

















For my students, past and present.







Copyright © 2025 Timothy R. Baldwin

www.timothyrbaldwin.com

 

First Edition published November 2025

 

Published by Indies United Publishing House, LLC

All rights reserved worldwide. No part of this publication may be replicated, redistributed, or given away in any form without the prior written consent of the author/publisher or the terms relayed to you herein.




 

Cover design

Timothy R. Baldwin

 

Paperback: 978-1-64456-872-9

Kindle: 978-1-64456-873-6

ePub: 978-1-64456-874-3

 

www.indiesunited.net













CHAPTER ONE










GRATITUDE IS OUR Attitude!

Marcus 





I rounded a corner of the gymnasium, narrowly avoiding a spray of hot chocolate that a freshman had let loose from their Styrofoam cup. My sneakers squeaked on the gym floor, and my lungs burned, but I was grinning anyway. 


Behind me, Alissa was right on my tail, ponytail whipping like an exclamation mark with every stride. "You call that a sprint, Kahale?" she called, dodging a half-deflated turkey balloon that someone had taped on the end of a row of bleachers.


I chanced a look over my shoulder. "It’s a marathon, not a race," I shot back with a twinge of hyperbole. Really, the only thing more competitive than the cross-country team was Alissa Claude on any day ending in 'Y'.


She rolled her eyes, kicked her speed up a notch, then barreled past me and through a gauntlet of fold-out tables covered in pumpkin muffins and sad little slices of pecan pie. 


Lenape High's Thanksgiving Festival was supposed to be a cozy, small-town event—maybe a couple of games in the gym, a food drive, some kid dressed as a scarecrow for the Instagram crowd. But this year, the faculty had gone full Pinterest board. They had jammed the main hallway with hay bales and fake colored leaves. Banners written in bold Comic Sans hung on the walls with slogans like "Gratitude Is Our Attitude!"


I caught up with Alissa just as she stopped short. We collided, and my hand went to her waist to steady her. She reflexively swung an elbow into my ribs. 


Gasping, I doubled over. “What was that for?”


“For… making us… almost face-plant,” Alissa said between breaths. 


We stood there grinning and eyeing each other as we caught our breath right in front of the principal’s office. That’s when the real disaster struck. 


A familiar shriek, followed by a thunk, caught our attention. Down the hall, Nate and Janice lay tangled up on the floor near the food drive display like a pair of dropped marionettes. Cans of green beans and cranberry sauce rolled in every direction.


"I’m dying, Jan," Nate gasped, holding his shin with a martyr’s fervor. "I’ll never walk again. Remember me as I lived: handsome and stupidly generous with my time."


Janice flicked her auburn hair out of her face, then shot him a withering look. "If you’re dead, can I have your Netflix password?"


Alissa burst out laughing. "You guys okay?"


Janice, ever the drama queen, clambered to her feet in a single athletic motion. "I was fine until someone tried to take out my kneecaps with a canned yam."


"Not just any canned yam," I pointed out, holding one up. "This is 'Nature’s Harvest'—top shelf." I tossed it to Nate, who missed it by a mile.


"Who invited you two, anyway?" Janice asked, brushing herself off.


Alissa gestured grandly at the hallway chaos. "The spirit of the season, obviously. We’re here to be grateful and also maybe eat our weight in stuffing."


The four of us surveyed the carnage of the food drive display. A pyramid of creamed corn tilted like the Tower of Pisa. Miraculously, none of the glass jars had shattered. Principal Moss’s door remained shut, but we could all sense the internal scream that would come if he saw what had just happened.


"Help me get this back together before we’re blacklisted from all future holiday events," I said, stacking cans in a hasty, lopsided arrangement.


Janice and Alissa made quick work of the rest, tossing cans back onto the table with more flair than precision. Nate limped theatrically, soaking up every ounce of sympathy he could wring out of the moment.


"Why is this place always one bad day away from a FEMA visit?" Nate wondered aloud, eyeing the hay bales as if they might spontaneously combust.


"At least the hay is biodegradable," Janice replied, striking a pose that suggested she’d brooded over these things.


We were about to make our getaway—Operation: Don’t Let Moss See the Mess—when the school intercom crackled to life. 


"Attention, students and faculty," came Principal Moss’s measured, slightly nasal tone. "As part of our annual Thanksgiving Festival, the grand prize for this year’s food drive scavenger hunt will be on display in the auditorium at noon. Please see the program for further details."


He paused, as if what he was about to say next required careful wording. "A reminder: the prize is a rare, one-of-a-kind collector’s item, and absolutely not to be handled outside the presence of faculty. Thank you and enjoy the festivities."


The announcement ended, and the hallway buzzed with renewed energy as people speculated what the prize might be. I caught Alissa’s eye; she wore a crooked, plotting smile that meant trouble.


"Bet you five bucks it’s another one of Dunbar’s sports trophies," she said, referring to the PE teacher’s habit of sneaking his old football memorabilia into school events.


Nate brightened, all pain forgotten. "I hope it’s the foam finger from last year’s pep rally. I still think it’s radioactive."


Janice clapped her hands together with delight. "Ooh! Or maybe it’s Principal Moss’s actual dignity, preserved in a jar!"


"You’re all wrong," I said, running my thumb along the label of a can. "It’s probably a rare coin or something. My dad said they were auctioning off a bunch of old stuff from the alumni association."


The air in the hall changed subtly; even the freshmen milling around the punch bowl seemed more alert, hungry for whatever spectacle the school was about to serve up.


Alissa nudged me. "You’re curious."


I shrugged, not even bothering to deny it. "Coins are cool."


She grinned. "You’re such a dork."


"You love it," I replied, and I wasn’t wrong.


She bumped my shoulder with hers. "I do."


Nate made a gagging noise. "Can you two go make eyes at each other somewhere that isn’t directly in my line of sight?"


Janice hooked an arm into his. “What do you say we give those two lovebirds some privacy?"


He blushed and opened his mouth twice, managing only a few sounds. “I—um—we could—”


“You planning on joining the coin watch, Kahale?” 


Alissa and I turned to the familiar voice of Coach Dunbar. He crossed his arms. “Of course, you’re welcome to just loiter by the canned yams all afternoon.” 


Coach Dunbar wore his trademark windbreaker and a scowl. Behind me, I could almost hear Nate’s exhale of relief. 


“Joining in a moment, Coach,” I said, trying to sound earnest. “I was just helping with the food drive.” 


He eyed the wobbling can pyramid. "You helped all right. Next time, try using both hands."


Alissa stifled a snicker.


Dunbar turned to her, then to the rest of us. "Festival events start in fifteen. I expect to see you at the obstacle course, Wilson," he told Nate.


Nate gave a sarcastic salute. "Wouldn’t miss it, sir."


Dunbar nodded, gave me a last warning look, and jogged off, likely in search of other slackers to harass.


Janice waited until he was out of earshot, then scowled and crossed her arms. "‘Use both hands, Kahale!’ At her best Dunbar impression, we dissolved into laughter, the near-miss with the food display already ancient history.


"All right," Alissa said, gathering us up like she always did. "Auditorium at noon. I want to see what this collector’s item actually is."


"Should we bring popcorn?" Janice asked.


"I’m bringing a Geiger counter," Nate said.


"Let’s move before the herd beats us there," I suggested, and we set off, navigating the packed hallways and paper leaf storms as a unit.


Overhead, the banners flapped a little in the warm, recycled air, and the floor hummed with anticipation. If you squinted, you could almost believe the school was normal for once.


But I’d lived through enough Lenape High "events" to know that something weird was bound to happen—and when it did, we’d be right in the thick of it.










CHAPTER TWO










ONE OF ONE

Marcus





The path from the main hall to the auditorium was less an actual corridor and more a meandering parade route, clogged with kids in varying stages of costume: scarecrows with plastic straws poking out of their sleeves, drama club nerds handing out “vintage” apple cider in Dixie cups, and a few overcommitted soccer players still in full gear. At least half the school population was drifting in the direction of the so-called grand prize, and as we slipped into the line, I felt a jolt of anticipation spark under my ribs. 


Alissa caught it immediately. "You look like you’re about to be handed the keys to the Batmobile, Marcus."


"If it’s not the Batmobile, I’m leaving in protest," I told her.


Janice, walking just ahead of us, snorted. "You? Leave early? I’d sooner bet on Dunbar breaking up with his hair gel."


Nate sidled closer, clutching a baggie of pumpkin cookies. "I’m just here for the complimentary carbs," he confessed, biting into one with a look of religious devotion. 


"Don’t forget the pie-eating contest," Janice reminded him, waggling a finger. "You promised you’d destroy last year’s champion."


"That’s why I’m carbo-loading now," he replied, his mouth already full.


As we rounded the last corner, the corridor bottlenecked, forcing everyone into the double doors of the auditorium. The inside was barely recognizable: round tables covered in flannel tablecloths had replaced the folding chairs, with fake leaves scattered on top like an afterthought. On the stage, right under a single, dramatic spotlight, was the display case.


It was... kind of underwhelming, honestly. The case was standard issue—plexiglass, maybe two feet high, with a black velvet base. But inside, gleaming under the LED like it was auditioning for a jewelry commercial, sat a coin the size of a silver dollar.


We drifted closer, forming a loose huddle at the front of the crowd. The coin was pretty, I’d give it that: bright and heavy-looking, with a pattern that reminded me of the state seal. Beneath it, a little placard read: 


LENAPE HIGH SCHOOL


COMMEMORATIVE COIN


One of One | 1971


"Kind of a letdown, right?" Janice whispered, leaning in so close her nose almost touched the glass. "I was hoping for something that looked cursed."


"Speak for yourself," Nate said. "That’s a week’s worth of Taco Bell, easy."


Alissa ignored both of them, focusing on the plaque. "One of one. That’s gotta be valuable. Didn’t your dad say something about these being rare, Marcus?"


"Yeah," I said, trying to sound casual. "It’s supposed to be worth a couple grand, maybe more if it’s in good condition."


Nate looked impressed for exactly two seconds before returning to his cookies.


A commotion near the steps pulled our attention. Mr. Dunbar had arrived, and he was in peak form, holding court with a ring of freshmen who hung on his every word. He was already mid-story:


"—and that’s when the ref tried to call back the touchdown, but I told him, ‘If you want this coin, you’ll have to pry it out of our cold, undefeated hands!’"


The freshmen tittered. Dunbar puffed out his chest, striding toward the display with all the subtlety of a parade float.


"He’s going to trip and land face-first in the punch bowl, isn’t he?" Janice murmured, eyes bright.


Alissa grinned. "If we believe hard enough, maybe."


Dunbar reached the coin display and began tapping the glass with his knuckle, like he expected a genie to pop out. "This," he declared to the assembled crowd, "is more than just a coin. It’s a symbol. Of unity, of tradition, of—"


"Of having your photo in the trophy case three years running?" Nate mumbled, sounding sarcastic and like he’d been through it all before.


Janice giggled. I caught Alissa’s eye, and for a split second we were both twelve again, giggling behind our hands at grownups who didn’t realize how ridiculous they looked.


But as much as Dunbar’s posturing annoyed me, my attention kept drifting back to the display. There was something about the setup that didn’t sit right—not that it was dangerous, but it felt... performative. Like the coin was bait. I scanned the auditorium, looking for cameras or teachers hovering with walkie-talkies. There was just one teacher I didn’t know, and he was near the exits. The others busied themselves at tables prepping for this year’s holiday celebration.


Alissa nudged my arm. "You okay?"


"Just thinking," I said, lowering my voice. "If it’s really that valuable, why not have it in the office, or in a safe?"


"Maybe they want everyone to see it before someone inevitably knocks the case over," she said.


"That’s a very specific scenario."


She smiled. "It’s Lenape High. Nothing ever lasts a whole day."


Dunbar, meanwhile, demonstrated how to do a “coin flip with perfect wrist action,” which mostly involved flinging a quarter into the air and catching it behind his back. The freshmen applauded like he’d just pulled a rabbit out of a hat.


"Should we be taking notes?" Nate wondered, munching. "There’s probably a quiz later."


"It’s always extra credit if you can quote Dunbar," Janice replied. "Just use the words ‘legacy’ and ‘grit’ in a sentence and you’re golden."


The crowd around the coin display thinned as people drifted toward the cafeteria annex, where rumors of a pie-eating contest were reaching critical mass. Alissa checked her phone. "Twenty minutes till the contest starts," she said. "I say we get good seats so we can watch Nate embarrass himself on a stage for once."


Nate looked mildly wounded. "I’ll have you know, my pie intake is a point of family pride."


"Let’s go, then," I said, but I lingered for one last look at the coin. Up close, I noticed a tiny scratch on the velvet lining—like someone had already lifted the coin out and put it back. Not enough to be suspicious, but enough to make me wonder how many hands it had passed through since the morning.


As we made our way out, Dunbar called after us. "Don’t wander too far, Kahale! You’re signed up for cleanup on gym detail!"


I gave him a thumbs-up. "Looking forward to it, Coach."


Once we hit the lobby, the noise of the hallway replaced the hush of the auditorium. Janice grabbed Alissa’s sleeve and whispered, "Do you think they’ll let us take selfies with the coin?"


"Only if you bring your own display case," Alissa shot back.


Nate pointed at a poster on the wall, listing festival events in order: Pie-Eating Contest, Food Drive Results, Obstacle Course, Talent Show, Coin Award Ceremony.


"You think the pie contest is a cover for something bigger?" he joked. “Like a secret initiation for the cult of Principal Moss?"


"Don’t joke," Janice said, eyes wide. "I heard they make new teachers memorize the school creed in Latin."


We laughed our way down the hall, but the thought stuck in my head: this day was going too smoothly. Either we were getting better at not attracting chaos, or the chaos was waiting for just the right moment.


As we joined the throng moving toward the cafeteria, the doors behind us swung shut, and the display case stood in the empty auditorium—spotlight on, coin gleaming, and not a single adult paying attention.


I didn’t know it then, but that was the last time any of us would see the coin for a very long time.










CHAPTER THREE










THE GRAND FINALE

Marcus 





The cafeteria was already pandemonium by the time we got there. Kids wedged elbow-to-elbow on packed tables hollered for their class favorites. The staff had cleared the front of the room for the “main event.” Someone had jury-rigged a folding table with tarp and duct tape, and the faculty judges—two math teachers and the lunch lady—sat behind it like the world’s most unqualified Olympic committee.


Onstage, a row of plastic plates groaned under the weight of whipped cream pies, their cheap, store-brand crusts already flaking to bits. Nate scanned the competition, then squared his shoulders with the grim resolve of a gladiator. Janice handed him a bandana and said, "For luck. And to keep you from inhaling pie up your nose."


"I accept my fate," he intoned, tying it around his head Rambo-style.


Alissa and I squeezed our way to the front, half-laughing and half-wheezing at the sheer crush of bodies. It was hot, loud, and smelled faintly of cinnamon, sweat, and whatever chemical the janitors used to keep the floor from turning into a skating rink.


The contest started with a bullhorn blast, and the next thirty seconds were chaos: pie exploded everywhere, kids chanted names, and Nate went at his plate like a human backhoe. Janice led the cheer squad, shouting, "WIL-SON! WIL-SON!" at the top of her lungs until even the rival seniors joined in just for the spectacle.


I let myself get swept up in it, but there was this itch in the back of my mind, a lingering sense that something was off. Not the contest—it was about as dignified as I expected—but that gnawing detail from the coin display. The scratch, the barely there look of the velvet, the way the whole thing had felt like a setup.


I slipped away from the crowd, back toward the lobby. The hallway was empty except for the echo of distant laughter and the rhythmic thump of a janitor’s mop against the tile. I ducked into the auditorium, expecting the place to be deserted.


It was.


The spotlight was still on, and the display case gleamed under its beam. I stepped onto the stage, the hush of the big, empty room making my footsteps sound ridiculously loud. The coin was there, sitting right where it had been.



