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The football didn’t hit him squarely in the head. It just sort of grazed his nose as it flew by eight-year-old Alex Miller.

The blood began to flow immediately. Alex tilted his head back and put his hand to his nose. When he removed the hand, it was covered in blood.

“Are you OK?”

It was Alex’s best friend, Ross. He was jogging toward Alex to see how bad the damage might be. The two had been friends long enough that Ross had seen these nosebleeds. It didn’t take a lot to start them.

“Hey, watch where you’re standing!”

Alex, blood still gushing from his nose, swung his head enough to see who was talking. He guessed correctly. Cody Gregerson was standing about 20 yards away, a smug look on his face.

Alex stared at Cody for a few seconds, trying to decide if he should respond.

“Let’s go get this cleaned up,” Ross interrupted. “Come on. Just ignore him.”

Cody had been the class bully for about as long as Alex and Ross could remember. He seemed fine in pre-kindergarten but the scare tactics began soon afterward. Cody had a small circle of friends that seemed to grow smaller as each school year passed.

Alex took one last look at Cody, who was now holding back laughter.

Again, he thought about charging the bigger Cody and then thought better of it. No one had ever actually challenged Cody to a fight, at least that anyone could remember. Of course, no one had ever seen Cody fight, either.

“Ignore him,” Ross repeated as he led Alex toward the restroom. As Alex reached to open the door to the school building, it swung open and there stood Mr. Counter.

“What happened to you, Alex?” he asked. He put his arm around Alex’s shoulder and repeated the question.

“What happened? You didn’t get in a fight did you?”

Mr. Counter was looking for an answer but he hadn’t lost his sense of humor. He knew that Alex Miller would be the last kid in the third grade who would get involved in a fight.

“No sir,” Alex managed. “I got hit in the nose with a football.”

“Aren’t you supposed to catch it?” Mr. Counter said with a grin.

“I never saw it until it hit me?” Alex said, glancing at Ross.

“Was it an accident?” Mr. Counter wanted to know.

Alex again looked at Ross.

“I think so,” Alex said. “I . . . mean . . . yes sir. It was an accident.”

“We think so, anyway,” Ross said.

“Cody?” Mr. Counter asked.

The two boys looked at each other a third time, wondering how their teacher could have guessed. He noticed their reaction.

“I don’t think he meant to do it,” Alex said.

“I’ll talk to him about it,” Mr. Counter said.

“I wish you wouldn’t,” Alex said quickly. “It really was an accident. He was just throwing the ball to someone and didn’t get it there. Ross and I were playing catch between them. We probably shouldn’t have been where we were.”

Mr. Counter slowly shook his head.

“Boys, I have all three of you in class for about six hours each day,” he said. “I see what goes on. Not just with you guys, but with all my students. It’s pretty easy to tell something has been going on.”

The three entered the restroom and Mr. Counter dampened some paper towels and placed them on Alex’s nose.

“We have a strict no-bullying policy, boys,” Mr. Counter said. “I want you to let me know if something happened.”
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Alex saw the paper resting on the edge of Cody’s desk after the students assembled back in class after the recess. He could only make out a few words of it, though, and he didn’t want to upset Cody by asking what it said on the paper.

Cody caught him looking.

“That’s about football! You don’t need to bother with it. You can’t even catch a football!” he almost shouted at Alex. Mr. Counter glanced in their direction but seemed to ignore what was being said.

“Sorry,” Alex said. “I was just wondering what it said. Can I look at it for a minute?”

“No, you cannot look at it!” Cody said through gritted teeth. “I told you it’s about football. You’re not tough enough to play football.”

Alex felt a poke in his back and turned.

“I know what it’s about,” Ross whispered. “I’ll tell you later. Don’t even talk to that guy if that’s how he’s going to be.”

“OK,” Alex whispered back.

Mr. Counter assigned the students a book to begin reading and divided the class into four groups. Fortunately, Alex and Ross were in the same group. Cody was put into the group which met on the other side of the room. Mr. Counter stopped by Alex as he was getting the students to begin the reading.

“Everything OK?” he asked.

“Sure. Why?” Alex responded.

“I noticed Cody getting a little upset earlier,” Mr. Counter said. “What was that all about?”

“It was nothing,” Alex said.

“No more bleeding?” Mr. Counter asked.

“No sir. I’m fine,” Alex said.

“Are you going to sign up to play football?” Mr. Counter changed the subject.

He had heard what was said, Alex realized.

“I didn’t know anything about it,” Alex said.

“I have some information to hand out at the end of the day,” Mr. Counter said. “It tells all about it. I guess Cody got one from somewhere else.”

He hesitated before walking away.

“Don’t let someone else decide what you’re going to do,” he said to Alex. “If you want to play football, then give it a shot. Don’t let Cody decide that for you.”

“I think we’re both going to play,” Ross interrupted.

“Well, good,” Mr. Counter said. “You’re both good athletes. I think you’ll enjoy it.”

It was nice for Alex to have a break from Cody, even if he knew it wasn’t going to last. Cody had already been assigned four different seats in the classroom and the school year was only in its second month. Alex had noticed that Cody bullied whoever he was sitting next to. It didn’t matter if it was a boy or a girl. He didn’t seem to care.

Alex still wasn’t sure, though, why Mr. Counter had placed Cody next to him. He thought he might ask if he ever got the chance.

Alex and Ross took their turns reading aloud in their group and did their best to pay attention while the others read. The story wasn’t that interesting, though, and their minds were elsewhere. Specifically, their minds were now on football.

As the class walked to lunch, Alex overheard Cody and his newest best friend, Brock, talking about the football registration. Third grade was the earliest tackle football was offered. It was something Cody had been looking forward to for years.

“As long as I don’t get put on the same team as him, everything should be fine,” Alex said to Ross.

“Well, that’s not going to work,” Ross answered. “There’s only one team. My brother played when he was in third grade. They travel to play against other schools’ teams.”
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