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Chapter 1

	AHa! Apartment 4B. The right place. Up the stairs on the second floor. He had learned over the past few months delivering pizzas you had to hustle if you wanted to make any money. The pies came out of the oven and were given to whoever was ready to grab them. You could carry six a night or twenty-six. It was up to you. Marshall Morris was a high-motor guy. No sitting around for him. Get in, get out, get another delivery. You also had to be careful. Most people felt their adorable pooches could do no wrong. The tattered bottoms of his jeans showed otherwise. 

	He carried the pizzas in an insulated sack, which had to be held parallel to the ground or risk ruining them—something he learned early on by tipping them up like a lunchbox. He shot up the stairs and held the sack with one hand as he searched for the doorbell. Of course, there it was, on his lower left under the pizza bag. Having encountered this situation many times, he merely turned around with his back to the door and jabbed the button with the back of his free hand. After a few seconds, when there was no click from inside of the door being unlocked, he was about to ring again when he heard a woman’s voice.

	“Our buzzer is broken. The door is open. Just bring the pizza in, please?”

	Sure enough, not only was the door unlocked, it was ajar. He hesitated, but only for a moment. These days, most folks couldn’t be too careful and were reluctant to let anyone in, no less a complete stranger. There were so many weirdoes out there, and that flu epidemic didn’t sound good. Marshall was in a hurry, though, and a little extra effort usually resulted in a good tip. 

	He pushed the door open and entered a typical two- or three-bedroom place with white walls, a small square of floor tile near the entry, and standard-grade beige carpet. The blinds were closed, and the room was lit only by a small table lamp and a large flat-screen TV hung on a wall, blasting away on what had to be TikTok music videos. The room had no other furniture. The distinct smell of cannabis wafted in the air. Marshall didn’t partake in pot smoking but tried not to be judgmental about those who did. He recognized how widespread it was, especially among younger folks. 

	“Hey. Hi there.” The same voice said, “Thanks for coming in. Would you mind setting it over there on our dining table?”

	Marshall looked over and saw a young woman sitting on the couch with her legs tucked up under her. She had stringy blonde hair and was wearing a bathrobe. He noticed a slipper on one of her feet, dangling on a big toe. A cigarette or joint was smoldering in an ashtray on the coffee table in front of her. In the poorly lit haze, he couldn’t tell her age, which might have been anywhere between twenty and forty. He spotted the dining table and obediently walked over, took the pizza out of his bag, and set it down. He snapped the stapled bill from the box and walked back toward the woman who had been watching him closely. He was getting a creepy feeling about this delivery.

	The woman sipped from a drink of a brown liquid jiggling with ice as he approached. She hadn’t said another word. Despite the poor light, he figured out that she was younger than he first thought—early twenties at most, and not all that bad looking. Her silky pink bathrobe rode considerably up her bare crossed legs. When she leaned forward to set her drink down, the top of her bathrobe peeked open, revealing the round mounds of her large, unincumbered breasts. He tried not to peek, or at least be obvious about it. His quick call was that she had just come home from work, shucked her clothes, and was relaxing before dinner. He hoped that was the case and didn’t want to know more.

	“That’ll be $17.50, please,” he said, handing her the bill, which she reached out to grab, making no effort to hide her bouncing chi chis.

	“Say, don’t I know you?” she asked, totally ignoring the bill. Before he could reply, she answered her own question. “Sure, I do. You played football for Justice High. Right? You were the quarterback, halfback, or maybe the tight end?” She giggled, apparently amused by her unintentionally suggestive reference.

	Marshall was very much a red-blooded young man, and it was getting more and more difficult to ignore the come-on from this attractive woman. Given a chance to consider a situation, he almost always chose the correct path. It was only when he reacted instantly that he got himself into trouble. He had other deliveries to make, and he quickly decided that he wanted no part of where this deal might go, although it would make a delightful story for his friends. All he wanted to do was to scram ASAP. 

	Still, he was easygoing and always concerned about other people’s feelings. The lady probably had a long day at work and was just making conversation. Maybe he was just getting the wrong vibes from her. Nothing more on her mind, he hoped. He didn’t want to be rude. 

	If only this delivery had been on a credit card, he could just smile and leave. Unfortunately, it was a cash order. His store, Cow Paddy Pizza, still permitted customers to pay cash to the delivery boys if they preferred. Justice Texas was small enough and friendly enough for a little neighborly trust to encourage business. Actually, the delivery crew usually liked cash orders better because there was almost always a tip, which was rarely the case on credit card orders. He had to collect from her—hopefully with a tip.

	“Yes. I played football there, but I was a wide receiver. Now, I hate to rush, but I am late for other deliveries. Could you kindly pay me? Please.”

	She ignored his request. “I thought so. You are so big and strong with those wide shoulders. I just figured you had to be an athlete. I went to Justice High for a while a few years back. So, what’s your name? By the way, I’m Lucy.”

	Marshall was getting flustered, but he still had to be nice, and he didn’t want to have to explain to his boss back at the store why he was stiffed on a twenty-dollar delivery. “I’m Marshall,” he responded. Something was triggered in his head. “Lucy,” a few years back at Justice High? 

	She could see he was uncomfortable standing there. “Okay then, Marshall. Nice to meet you, and thanks for being so prompt in your delivery, bringing it in here, and especially for putting up with little old me. It’s been a long day, and I’m just happy to have company, even for just a few minutes, with a big, strong, handsome man. I’ve been so lonely lately,” she lamented in a woeful voice just this side of tears. She seemed to sense she had to make her move soon, or he’d just run out. “I’ll have to go get my purse in the bedroom. It’ll take just a minute.” He looked visibly relieved, until she followed up with, “Say, how about something to drink? You must get awful thirsty running around on your deliveries? Or better yet..” She smiled and glanced over at the smoldering ashtray.

	“Thanks, Lucy, but I really have to run. Maybe next time,” he blurted out, amazing even himself.

	She smiled. “Look, I understand. I’ll be just fine after a while.” The woman actually had the gall to play a sympathy card to a pizza delivery boy. Marshall wasn’t buying it, although he felt sorry for her. It always upset him when he believed he was at all responsible for someone else’s unhappiness. So, when she asked him to sit on the couch for just a second while she fetched her purse, he did, assuming it would help him collect.

	As soon as he sat down, however, she eased in his direction, making a deep cooing sound. He noticed the black devil tattoo she had on her neck, and that was it. He jumped up and was about to bolt for the door.

	“Stop. Hold on, kid. That’s enough!” she ordered him now in an abrasive, scolding voice, totally different from the seductive one seconds before. Her oozing sensuality and desperate need turned instantly into frigidity and formality. “Stay right there. I’ll get your money.” She got up and disappeared down the hall.

	He froze. Maybe he’d get paid after all. Lucy? Devil tattoo? Oh, my goodness! Sure, I remember her. She’s Lucy “Morals”. That wasn’t her actual name at Justice High a few years before us. She had the reputation for chasing anything in pants and being the loosest girl ever. She never graduated and left because she was pregnant. I’ve been cavorting on the couch with Lucy Morals. Oh, boy. Let me out of here.  

	He was just about to leave when she reappeared with a twenty-dollar bill in her hand. He stopped, but she kept coming and bumped right into him. Marshall, who was renowned for his clumsiness, grabbed at her and they tumbled together onto the carpet. He tried to push her away without touching any sensitive parts and get to his feet. In the meantime, she was screaming, “Get off of me! Get off of me!”

	When Marshall finally got up, he glanced toward the hallway. His heart dropped to his feet. Standing there was an enormous brute of a man in a tank top shirt and tight gym shorts. The guy’s huge biceps and bulging calves were bristling with ugly black hair, and yet he had only a few stray strands on his head. Stubble covered his multiple chins, which hadn’t seen a razor in some time. Marshall could feel the contempt in the creature’s beady, black eyes. An unmistakable growl came from his throat.

	“Brutus, protect me! This nasty kid just attacked me!” came the wounded cry from miss Lucy.

	Marshall could handle himself, if need be, but not this time. He was out the door and down the steps. He never looked back. Why did he always stumble into these kinds of predicaments? 

	Perhaps there was some justice in the world beyond the town of Justice. A week later, during a slow period, Marshall was sitting around with some of his fellow delivery guys having a coke. One thing led to another, and Marshall described his experience with the notorious Lucy. He was shocked to learn that one of the other guys had gone through a similar experience there. It was apparently a game with her and her goon boyfriend to get a free pizza now and then. They relied on the assumption that the delivery boy would never bring up the incident for fear of being accused of making advances at her. 

	This time, though, they had picked the wrong kid to mess with. Lucy couldn’t believe her eyes when she answered the door one evening and there stood a humble and apologetic Marshall Morris. He was so sorry for what had happened and begged her forgiveness. He handed her a Super Supreme pie with all the toppings as a small token of his condolences. She eagerly grabbed it and slammed the door. As he drove away, Marshall sincerely hoped that the couple enjoyed their pizza—especially the liberal application of an Ex-Lax topping. Marshall Morris went all out for his customers. Now two of his customers would go all out for him.
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Chapter 2

	While much of the southern United States and Texas is noted for blazing and sizzling heat in the summer, it surprises some people to discover that it can get chilly during the winter months. There is no sustained cold like in New England or Colorado, but a person can get uncomfortable filling a car’s gas tank in February in Austin with a twenty-mile-an-hour wind whipping with fifty degrees on the thermometer. The adage about blood thinning out in the south may have some truth to it. That said, no matter what the weather in Texas is doing, some folks never vary from the standard dress of shorts and T-shirts year-round.

	The high school kids in Justice, Texas, which is close to the Gulf of Mexico, moved their hangouts around based on the seasons. When the weather was warm, everyone flocked to the Bigaburger, a drive-in joint with several wooden picnic tables arranged at the rear under a group of stately old oak trees. In the fall, when the weather cooled, they swarmed to Papa Juan’s, an indoor restaurant that was divided into a family side and a kids’ hangout side. Never the two shall meet. Papa Juan’s had been the chosen after-football game destination going back several decades. It was originally a pizza place, but with the competition from Cow Paddy Pizza and others, it now specialized in Mexican food, which was hands down the most popular type of food in South Texas. 

	Even though it was still August, a lingering taste for Mexican food had drawn Marshall and some friends to Papa Juan’s on a Friday evening. The summer break was about to end, and the kids would return to classes at Justice High in just a few days. Marshall and his best friend, Graham Brown, had graduated in the spring. They both would be off to college and pre-season football practice shortly at Central Texas University in Austin. Marshall was vigorously assaulting an enormous plate of Tex-Mex. Next to him in a booth were his girlfriend, Mallory Jollen, and her younger sister, Paula. Across from them were Graham and his girlfriend, Jennifer Wilson. The decor at Papa Juan’s had changed little throughout the years. It remained sixties all the way, with a jukebox and tired old movie posters, but no one seemed to notice. That evening, the place was packed with kids who’d been chomping on burgers all summer and wanted to cram in a few tacos and tortillas before heading back to school next week.

	Marshall, known for his voracious appetite, was finishing up his first course, having vacuumed up four beef tacos, a couple of chalupas, mountainous helpings of rice and charro beans, and an entire basket of tortilla chips all by himself. He was on his second enormous glass of sweet tea. “You know, I think I might try a chimichanga for my next course,” he announced.

	Mallory, who was used to his eating habits, rolled her eyes but couldn’t let that announcement pass. A chimichanga is a huge bloated tortilla filled with meat and spices that resembles a massive baked potato. Most humans have trouble finishing one. Mallory smiled. “Eat up. We wouldn’t want you to leave hungry. We’ll have to call you Burrito Boy.”

	“Hilarious,” he said between bites. “Say. Could you please slide the chips my way?”

	“Burrito Boy? I like that. How about Burro Boy, since he can be so stubborn sometimes? He never knows when to quit,” Graham suggested. All four of them chuckled at that suggestion. “Speaking of burros, have any of you ever heard about Marshall’s run-in with a donkey?”

	Between bites, Marshall mumbled. “Hey, Graham, put a lid on it!”

	The objection, of course, only emboldened his friend.

	Paula, Mallory’s “little” sister by two years, who was never afraid to speak her mind, especially when it was least appropriate, immediately chimed in. “Donkey? Marshall? Tell us. I can’t wait!” 

	There was no stopping Graham. “It was a few years ago. I think when we were juniors. Marshall and I headed out south of town toward Galveston to check out a place for bird hunting. It was mostly flat, with open rice fields and canals with patches of trees here and there. We had permission from the landowner if we promised to close any gate we went through. He didn’t want his livestock to get out. It was muddy, but not too bad as long as we stayed on the dikes between the canals. We kept looking for birds but didn’t see any. We had walked for maybe a half-mile or so. Of course, you know, our friend here. He gets bored, quickly. His mind wanders.”

	Mallory added, “Oh, yes. I’ll second that remark.”

	“Anyway,” Graham continued, “we kept walking and came up to a little rickety corral, out there in the middle of nowhere. And wallowing in it was the most bedraggled, skinny, scruffy donkey I’d ever seen. He was a mottled brown color and was just standing there with his bowlegs knocking together totally still. He didn’t even swish his tail. We assumed he was asleep. Marshall decided to liven up the day. For years, he’d been bragging to me that even though he was born in Brooklyn, New York, he has adapted to the ways of Texas and was quite the horseman. I’d witnessed nothing to back up this claim and, frankly, doubted his boasts. Here was a chance for him to put up or shut up.”

	Marshall tried to interrupt, but Graham talked right over his protests. The girls were all biting their lips, holding back smiles, anticipating what was about to come. “As I stood and watched, the converted cowboy unlatched the gate, entered the corral, and walked through the muck up to his chosen steed. The donkey still hadn’t moved a muscle. Since the animal wasn’t much bigger than a large dog, and lanky Marshall was pretty tall with long legs, it wasn’t much of a problem for him to scramble up onto the back of the ugly-looking beast. So far, I still wasn’t impressed, and apparently, neither was the donkey, who finally opened his bulbous bloodshot eyes and flicked his long floppy ears. Otherwise, he remained still.”

	“Our born-again cowboy was quite proud of himself at that point, perched upon the bony back bone of that lethargic animal. He also realized I still wouldn’t believe his riding claims unless he got the creature to move at least a few steps. At that point, it didn’t look like the animal had any interest in moving a muscle. Marshall then did a ‘giddy up’ thing and rocked forward, hoping his steed would move. Nope. Nothing. He was apparently stuck in the mud. Marshall’s most consistent quality, which often leads to his undoing, is that he never gives up. When his cries and forward lunges failed to impress, he tried another approach. He grabbed the donkey’s ears and yanked. Guess what happened?”

	“Hurry. Tell us!” Paula giggled.

	Graham chuckled. “At first, nothing, but then the animal turned his shaggy head around and gave Marshall what had to be the donkey evil eye. He’d had enough of this jerk on his back. Without warning, he let out the loudest ‘HEE-HAW, HEE-HAW’ I’ve ever heard and took off like a thoroughbred racehorse. He zoomed around that corral, bucking and jerking like an equine rollercoaster.”

	The three girls were in stitches picturing the situation.

	“Now, I have to be honest and give our Ty Murray wannabee credit where credit is due. For the first couple of trips around, our boy somehow hung on. Of course, both the donkey and Marshall knew it was only a matter of time. The animal had a few tricks up his tail, and he finally ran right at his watering trough, filled with smelly scummy water, and then jammed on the brakes. That solved his problem when Marshall went flying over his head and executed a perfect swan drive head first into the slop. Then, to make matters worse, the donkey saw the open gate Marshall had forgotten to close when he entered the corral. In a flash, the animal was out the gate and galloping for all he was worth across the rice paddies. Now we were all in trouble.”

	“Coughing and wheezing, the mudnight cowboy removed himself from his swimming pool. He was soaking wet and covered in slop, but otherwise uninjured, his pride aside. I enjoyed the display and had a merry laugh, but I was now more concerned about finding that animal who we had let loose. We tromped out across the rice fields to find him.”

	“Did you ever get him?”, Jennifer asked.

	“Nope. Never saw hide nor hair of him. No idea where he’d gone. We must have walked for miles looking until it was almost dark. We were sure the property owner would not be happy with us and dreaded having to own up to what we’d let happen. Texans are quite protective of their livestock. We had circled all the way around and had to pass by the corral on the way back in. Guess what? The ugly scruffy critter was snoozing right in the middle, just as we’d found him, although I swear, I could see a slight smile on his face. We closed the gate and headed out of there.”

	Paula added, for good measure, “Well, I guess we know who the real ass was in that story. Right, Burro Boy?”

	Marshall had one brief reply. “Hee! Haw!”
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Chapter 3

	After tucking away mountains of burritos, enchiladas, and other Mexican delights, Marshall topped off his meal with five or six scrumptious sopapillas—fried dough dipped in powdered sugar and filled with cream—which the restaurant served for dessert. To redirect the conversation away from his escapades gone awry, he brought up a new topic that soon had everyone concerned. “This Asian flu thing. Do you guys think it’s going to get bad? I keep hearing stuff around town and on the tube about it spreading and maybe becoming an epidemic. I can’t imagine it could affect the country, Texas, or even Justice all the way from the other side of the world. Do you?”

	“I don’t really know, but I heard yesterday that a pro basketball player in the NBA caught it, and they called the game off on the spot. There is talk they may suspend the entire NBA season. I don’t know how true that is.” Graham responded.

	“Maybe,” Jennifer added. “I suppose it could be like the flu that goes around every year. A lot of kids catch it and miss a few days of school. You can get a shot for it. It might be like that. I can’t imagine it would affect our classes, sports, and everyday life. No one wants to catch the flu, but unless you’re really old or already sick, it isn’t usually a big thing.”

	Paula wiggled in her seat, eager to make her contribution to the conversation. Even though she was younger than the others and wouldn’t even start high school until fall, she considered herself the social and intellectual equal of anyone at the table. She was never reluctant to speak up and was always delighted to stick her nose in her sister’s affairs. She adored Marshall and wouldn’t have hesitated to pursue him, had her big sister not claimed him first. All of her perpetual pesty qualities aside, she was a brilliant student who kept up with current events as a voracious reader of books and internet offerings. This new virus? Obviously, she knew a lot more about it than anyone else in the booth.

	 “Okay, okay, kids, slow down,” Paula scolded. “This virus thing could just blow over, but from what I’ve read, many of the so-called medical experts are very concerned. Although no one is absolutely sure, it seems likely that the disease started in China and came from a market where there were sick bats sold for food.”

	“Cut it out. You’ve got to be kidding. Bats! Yuk. It makes me sick just to think about it. I can’t believe that. Go back to your coloring books,” Jennifer fired back.

	For once, Paula held her tongue and ignored the demeaning remark, continuing to expound upon what she knew. “Already hundreds of people in China have caught COVID-19, which is the name they have given it. Within the past couple of weeks, it has spread to the United States, probably from infected travelers who arrived here from China. Cases are popping up all over the country, even here in Texas. Maybe it will just die out, but it might spread around.”

	“Could it become an epidemic?” Marshall asked 

	“Maybe. It could become a pandemic, which is when a disease spreads over several countries. A virus germ causes COVID-19. When we get sick often, it’s because of bacteria germs, which are cells that get into us and cause trouble. Viruses can be even worse because they’re tiny and harder to treat. This virus gets into our lungs and sticks to them.”

	“And to think all those years I assumed my baby sister wiled away her time watching Dora, the Explorer. You were working on your medical degree.” Mallory just had to tease this half-pint, know-it-all. 

	Paula tried her best to look disgusted and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. Mallory could not let her sister know how impressed she really was with her knowledge. Having gotten into her jibe, she asked a serious question. “So, doctor, all this sounds bad, but if all we’re dealing with is another flu, as Jennifer said, who cares? There must be a shot, pill, or something for it.”

	“Nope. Not yet. The big problem is that COVID-19 affects different folks in different ways. Some people don’t even know they have it, while others suffer extreme symptoms and even die. The experts know little about it yet. If there was a cure, I guess the threat wouldn’t be so bad, but there isn’t.” 

	“How do you get it?” Graham asked. 

	“From what I’ve read, by contact with others who are infected. It spreads easily through close contact.” She couldn’t help herself. She looked directly at Mallory and then at Marshall, trying to control her grin. “So kissing is banned from this moment forward.”

	A huge laugh erupted from them all.

	“The symptoms vary from patient to patient. In most cases, a fever, cough, sore throat, muscle soreness, tiredness, and a loss of taste and smell can be indicators, although you have to be tested for it to be sure. Here in Texas, allergies alone lead to many of those symptoms.”

	Marshall yelped. “No. No. Loss of taste. How can I survive? I live to eat.”

	“The way you shovel it in, big boy, you probably don’t taste it much anyway,” Mallory teased. Marshall looked unconvinced.

	While his buddy would follow his heart at a moment’s notice, Graham Brown was much more of a grounded, practical sort of fellow. After thinking about Paula’s comments for a bit, he asked the logical question, “So, Paula, what have you read about preventing someone from catching this Invalid-19 stuff?”

	“COVID,” she corrected. “It seems to be transmitted through tiny droplets from sneezing, coughing, talking, and even breathing on each other. Keeping a safe distance from others. Wash your hands a lot. Don’t touch your face or eyes, if you can help it. The new buzz term is going to be social distancing.”

	“How about masks?”

	“I don’t know, Graham. No one is saying to wear them yet. What I’ve read is that masks protect the surrounding people from catching it from you, but do little to protect the wearer.”

	“Well, that’s a relief. Can you imagine me having to hide this gorgeous mug behind a mask? Why my public would raise a ruckus.” Marshall kidded.

	“Somehow, the rest of us would struggle by not seeing your grinning puss every day,” Graham responded. “Although, as I think about it, I would bet that there would be a lot of resistance if they ordered everyone to wear masks. Young people, especially, don’t like to be told what to do with routine personal liberties. Maybe it’s a good thing that masks don’t seem to help. Thanks, Paula, for all the information. You have now ruined all our days.”

	Paula was beaming with pride, but suddenly plummeted when she thought Graham was serious. Thankfully, his wide smile convinced her he was just joking. She really had done them all a great service. As they would all discover in the weeks and months to come, rumors and disinformation about the virus would run rampant throughout the entire country. Little straight useful information ever came down from the government at any level. Her diligence in providing accurate information was invaluable.

	“Well, folks, I sure hate to say this, but COVID aside, this meal may be the last we have together for a while. Graham and I are off on Monday to Austin, and preseason football camp before classes start in about three weeks after Labor Day.” Marshall lamented for just an instant. “Of course, we’ll only be a couple of hours away. I’m sure we’ll be home, and you all will visit us there.” He and Graham were to start their college careers at Central Texas University. They were both going to play football and report in a few weeks before classes started. The three girls would all be at Justice High. Jennifer would be a senior, Mallory a junior, and Paula, MD, a freshman. 

	Paula had opened their eyes to a virtually invisible virus from the other side of the world. Even after digesting her information, none of those kids felt at all threatened by the ominous overtones of a pandemic hidden right there in front of them. They were much more concerned about embarking upon a new school year and adjusting to life without a daily dose of Marshall Morris. Being kids, they were perpetually optimistic, with no way of knowing or worrying about what lay ahead.  
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Chapter 4

	He could hardly believe that four years had flown by since he walked down the polished marble floors of Justice High as a brand new freshman eager to get to high school but still nervous about what to expect. It didn’t take long for the lanky teenager to adjust to the big school and figure out how things worked. In short order, without even trying, he established his own reputation as a student with unique traits that set him apart from most other teenagers. Marshall’s personality came with an all-encompassing sense of mischievousness that led him into one complicated escapade after another. The young man harbored not one ounce of evil and never set out to make trouble or harm anyone. Yet, if something unusual happened around the school, he was probably involved. 

	 When he first arrived as a freshman, no one would have believed that the rail-thin youngster, who couldn’t seem to get out of the way of his own feet, would mature enough to earn a precious scholarship to play football at Central Texas in Austin. Marshall was full of surprises. He had grown to just over six feet and had added solid, lean muscle to his still gangly build. He realized that the path to playing football in college most often ran directly through the gym, but he found that pumping iron bored him silly. He was a naturally gifted runner who relied on speed rather than power to succeed in the athletic field. He was exceedingly bright, sometimes to his own disadvantage, when his hands and feet moved just a little slower than his brain. Marshall Morris was clumsy with a capital C and was prone to bump and stumble in the most routine situations. 

	His light brown hair was never really long or unkempt, but his natural curls always made him look like he’d missed a haircut or two. He wore a perpetual smile that revealed gleaming white teeth. His sparkling brown eyes hinted at his deep intellect. He was easygoing and instantly likable, with a swift sense of humor. He was the first to laugh at his pratfalls and booboos. He was the ultimate blithe spirit, always on the go, planning, scheming, and thinking about what would come next, often ignoring what was right in front of him. Trends and styles didn’t interest him in the least. Few folks could remember seeing him in anything other than jeans, a T-shirt, and his well-worn pair of Keds. No Air Jordans for him.

	Unlike many teenagers today, Marshall Morris didn’t have a selfish bone in his body. He had a genuine concern for others and was always on the lookout to help the little guy, even if it was at his own disadvantage. He avoided the spotlight and calling attention to himself. He’d gladly give up his own lunch money and go hungry so someone else could eat.

	Though a good-hearted person to his core, his intended good deeds didn’t always work out the way he planned. There was the time he helped those nice men load up their trucks with all the high school computers. How was he supposed to know they were stealing them? Or the time the school lunch staff was shorthanded, and he volunteered in the cafeteria with the food preparation. Well, they should have marked the regular and hot chili pepper better. If Marshall was around, something unexpected was bound to happen. 

	Marshall excelled in sports and the classroom, where he worked hard to make the academic honor roll every term. He was among the most popular and well-recognized students in his class, enjoying a healthy high school social life, so long as he could stay out of the spotlight. His first meaningful relationship began when he literally ran into Nancy Hooper in the school library. Nancy, who was to become the valedictorian of their class, was a bookish, introverted academic genius who seldom dated. Even though she and Marshall would seem to have polar-opposite personalities, they hit it off and dated for several months. They got along fine and enjoyed each other’s company, but the burning hot embers of passion never quite kindled. Nancy was now headed way back east to MIT, Harvard, or some other prestigious eastern school.  

	Then, just this summer, Cupid’s aim was a little more accurate when a tiny African American server at Bigaburger began doing cartwheels with his heart. It took a push from Graham and some assertiveness from Mallory herself to get the big lug to ask her out. Mallory Jollen would be a junior in the fall at Justice High, where she’d earned straight A’s and was a member of the cheerleading squad. She first noticed Marshall Morris as a player on the football team, although she was sure he had no clue she even existed. She had fled New Orleans and sought refuge in Texas with her mother, a single parent, and siblings during a horrible hurricane and flood disaster. Her older brother, Marques, had spent two years at Texas Southern University in Houston before dropping out. Younger sister, Paula, a meddlesome, pert, and decidedly opinionated teenager, was still in junior high. 

	Mallory was shy and reserved rather than forward or bubbly, which probably explained why her social life at Justice High had been almost nonexistent. The boys had certainly noticed her. She was only a few inches over five feet, but had an athlete’s compact and well-toned body. She had never tried gymnastics and might have excelled in that sport. In fact, a large picture of Olympic super gold medalist Simone Biles graced one wall of her bedroom. She liked to wear her jet-black hair pulled back, much like the famed local gymnast. Her large dark eyes, turned-up nose, and tiny mouth perfectly complimented her flawless caramel skin. Mallory saw herself as perhaps cute but not attractive. She couldn’t quite throw off a lingering sense of insecurity brought on by the major disturbing family life events she’d endured back in Louisiana. That said, once she opened up, Mallory was sweet, upbeat, and fun to be around.

	There was just something about Marshall Morris that attracted her to him. His reputation ranged from “Mr. Wonderful in Keds” to “the biggest goofball at Justice High.” As she got to know him better, she soon realized that his appeal wasn’t that he was different, but that he was so uniquely genuine. He never tried to feed a girl a bunch of lines. Still, she surprised herself by being so forward with him that day with his friend at the burger joint. She almost died when he asked her out. 

	Mallory loved music, including the popular teen stuff, but she also enjoyed choral and even classical genres. She was a member of her church’s youth choir and had already sung solos at the regular Sunday services, where Marshall’s mother, Sally Morris, had noticed her. It was a little early, but Mallory was already thinking about making music for her career. Once they started dating, a spark flared. They both enjoyed each other and had lots of fun on double dates with Jennifer and Graham. 

	Society being what it is, the possibility of issues arising dating an African American girl crossed Marshall’s mind. He had no qualms about it but was curious about how others might react. He was very close to his mom, whose only concern was that he had cleared the way with Nancy, who was a non-factor at that point. She encouraged him to go for it. 

	Their relationship was going strong when an unexpected bump threw it off the rails for a while and could have ended things for good. It did, in fact, deal with race. Marshall had become involved with a group of old local veterans who were fighting the teardown of a statue of a local war hero. Marshall Morris never did things halfway and vigorously joined the fight. In doing so, he jumped right on the bandwagon of those who believe that eliminating public statues anywhere in the United States is wrong and should be stopped. Unknowingly, he bruised Mallory’s feelings so much that she broke off their wonderful relationship. Her action caught Marshall completely unawares. He was clueless about what he had done to upset her. He had been shortsighted by failing to realize his opposition to the tearing down of statues implied he was endorsing the horrible human rights and slave-owning policies of many Confederate generals whose likenesses abound throughout the South. As an African-American, whose ancestors had been subject to the cruelty of those “heroes”, she found Marshall’s blind spot too much for her to tolerate. 

	Marshall was dumbstruck and very upset with himself, thinking of how much he’d hurt her. When he’d rushed to join the anti-demolition crowd, he hadn’t thought through all the implications. When he finally considered the wider scope of his predicament, he realized in no way had he intended to endorse the actions of former slave owners. It took a long heart-to-heart discussion with Mallory to win her back.
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