
THE FINAL PLAY

––––––––
[image: ]


Bruce Shaffer

––––––––
[image: ]


Smashwords Edition 2020

ISBN 9781005755195

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright 2020 Bruce Shaffer

––––––––
[image: ]


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without prior written permission of the author/publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

––––––––
[image: ]


All characters in this book have no existence outside the imagination of the author and have no relation to anyone bearing the same name or names. Any resemblance to individuals known or unknown to the author are purely coincidental.

––––––––
[image: ]


Goathouse Publishing

https://www.GoathousePublishing.com

[image: ]

DEDICATION

For all who need a diversion from a most stressful 2020. We’re living through the Covid-19 pandemic, the George Floyd injustice and subsequent Black Lives Matter protests, an unprecedented number of wildfires and hurricanes, and a most contentious presidential election. I hope my book can take you to a better place, at least for a short while.
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CHAPTER 1

[image: ]


ON A CUSHIONED METALLIC RECLINER

1

Jim Wiggins is an old man. He shuffles through an automatic sliding door in his futuristic house and drops a marble-like object into the top of a high-tech television. Neon bands blink around the television screen and then it lights up. Jim eases himself onto a cushioned metallic recliner and pushes a button on an arm of the recliner. A shade slides across the clear acrylic ceiling, filtering the bright sun. He pushes another button and an old football game appears on the television screen, jittery, without sound, and in slow-motion. Jim watches intently . . .

Rabid fans fill the grandstands of a small high school football stadium. An ambulance waits behind one end zone on a dirt track that circles the lighted football field. The scoreboard shows: Home 17, Visitor 21, Time 0:04, Qtr 4, Down 4, To Go 10, Ball On 38. John Deere and Oroweat Bread ads line the margins of the scoreboard, hinting at the importance of agriculture to the region. The quarterback, a youthful Jim, holds his hands between the center’s legs and barks signals to initiate the final play. The center snaps him the ball.

2

A masked doctor holds his gloved hands between a mother’s legs. The mother, Jane Wiggins, pushes and screams and pushes some more until finally she delivers a wailing baby. The father, Tyler Wiggins, is elated after holding Jane’s hand and feeding her ice chips throughout the 12-hour labor. “It's a boy, you did great honey!”

Jane stares at the baby with adoring eyes. “He's beautiful. And what a set of pipes.” She turns to the doctor. “Can I hold him?”

With bloodied gloves and concerned eyes, the doctor hands the baby to a sweaty and exhausted Jane. “Of course you can, but just for a minute. We need to get him cleaned-up, and you too. You lost some blood and need stitches. Have you picked a name for your baby?”

“Yes. James. James Edward, but we’ll call him Jim,” says a proud Tyler.

“After my Grandpa Jim,” says Jane meekly. “He emi . . .  emigraaaaa . . .” Tyler's jaw drops as Jane’s voice trails off.

“Jane?” Tyler’s concern is palpable.

The doctor immediately cuts the umbilical cord and turns to the nurse standing by Tyler. “Take the baby now,” he instructs. “Jane, can you hear me?” No response, only the wailing of a cold baby. “Jane, can you hear me?” the doctor says louder.

“What's going on?” demands Tyler.

The doctor snaps, “Not now!” He checks Jane's carotid, and after an endless pause he snaps again, “Crash cart stat!” A nurse wheels in a crash cart from the nurse’s station across the hall. Tyler appears absolutely horrified. “Charge two-hundred,” the doctor commands.

“Two-hundred,” confirms the nurse.

“Clear!” orders the doctor, and then he applies the charge. Tyler winces. Jim wails. Jane convulses. No response.

“Again. Charge three-hundred.”

“Three-hundred.”

“Clear!” Another convulsion and no response.

“Charge three-sixty.”

“Three-sixty.”

“Clear!” A final convulsion, and then Tyler can’t watch anymore. He cries with Jim, his precious newborn, knowing their world is shaken forever.

3

Dust erupts from behind a John Deere tractor cutting a furrow in a wheat field on a hot August day at the Wiggins farm in Palouse, Idaho. Tyler, now a lanky and balding 50-year-old, drives the tractor. He wipes his sweaty brow with a sleeve, above steely eyes framed by crow's feet, with course salt-and-pepper stubble on his face.

Dozens of sheep graze in an irrigated green pasture. Mature red oak trees dot the perimeter of a large elliptical pond, and several footballs float randomly on the surface of the pond. An old tractor tire hangs on a long rope that's tied to a high branch of one of the oaks.

A gravel driveway winds down from a modest ranch house to Coyote Road, a major two-lane country thoroughfare. An old black Chevy pickup with a "Got Wheat?" bumper sticker sits at the top of the driveway with its hood up.

Jim wrangles with a sheep in the pen. He’s an athletic 17-year-old, with neatly combed brown hair, a chiseled face and body, and his dad's steely eyes. He lifts one of the sheep's hind legs and clips an overgrown hoof with trimmers. Jim tosses the trimmers aside and heads back up to the house.

The sun is setting above the barren rolling hills across Coyote Road. Tyler and Jim look westward at the glow from reclining chairs on the porch. Tyler swigs from a bottle of Bud, and Jim from a bottle of Coke. “Tired?” asks Tyler.

“Yeah,” says Jim. “Those sheep beat the hell out of me. Number two eighty-eight kicked me in the balls. I thought I was gonna die.”

Tyler grimaces. “Well, I appreciate the help. Those sheep will draw us a good price at the auction.” Tyler swigs again. “I'm gonna need you to change the plugs in the truck too.”

“But Dad, practice starts Monday. How am I gonna—”

“You'll find a way. We've always found a way, you and me.” Tyler reflects. “I think your mom would be proud of us. We have a good life, a hard life, but a good life. We've got this wonderful farm, friends up the wazoo, and of course we've got each other.”

“Dad, please, spare me the melodrama. I'll get to the plugs after my morning workout.” They tip back their bottles and gaze into the darkening sky.

4

Jim staggers out the front door early in the morning still half asleep, wearing a navy blue "Just Do It" t-shirt. He takes a deep breath, shakes his head, then one leg, and then the other. Feeling somewhat awake now, he jogs down the gravel driveway to Coyote Road.

Jim runs along Coyote Road with labored breathing, accompanied by the chirping of impulse sprinklers. The rumble of an occasional passing vehicle interrupts the impromptu concert. He passes green pastures with grazing cows, goats, and sheep, and an occasional house. He comes to a stacked rock trail marker, and turns onto a dirt trail that winds up Millerton Mountain.

Breathing harder and dripping sweat, Jim runs until he reaches a clearing at the summit. Exhausted, he puts his hands on his knees to catch his breath. He catches something more, a glimpse of an attractive young woman walking through thick brush in the distance. Instinctively he goes towards her to get a better look, but the brush obscures her.

Suddenly Jim flinches and steps backward as a gun blast shatters the quiet. A herd of deer scrambles from the brush, and he shakes his head and mumbles, “Damn hunters.” After resting a moment, he jogs back down the winding dirt trail and along Coyote Road to his home. Tyler’s filling the John Deere with gas when Jim arrives.

“Where've you been?” asks Tyler.

“Just did it,” answers Jim between gulps of air. He points to his t-shirt.

The reference escapes Tyler. “Did what?”

“I ran up Millerton Mountain, for football. I saw some woman hunting deer up there.”

“Oh yeah, the neighbors have been talking about her. Apparently she likes to shoot.”

“That’s fine, as long as it's not at me.” Jim starts out for the pond. “I'm gonna do my passing drill now.”

“What about the truck?” shouts Tyler.

“Later, don't worry.”

At the pond Jim strips down to his shorts, revealing his sculpted body. He draws back the old tractor tire hanging from the red oak, and climbs onto a low branch. He steps onto the tire and jumps off the branch, letting out an excited scream. Jim releases at the apex of his swing and delivers a hefty cannonball splash, sending concentric ripples outward through the pond. The ripples bounce floating footballs, as Jim breaks through the water surface and draws a deep breath. He swims to the side of the pond and is joined in the water by a stray black lab. “Hey boy, where'd you come from?”

Jim tosses the lab a football. He barks excitedly and nudges it with his nose back to Jim. They climb ashore after playing fetch a minute, and Jim leans in to check the collar. “Who do you—”

The dog shakes and Jim gets a face full of water. He falls back laughing, and gets up after a moment to see that his canine friend is gone. Jim looks all around but regrettably doesn't see the lab, so he gets on with his passing drill.

He hops back into the pond and tosses all of the footballs ashore. Then he loads the footballs into an orange wheelbarrow and carts it over by the hanging tire, which has a small residual swing from his jump. Jim gives it a push.

He takes a football from the wheelbarrow and shouts, “Set, forty-four, red right, forty-four, hut!” He simulates the snap of the football into his hands, drops back to pass, and launches a tight spiral 20 feet from the swinging tire. The football glances off the tire. “Damn!” says Jim, and he gets another football. He repeats the drill until the wheelbarrow is empty, having had most of his other throws sail through the swinging tire and splash into the pond where the footballs will float for another day.

5

Jim lathers mayonnaise on top of two slices of wheat bread in the kitchen. He slaps on several pieces of salami and sits down at the kitchen table with his sandwich and a bottle of lemon-lime Gatorade. He peers out the window at Tyler and takes a big bite of sandwich. Dust kicks up behind the John Deere as Tyler cuts another furrow in the wheat field. Jim watches for a few minutes; the sun warms his face and the purring tractor motor soothes his ears. He begins to doze, and slumps onto the kitchen table.

Tyler drives down Coyote Road when suddenly the old black Chevy pickup sputters. A puff of black smoke rises from the hood after a small explosion. He strains to see the road and struggles to bring the pickup to a stop on the shoulder. “Goddamn piece of shit!” he shouts.

Jim wakes up startled, and then chuckles at his silly dream. He finishes his sandwich, washes it down with the remaining Gatorade, and heads outside to the Chevy.

6

Tyler and Jim sit in the recliners on the porch, as they do many evenings. Tyler swigs from a bottle of Bud, and Jim from a bottle of Coke. “I fixed the truck,” says Jim. “I hope you don't break down.”

“I better not. I have to run out tomorrow to get more feed for the sheep. Those sons o' bitches can really pack it in. Just like you.”

Jim shoots Tyler the stink eye. “I’m a teenager, what do you expect?”

“When I was dumping the last of their feed in the troughs I saw number two eighty-eight. Almost kicked him in the balls for you.”

“What balls?” adds Jim and they laugh.

“So tell me, how’s the team look this year?”

“We should be fine. Coach Bedford has big plans for us with the guys back from last year; they won seven games. Troy Carter is a stud at quarterback. I've gotta work hard to beat him out.”

Tyler tilts back his beer. “You've always worked hard. You'll do it.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“Just do your best. That’s all anyone can do.” They clang bottles and suck them dry.

7

Jim inches forward on his cushioned metallic recliner as the final play unfolds on his futuristic high-tech television. He clenches both fists in nervous anticipation, reliving the moment as if it was yesterday . . .

Jim drops back to pass and the wide receiver, Aaron Fleming, runs downfield.

8

Aaron Fleming runs down Coyote Road. A backpack drapes over his shoulder and bounces with each step on an overcast morning. His appearance is strikingly similar to Jim's, but Aaron has bright blue eyes and sports a salmon tattoo on his upper arm. A car whizzes by Aaron, and then an old black Chevy pickup with a "Got Wheat?" bumper sticker. Walking now, he comes to the Palouse High electronic display board that says, "Welcome Students!” and turns into the parking lot. Aaron sees a friend as a stream of cars search for parking. “Joey, how's it goin'?” he asks.

“I'm good.” They bump fists. “How was summer?”

“Awesome.”

“Cool. I see you got a tat. How come?”

Aaron looks at the time on his phone. “I’ll tell you later. We gotta get to class.” He spots two boys conversing across the parking lot and shouts, “Hey Bularski, Randolph, you losers better get to class.” Bularski and Randolph flip off Aaron, but he ignores the fingers and hurries off to class with Joey.

9

A well-dressed middle-aged teacher stands in front of the white board in his classroom. At the top of the board is "Mr. Dalton, trigonometry". Aaron finds a seat in the back row of the classroom just before the bell rings.

“Good morning, I'm Mr. Dalton, and this is trigonometry.” Aaron scans the classroom. The white board is filled with circles and triangles and nasty-looking equations. The clock says seven-thirty. Students fill all of the seats. Mr. Dalton glances at a paper. “It's that time folks, the roll call.”

Aaron peruses his classmates as Mr. Dalton calls out names. He sees a girl with pink hair and a nose ring, a boy with a mohawk and sunglasses, another boy








































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





