind them shrieked and Coal turned to look. Brandi leaned un-noticeably closer. What’s he wearing? I love his cologne, her mind exploded. He smiled at the joke behind them, then turned back. What would he do, if I kissed him? She dreamed. He raised his eyebrows and Brandi almost blushed. She quickly made her pitch, “I need you to be school treasurer. That’s the favor.” She reached up and touched his arm briefly, as if to satisfy or win some dare.


He thought, When Hell is cold and the fireplace is lit. He answered, “I don’t think I have time.”  


“I promise all you’ll have to do is show up,” she pleaded. “I will take care of every paper that crosses your hands if you want me to.”


Coal clarified, “I guess there would be paperwork. Do I have to handle actual money?” 


“You’re cute. Yes you actually handle money, but mostly checks or paper trails,” she said. “As the treasurer you account for everything that goes out and comes in for the student body account. But, as I promised, I can do it for you.” Coal started to walk away and she caught up. 


Coal asked, “Why me?” She stopped and looked me in the eyes. She got a chill. “You know so many people.” She lifted her chin. “I don’t want them.” She waited. Coal swallowed, feeling like the little fish being gobbled by the big one. “I want you,” – she strung the last word out – “to work with me.” Brandi focused her gaze. She stood only two inches shorter than Coal.


Coal snapped, “Okay, I’ll do it.” She jumped up around Coal’s neck, hugged him and ran off. Victoria Swift came up from behind Coal and spoke as she passed.


Victoria said, “Always making the girls run away happy...lucky her.” Coal blazed crimson. Victoria left him speechless. After the moment, he considered, what have I gotten myself into.
Chapter 3

Barrett believed that Sam Beepe would be a perfect candidate to replace him. He would ruin everything from bookkeeping to negotiations. 


“Sam?” Barrett made the mistake of putting his hand on Sam’s shoulder.


Sam jumped at Barrett, “Chill out!” Barrett never had someone to overreact over nothing.


“Sorry man. I didn’t mean to startle you,” Barrett presented. Sam had walked away before Barrett could continue. Barrett caught up and tried to connect with Sam. “Sam,” he called his name to get his attention. “You and I were the only two in the class to get A’s.” Sam turned sharply and stopped.


He blurted, “Man, what are you talking about?” Sam began to stride on. Barrett dropped his head. He didn’t think Sam would be difficult to talk to. But, for the first time in his life, he felt stupid. Sam had stolen his dignity. He had to make one more try.



“I remember that you are good with numbers. Take my place as the school treasurer. I had to resign over a misunderstanding.” Sam stopped and stared at Barrett, then bellowed with shameless amusement. After a minute or two, he saw Barrett had no clue. 


“My brother,” Sam said as he put a hand on Barrett’s shoulder. He had a snicker in his voice that sounded like a kid. Barrett’s frustration was evident as his third attempt appeared fruitless. “I hang out at the black student’s club with Trunk,” Barrett knew this wasn’t good news. “They were laughing at you. Marcel, you know who he is right?” Barrett bobbed. “He had to make them calm down.” Barrett felt the heat of his own anger and thought it best not to respond. He wasn’t use to being laughed at. It stung.

Barrett asked, “Who?”


“I can’t name one guy.” He hesitated, cruelly. “It was the whole group.” Sam bent over trying to catch his breath from laughing too hard. When he stood straight, Barrett still hadn’t walked away. “You got busted trying to scam a bunch of black street dudes.” Barrett looked oblivious. “You don’t know yet, do you?” 

“Know what?” Barrett asked. 

“Man that is a $5.80 check,” Sam spouted. Barrett laughed with relief. 

“No, it’s not. That check says $58.00,” he defended, but trailed off at the end. He remembered a statement his father told him, Cashier’s checks are the easiest to alter. Now he felt like an idiot. It came to him that Sam was in the classroom when he humiliated Zack ‘Roach’ Bass. Sam was the only one that didn’t think the nickname was funny that day. Touché, Barrett thought. 
“Whatever you think. I know that you got scammed my brother,” Sam insulted as he walked away. He turned back and revealed, “Besides, Brandi asked Cool Rivers to be the new man.” Sam laughed and continued with his own conversation. Barrett looked to his left and right. As feared, he was the object of several conversations. He swallowed, and watched his feet as he walked down the corridor.
Zack walked into Coal. “What’s up?” Zack asked.  Not as a salutation, he could see the distress in Coal’s face.


I just agreed to be the school’s treasurer. That’s not my thing. What did I get myself into?” Coal vented.

“I can’t help you with that,” Zack responded as he shook his head. The two eased along. 


“Brandi said it would be easy. She promised to help me out. But, I don’t know.”


“She seems honest enough. If she said it will be easy, take her word,” Zack insisted. 


“Yea, you’re probably right. I gotta go back this way to class,” Coal said as he nodded.


When Brandi walked into algebra, Paul and Saul looked like greeters. She imagined them at the mall with coupons, and giggled quietly. “Nice outfit Brandi girl,” Paul declared. His brother whispered something about sucking up. “No I was not! She can dress Saul. Not like those little fake devas that you make friends with.” Saul walked over to the pencil sharpener. Paul started in with Brandi as she walked by. “I have some suggestions for a new treasurer.” Brandi shook her head dismissively and followed with, “How sweet, I already have someone for that position though,” she said. Paul’s eyes were owl-sized.

“Who got picked?” Paul asked.


“You mean who did I pick?” Brandi corrected. She didn’t care for either brother. “I tried to team play with you once. You guys screwed me.” Paul tried to come up with a good defense. Brandi smiled and waited.


Paul spoke ambitiously, “I was going to tell you something”- then cowered – “Now, I can’t remember.” 


“I got in so much trouble for those signs. You promised they wouldn’t be larger than 35 x 25. They were all 50 inch signs, every one of them.” She walked to her seat. As he followed, he knew no excuse would work and tried to move on.

“Who is it?” Paul begged in a low wobbled voice.


“Cool Rivers,” Brandi said. Paul’s face showed hope.


He asked, “Is he a hater or a basher?” 


“I don’t believe he’s either one.” The teacher began to discuss the topic of the day. Paul sat two seats behind Brandi. Brandi couldn’t resist, turned and whispered, “He’s a Christian.” Paul leaned back and took an extended blink.

“Lenny, look over there. Stripes and checks just walked in,” Melvin Roach jumped to his feet and pointed at Sam. Leonard Peccadillo laughed. Sam sauntered into class. He had big news. The teacher was out of the room. Lenny and Melvin made so much noise that Sam raced over to the windows.

Sam spewed, “Shut Up! I can’t even talk to my main man,” – he shot a look at Coal to identify who he was talking about – “because you morons are too loud.”


Lenny teased, “Beep, beep!”


“You’re not funny, Leo Pick-a-Lillie pickle,” Sam jabbed worthlessly.


“What did you say, beep, beep, beep?” Lenny continued. Melvin laughed. Sam knew this was nonsense he thought he’d left in middle school. His face displayed pure frustration.

Sam threatened, “Just chill out. You won’t think it’s so funny when I squeeze your heads together like two pimples.” He walked back to Coal’s desk.


“You okay Sam?” Coal teased. 


“I gotta pick better guys to hang out with. They make me look bad.” Sam announced as he smoothed his hair and stroked his age defying moustache. “Anyway,” – Sam turned and focused – “Barrett offered me the school treasurer job.” Coal frowned and thought, How did Sam know I’m involved? “But that’s trash. He’s really an opportunist.” Coal looked at Sam. Wow, he thought. 

“What do you mean Sam?”

“For his own benefit, that guy will do anything.” Sam shot his eyes to the ceiling. “He would have used me, for something.” He blurted the last two words. “That’s some freaky stuff man.” Sam cackled at the thought. Coal nodded. Sam was right. The whole thing was odd. Coal could see that Sam was shaken by Barrett’s offering. “Barrett’s an idiot. Brandi gave that job to you. Are you sure you want to be involved with clown people?”
“I owed her a favor,” Coal admitted as he opened his book. “Maybe I should have given it some prayer first.” Coal felt the protection Sam gave him with his eyes.
“That’s why I told you brother. Stay away from the butcher-man,” Sam crooned as he snapped his fingers and moved his body as if he heard a slow-dance song playing. Coal made a noise that sounded like a hiccup as he glanced around to see who watched Sam.
“Sometimes you’re in your own world,” Coal stated. Sam dipped, stepped and slid his left foot.

“I am just smooth, the way the ladies like,” Sam responded before he walked away. His seat looked as though it belonged to a grade school student. No one ever laughed at the way he spilled over the sides. He was a big student.
Chapter 4

“Brandi, you know that Barrett is looking for you?” Bea spoke up from the lunch table. Brandi shook her head and set her tray of pizza between Bea and Bridgette.


“Don’t suppose he wants to ask me out,” Brandi said sarcastically. All seven girls at the table laughed. When the laughter died, the non-B’s went back to their conversations. 


“He might. But, he looked angry,” Bridgette said.


Brandi corrected, “Bitter, that’s what he is.” She thought about the situation as she pulled a piece of pizza from the mass of cheese, meat and bread. “What would give him the idea that we need his help. If we can’t trust him, why would we take his word about anything.” Bea reached over and grabbed a piece of Brandi’s pizza.


“He’s an idiot,” Bridgette claimed. She reached over but got her hand slapped. Brandi pulled a big glob and handed it to Bridgette. “He took me to dinner once.” The statement caught the attention of every girl at the table. “The date went well at first. He’s a really funny guy. I even leaned in close to him.” One girl shrieked as though a bug crossed the table. “I laughed all the way to the restaurant. Then,” – Every girl held her breath – “When we got to Mr. Lobster’s he got sketchy and started talking about himself.” The group turned to bobble-heads with smirks and comments of similar dates with other guys.


Bea jumped in, “Tell me you did not kiss that fool.” Bridgette turned red and moved forward as if to tell a secret.


“When we got to my house, I hurried out and when I turned to wave good-bye, he was in my face.” The girls laughed and speed guessed what was next. “I didn’t want an embarrassing moment, so I hugged him real fast and kissed him on the cheek.” The table of freshman girls picture-posed and took note.


“I like that control move,” one of the other girls said. The next few minutes, conversations about eluding aggressive guys consumed the group. With an intense exchange of volume, gestures, squeals and huffs, the girls all pitched their two-cents about right versus all wrong. 

“What did he say? Did you go in after that?” Someone asked.


“He didn’t have time to say anything. I was peeking out from inside the door before he could take a step forward.” Like a secret makeup tip, the majority agreed. “I said thank you and goodbye. Then I closed the door.”  She focused her attention back on Brandi. “So, if he asks you out, number one don’t go.” Everyone laughed. “But if you must, don’t let him talk at dinner and have your brother pick you up at the restaurant.” The group laughed and cheered in agreement.

“Hey Cool,” Zack spoke. He and Lynn beat Coal to a spot at the lunch tables. “You have that look again.”

“We have more drama here than a crime scene investigation. I agree to be the school’s treasurer and fifteen minutes later, even the librarian knows.” Coal sat down next to Lynn.

Barrett Johansson passed the three B’s table without a glance. It was too late to talk to Brandi. He headed directly over to Coal with a forced smile. “With all the gossip going around, you probably heard that I was looking for you,” Barrett announced twenty-four feet away. Coal moved his head slowly.

“No, I never heard that.” He made Barrett a little more relaxed when he said with a smile, “I have had a few unexpected conversations though.” Barrett sat down as though he had nothing to hide, and got right to the point.


“Lauren Brown started a school club. We have a carnival type fiesta coming up and she needed my vote to be included on the list of club participants.” Miles walked up and sat down. Barrett paused while Miles said his hellos. “You don’t owe me anything. And, it may seem like a stupid responsibility to make a big deal of. But, I liked being treasurer because I learned bookkeeping, debits and credits, and all kinds of banking terms. For a rich kid, it was cool to learn about money.” His audience nodded. “Anyway, I promised Lauren that I would give her my vote. If you would consider doing the same thing, it would make my day.”


Without a thought, Coal responded, “I will.” Barrett’s face brightened. He stood up.


“Thank you, I will let her know,” Barrett said as he walked away. Miles watched until he was a good distance away.

He grumbled, “You are going to vote her club in?”


“I might,” Coal answered.


“You just said you would,” Miles responded.


“No, I said I would consider it,” Coal interpreted. Miles and Zack shook their heads.


“I don’t think he understood that,” Miles said.


“Okay, even if I did, why not?” Coal blurted. “Whatever group it is doesn’t mean I’m in their club.” Coal backtracked. “I said I would consider it that’s all.” Lynn and Miles stared at Coal.

Lynn said, “Most of the school’s government representatives are gonna want you to vote ‘No’ on Lauren’s club because of what they did to Brandi with their signs last time.”


“How do you know all that?” Coal asked.


“Leona Watts is my best friend,” Lynn said, nobody made any connection. “She is the vice president  of junior affairs.”

“Okay,” Coal responded to relieve the silence.


“I just know she always talks about how fake they all are. They don’t work together,” Lynn explained.


“What’s that mean to me?” Coal asked naively.


“Zack tried is hand, “It’s like this, these guys are like the market butcher. They’ll slice, package and give you away professionally without a drop of blood as evidence.” Coal noticed that Barrett had come nearby to lean onto a column and drink his carton of apple juice. Miles followed his gaze and brought it to everyone’s attention. Something was on his mind. Occasionally, he shot a glance at Coal. Coal checked the time.

Lynn notified the group, “Ten minutes before the bell rings.” Coal bolted up and slowly turned towards Barrett. Their eyes connected.


“Barrett,” Coal shouted. “Have your mother transfer him to Santa Monica Hospital. Seek out the specialist in rare kidney diseases. Don’t let them operate. They have misread the information. They have misdiagnosed your father.” Barrett dropped his carton and ran. Zack smiled at Coal. Lynn looked in admiration. Miles stood confused.

“I have to look up the word oddity. I thought Barrett was a total example, until now,” Miles stated. Nobody commented. “What was that all about?”


“It just came to me,” Coal admitted.


“Well you sent him off running,” Miles joked. Lynn was annoyed with Miles.


She stared at Miles. “You have no clue do you?”


“What?” Miles was clueless.


“My brother has a gift,” Lynn enlightened. “It’s not really prophecy.” She thought about it. “And, I don’t really know what to call it.”


Zack pitched in, “I’m telling you man, you could make some money.” Coal shook his head.


“I wouldn’t make a dime. I’d go broke,” Coal insisted. Miles frowned and twisted his head.


“Not if you’re right,” Miles stated.


Coal explained, “That’s just it. It comes to me. I don’t get to decide who, when, or where.” The rampant thoughts in the group would have frozen the internet. “If I tried to profit, I would loose the gift.” Miles laughed.

“Then how is it a gift?” Miles had a thousand other questions.

Coal said, “Barrett knew. He was searching for something. He just didn’t know it was me.”


Zack blurted, “You mean that scumbag is a Christian?” Lynn jumped in.


“When God chooses to touch someone, they don’t have to be a believer.” She looked at Miles. “When you walk a stranger across the street, who benefits?” Miles shrugged without any thought.


Zack chimed, “Well the obvious one is the person helped.” He paused. “But, there is some satisfaction to helping someone else.” Coal smiled. Miles got up and threw his trash away.


Miles said, “You guys are saying I don’t have to benefit to benefit?” The three friends stared at Miles. No one answered. “Whatever.” The bell rang. Zack got up and walked with Lynn in one direction. Miles and Coal went in another. 

Steps apart from the others, Miles asked, “You mean to tell me that with everything that’s happened to you today, you’re okay with what just happened?” Coal could see that Miles was disturbed.

“If you mean being treasurer and all that drama afterwards, yea I’m okay with it.” Miles shook his head. “If it took all that to get Barrett Johansson to come to me to maybe save his father’s life, I think that’s pretty cool.” Miles stopped and looked at Coal as if he was crazy. “When we were kids, didn’t you think it was cool when your favorite teacher asked you to do a lame errand?” Miles nodded. “They could have asked anyone to do it. But, she picked you.” Coal hoped this was all sinking in. “How is this any different?” Miles gave a little ground. Maybe he’s right, he thought.


“As long as what you said to him works out, I mean what if you’re wrong?” Miles suggested.


“I’m not. I don’t know anything about the Johansson family. What they do with the information is up to them. I don’t have anything to do with that,” Coal insisted. Miles nodded again, and walked off.

Chapter 5
Coal eased to his next class. He walked up to Miles who was talking to a friend. With a series of head and facial expressions, Miles took the initiative.


“Cool this is J.J.,” Miles introduced.


J.J. spoke, “What’s up man.” The two bobbed heads at each other and general conversation gave way to J.J.’s departure. Titan Vise walked over to Coal.



“Coal, you’re not really hangin’ with that guy are you?” Titan asked, using a headshake to point after J.J.


“Miles jumped in, “He’s a friend of mine.” Titan gave Miles the once over and turned back to Coal.


“He’s trouble Cool,” Titan insisted. Miles took offense.


“What do you know?” You think every black man is a thug if he doesn’t play ball,” Miles snapped. Titan looked at Miles then refocused on Coal.


“He’s been arrested for drug possession. This guy’s probably his smoking buddy.” Titan pushed Miles out of the way as he strutted on his way. Miles avoided the urge to push back. Coal watched Miles.

“What?” Miles defended.


“Are you really smoking with that dude?” Miles hesitated.


Miles blurted, “No.” Coal began to step away.


“I’m almost late,” he said. Miles could see doubt. 


“Cool, it’s no big deal. It’s not that often,” Miles shouted to Coal’s back. Coal kept walking.

Thursday morning, Coal spotted a short blond leaning against a column near the fountain. He walked passed with Miles.


She addressed, “Coal Rivers?”


He turned. “Yea,” he responded.


“Hi, I’m Lauren March. I understand you are taking Barrett’s place in student council.” Coal hadn’t said a lot to Miles about anything since he discovered Miles was smoking dirty cigarettes. Coal tried to look un-nerved as he glanced down the hall, wishing he could run. He leaned against the wall.


“Okay, um…I just wanted to thank you for giving the Gay and Lesbian club your vote for the fiesta.” Coal pushed up off the wall. She could see his surprise. “You did tell Barrett you would vote us in, right.” Miles spoke before she finished her question.


“No, he never said he would give you the vote. What he said was that he would consider it,” Miles interrupted. 


“Are you his spokesman, or just another jerk?” Lauren lashed. Coal leaned back against the wall again. Miles looked at Coal in disbelief. Coal slow-blinked him. Miles delayed his eager response.


“Lauren,” Coal spoke. Miles took a step back, having read Coal’s signal correctly. “I told Barrett that I would consider it.” Coal had spoken in a delicate tone.


“But your answer is ‘No’ right?” She barked. Miles stepped forward ready for the battle. Coal grazed a hand below Miles’ chest and stepped forward. Lauren had battled for what she believed in, especially for her club. “That’s right, Paul and Saul told me that you’re a Christian.”


“I am,” Coal began. “That fact alone would influence me to give you the green light.” She crunched her face. “This is not a Christian fiesta it’s a school club function. When we meet, as promised, I will consider your group as promised.”


Lauren turned red and argued, “The student council doesn’t like us. But, that’s fine.” Coal could think of nothing to do with that statement.


“I think the meeting is on Monday. Will you be there?” Coal asked and began to walk away. After two steps, Miles began to follow.


“I will,” Lauren assured.


“Okay, I’ll see you there,” Coal smiled and concluded. Lauren watched as Coal disappeared. A good distance away, Miles opened his mouth.


“Dude that b…” Miles caught himself and rephrased his thought. He didn’t want to insult Coal with his language. “She was on you.”


“Miles she’s fighting for what she believes in. I try to do that. Do you?” Coal questioned. Before Miles could answer, Ebony Matthews eased up and hugged Miles.

“Hey mister,” she said pulling a wide smile to his face. She turned to Coal. “Hi Cool, why you gotta look so mean?” She got Coal to smile. “Hey, are you going to Brandi’s party tomorrow?” Coal had heard about the party from someone. He didn’t think it was Brandi. Her texts were typically about the treasurer job or other general stuff. 

“I have a soccer game,” he revealed.


“It’s a party. Your game will be over,” Ebony assured.


Coal said, “I don’t know, maybe.”


Ebony said, “I thought your season was over?”


“It was. I got invited to play on the varsity squad.” She was happy for Coal. “This will be our second game to see which team is the best in Southern California,” Coal added. She put her arms back around Miles.

“I don’t think Brandi will be happy with ‘maybe’. You know she likes you right?” Ebony proposed. Coal didn’t comment but threw his hands out and tipped his head modestly. Ebony laughed. “You’re so cute. Well, I hope your soccer team wins.” She dropped her head and cut her eyes up. “And, I better see you at the party.” When she turned her back, Coal took the hint.


Coal threw a hand up and said, “See ya Miles” as he walked away. 

At lunch, Bea watched Brandi for the entire time they ate. At first, Bea thought it was the copy-cat outfits other girls were wearing. They even bought the ‘Not 4 You’ underpants. Then, Victoria Swift and Crystal Wong sat at Coal’s table with Zack and Lynn. When Brandi zoned out as she watched the other table, Bea knew the problem.


Bea asked, “Did you ask him to come to the party?” Everyone looked at Brandi. Bea asked her question again. The words took a second to sink in. Brandi looked around to find all eyes staring at her.


“No, I didn’t ask him,” she responded.


“Then ask him.” Bea made it sound simple. Brandi closed her eyes and twisted her head as if a fly was in her face. “You don’t have to make it seem like he’s coming in a tuxedo and limo just for you.” Bridgette and a few other girls at the table giggled when Bea whispered the dare of a casual invite. Brandi didn’t respond. “If you don’t ask him, I will.” Brandi cut her eyes at Bea.


Bridgette chirped, “Oh, rude!” All the listeners laughed. “Those looked like demon eyes. Are you possessed?”

Abe Lion was happy to be over the flu. Several times, he told his soccer buddies, “I’m back from the dead baby.” His phone buzzed. Beth Coldiron had been making house calls at Abe’s to get him better. Her parents surely would not have approved of her so-called care. He began his text response when Coal walked in to the locker room. Abe glanced up. The hair on the neck of the star player electrified. 

“F _ _ _ _ _ _ freshman your season’s over. Get the hell outta here,” Abe said, then dropped his eyes to complete his text. Compared to the average varsity football player, Coal was small. As far as the average soccer player, Coal only lacked experience. He ignored Abe. When the star player completed his text message, as Coal stood across the room and over the bench, Abe charged. At the moment he clenched to his young victim and grabbed him with both hands, Coal jerked a hand back and caught Abe in his precious stones. With his other elbow, Coal flung back at Abe. The rush of air from Abe’s chest sounded like a one-word chant. Abe spilled onto the floor. Five team-mates walked in. Abe eased himself up onto the bench.

“Mother…” Abe got cut off.


“Thanks for the encouragement Abe. I was more surprised than anybody.” Coal nodded with a look of a sincere conversation. “I hope we take state,” Coal said. The other players paused to take in the conversation. After a brief pause, they each went to their own locker. Coal pulled on his shirt snagged his socks and shoes and headed out. Abe stretched back out on the bench still not recovered from the shocking pain. 
When basketball ended, Bea opened the gym door and glanced over at the soccer field. The boys were still playing. She rushed to change.

The boy’s freshmen basketball team finished about the same time as the girls. Miles found himself worn out. Miles found himself fighting to care. Coach Smith gave directions to several players as the team headed for the showers.


“Miles, Miles Porter,” he shouted. Miles stood and the coach met him half way. “Porter, during the summer, I thought you were one of the best hustlers I’d seen in some time.” Smith was silent until Miles looked up. “Now, you can barely run sprints.” The enthusiasm was gone. “I have to cut 16 players. You’ll be one of them if things don’t change.” Coach walked away.
Bea got a text message from Bridgette, “Hasn’t asked him.” Bea sat down, put her shoes on and prepped her hair. On her way out the door, she pulled her phone out and sent Bridgette the message, “I’ll ask him.”

The soccer players finished and headed to the locker room. Abe found himself unable to shake, embarrass, or discredit Coal. Abe was bitter. He had worked hard all his high school years and this clueless greenhorn was not about to take over. He hustled up to where the freshman walked alone.

“That was real chicken s _ _ _ what you did,” Abe accused, then clarified, “Grabbing me in the balls.” 

Coal thought: Is it manlier to grab someone from behind? With low eyebrows and a deeper voice, Coal said, “That’s the only chance I’d have against a fighter like you.” Abe looked at Coal to see if there was some sarcasm attached to the comment. 

Frustrated, Abe finally said, “You better work hard, every damn day.” Satisfied with his demand, Abe jogged off.  

The air felt good on his watered-down skin, and wet hair. Coal hurried towards the parking lot. When he turned the corner, a woman, nearly six inches taller stood waiting. She walked beside him.

“Cool, I’m a friend of Brandi’s,” Bea said. “She doesn’t know I’m here. But, I know she wants you to come to her party tomorrow night.” Coal knew Bea from Miles. Even though she was tall, her smooth voice and pleasant smile made her approachable. “Really it’s her brother’s party. But, a lot of us will be there.” Coal thought, ‘A lot of us’ what does that mean? Bea could see the confusion. “I mean a lot of people you know from Sun Beach.” She handed him a piece of paper. “If you can come here’s the directions.” 


“Okay thanks,” Coal said as he opened the car door. Bea walked away. Lynn had to lean back into her own seat as Coal got in.

“What was that all about?” Lynn figured a better question. “Who was that?” She asked as she readjusted in the driver’s seat.


Coal explained, “Brandi Franklin’s friend Bea. Bea plays basketball.”

Lynn nodded, “I guess.” She drove onto the street headed home.


“Anyway, Brandi’s having a party tomorrow night and Bea wants me to go.”


Lynn chuckled, “She’s kind of tall for you.”


“No, she wants me to go because Brandi wants me to go,” Coal said.


“Oh,” Lynn didn’t really care. Then a light bulb went off. “Do you think the three of us can go?” Coal took a long look at his sister. “No, I don’t mean you, me and that girl, Bea.” She darted her head back and forth as she tried to keep her eyes on the road and catch Coal’s reaction.


“I knew what you meant. Can we just go home,” Coal responded.
Chapter 6
Friday morning, the champagne colored suburban pulled into the parking lot with laughter screaming from the windows. Zack parked. Lynn was the first to jump out.

Lynn complained, “That’s just inappropriate on multiple levels.”


Coal blurted, “That’s why they put it on the radio. It was funny, wrong but funny.”


“She shouldn’t have been at that guy’s house,” Zack threw in. 


“She gave the guy her phone. It was just stupid,” Lynn insisted.


Coal added, “I can’t believe he answered the questions.” Zack cracked up.


“She was just clueless,” Coal asserted.

Miles wasn’t looking for Coal. He was just hanging out with a few basketball players when he saw Victoria Swift. Victoria was different; he would never pitch her to the guys. Coal had to see this.

Bea walked up on Brandi and Bridgette. Bridgette blared, “There are like four girls wearing our outfit today and school hasn’t even started.” She paused, “Only one looks good.” She smiled. “We were first though.” The girl’s hooted at their originality. 

“How do the other girl’s look?” Brandi asked.


“They seriously look like death. I mean if you don’t wear the complete outfit, it’s like yuck.” Bridgette’s friends laughed. “Cause if you just wear the pants, it’s just loud. If the shoes don’t match, I don’t know, you’re just a pretender I guess.” She thought about it. “It’s like I want to be fashionable, sort-of.” Bridgette almost screamed. “There she is!”


Bea described, “Yellow pants, with blue top and green vans?” All three friends looked as if they could smell someone’s vomit.


Bridgette’s face was sober, “Now, Victoria Swift?” She nodded. “If only her name began with a B.”

Miles smiled when he saw Lynn. “When are you going to get one of those Three B’s outfits?” He asked. To Miles surprise, Lynn knew exactly what he was talking about.
“They’re cute. But, not for me,” Lynn responded.

“Come on, you have the perfect body for that outfit,” Miles claimed. Zack listened for her response.

“If you wear the whole outfit, which doesn’t look good any other way, It entices the boys,” Lynn figured.

“Why do you say that?” Miles asked.

“It like, dares them to make a play for the girl. It’s not for you but try anyway. That’s what I think it does,” she said as she looked at Zack. “I’m sure a lot of girls would disagree. But, it’s like there isn’t enough temptation already?” Lynn was wearing tight jeans. Zack tried not to stare. Miles moved onto Coal.

“Victoria Swift is wearing the complete outfit today,” Miles informed. “It’s in red, and she bought the black tube top like the Three B’s,” he whispered. “She’s definitely the best so far.” Coal fought the urge to show any reaction. Miles remembered the party. “Hey, you goin’ tonight?”

“I forgot to ask,” Coal excused.

“I asked dad and he said it was okay,” Lynn updated. Coal rolled his eyes. Lynn began to fill Zack in about the party. 


 Miles asked, “What, you don’t want to go?” Coal had to be honest.

“It’s an uncomfortable situation,” Coal said. “If I don’t like it I’m stuck.” Lynn squealed and clapped.


“If you don’t like it we’ll take you home. I promise,” Lynn pleaded.


Miles encouraged, “See, Lynn even wants you to go.” 

“It’s not that. She can’t go, unless I go,” Coal revealed. Miles gave up and began to walk away. 


“Make sure you check out Victoria,” he concluded.

Tommy Jefferson planned on going to the party because Stacey Lace, his girlfriend, was going. If there was a party, she would be at her cousin Brandi’s house. For Tommy, that was a problem. Stacey always ran off to socialize.


“Hey Elmon, go with me and Stacey to Brandi’s party. I need somebody to hang with. My girl always ditches me,” T.J. asked. Elmon laughed.


“That’s pitiful man. You can’t control your own woman?” Elmon laughed again. “What time?”


“I don’t know,” Tommy admitted.


“Where’s it at,” Elmon rephrased, “What’s the address?”


Tommy snickered, “Don’t know that either.” He thought about it. “I’ll pick you up though. I have to see if Salt can drive. I’ll text you.”


Elmon grinned, “Sweet.”

Chapter 7

Game Time

Coal saw Brandi sitting in the stands alone. Their eyes met, and Coal returned the smile. He felt surprised that he looked forward to the party. 

By a strange set of circumstances, Sun Beach High pulled two back to back home games. The Victorville High Wranglers didn’t seem to mind. The long ride couldn’t have been more comfortable than in the fairly new bus, which looked like a casino-bound bus, owned by the team. Rumor had it their soccer program raised twice as much money as the rest of the school programs every year. Their booster club brought half the faculty, cheerleaders, and alumni in two school district buses behind the soccer team bus. For playoffs, they carried a twenty six player squad, just like Sun Beach. Victorville beat fifth ranked Thousand Oaks High School by a score of six to one.
Oscar saw Coal staring at the three buses, as an endless stream of people exited the bus. “Damn Cool, it’s a friggin’ gravy train at that school. I’m glad the money is pouring in cause when I make it baby, they’ll have to pull the cash from everywhere to pay me,” Oscar joked. Coal laughed. He needed something to break the emotional intensity he felt.

“Cool,” Gomez shouted as he walker over. “You’ll start.”
Lester Boudreaux handed his brother the slip of paper that showed information on the suburban. It was the address of the previous owner. “This doesn’t sound like the kid we took the car from,” Clyde said in disgust.

Lester responded, “I know. He must have just got the car in the last few months. The DMV hasn’t processed the change of ownership yet.” Clyde crumpled the paper up and threw it to the side.

“Then why the hell did you give it to me?” Lester set a box of filters on a shelf.
He smiled. “You’re my brother. I know how you are. I wanted you to know that I was working on it.” The tension from Clyde eased. He looked over at the paper in the corner.

“That’s not what I want anyway. I want the boy in that white Honda,” chided Clyde.
“I know. Give me time.”
Abe Lion, Coal Rivers, Jaiar Costa, Zeke, Eduardo, Carlos, Oscar and Jay Sanchez were among the starters, with Purple as the goal keeper. In the first minute, Abe took a shot, Jaiar took two. From midfield, Jaiar had delivered two balls and Coal delivered one as well. Victorville’s goalie fielded all three balls un-challenge. A zigzag pass ended the second minute with Coal striking a ball that barely escaped the corner of the goal. 

“Didn’t you hear me calling for the ball?” Abe complained. Then he looked over to the sideline. “Come on coach! I would have scored that. I was wide open.” 
Tommy and Elmon appeared as two giants. They walked across the bottom of the bleachers and labored up the stairs. “What’s up beautiful?” Tommy complimented. Brandi stood up and welcomed TJ with a hug. The two big men sat down.
“Football season is over,” she said. “You look like you just ran three miles.” Elmon shook his head, dismissing the thought that they were dedicated in year-around fashion.

“Season just ended. I need a break,” Tommy insisted. Elmon stretched. “What’s up? Why are you here?” Tommy smiled when he finished the sentence. Brandi squinted. Tommy had inside information.

“I love soccer,” she lied. Elmon laughed. Tommy’s eyes got big as he pursed his lips.

“You don’t love no damn soccer,” he snapped. All three howled as Brandi put a finger to her lips. Nearby parents and fans looked annoyed at the loud and distracting talk.

“It’s okay. At least I watch the game,” she asserted. “Some of these flirts just text, or file their nails. How can you watch a soccer game with speakers covering your ears? How’s that supporting your man?” Elmon and Tommy giggled like kids. 

Elmon agreed, “True that, true that.”

“That ain’t me…even if I don’t know what’s going on,” Brandi admitted. The three were quiet as the soccer game played on.

Tommy asked, “Is he coming tonight?” Brandi turned red, but couldn’t hide her delighted hope. She shrugged her shoulders.

“He said he might,” she said, a stretch of Bea’s interpretation. Tommy, Elmon and Brandi watched the game with confused curiosity.

In the tenth minute, the Wranglers threatened to score. Purple jumped to the left then to the right. He was always great at protecting the goal. Coal found himself playing more defense than offense. Jaiar was fouled, but there was no call. Victorville quickly passed the ball up the field to their forwards. A two on one turned into a two on three when a Wrangler forward passed the ball back to another player. He smelled a goal even though there was Coal on one side and Abe on the other. Coal tried to steal the ball several times. As they approached the penalty box, Coal tried to step away. Suddenly, the Victorville player tripped and a foul inside the box was called.


Abe barked, “Nice Coole1 He’s in the penalty box.” The referee identified Coal as the player who committed the foul. Purple didn’t even get a hand on the ball when the ball was kicked. The score was now 1 to 0, Victorville. Purple lashed out.

“Cool, you have to think man!” He said.


Jay yelled, “It wasn’t Cool!” No one paid attention.


As the players lined up, Coach Gomez yelled, “Sub!” The referee acknowledged the substitution. A player called out, “Cool.” Coal hustled to the sidelines. No words were exchanged. Coach Gomez looked on. 


“Well Brandi, your man is out,” Tommy said as he stood. “We gotta go. Elmon’s dad’s here.” Brandi stood up.


“I have to go home and get ready,” Brandi claimed.


“You’re not going to tell him good game?” Tommy taunted.


“I think he came out.” She thought about her words. “Something happened, and they are pointing the finger at him. I don’t think he wants to hear from me at this moment.” She began to climb down after Tommy and Elmon.


“Yea, you right about that,” Tommy said.


“I think that’s,” she paused for just a second and lowered her voice. “Sketchy.” The two giants roared with a hoot and laughter.


Elmon blurted, “True that, true that.”

At the other end of the stadium, Zack sat with Lynn and her mother sat quietly. Mr. Rivers was working on a large ceramic plate order for a restaurant and couldn’t get away. Zack intensely watched the game. Suddenly, he jumped up.


“Yes, Jaiar scored. Tie game,” he screamed. Abe subbed out. After a few cups of water, he eased over to the bench next to Coal with an obvious stare that is difficult to avoid. 


“Maybe you should find another sport,” Abe insulted. Coal didn’t respond and Abe continued, “The thing about Gomez is that when he makes a mistake, he corrects it and never looks back.” At this point, Abe still hadn’t gotten even a glance from Coal. Abe eased off the bench and stretched. “I better go down to the other end loser. Coach might be looking for me.” As he strutted off, a voice in the stands shouted out.


“Go Abe!” Beth Coldiron posed and waved. When he acknowledged her, several of her friends cheered. Abe smiled. He glanced back at Coal. Gomez looked around, saw Abe, grabbed him mumbled instructions and shoved him up next to the referee. “Sub please.”

Abe felt like Superman. He hustled up and down the field with unending energy. When he finally got a shot, he ended up on the ground. He rolled over and eased onto his elbows. The goalie held the ball out and kicked the ball long and deep. The referee stopped play. Gomez jogged onto the field.

Abe agonized, “It’s my ankle. It rolled when I kicked the ball.” Gomez helped Abe stand, wedged under arm and helped him to the sideline.

Eduardo worked the ball up the field and passed to Hector. Hector found too much pressure from the Victorville defense and passed the ball back to Jay to find the opening. With finesse and skill he weaved the ball back to the forwards and passed to Eduardo. He looped a pass to Hector. He shot the ball before it even bounced. The low rocket bounced ten feet in front of the goalie and took an odd bounce. In a squatted stance, the goalie misjudged the ball. All he could do was swing his arm at the ball as it bounced over his head. The goalie turned to see the ball at the back of the net. The Rams now led 2 to 1. 

Half time seemed a blur to Coal. No matter how many times his mind reviewed the play he couldn’t remember tangling with the other player. The coach’s instructions sounded like static to Coal. Maybe he wasn’t ready for varsity soccer.
Abe didn’t start the second half and Jay made sure he wasn’t missed. Several times he sprinted from the back of the defense all the way to the top of the offense. His fourth attempt proved golden. Eight feet swiped at the ball and they all came up empty. Jay maneuvered out on the right side and kicked a perfect curve ball, untouched into the net, 3 to 1 Rams. Abe jumped up with a cheer and quickly crumbled to the bench after a cry of pain.

Gomez shouted, “Sub!” The coach focused on Jay when he ran to the sideline. The game continued as Gomez gave Jay instructions. When the coach turned away, Jay hustled over to the water, sipped and went back to Gomez. “Sub,” he insisted and Jay went back into the game as a defensive player.


Someone screamed, “Damn, Victorville scored!”


Hector pointed to the sideline referee, “No ref, off sides!” After a brief discussion between the referees, the new goal was erased. The disappointment took the enthusiasm out of Victorville. Minutes passed with neither side challenging the goalies. As the sun disappeared the whistle blew. The Victorville players dropped their heads in disappointment. The end of the game meant the Rams would advance to the next round. Coal stood with the slowness of a 70year old man. He was happy for the team but confused by his own performance.

Abe ran over to Jay. Abe said, “Great game big Jay!” Jay pushed Abe away. It was obvious that it wasn’t a playful gesture. Abe threw his hands up in ignorance. Jay jumped in his face and vented. No compliment was given. When Jay walked away, Abe looked across at Coal. Oblivious, Coal picked up the team ball bag and set in on the coach’s cart. Beth Coldiron walked passed. 


She spoke, “Hey, Cool.” She arrived after Coal was subbed out and didn’t know the hatred that Abe had for the freshman. Coal nodded with a smile as she continued on. Abe turned and saw Beth.


His face lit up as he said, “Hey baby.” She threw her arms around Abe and planted an ownership kiss on his lips. As they walked away, Abe cut an ugly stare back at Coal.

Since the basketball coach’s warning, Miles had avoided John James and stepped up his effort to get back in shape. Ready to go home, his phone buzzed. He closed his locker and checked the phone. His eyes widened. He mumbled, Oh s _ _ _ _, speaking of the devil. The text read, If  you’re done, I can give you a ride. Miles stood frozen. I need time to think, he thought. He opened his locker back up. “I’ll take a quick shower.” Miles stripped off his clothes and hurried to the showers. He hadn’t come up with a solution. But, his phone was ringing. He hesitated then smiled. 
He greeted, “Hey!”

“I have my dad’s car. If you want I can take you home and then to the party,” Ebony suggested. Miles felt a wash of relief.

“Yea, that works. Are you here?”

“No, but it will only take me five minutes to get there,” she responded.
“Sweet, I will head out there in a minute.” Miles hung up and leaned against the lockers and text J.J. He mumbled Thanks but, my girl is here, as his fingers text J.J. 

Typically, the football team was the only group where the majority of players showered in the locker room. They had evening games and parties to attend. Jay hated being sweaty, even if he was one of three soccer players that showered after games. From behind, Abe shoved Jay on the slippery shower tile. 


“Sorry ass _ _ _ _!” Abe said as he stepped over Jay and walked away. “Don’t ever push me again.” Before Jay stood, he took inventory in case the fall had done his body harm. Sprawled out naked on the dirty wet surface, Jay remained expressionless. He rose up slowly and walked back into the showers. Several soccer and basketball players had come around the corner to catch only the end of the assault. 


Omar Crane, a senior basketball player asked, “Hey, you okay?” Jay gave a polite nod. He rinsed and walked over one isle. Abe and several players were partially changed into street clothes. Jay slipped on shorts and headed out the door.

“Thank you,” Miles said as he climbed into Ebony’s car. He leaned over and gave her a kiss.


Ebony said, “You always make me feel special when I do the smallest of things for you. That’s different than the older guys that try to make me feel like I should feel honored.” Miles smiled. 

Five guys exited the locker room at the same time. Jay tied his shoes and fastened his jeans. He hurried back out of the locker room as well. “Hey Abe,” Jay shouted with a smile. “Can I talk to you a second?”

Abe snapped, “What you got to say to me ass _ _ _ _?” Jay threw his hands up, and backed up towards the building he came from.

“I just wanted to talk to you in private. I was wrong after the game,” Jay admitted. Abe turned to his friends.

“I’ll catch up,” he told them. Then he turned back and walked towards Jay. “Make it fast.” Jay had backed up nearly to the door, just inside the privacy wall. 

“You were right, I shouldn’t have pushed you. We won. What else matters?” Jay put his hand up for a high five. 
“Damn right,” Abe said. As soon as their hands connected Jay swiveled behind Abe and pulled his arm behind him and sandwiched Abe against the door. Suddenly, Abe stopped struggling.

“Dude, what’s the knife for?” Abe pleaded.

“I apologized,” Jay repeated. “I should have thrown you sorry ass to the ground and beat the s _ _ _ out of you.”

Abe blurted, “For what?” He tried to sound calm. “I don’t get what you’re mad about.” Somebody tried to open the door to come out.
“Go around,” Jay yelled. He focused again on Abe. “You tripped that guy and blamed it on Cool.” He paused to let the fact sink in. “That sucks.” He turned Abe around and put the knife at his throat. “If we’re not a team, if we are not going to work together, then let me treat you like the trash that you are.” Abe tried to avoid the knife.

“So, he’s a damn freshman. He shouldn’t even be on our team. He’s not my teammate. Besides, I got him back for kicking me in the ribs in the locker room.”

Jay heard mumbling and turned Abe and shoved him away from the wall. “Yea, like there isn’t more to it. You don’t like the guy. If he kicked you, what did you do before that?” Jay put his knife away as Abe’s friends approached. Jay finished, “Leave the kid alone.” They all shouted at the same time.

Abe heard, “Your car window is broken. It’s thrashed and shattered completely.” Someone else said, “It’s on the driver’s side.” Abe looked back, Jay was gone. 

Coal closed his locker as Abe and his crew rushed in. Abe stopped and glared at Coal then walked on.

