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      What does Coach want this time?

      Jack walked slowly toward the state-of-the-art gym on campus where he’d be meeting his track coach. He passed the red brick college buildings dating back to 1895 and walked through the central square with students sprawled on the lawn in the spring sun.

      Clenching his fist he thought, Why can’t she stop interfering with my life and drop the touchy-feely stuff? I haven’t lost a race in two years, so why does she keep nosing into my life? Can’t she see I just want to be left alone?

      It had been two years since the car accident and Coach Sulli kept trying to get him to deal with his feelings over what happened. Jack always countered with a cocky, “I’m doing alright, aren’t I?” as she looked at him with concern in her steely gray eyes.

      A junior, he had the highest ranking of any runner in the country. With only one year left before he’d get his degree, he just wanted to get it over with without dealing with the feelings that he kept locked up tight.

      She probably won’t drop it, no matter what I say.

      As he opened the doors of the new gym, he thought about how he was going to miss this gleaming facility. Not long after the accident, an anonymous alumni donated funds to build the gym, the track, and even more money for athletic scholarships. People said the college was lucky, but Jack had always thought somehow it was meant to keep him in school after the accident.

      Coach Sulli’s office door was at the end of the hall of trophies. She had won dozens by herself and while on a relay team. One of the best middle-distance runners in the world in her day, no woman in the history of the college had matched any of Sulli’s times. At forty-six, Sulli was the fastest woman in the world in master’s track and field running in the 800m and 1500m. Heck, Sulli could still outrun every girl on the team.

      Sulli’s door was always open, that is unless someone was getting a butt chewing. And Jack had his share of those closed-door motivational meetings over the years with Sulli.

      He stepped into the doorway, paused, and said, “Hi Coach.”

      “Hi Jack,” Sulli responded without looking up from her paperwork. “Close the door and take a seat, will you?” She looked up, “You know why I called you here today, don’t you?” Then she added, “And, by the way, Happy Birthday!”

      Somehow Sulli managed to keep track of the details of her runners’ lives. He hesitated, and then quietly said, “Thanks. An uh, you want me to feel my feelings and contact my relatives, right?”

      A smile wrinkled the corner of her eyes. “That’s right, but this year I’m asking even more.”

      “What more could you be asking for?”

      Sulli caught and held Jack’s eye for the first time since he entered her office. Her tone belonged to a typical, no-nonsense coach, but her eyes betrayed a softness and deep empathy toward Jack. Sometimes, Jack felt Sulli was the mom he needed for support and understanding. She had always helped him through his low times, and today she was probably going to try to make him feel better.

      “Jack,” Sulli began with a brisk tone to her voice. “You have run another great season, but your heart is not in it. You only run to win. You never push yourself except in practice.”

      She must have seen his face close up because Sulli added, “Do not give me that look. I know you have not lost a race since the accident, but you have not had your mind on any race since then either. All you do is go to school and run. Jack, you are running three workouts a day, seven days a week, with no breaks, and you have been doing that since the accident. Yes, I know you have won every race, but you do not race, you just win.”

      Jack opened his mouth to answer her, but Sulli held her hand up to stop him before he got a word out. “Jack, you are the best runner the country has ever seen, but you run without a soul. You do not show your feelings at all when you run. The team is worried about you, and it affects them more than you know. Your attitude brings people around you down, even when you win.

      “I remember your passion for running when you were in high school and your first year here before the accident. You used to be excited every time you ran, regardless of whether it was a race or a workout. That Jack is not showing up anymore.”

      Jack just looked at her through lifeless eyes. He knew very well what she was talking about.

      “I have spoken to Doc Mayo about this, and we have decided on a plan of action for you. You need a break from school and running.”

      Jack stood up, gripping the back of his chair briefly before beginning to pace back and forth.

      Coach Sulli watched him, then said, “As you know, your lawyer has been trying to contact you for weeks. Finally, he called me to make sure you did not miss the important meeting today. As soon as you leave my office, you are going to Doc Mayo’s office for a talk, and then she is driving you to your family house to meet with your lawyer. We will not take no for an answer this time, and you will follow our directions for the summer. To make sure you go home, I am forbidding you from being on school property for the summer. You cannot train here at school and will stay off campus until the fall semester starts,” Sulli said.

      “Yes, cross country begins in three months, so you’d better produce a suitable alternative. I expect you to follow everything Doc Mayo and I have planned. Failure to follow our orders, and yes, they are orders, will result in your suspension from cross-country and track next season.”

      He finally erupted like a tightly coiled spring. “That’s not right!” Jack shouted in a voice that could be heard down the hall. “What’s the big deal? Why should I have to jump through hoops just to feel sad? How I feel is my business.”

      Sulli quickly answered, her pitch lowered to try to calm him. “I know this sounds rough, but it is for your good and the good of the team. Do not ask again, because no, you do not have a choice in the matter. Before you try to argue with me, take off for Doc Mayo’s office, and I mean now!”

      “But Coach . . .”

      “No buts, Jack. I really care about you, but I’m tired of watching you live a hollow life. You are not helping the team even though you win every race you enter because everyone sees how hurt you are. Your lack of emotion affects them, their ability to train, and how well they compete. We want you to come back, but as a whole person, not just a fast runner. I want the excited kid I first met three years ago back. If you cannot do it for yourself, then do it for the team.”

      Jack couldn’t think of one thing to say that would change anything. Reluctantly, he said, “OK, I will talk to Doc Mayo, but I am not happy.” Then he remembered the meeting with the lawyer, and worried there might be a legal issue, tentatively, he asked, “Do you know what the lawyer wants?”

      “Do not have a clue,” Sulli said, “but he really was adamant about seeing you today. I would guess now that you are twenty-one it has something to do with your parents’ estate, but I don’t know for sure.”

      As Jack was turning to leave, Coach Sulli called his name. Jack turned and saw as Coach Sulli pulled something out of her desk, stood up, and handed Jack a small box with a smile, “Open it.”

      Inside, Jack found a cool, expensive-looking watch with a techno look. Jack stared at it, he’d never seen anything like it before.

      Sulli laughed and said, “Try it on for size.”

      As Jack was putting the watch on, Sulli explained about the company that had asked her to give it to him. They wanted him to evaluate it privately and off-season before it was introduced to the public. They had passed on the instruction that he shouldn’t even talk to anyone about the watch. In return for him testing it, the company would pledge to give every athlete in the college one. Sulli finished, asking Jack, “Do you want to try it out?”

      “Heck yes, I will! My watch is old, and this one looks like it can do about everything but cook.”

      Sulli laughed and said there was a booklet that explained how it worked, but the company rep explained it worked like normal watches, so it would be easy to use. It had everything every other top-running GPS watches had, except its battery lasted for years without charging. The watch was wafer thin and so light Jack could hardly feel it on his wrist. The watch face was large, and the display data was easy to read, but the weightlessness made him curious.

      “Thanks, Coach,” Jack said as he checked the watch, and walked out of her office with a smile on his face.
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      As Jack made his way to Doc Mayo’s office, he thought about all the time he had spent with her. He hated talking to Doc Mayo. She was able to look right through him, and he always found it hard to think around her. She started at the college right after the accident to help him adjust and never left. There was something familiar about her that he couldn’t put his finger on. It wasn’t that it was unpleasant talking to her, but she was another one who always wanted him to connect with his feelings.

      As he walked, glancing down at his shiny timepiece again, Jack tried to figure out why it was he could not seem to identify any of his feelings about the accident. Doc Mayo was easy to talk to, and Jack knew that, unlike him, his teammates really connected with her. She was one of the best sports psychologists, but he just couldn’t seem to open up to her about the accident.

      If it were not for the Doc, my life would be simpler, Jack thought. At his appointments every few weeks, Doc Mayo tried to get him to open up about his feelings. The only feelings he had were why her black eyes and long dark hair made him stare.

      Suddenly, Jack stopped walking and smiled. Maybe Doc Mayo reminded him of Michelle! That’s why he couldn’t talk to her. Though he missed Michelle in the worst way, for reasons he didn’t understand, he could not seem to muster up the courage to see her or even call her. Doc Mayo wouldn’t understand, but he had worked his whole life to control his competitive feelings, and now the doc wanted him to be a sissy, bleeding heart with feelings coming out his ears.

      Crap, what am I in for now? Jack wondered as he reached her building. As always Jack let himself into Doc Mayo’s office. Today he said, “Hi Doc. Did you want to see me?”

      “You know well enough I do, young man,” she said. She always called him “young man”, and she couldn’t be more than ten years older than him. Damn, her intense black eyes immediately drew him right in and made him feel like she was definitely in control.

      As Jack looked at the Doc, he thought, Yes, her eyes remind me of Michelle’s. He’d never really thought about it until now, but Michelle looked Native American, except her eyes were green, instead of black like Doc’s. Jack had grown up in the Native American culture, where black eyes were predominant, green rarer.

      How could he have known Michelle for years and just now realized she looked Native American? Jack thought Michelle was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.

      Maybe she really is Native. Maybe that was why his Uncle Mick had kept her around so long, smiling at the thought. Mick was always helping other tribal members. He really needed to go see Michelle after finishing with the lawyer. No way Michelle is Native American, or Uncle Mick would have bragged about it. He was always bragging about how Natives were the best humans in the world.

      I can’t believe I haven’t called her once, let alone visited her for two years. Michelle is going to kick my butt when she sees me . . . if she is still there. What reason could she have for staying on after Mick’s death? Oh my God, what if she’s left, and I can’t find her?

      Doc Mayo interrupted Jack’s thoughts of Michelle by saying, “Jack it looks like this is the end of your avoidance road. I have tried talking to you nicely for the last two years, and you would not open up to me at all.”

      “So, what makes you think anything has changed now?”

      “OK, Lobo, enough banter. Sit down and let’s go over the plan.”

      As Doc Mayo’s eyes seemed to bore right into his soul as Jack thought, Wait, did she just call me Lobo? Why was she using that name? She had never done that before . . . Worse yet, she sounded just like his uncle Mick when he was trying to get Jack to listen.

      “Jack, I know Coach Sulli told you a little bit about what we are expecting of you, but not everything. As we both know, two years ago today you experienced a terrible personal blow with the accident that took the lives of your family. You have avoided dealing with any part of the accident. You’ve hidden out from the world, and your remaining family and friends.

      “Sulli and I have talked. We’ve decided it is time to push you in the right direction. First, you need to get away from school. It’s time you went back to your house even if just for this meeting. You also need to step back into your old life for a while, to take care of this unfinished family business with your lawyer.”

      Jack hung his head, avoiding her direct look. “This really sucks, Doc.”

      “Jack, please understand, we are not trying to hurt you by making you face up to your responsibilities. If you do not do these things for yourself, you will never heal, and you will continue to hide from life. As a result, you will not be able to reach your full potential, and you will not run the way you want to. What we are asking of you is going to make your life better. We have some ideas of what we think you should do while you are away from school, but you can decide for yourself after we speak with the lawyer.

      “First, go over the outline of what I think you should do over the next three months, and then we are going to your family house to meet with your lawyer. You have not set foot in that house since the accident. It’s time for you to meet those demons head-on.”

      Doc Mayo looked at Jack who still had his head lowered, and continued, her voice steady and kind. “That’s why I am going with you to the house, Jack. I know you are serious, as always, about your summer classes. As you will soon see, I pulled strings to allow you to take a special class off campus. Consider this class your reward.”

      At the word “reward” Jack lifted his head to see Doc Mayo was looking at him with a smile.

      “You are registered for an individual contract class that will allow you to do all your work away from campus and turn the paperwork in at the end of the summer. It is a pass-fail class, so no worry about your straight A’s even if you lay out in the sun for the summer doing nothing—although I doubt that will happen,” Doc Mayo said.

      “Right now, I want you to go to your dorm room and gather everything you will need for the next three months. Coach Sulli and I are not kidding when we say you are not to return until the first day of fall classes. We told the other athletes you will be gone for the summer and will not return until the first day of school. That also means no early-season cross-country practices. They know you and trust you will be there for practice the first day of school—no sooner—so don’t worry about them.

      “By the way, I heard some are saying they might have a chance to beat you if you take the summer off. See, Lobo, your being away for the summer is already showing healthier behavior from your teammates.”

      There goes my nickname again. Why does she keep calling me Lobo?

      Doc Mayo continued, seemingly pleased with the situation. “I assume you will want to bring all your running gear and personal items. As for the rest of what you should bring, you must figure that out for yourself.” Doc Mayo handed Jack a packet, “Here is the summer class we picked for you. I am sure you will love it.”

      “Only one class?” he asked, his eyebrows raised.

      She smiled, “You heard right. One class, but it has the credits of a full load.”

      Jack looked down at the front cover sheet that read “Advanced Gene Theories of Humanoids and Diverse Animals of the Pacific Northwest.” All right, he thought. At least his summer class work was going to be interesting.

      “OK, Lobo, head out of here and go gather your things. I’ll pick you up in front of your dorm in an hour. Do not even think of hiding because I will find your sorry butt.”

      As Jack walked away the name Lobo reverberated in his head. Why now, of all times, would Doc Mayo start calling him Lobo? She knew of his nickname—it was in his files—but had never used it before. Weird, but who could figure Doc Mayo out?

      As he headed back toward the dorm, he was thinking about the summer class they picked.

      How had they convinced Dr. Ellis to agree to that class? Jack had tried to get permission to do an independent study on that subject for the past two years. Doc Ellis always said that area of study was not based on true science. A scientist needed grounding in the real world.

      Jack, growing up in the Native American culture, knew his studies during and after college were not going to follow normal Western scientific thoughts or directions. He wanted to study nature and how it managed to survive so well without humans helping.

      In his dorm room, Jack quickly sorted his clothes and gear and shoved them into totes. He stopped and looked around his stripped dorm room, thinking about the last two years and about this second disappointing track season. Sure, he had won every cross-country and track race, but Coach Sulli was right, he was running without heart. He knew it was time to quit screwing around. He needed to spend the summer training and try to find his reason for running again.

      As he hauled a tote and his gear to the elevator, Jack knew something was missing in his life. He really did not want to live through another emotionless season like he had just gone through. Coach Sulli was right and so was Doc Mayo. Though they had not said much with their words during the season, their eyes spoke volumes. He knew they cared.

      Jack knew he’d have to spend the summer working out harder than he had ever worked to reignite his passion for running again. The goal was to return to school in the fall with his head screwed on right, have the best cross-country season the college had ever seen, and follow that up with a fantastic track season. He had to make it up to the coaches and the team.

      The goal he kept in front of him was to make the Olympic team after he graduated. Jack knew if he continued to run the way he had run the last two years he would make the Olympic team, but he did not know if he would enjoy running in them the way he felt now.

      Something needs to change in my life—big time—so I can fall in love with running again.
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      Jack was a small-town boy in a big city college. His first year of college was a revelation. He learned about the real world in college but preferred his simpler small-town life.

      With only fifty students in his kindergarten through high school combined, coming to college was a shock to his system. Although he earned top grades, he found distractions everywhere.

      Growing up, he had been sheltered as his parents had been strict and strait-laced. They didn’t drink and didn’t allow him to date until his senior year in high school. With so few girls in his class, there wasn’t much choice, and he didn’t date a lot.

      He first met Michelle at Uncle Mick’s house and immediately had a crush on her. He wondered if it was what they call “love at first sight,” because from the moment he first laid eyes on her, he knew she was the one for him. She was the most incredible girl he had ever met, and he just hoped she would like a geek like him.

      During his first year at college, he encountered pot—which he had never seen before, let alone smelled back home. All you had to do was knock on a door in the frat house to score pot to smoke. Jack tried it once but decided, even though it was fun, it was not for him. He needed his lungs for running, and he wanted to do more than just sit on his butt playing video games.

      Beer and most anything else you wanted to drink was even easier to access. The three refrigerators in the kitchen were full of beer, wine, and mixers for the hard stuff in the bar. But Jack did not want to take a chance on screwing up his life by drinking. Mom, Dad, and Uncle Mick made sure he knew the risks. Mick really drummed into his head how it would mess up his running.

      Jack didn’t know what to think when Mick also used to tell him, “Your crazy, rare blond hair and blue eyes are a sign that you are destined to be the next great shaman after me.” Mick also used to tease him, saying, “No shaman in the history of our nation has ever drunk alcohol, and I’m not going to have you be the first.”

      Too bad I’m not Native American, or I could really be a shaman, Jack often thought. He wished he hadn’t been adopted. At an early age, his parents told him about his adoption. Life would have been so much simpler if he just had been Native American like Mom and Dad and his Uncle Mick.

      As Jack hauled another tote downstairs and a duffel bag, he thought about what he’d do next. Maybe the best way to train would be to go up into the mountains away from TV, the internet, girls, parties, and all the other college-life distractions.

      Maybe I
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