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Coach calls me over after the half-mile relay. Head between my legs, heart still on fire, trying hard to catch even a tiny breath. I’ll take that—a tiny breath. Just a little airflow back into my lungs. Just enough to stop the burning. Maybe a little bit more could make its way down to my legs, keep them from trembling.

Laurence jogs up to me with some of the other guys. “You blew the third leg, Cash,” he says. “Your race sucked a big one.”

Even with my hard breathing and bent-overness, I just give him a look and he steps off. A little.

“He’s gonna make you do it again. The 800’s your new race, man. Might as well get up and start breathing.”

“That’s the last time I’m running it. Ever,” I say. All of them look blurry and far away. I see the fourth leg, Jason, looking down on me like he can’t believe I’m human. Like he’s wondering why I’m even alive.

“I could have caught them if you would’ve kicked a little,” Jason says. “You rigged instead of kicking. You, like, just stopped. Who just stops like that?”

“I didn’t stop!” But the words come too quick, and it hurts my chest to shoot them out like that.

“It’s Penn Relays, Cash! You just blew up Penn Relays. You just blew it for all of us.”

“We suck anyway,” I say. But the words come out weak and broken up. I hate relays, I want to say. They suck. But that would make me not a team person. That would mean I sucked for even thinking it. Then all of them are jogging off again, warming up for their other races.

In the race that got us here, I ran relaxed and easy—like Coach said to. Didn’t break two minutes but Coach said it was a good beginning. The others hustled and we got our qualifying time. “When we get there,” Coach had said to me, “you’re gonna run it different. Harder. Faster. You’re made for the half mile. Want it. Just want it.”

I don’t. This kinda pain isn’t something anybody could want.

“Cashew!” Coach calls again.

I put up my hand, trying to show him I’m half dead, can’t answer, can’t even say for the hundredth millionth time That’s not my name.

It’s Cashay. Calvin James “CJ” Cashay. It’s actually Cashay-Brunner, but by the time I hit fifth grade, the Brunner and the CJ were gone, and I was just Cashay. By the time I started running, Cashay was gone, too.

I take another deep breath, try to stand. But my side is on fire, so I grab it and bend over again. There’s the urban legend about the kid who drank soda, ate some kind of crackling, popping candy, then ran a race and died at the finish line but not before he ran the fastest race of his life, leaving everybody else in the dust.

“What happened to you, Cashay? How’d you get beat down like that? How’d you lose so … so badly? That’s not you.”

Coach is above me now, so close he doesn’t even have to raise his voice to talk to me. So he doesn’t—he’s whispering.

“I’m just curious. Truly, truly curious.”

I didn’t drink the soda and eat the popping candy, I want to say. So now I’m just dying.

I close my mouth and try to get some air in through my nose. I’m staring at his legs: brown and still real muscular. He’s wearing blue-and-gray running shorts—school colors—and his legs go on and on. He ran the last leg on the quarter-mile relay in college a million years ago and quarter-mile hurdles, Olympic trials—close enough to almost taste Atlanta in 1996—everything. He’s still the real deal and tries not to let the team forget that.

“I don’t like relays,” I manage to get out—mostly wind but some words too. “I told you I couldn’t do it!”

“You told me you didn’t want to do it. Not that you couldn’t. You died because you didn’t want to. You just stopped. It looked like something slammed into you—”

“I hit a wall!”

“You stopped. Your brain. Your mind. Your body. Just stopped.”

“Aren’t coaches … supposed … to say stuff like …” I take another deep breath, enough air to get some more words out. “Like … you did … your best? I’m proud of you…. Good race.”

“It wasn’t a good race, and I’m not proud of you. You’re confusing me with a parent. They have to say that kind of crap. You looked really jacked up at the 600. At the 7, you looked like— You looked really bad, man. You just looked bad, Cashew….”

After another moment, I try to stand up straight, hold on to my back with my hands, and take more deep breaths as I start walking slow around the outside of the track. Coach follows me, then pulls my arm and starts jogging real slow just a little bit ahead. I shake my arm free and try to keep up with him. The last thing I want is for people to see Coach holding me up.

“I got this,” I tell him.

“Not bad ugly—that’s not what I’m saying,” Coach continues, still real quietly. “Bad like you could care less. That kinda bad. I could see it on your face from across the field.”

I don’t say anything, just keep jogging beside him.

“Your legs are a mile long. You don’t have one single ounce of extra weight anywhere….”

Air is finally making its way to my lungs again. But I keep my head and arms down as I run—lopey like a fawn, Coach says. Real relaxed. That’s good. We jog for about a hundred yards without saying anything. Then he starts again. “How did you manage to get lapped in an 800, Cashew? You have to be running backward to get lapped in that race.”

“Rigged.” I take another deep breath. “The wall hit me. That back straightaway’s got a wind to it. And that guy from Packer’s on steroids. Look at him. No other sixth grader’s got a beard. He looks like he’s fifty, no offense.”

“I’m thirty-three, and he destroyed you!”

“I don’t like relays, okay!” I stop jogging and look right at him. “I’m an only child, remember? I’m used to doing things alone.”

“You stop being an only child when you step onto the track on my team, Cash. Your only ended there.”

“I like running just my races—”

“Your races are everybody’s races. You know how this works. Points are points. Relay points. Individual points. It all adds up. So don’t give me that ‘my own race’ junk. None of these races belong to you.” He starts jogging again, and I do too. Not because I feel like jogging next to him. I just don’t want to look stupid on the field. Again.

Coach isn’t mean. Not even a little bit. His command of the English language just kinda sucks when he’s mad. Even if he was born here in New York. And his parents too. And their parents, he told us. He said, “Bootstrap American to the bone.” Then he gave us this real long look. “It means something,” he said. “To work your butt off and try to do something. Try to change something.”

“This race sucks,” I say to him, trying to shake that lecture from my head. Maybe it was a month ago, but it’s the one that keeps crawling back to haunt me. Try to change something.

“I don’t even know why you put me in it, Coach. It’s not for humans. I’m a quarter-miler.”

“And in the open races, you run an amazing quarter mile. In the open races, you fly. But not on the relays. We both know, on the quarter-mile relay, we got four guys who bust up your time. That’s why I thought I’d give you a chance in the 800.”

“We made the qualifying time,” I say real slow. “We got here.”

I see something move across Coach’s face. Like a sadness and a rage all at once. Then, real quick, it’s gone. He shakes his head like he’s trying to shake whatever’s in it out again.

“Yeah, Cash. We qualified. We got here. We ran Penn Relays. Maybe that’s enough for you.” He looks at me. “Maybe for you, that’s always going to be okay.”

He keeps looking at me like he’s waiting for me to answer.

“I did everything you said, Coach: relaxed on the curve, tried to get some speed on that back straightaway—everything.”

The stadium is packed. At the 300, there’s a photographer taking every runner’s picture just before they cross the finish line. Me and Coach jog past the javelin throwers, and I try to lift my shoulders a little. Buff up. Any one of them could be two of me. Probably steroids. The whole world looks like it’s on steroids. The whole world is shorter and stronger than me. My moms both swear that one day I’m gonna love every bit about the way I look. Both of them have that strange ability to lie without twitching or blinking or looking away.

Me and Coach are almost done with our second lap around when he says, real quiet, “You did, Cashew. You did everything I said. But you didn’t push yourself. You didn’t run like running was all you had. Just for the two minutes it takes to run that race. Inside that race, running is everything. Running is all there is. And after you win, the world comes back—and it’s different.” Coach stops talking and looks at me. “There’s not a thing about you that says you can’t blow everyone on this track away, Cashew. But for some reason, you’re deciding to be regular…. You don’t have to be regular.”

“It’s their race, Coach! It’s not mine. Let them win it. I’m not giving them this, too. Let them get some bootstraps!”

Coach looks at me again. He almost smiles, but he doesn’t. Instead he kicks out his leg and starts sprinting, fast. I lean forward and start running hard to keep up with him. We do a hundred-yard dash, then jog a few steps and break into another one, me right at Coach’s heels even though he’s running full-out. Maybe people are watching. People tell us we run alike: all leg, upper body loose, hands open. But at the end of our sprints, Coach isn’t even breathing hard. My chest is on fire.

“Just like that,” Coach says. “They’ll keep on running long after you’ve stopped. Whether you win the damn race or not, Cash. You disappear. They go off and shine. And you won’t be able to blame them, cuz you made the choice to fade away. You’re better than that. You’re faster and smarter than that.”

Then he drops me with the rest of the team and the assistant coaches in the warm-up area. Some of the guys are stretching. Others are doing practice dashes, running out fifty yards, then jogging back. Nobody says anything to me, and I sit off to the side, start stretching my hamstrings that are already crazy-tight.

 

The day Coach gave us that bootstraps lecture, Laurence was the only one to say something back to
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