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				Before







Coach Primley

				
	These kids are about to pass into a world outside the womb. Even if they stay cooped up in this town, they’ll filter through community college on the way to a soulless job, via Dairy Queen and family trauma avenue. For the players on my varsity team, high school might be the highest high they ever taste. When I was their age, I didn’t care about anything but game day and the Sunday meal after church. How can I change the course of their lives with one little speech?

	They sit there and look at me from the gymnasium stands. I’ve smelled the same floor varnish my whole thirty years here. Perhaps I should just tell them the ultimate secret to gaining respect — being right and saying the same thing every year.

	There will be other kids, but after this, I’ll be a ghost — no more than a faded photo and an empty trophy cabinet. When my speech gets going, those thirty years will be the ones talking, not me. I make out like it’s off the cuff, but I rehearsed more times than I shot the ball through the hoop. What is a man with no job, no kids, no wife? That’s actually the first line on the paper in my pocket.

	I stand behind the principal. I’m so close I can smell the bullshit as he thanks the staff members one by one. We get that every year instead of a pay rise. His voice drones on like some bad actor in a teen movie. If he was on my team, I’d run the lies out of him.

	There’s an alchemy to being liked. You’ve got to give up caring. Act aloof, but always be listening. You have to be one of them, even though when you were their age, the Internet didn’t exist. You have to remember you were the same and forget the teammates who are broke, crippled, or dead. You have to forgive yourself for ruining a college coaching career because you gave up two of your players for doping. That’s in the speech too. My mouth goes dry, just like it did at Marta’s funeral. The school board forced me back after less than a month even though I could barely see the next minute in front of me.

	I clear my throat and it echoes around the gym. Ten seconds to game time.

	When I think about it, life is kind of like a game clock, with a couple of time-outs and just a few seconds to celebrate. Sometimes you foul out even when it ain’t your fault.

	I breathe in the court one last time and catch the scent of game day against our rivals, the Timberwolves. Those days I wake up and drive through the woodland roads for an hour to calm my mind.

	Then Principal Joyce says, “Give a hand to your coach Primley,” like I’ll always belong to these kids.

	The whooping and shouting starts. Time to show them the gold extracted from thirty years of lessons. Make this one count, Primley. Then be a ghost.








Kyle Radley

				
	Coach is a better father to me than my old man was. Primley drives me home after practice. Primley knows when to talk. This might be the last time I ever get to listen to his ‘Gatorade wisdom’.

	Mom said the penitentiary called last week. Roger was in the infirmary after an argument in the yard. Not to worry, they said. I told her I wasn’t worried, and we got into an argument.

	I’ll be out of this town before Roger gets out. Sucks for Mom.

	Hayley’s eyes meet mine. Same row, five seats down. She motions with her head. Bathroom.

	I try a shrug, but she jerks her head harder. It must be serious if she’s walking out during Primley’s big moment. Couldn’t we have talked during the academic speeches or the marching band? It was a one-time thing, but the look she gives me closes down the whole gym — no squeak of shoes on the floor, no traffic sounds through the high windows, no surgical lights, no noise from the bleachers.

	What am I going to tell her? Does she know about Jayden and me? On the team, Primley writes the tactics, and I just follow. No overthinking. All you have to do is run till you’re sick and hit the weights every day. How come nothing else in life works that way?

	Waiting for her to slip past O’Donahue at the door takes an age, but only half a minute passes on the clock. Imagine what five years feels like.

	After she’s gone, I stand up and follow her to the bathrooms.

				










Roger Radley

				
	When you get your ribs broken, the pain spreads fast. Every movement sends those little agony sergeants all over, up your back, into the base of your skull. But a man won’t let you take the only wealth he has left. He’ll die for it.

	They tell me my lawyer’s waiting. After that, it’s back to the cell. Two nights in the infirmary bed and one painkiller a day. You can’t fight back on one painkiller a day.

	Despite the silence on previous visiting days, I thought my son might call this time. How would that conversation go? “Kyle, your pop can’t talk today. He nearly got killed.” Maybe he thinks I’ll hand over the keys to the crypto ledgers to the state for a reduced sentence. Maybe he thinks basketball and girls are more important than building a legacy.

	The nurse helps me off the bed and signs me out.

	 “Don’t you send anybody else back here in return, now.”

	“Hey,” I say, “I’m a fraudster, not a mobster.”

	She smiles but doesn’t laugh. Maybe she doesn’t want to make me laugh ‘cause of the pain.

	Robertson collects me and marches me down to see the lawyer in the visiting room. If they send the youngest, weakest c/o, they’re calling you weak too. They tell you to ‘keep your head down’, but it’s impossible when you’re floating in a sea of trouble. Robertson’s heels tap-tap-tap all the way down the gray corridor. Each step hammers the dread.

	Catherine Schwarz is running my case. She’s a local type, went to a good college like me, and opened a business like me. We’re both not supposed to be here. Her last letter said she wasn’t hopeful of getting an appeal date. God knows how long ago that was. The weeks blend together here (until somebody introduces a pipe to your ribs to try and change your mind about the passwords, then time goes even slower).

	We reach the door, and I peer through the reinforced window pane. She’s at the table, head stooped, studying the piece of paper that probably contains four more years on it. I’ve done the math so many times. $1 million per year, maybe more. It has to be worth it.

	Roberts stuffs the key in the lock and opens the door. “Ten minutes,” he says.

	I doubt it will take her more than sixty seconds to crush any hope I have left.








				

Catherine Schwarz

				
	When he gets home, we’ll talk it out. It’ll be better this time. I’ll tell him about my afternoon meeting with the white-collar felon. He loves hearing other people’s bad news. We’ll sit on the couch, not in different rooms eating TV dinners, like last anniversary, or staring straight ahead, unable to meet each other’s eyes while a doctor explains what happened with the baby. That was the night our relationship died.

	It’s eight pm. One drink after work is the usual. He’s letting off steam is all. That’s the car now. Low-profile tires crush the driveway gravel.

	When he gets in, I won’t ask about his day. I’ll pretend the odors of Jack’s Grill don’t offend me. Catfish and scorched steak.

	When he comes in the door, I’ll open a bottle. That will brighten the mood. I’ll have a game running on the TV. It doesn’t matter which one. Mind-numbing statistics and the satisfying smack of bat on ball.

	When he sits down, glass in front of him, plus a big bowl of peanuts, I’ll tell him what happened in my client meeting at the prison.

	When there’s a break in the action, he’ll tell me about some lunatic at the bar getting into a skirmish with the police. “I gave him your number for the future,” he’ll say. Perhaps we’ll make vague plans for the weekend which might be canceled due to work commitments.

	We won’t talk about the time I nearly represented myself. After the shouting and open palms to the face, the fists to the ribs, and the apologies after. He was stressed.

	There will be no calls to my mother.

	We’ll eat spaghetti all’aglio. We’ll make love. We’ll make another baby. This one will take.

	His key rattles the lock.

	I look up and prepare my kindest smile.

	








[image: pelekinesis-logo]
					112 Harvard Ave #65

					Claremont, CA 91711 USA

					pelekinesis@gmail.com

					www.pelekinesis.com

	 












OEBPS/Images/pelekinesis-logo.png





OEBPS/Images/philip_charter-before_during_after-front_cover.jpg
PHILIP CHARTER










OEBPS/Images/pelekinesis-logo-2022.png






