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XXXVII - Force 12

It had been three days since Jean had called Esteban at work to tell him Steve would be
moving in with the family. The next (].ay, Steve had been given the offer at school, ]oy
Frances who had caught up with the wolf in the haﬂway, but he had not been certain if
he could accept. That same aﬂernoon, he had gone home with the twins after school and
he'd had dinner with the £amﬂy that same evening. Esteban hadn't been there since he
would be filming more or less non-stop for ten more (Jays, but Jean had been present. At
first, the mood had been a little uncertain; mostly since Steve wasn't sure how to cope
with the offer he'd been given. Then Jean had broken the prover]oial ice by teﬂing him
why she was maleing him the offer to move in with her family. She had calmly explained
her view on the affair to Steve who had listened attentively to it all, before answering.

When he did, his answers had surprisecl himself. He had been unsure how his mother
would react and how he was going to explain it to her, he said.. .only to stop and look
puzzled. Why should he be concerned with that? He had told his mother he wanted to
move out and she seemed only too happy to get rid of him after all. She hadn't spoleen to
him since he'd made it clear to her that he was 1eaving . She acted as if he didn't even live

in the house anymore. [t was absolu’cely unbearable.



Then he'd realized he didn't have to explain any’ching to her. He just had to paclz his
stuff and move. That had pretty much settled the issue. He'd accepted the offer. Jean's
reasoning against him moving out on his own at the age of sixteen was much too solid
for him to argue against it. Furthermore, if he did that he'd need to get a jo]a and he
wouldn't be able to finish high school. He didn't want to be a drop—out, so this offer was
definitely one he'd take. He'd very gratefuﬂy thanked the vixen for the offer and then,
after a suitable pause, he had taken the opportunity to properly apologiZe to her for all
the bad things he had said about her in the past. He'd never reaﬂy had a chance to make
that apology lje£ore, but he felt better after cloing so.

Three clays 1ater, Steve found himself putting things in boxes at his room. His clothes
had been shoved into ]:)ig, black ]oags. His mother had stopped Washing his clothes and,
much to his own distress , Steve had realized he didn't know how to operate a Washing
machine. Jean had already piclzed up some of those ]oags so that he could get some clean
clothes to wear. It wasn't that he had much to paclz, really. He just had to do it after
doing his homework every clay. He'd be moving in with the Lopez—farnily over the
Weelzend, and he felt great about it.

This reaﬂy was the fresh start he needed.

This way, he could concentrate solely on doing his homeworlz, malzing the team and
getting on with his life in a goocl way.

Smi]ing , he closed the box he was Worlzing on. He couldn't wait to tell Coach Larsen

about this move. Somehow he was sure that the equine would approve.

#AH#

Gabrielle put down the telephone and added another name to the check-list. She
grinne(l and put down the pen, before piclzing up the list and hea(ling downstairs into the
shop. Yohni was behind the counter. She had hired some help, but she still enjoyed the
contact with the customers. She had started taHeing about expanding the shop area, after
all these years. Gabrielle thought it was about high time. The shop was pro]aably the most
famous and most visited of its kind in the entire Bay Area ]oy now, and it was still only as
]Dig as it had been when it first opene(l.

"There you go, sir," the mongoose said and put a customer's purchases into a discreet
]Jag. Most preferred those, instead of the black and white s’criped ones. A few were bold
enough to ask for one of those ’chough.



The feline took the l)ag and sashaye(l out of the shop. Gabrielle waited patiently for him
to leave, before 1oolzing at her wife. "Did you remember to have the fire-extinguisher

replaced, by the way?" she asked.
"Behave!" Yohni grinned. "He's one of my best customers."
"Are you insinuating anything, Love?"
"Yes!"
"Bugger..."
"GABBY!!"

The equine grinned wi(lely. "leay, olzay, I'll behave.. .mostly. Anyway, I got another

confirmation for the Sa’curnaha."

"Cool! Who from?" Yohni asked and looked like she didn't believe her wife had the
capacity to behave even if she tried. "And how many have confirmed ]ay now?"

"Weﬂ, there's Jean and Bsteban and the two of us p o]oviously. And of course.. Lig Zag
and James were the first to say they'cl be here. We have Marvin, Rhoncla, Tamara,
Michael, Alexi and Wanda coming in too.. .the whole AVC acting crew will be ga’chered,
more or less. Heﬂ, [ even got a hold of the young male who playecl Judah, and he's

coming too.. " Gabrielle explained.

"Joey? Yeah, [ remembered you said that. It's way cool. I still can't get over how young

he looks when I look at that movie and he was reaﬂy nineteen..."

"He was tiny for his age, though!" Gabrielle said and continued down the checklist.
"Anyway, we have those. We also have Leo and Lizzy, of course, and Fox and Miriam.
And we have William and Emma coming all the way across the country for it too. They'u
be Jcraveling with Timothy and Malcolm..."

"Yep, still with you..."
"Weﬂ, here's the Lig surprise. [ just got a positive confirmation from Ulf and Signe!"

Yohni‘s eyes went Wide. "You're kia]cling! They are coming all the way over from
Copenhagen for this?”

Gabrielle's smile went wider still. "Yep, isn't that cool?!"

"It's fantastic! I can't wait to see them again."



"Neither can I. This is going to be the party to end all parties, l)y the looks of it. I
wonder how Jean and Esteban are doing with their part of the planning-process."

Yohni snickered and shook her head. "Knowing Este]oan, we'll all need a three-week diet
afterwarcls, and we'll be so stuffed with goocl food we'll be unable to do much except

10unge around and look like ]Jlirnps all evening."

"Lounge. ..Good God, I nearly forgot. We need to find out where we can rent enough

chaises-lounges for everyone to recline on while eating ! Gabrielle said, eyes going wide.
"Where on earth are we going to find that??"

"This is San Francisco, })al)y. if you can't find it here, you can't find it anyw}lere. Ask
Esteban if nothing else. I'm sure he can rent some stuff from one of the movie-studios
he's worked for in the past. Imagine what it'd be like to recline on something Jchey used in
'Cleopa’cra'?"

Gabrielle smiled. "That would be..." she began, but she didn't get any further.

Behind her, Kalen had come into the room. He looked like someone had punche(l him
hard enough to 12eep him dazed for a week. He was Waﬂzing unsteadily and he looked like
he wanted to cry, but couldn't quite remember how. He was shalzing all over. There were
no physical marks on him, but Gabrielle's first thought was that someone had attacked
her son. But that couldn't be. He had been upstairs all along.

Her next thought was that the gunshot wound had broken up but that made no sense
either. There was no blood to be seen and besides, the wound had closed quy.

"M...mom...?" Jche teenager croalze(l.

Neither Yohni nor Gabrieﬂe actuaHy answered but they were hoth ]oy Kalen's side in a
split second. Both were conlcused, and both were concerned.

"What happened?" Yohni asleecl, fearful of the answer. Her first thought was that mayloe
Dina had broken it off with Kalen.

"Tt's..." Kalen tried, shaleing his head slowly like he was trying to fuuy come to grips
with something. "It's...awful..."

Gabrielle put her arms around her son and huggecl him gently. "What is, sweety?" she
asked, 1zeeping her voice soothing and gen’cle.

"Tt's Coach Larsen..." Kalen managed to stammer. He was still shalzing all over. "She's

dead..."



#H#H#

The scene at the Lopez household was one of baxely restrained panic. Steve was there.
He'd received the news on his ceﬂ—phone on his way to his new home with the first of two
car-loads of belongings. They could make do with two trips since he reaﬂy didn't have all
that much stuff to paclz down in the first place. Jean had been driving the car, and she
had ]aarely digniﬁed Steve's mother with a nod, but had at least made sure the female
wolf would not suclclenly call the cops and accuse them of a]oclucting her son or something

similarly unexpectecl.

Not that Jean reaﬂy thought Steve's mother would do that, but l)y that point she wasn't
wiﬂing to put it past the other femme to puﬂ some ridiculous stunt like that to buﬂy her
own son. At 1east, ]ean thought, she now knew exactly where Steve had learned the less-
than-fine art of ]ouﬂying. The kid had apparently been more or less ]orought up with it.

On the way home, Steve's ceﬂ—phone had buzzed and they had both thought it was
Steve's mother. Instead, it was a long text message from Mr. Diazi, summoning Steve to
a meeting with the board the next morning to discuss his expulsion. The reasoning had
been that since Coach Larsen was now dead, there was nothing that bound the board to
keep him enrolled at UHS.

That was the first either of them had heard concerning Coach Larsen's fa’ce, and Steve
at first had thought it was a bad attempt at a jolze, and that it wasn't actuaﬂy Mzr. Diazi
Sending the message. When Jean had puﬂed over the car and called the number back to
dou]ole-checlz, it had turned out it was in fact a genuine message and that Steve was up

for expulsion from school.
It had very nearly made him break down.

That was almost an hour and a half ago, and Jean had spent the intervening time, since
getting back home, malzing a 10ng series of calls. She wasn't sure how she'd ever forgive
herself for having to break the news to Kalen, but someone had to and it was prol)ably
better if she did it than if Mr. Diazi did it the £ouowing day. After aH, as far as Jean was
concerned, the lapine had just proven himself to be comple’cely insensitive to the
emotions of teenagers, and the vixen mostly wanted to kick the principal's ﬂugy backside
into the Pacific Ocean for it.

She'd also called her husband and told him to get his backside back home that evening.
She'd need him at the meeting the fouowing day. Esteban had called back ten minutes
later and wearily explained that he had been forced to threaten to resign from the movie
unless he got one clay off to deal with a family—matter. The director of the movie he was



worizing on was a big name in Hoiiywood, but also a fur with a severeiy overblown self-
image and an ego disproportionate to even his protessionai accompiistiments.
Consiotering that those accomplishments included a Golden Globe and an Acaotemy
Award nomination, that was saying something. Esteban had spent a few minutes

reﬂecting on how fame made some furs at)soiuteiy impossit)ie to talk sense to.

It was all the more ridiculous for the fact that Esteban normaiiy ran a tigilt siiip as a
director of ptiotograptiy, and that he was two (iays ahead of schedule on all secon(iary and
tertiary units, and that his primary unit had not fallen behind.

Nonettleiess, he had managed to get a (iay off and he'd be present at the meeting. Jean
did not pian on ietting Steve go ttirougti this alone, no matter how many protests Mr.
Diazi put up and she was tuiiy prepare(i to piay hardball.

She'd called Leo as well. He had airea(iy sent a iengtiiy Email loaciz, expiaining how
Steve was responsibie for saving his (iaugiiter's iite, and how he was shocked and appaue(i
to hear that the wolf was iJeing expeiieci. She didn't know how much it'd tleip, but it
couldn't hurt.

Everyttiing was set in motion. Yohni would be present at the meeting as well. Gabrielle
had wanted to, but the vixen had argue(i that Gabrielle's temper migtit make tiiings
harder on Steve. Reiuctantiy, Gabrielle had been forced to agree. Jean was better when
faced with stupidity. She didn't get angry, demeaning or patronizing. She simpiy (iug in
her heels and held firm. It was a trick Gabrielle had never reaﬂy picieect up on, and for
once, she admitted that iosing her temper would oniy increase the probiem.

Steve was shell shocked, for lack of a better word. Charles was oniy marginaiiy more
coherent. Even ttlougil he hadn't actuaiiy been trained t)y Coach Larsen, there was t)areiy
a male student at UHS who didn't respect the equine. Most of them looked up to her
and quite a few of them were secretiy quite scared of her. None of them would ever admit
to tiaving a crush on the football coach. It wasn't advisable in any case. And now she was
dead. Charles and Steve were both (ieepiy attecte(i, and while Frances was a little more

coherent, Sile dld iOOlQ iiiee someone had smacize(i 1161' aroun(i as WeH

In short, Jean had to pretty much deal with all of this on her own. She was wiiiing to do
so, but the panic that uncieriay the tension both Steve and her own children cieariy felt,
was hard to do anyttiing about. All she could do was to tell tiiem, over and over again,
that she would not let Mr. Diazi get away with expeiiing Steve without a tigtit.

The way Jean saw tiiis, it was an open-and-ciose case. Mr. Diazi and the School Board
had agreeol to allow Steve to stay in school on two conditions. Not on three. The two



conditions were that Steve 1eep’c a B-average in all classes, which in itself was pretty
harsh, and secon(ﬂy, that he made the football team. There was no clause anywhere
saying that the football team had to be trained Ly Coach Larsen, and she intended to
remind them of this. She had been told that the equine had said she would only train
UHS for one more year anyway, and that she s’caye(l exclusively because of the deal with
Steve. Since Steve was now a junior, he had two years left of his High School education
in any case. Would the board simply have waited a year for Coach Larsen to leave and
then expel him? Tt was a legi’cima’ce question and one she intended to put to their faces

the fouowing day.
"Steve.. .Frances, Charles, come over here," she said and sat down by the kitchen table.

She waited for the children to sit down as well. They looked at her, as if hoping she
somehow had the magical answer to all that was going on. Jean, sa(ﬂy, knew she did not.
However, she did know she had to be tough the £ollowing day, and that Jcoughness may
well start righ’c then and there.

"Sure Mom..." Frances said and looked expectantly at the vixen as she sat down as the
last one. "Do you know how to fix this then?"

Jean shook her head. "T can't promise you that. But I can promise you I go there
tomorrow and I'll tear Mr. Diazi a new one...in the most polite, cliplomatic and civilized

way imaginable."
Charles smiled wealzly. "Oh no, Mom's getting civilized. Run to the hills."

"Thank you, Charles, but I'm quite serious about this. I'm not going to lower myself to
the level of a shouting match. I'm not going to resort to name-caﬂing or finger-pointing .
It accomplishes nothing and Steve's situation would be equaﬂy hard. T do have a question
I need you to answer for me, Steve, and I have to ask you to think very carefuﬂy about

your answer, because a lot might clepen(l on it."
"Sure Mrs. Lopez."

Jean chuckled. "First of aH, call me Jean. If you're going to live two years or more in
this house while caﬂing me Mrs. Lopez, I'l go nuts. Secon(ﬂy, I need you to tell me how
much support you've got with the rest of the football team. Would any of them, apart
from Kale, stand up for you?"

Steve did as he was asked and gave it some serious thought. Finaﬂy, he nodded. "Yeah,
at least Pablo would. And I think four or five of the others would too."



"Then I need you to tell Charlie who those four or five others are, so he can inform
them tomorrow about what's going on. [ don't know how much difference they can malze,
if any, but we could use all the support we can get," Jean went on. Sighing, she put her
arms on the table and leaned forward a 1ittle, supporting her self on her elbows as she
looked at her own children.

They both perlzed up their ears and looked back at their mother with a worried

expression on their face.

"As for you two..." Jean said. "If Mr. Diazi and the board won't change their approach
to ’chis, I'l be 1oolzing for another school in the area for you to transfer to, right along
with Steve. I know it sucks. I know it's grossly unfair and I know I'm mean and evil for
talzing you away from your classmates and friends...but if that's how they’H treat Steve,
I'll not only transfer you to another school, but I'll make sure my superior’s at work are
told the full and comple’ce story of what has happened over this summer holiday. They
might take a dim view of University High School's board, once they know what Steve's

(lone to (leserve a secon(l chance."

Both Charles and Frances nodded, and both swallowed hard. Transferring schools was a

nasty prospect. UHS was Jche Lest school in the entire area ancl no matter What SChOOl
they ended up at, it'd result in a clrop in standards.

"What about Kale?" Charles asked. "He's gotta be told about this."

"Don't worry. I'll make sure he gets told. I wouldn't be surprise(l if he'd transfer along
with you, if it comes to tha’c, but o]aviously, that's not for me to decide. But this is
serious, kids. It's about more than Steve's situation too, if you think about it," the vixen
said and looked at the wolf across the table.

Steve frowned and tried to figure out what she meant. "How do you reckon?" he asked.

Jean leaned back in her seat a bit. She'd have to get started on some kind of dinner
once she'd explained all this to the children, but she wasn't sure if anyone felt particularly
hungry. "If the board gets away with this, they can run out on any deal they make with
any student at any time from now on. They will give themselves permission to ar]oitrarily
break any deal with one or two clay's notice. Neither you, nor your classmates, nor any
other kid at that school now or at any time in the future, can feel Jchey can make an
agreement with Mr. Diazi or the board that they can trust," she started. She got up to
get started on some kind of £ood, but she lzept explaining , "But conversely, a student
maleing such a deal would have to lzeep his side of it or suffer the consequences. That's
not right. I realize that the board and the principal have to hold the last say at school. Of



course t}ley do. But there is something profouncﬂy anti-democratic in the board giving
itself permission to run out on any brokered agreement, and the way I see it, education
should first and foremost be a means ]:)y which to school children and young furs in the
way society works. I won't have my children Jcaugh’c that larealeing deals is accepta]ole. And
fur’c}lermore, while I never knew Coach Larsen, I did know her reputation. No parent

with children at UHS didn't. And if they do break this deal, they'ﬂ be dishonoring her

n
memory.

Steve shuddered at the thought of anyone (loing that. "I hope for their sake that Coach

Larsen does rest in piece. ..0r she'u I)e loaclz to haunt them."

"Good God," Charles mumbled. "Can you imagine? Qrdinary ghosts rattle chains and
go l)ump in the night. Coach Larsen's ghost hauls a sack of footballs around, using it to
hit those who Wronged her! Force twelve."

Jean was about to say some’ching, but stoppecl. The mental image Charles had just
conjured up in her head was hilarious, and c[espite the seriousness of the situation, she

couldn't help but 1aug11 so{'tly. She took out some potatoes and started peeling them by
the sinlz, shaleing her head.

"Knowing the Coach," Frances sai(l, calmly, "she'd prol)al)ly be a lot less nice about it.
She'd pro})alaly end up Walzing up the board members at night, just L)y staring at them,
arms crossed over her chest. She wouldn't even spealz. She'd just be looleing at them."

Charles Visiloly shuddered and his eyes Letraye(l a moment of terror at the image.
"Thanks Sis, now I won't sleep properly for a week!" he complained. "That's an a]osolutely
horrifying image. The Ghos’cly Coach. ..staring at you clisapprovingly?"

"Alright kicls, enough with the ghost-s’cories. Jeez, you'cl think you were at a cub-scout
jamboree or something , teHing stories like that across the campfire to scare the kids half
to death before nightfaﬂ. Charles, set the table. Frances, get started on the salad please
and Steve, I'll entrust you with the chicken in the fridge."

Frances brolze outin a ]:)ig smile. "Well...that means you’re ogiciaﬂy an accepted part
of the family. Mom trusting you with the meat for dinner is a ]oig deal around here," she
said and winked at Steve.

The wolf did manage a thin, worried smile as he got up and got the chicken.

#HH#H#



Kalen was sitting on the football field. He'd spent a lot of time crying, but by now, he
just didn't have more tears to shed. He was holding a football in his paws, and he wanted
nothing more than to throw it, but he couldn't. Not yet. [t was much too soon after the
shoo’cing . The bullet had fuﬂy entered his body and done some serious muscle-damage,
after all. Throwing a ball around this soon would not only be inviting internal Meeding.
It'd pretty much guarantee it.

The field was empty, at present. It was early evening, and 1ong shadows had slowly
started creeping out from the goal-posts. They looked like giant tuning forlzs, drawn on
the grass with black ink.

Kalen felt like he'd lost a part of himself. However stupi(l it migh’c sound when he
thought about it. The Coach had ’caught him how to play. She'd been a good friend and a

goocl guide in a lot of life's aspects. And now she was gone.

Someone else would be shouting commands to the players on the field. Knowing the
mentali’cy for competitiveness prevailing at UHS, it would certainly be someone highly
qualiﬁed. Pro]aal)ly even someone who once played at the couegiate level in the Big Ten
or something similar. From a pure foothall perspective, it would probably even be a better

coach Jchan Coach Larsen.
But there Would never Zae ano’cher Coach Larsen...

Kalen hung his head and ﬂipped the ball over between his fingers. He was sitting right
in the middle of the £ie1(1, on the fiﬁy yarcl line.

Thinlzing.
"Hey. L

He was snappecl out of it })y Dina's voice and he looked over his shoulder. There was
prol)al)ly no sight in the world he would have welcomed more at that time, and he
scrambled to get up.

The squirrel shook her head and motioned for him to remain seated. Then she sat down
next to him, pulling her knees up and loolzing at him. "Your mothers called me...told me
what had happened and where you’d gone. They said you could prol)a]oly use a little

n
company.

"Yeah..." he said and sighed, 1oolzing at the football again, "I just can't grasp that she's
dead..."



Dina reached out and put her arms around the equine, and Kalen let himself be
embraced without complaint. He needed it.

"Want to talk about it?"
"Yeah. I just don't know how to start..."

Dina nodded. "What happened. Lo

"The fur I spolze to on the phone was very polite. I don't think he reaﬂy wanted to tell
me all the details but I 12ept aslzing | reaﬂy had to know..." Kalen started explaining.
Then he stoppecl and took a oleep breath.

"You don't have to say it if it's too hard to do..." Dina reassured him.

Kalen shook his head. "I want to, ’chough. She'd hoppecl on her motorcycle and gone off
for her vacation. I think the fur who called was a friend of hers. He said he'd found the
phone-num]oers for everyone on the team in her sadcue]oags along with a list of drills she
wanted us to do while she was gone. He'd called me first since I was listed as the starting
quarterl)aclz. He said...she'd been near his home, and due to arrive any minute.. .when a
group of high school kids had torpedoecl her in their car. The cops had said she had tried
to avoid getting hit but she never stood a chance. The bike had been totaled. They found
individual bits of it more than two hundred yards away, Dina..."

The squirrel blinked and swaﬂowecl, imagining the cataclysmic force of the collision. Tt
wasn't a pretty mental image and she tried to tear herself away from it. "Oh my God..."
she whispered.

"She'd been hurled over the car, through the windscreen of the convertible the kids had
been driving , along with the gas tank and part of the front of the bike. Those bits had
killed some of the kids in the car. Coach Larsen got hit ]oy the same motorcycle parts
when she landed. The fur on the p}lone wouldn't tell me any more details. He just said
she died instantly. ..she never felt a thing."

"Why didn't the car avoid her? I mean..."

"They were drunlz, Dina. There were beer-cans littered all over the floor of the car. The
bloodwork on the corpses showed they’d been completely blitzed. The survivors were
drunk off their tails too. They l)arely realized what had happened, in fact. I think Jchey

were so gone they didn't realize that it wasn't some stupid computer game or something. I

don"c 12now. All T lznow is that she's dead..."



Dina hugge(l her boyfriencl a little closer. A little tig}l’cer. "What was her name, Ly the

way? | mean...everyone just called her 'Coach Larsen'. Didn't she have a first name?"

Kalen leaned into the hug and rested against Dina, fincling a goocl deal of comfort in
simply being close to her. "We used to take bets on that. Tried to figure it out. We had
furs snealeing peelzs at paperworle in the principals office...I know Tyler. ..one of our
safeties...once got himself sent to the office just so he could try to whittle Coach Larsen's
first name out of Mr. Diazi. He failed and got two detentions instead."

"Mr. Diazi never told anyone?" Dina aslee(]., incredulously.

Kalen shook his head. "Nope. She never introduced herself l)y any other name either.
She'd get grossly offended if parents called her 'miss Larsen' for instance. She said her
title was 'Coach' and that she expecte(l even the parents to respect the work she put into
the team, ]oy using that."

Smiling a lit’cle, Dina shook her head. "She reauy was an odd]oaﬂ, you know tha’c, don't
you? I mean that in the best way but I did get to meet her that nigh’c at Zig Zag's and

James' house, and now you're teﬂing me this?"

Kalen smiled and nodded. "She was. I told her so frequently. She was just.. .reaﬂy

unique, | think."

Dina fell silent for a While, 1et’cing that statement stand ]Jy itself. Finaﬂy, she took a
deep breath and continued. "The fur you spolze to...was he going to call the rest of the
team?" she asked.

"Yeah. He sai(l he was going to call the team before caHing the school i’cself. He said he
thought it was laest if we got told one by one rather than getting it en masse tomorrow at
school. You'd think he knew Mr. Diazi's ways of cloing ’chings. S

”HOW ClO you mean?"

"They're going to expel Steve anyway. Now that Coach Larsen is gone, they don't feel
obligated to honor her agreement with him."

"You're Li(jciing. .." Dina said before she could stop herself.
Kalen shook his head. "T don't think I'm capable of 12idding today. .

Dina felt like biting her tongue, but nodded. "T don't blame you. I'm sorry...I shouldn't
have used that expression."



"I wonder what will happen now. With Steve...and the team...and every’ching else.”

"You lznow, Kale...I think this entire summer is going to stay with you for the rest of

your life..."

Kalen chuckled and nodded. ”Tha’c's for sure. How often cloes one experience all the
things we (li(l, over the space of a few months?"

Dina's smile was slightly crooked as she shrugged and got more comfortable with the
equine. It was a nice, warm evening. The football field was in pristine condition and there
wasn't a cloud in the slzy. Somewhere in the laaclzground, someone was cutting their grass
with an electric lawnmower. A few cars drove l)y, but mostly, it was a very quiet evening,
&espi’ce this ]Jeing San Francisco. If the occasion hadn't been so serious, this would've
been a wonderful evening and she'd have loved to spen(l it with Kalen, sitting here on the
football field, just cha’cting.

She still wanted to spencl the evening with him, but for different reasons entirely. He
needed someone to talk to. Someone apart from his parents. She could rela’ce, in a way.

It was difficult to talk about an adult role-model with one's parents, sometimes.
"Not of'ten," she ﬁnaﬂy answered. "I'd say once in a lifetime...if you're luclzy."

Kalen nodded. He'd thought much the same thing himself. He was about to speale up
again when he saw two of his team-mates come Wauzing across the endzone. They looked
like they too had received the bad news.

He looked at Dina and smiled a little. She kissed his brow and returned the smile. No

doubt the entire team would end up ga’chering. Somehow, it seemed the only fitting
thing. ..

#HAH#

Colton sat down. ]ulia had just Lrought out some fresh orange juice and across the
ta]ole, Yohni and Gabrielle were trying to look like they were relaxing. Neither of them
were doing a very good jo]:), but Colton didn't hold it against them. He knew what was
upsetting them. Tt wasn't that t}ley felt ill at ease in his home...in fact they were regular
guests.. but the situation at school was causing them both some serious concern. He had
to say he agreecl. He was glacl the two femmes wanted his opinion on this, since he knew
they could make their decisions without aslzing him, but that would have been quite
unlike them. They normaﬂy always involved him in important decisions and he was
gra’ceful for it. ]ulia's advice had even been followed once or twice. But as they sat there,



it was obvious to Colton that at least Gabrielle had decided on a course of action alreacly,
and quite hlzely, Yohni backed her up. He wasn't sure what they had decided on, but he

would at least voice his opinion.

"Alright, so what is this t}ling about Kalen possibly switching schools?" Julia asked,
trying to break the ice.

Gabrielle started to explain. Colton nodded and listened. He agreecl with Kalens
mothers and he was happy for that. He didn't want to (lisagree with them on something
this important. If the school board insisted on expeﬂing Steve Wulf, Kalen would be
swi’cching schools, and now that Steve had moved in with Jean and Esteban Lopez,
Gabrielle and Yohni had agreecl to let Kalen start at whatever school the Lopez—children
and Steve got sent to. Again, Colton had to agree. He didn't know Jean or Esteban very
Weu, though he had met them a number of times , obviously, but ]ean was an educated,
highly in’ceﬂigent fur and he was certain that whatever school she chose to send her kids
to would be quite aclequate in every respect. And £urthermore, Kalen wouldn't be alone if
he started there at the same time as his best friends.

"What about foot]oaﬂ, though?” ]ulia asked. "You know how much that means to
Kale..."

Again, Colton nodded. This was true, and ]ulia's question was 1egitima’ce even if the
answer was obvious. It was something that needed to be addressed. Colton would be very,
very upset if he had no way of playing ball once his wounds were healed. However, having
just taken one team to a televisecl, national championship was probably a pretty goocl way
of malzing sure he'd get to play wherever he went.

"T can't think of many schools without a football program that I'd send Kalen to
anyway," Yohni said and shrugged. "UHS isn't the only goocl High School in the San
Fran area. He'll get to play, no doubt about it. But franlzly, his education has to come
first and I wouldn't want him to get that education at a school where they teach the
students that it's alright to renege on a deal under conditions like these. It's extremely

immoral and T won't just sit here and let it happen."

Colton nodded and ran a paw through his hair. "He told me about this coach of his

once in a while...sounds like she was something else."

Gabrielle tried to leeep a s’craig}lt face without much success. "That's putting it rnil(ﬂy.
The thing is, Kalen doesn't realize this , but I know how much she meant to him. She
was the first adult he'd ask if he felt he couldn't ask his family. ..meaning the four of us



and Jean and Esteban. And some things, we all 12now, you can't talk to your family
about."

Sniclzering, Colton nodded. "T remember how that was..."

"I think we all do," Julia said and nodded. "Tt's part of growing up and it was goocl that
he had someone like her. Kale is a prodigy. .1 know you don't like the word, Ga]a]ay, but
he is. He needs adults to help him cope with that mind of his. It can't always be easy."

Shalzing her head, Gabrielle leaned back in her seat and ran her paws over her face in a
weary gesture. "[t's not the word 'procligy' as such, ]ulia. .it's the implica’cions of that
word. It's the pressure it puts on him. We all know he's Lrighter than any of us sitting
here. We all know he's a natural 1ea(1er, an athletic super—talent and a straight A-student
who will eventuaﬂy be clrowning in scholarship—offers from all kinds of coﬂeges, including
pro]oably one or two Ivy League—places. ..that's not the point. The point is that the word
'procligy' places the expectation on his shoulders that he must live up to his absolute
maximum poten’cial. And all T want for my son is for him to be happy. If he's happy
throwing a football around, I don't care if he could've come up with a Nobel Prize in
literature or if he could've ended up l)eing the most highly paid surgeon in the United
States...I just want him to be lzappy."

Again, ]ulia nodded. "I think that's very commendable. . .honestly, Ga]o]oy, but he isn't
here, and you know me well enough to know I'd never put any kind of pressure on him to
pursue any kind of career except the one he wants to pursue himself. T just can't think of
another term that describes him."

Yohni nodded and smiled. ”Weu, for what it's WOI’th, I think he's a prodigy too. And I

know Gal)l)y does the same, but we just never use the word around him. I don't think he
thinks about himself in those terms either."

Grinning Wi(lely, Colton leaned back. "Of course not, he's inherited my deep, natural
humﬂi’cy, after aH," he said.

A deep, deafening silence fell across the table.

Finaﬂy, Gabrielle reached out across the table and moclz-slappecl Colton across the
muzzle. "Bad stallion! No carrot for you!"

Colton oluti{-uuy looked al)solutely crestfaﬂen, even shooting out his bottom lip ina
huge, trembling pout. ]ulia groaned and rolled her eyes at the sight, trying not to 1aug}1

out 1011(1.



Yohni cleared her throat and managed not to giggle. "At least we're all in agreement?"

"We are," Gabrielle said and sat down. "Once Jean calls tomorrow to let us know how

the meeting went, we'll know if it even becomes an issue. But I wouldn't put it past Mr.
Diazi to be a righ’c, rank ass about this."

"No fair on clonleeys, that one..." Yohni commented, dryly "But I know what you

n
mean.

"I wasn't re£erring to donlzeys but to the gluteus maximus, Yohni," Gabrielle said and

sipped from her glass of cold orange juice, finaﬂy remembering it was there.

Colton looked con£usec[. "The wha’ceus huhximus?" he aslzecl.
"Your backside, Love," Julia chuckled. "The muscles on which you sit."

"[ sit on a chair!" Colton stated, fervently, nodding and putting his paws behind his
neck in a smug look of infinite and complete superiority on his face.

His wife reached out and moclz-slapped him across the neck. "There goes your sugar-
lump ration too!" she said.

Colton returned to 1oolzing crestfallen. ..



