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INTRODUCTION
Dear Reader
I’m very excited about the Middle School Rules series.
I wasn’t always the biggest, the fastest, or the smartest growing
up. I was actually quite small, hence the nickname Peanut.
My experiences growing up molded me and helped me become the
man I am today. I made many mistakes and suffered some setbacks,
but I always searched for the lessons.
I’m not that different from you all, as you will see in this book. I
faced some of the same challenges that you may be dealing with. Not
if, but when you have trials, my hope is that you can rely on some of
my rules to guide you through your struggle.
Some of my closest friends don’t even know some of these defining
childhood stories, but I wanted to share them with you. I hope you
can relate to me and learn something, so you can overcome your
challenge and reflect proudly on how you handled it.
These rules aren’t just meant to be for this book. They are also
instilled in my own children.

4
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I was blessed to have two wonderful parents, who did an amazing
job of raising me and teaching me right from wrong. But I’ve also
been extremely blessed to have so many other relatives, mentors, and
friends who have helped me along the way.
Guidance doesn’t always
come from family. It can come
from many sources, and I
encourage you to be on the
lookout for the people who
want to have a positive
influence in your life.
Be blessed,

Charles Tillman

5
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FOREWORD
On a sunny day in June 2003, Charles “Peanut” Tillman walked into our
home and into our hearts. My wife, Deanna, and I were running a leadership
and life skills camp for the Chicago Bears’ 2003 rookie class. Within 24 hours
of getting to know Peanut, Deanna turned to me and proclaimed, “He is going to
be a superstar in the NFL.”
I laughed that off. “How on earth can you tell?”
She replied, “Trust me. I can tell.”
Well, she was right. Peanut has not only become a superstar in the NFL ,
but a superstar in life.
Many athletes struggle after their professional playing career ends. I was
fortunate. I was an All American for my athletic and academic success at the
University of Illinois, where I left as the school’s all-time leading receiver. Like
Peanut, I was selected in the second round, though I started my NFL career
with the Atlanta Falcons. After being traded to the Detroit Lions, I suffered a
severe Achilles injury during my third season. But my story was only beginning.
I’ve spent 40 years in the financial services business, recruiting,
training, and developing the most field management leaders in the history of
Northwestern Mutual. I’m a national speaker, voted Best Speaker at the NFL
Rookie Symposium six times.
I’ve met many great men in my life, but Peanut is one of the most
remarkable. In this book, you’ll see Peanut’s grit, a word that reflects
work ethic but also toughness. What makes Peanut truly special is that he
combines grit with zest : a charisma and love for life.
Most people who become successful in life had a role model: someone
they looked up to, respected, and learned from. Peanut had many successful
men and women in his life that he listened to. They helped him become the
man he is today. The Middle School Rules of Charles Tillman is a book about
Peanut’s life. But it is also a book that you can learn from. It can make
Peanut one of your mentors.
Don’t just read this book… study it.
John Wright
CEO Wright Financial Group, Inc.
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Chapter 1

Peanut’s
Family

Rule: Respect, Respect, Respect

Chicago boasts one of the finest skylines in the world.

Everywhere you look, beautiful buildings rise high into the sky,
including the famous 102-story Sears Tower (most recently called
the Willis Tower). But in late February 1981, a heavy fog swallowed
the city. If you
stood outside, you
could barely see
across the street.
In that cold,
foggy weather, on
February 23rd,
Charles Anthony
Tillman was born,
at the University
of Chicago Medical
Center on 59th
Street and Cottage
Grove Avenue. Then
the fog lifted, and
the temperature
soared—all the way
to the mid-50s.
9
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PEANUT’S FAMILY
That’s really warm for a Chicago winter day.
Weighing 6 pounds, 15 ounces at birth, he was the second
child—and second boy—born to Tiny and Lil’ Donald Tillman.
Charles had chubby cheeks and big, bright eyes: traits Aunt
Renee shared with him.
But the first time she saw him, Aunt Renee noticed a slight
point at the top of his head, which is common for newborns.
She said with a grin, “Look at that little peanut-headed boy.” And
that’s how Charles got his nickname: Peanut.
Many of Peanut’s relatives had nicknames:
Tiny or Momma: Mom—Arbria. She was small!
Lil’ Donald or Deddy: Dad—but his real name was Donald Jr.
			He was big!
Duck: Brother—Donald (after the famous Disney duck)
Gummy Bear or Granddeddy: Grandfather—Donald Sr.
Pooh: Aunt—Prudence
Lieutenant Dan: Aunt—Renee (after the character in the movie
				Forrest Gump)
Bev: Aunt—Beverly
As Peanut grew, he was always smiling and showing off his
deep dimples. He was constantly on the move too, searching for
new adventures. He found plenty, especially when his family moved
to Louisiana. Peanut was two years old.
Just after lunch one day, Tiny called her husband. She was very
upset.
“Peanut is gone! Peanut is gone!”
10
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THE MIDDLE SCHOOL RULES OF CHARLES TILLMAN

Lil’ Donald rushed home. He quickly realized that the family’s
red Doberman Pinscher, Samson, was also missing.
“Peanut! Samson! Where are you?” he yelled.
Tiny and Lil’ Donald searched throughout the house, peeking
under beds, throwing open closets, and even looking behind
curtains.
Then Lil’ Donald had a thought. Could Peanut be outside?
That didn’t seem possible. Could he have escaped the house
and taken the dog for an adventure? Just in case, Lil’ Donald
opened the back door and walked outside. At the bottom of the
sloping hill in their backyard, there was a sandbox. Lil’ Donald
watched as Peanut gleefully tossed sand up into the air while
Samson dutifully sat just two feet away in the grass.
Lil’ Donald didn’t get mad. He was surprised. Peanut was still
in diapers, after all. But as Peanut got older, Lil’ Donald started
to yell his real name more often. When Peanut was in trouble, he
would hear, “Charles Anthony Tillman!”
Peanut and Duck called their father Deddy, which sort of
sounds like Daddy. Deddy had strict rules, and Peanut sometimes
broke them.

11
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PEANUT’S FAMILY
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THE MIDDLE SCHOOL RULES OF CHARLES TILLMAN

Deddy and Momma’s Rules

Lil’ Donald was in the Army. He expected his children to obey
the rules, which included
1. Honor your elders and address them with respect, meaning
no bad attitudes, and do not reply with “Huh?” or “What?”
2. Speak clearly and properly, without slang.
“Me and Duck are figuring to…” Peanut once began.
“What did you say?” Deddy firmly asked.
“I mean, Duck and I…”
3. Open doors for ladies.
4. Say, “Thank you” whenever appropriate.
Peanut quickly learned that if he was in trouble, obeying rule
number one was always a good idea.

13
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Chapter 2

Family
Matters

Rule: Look Out for Each Other

Peanut’s grandparents worked hard to keep the family

close—and food was the key.
Granddeddy specialized in cooking breakfast, and he always
made way too much. Peanut and his brother Duck didn’t complain
though!

Granddeddy’s Breakfast Menu
Pancakes
Homemade hash browns
Grits
Bacon
Sausage
Eggs—any way you want them

Everyone in the
family was a great
cook. Grandma Alice,
who was Lil’ Donald’s
mother, made the
best dinner rolls,
with just enough
butter, and her Red
15
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FAMILY MATTERS
Velvet cake was a family favorite. Cousins, aunts, and uncles would
gather for cookouts and delicious fish fries. The family loved
good food and good music. Grandma Alice adored dancing to The
Temptations, The O’Jays, and Marvin Gaye, which all had popular
music hits at the time.
Peanut and his cousins would make up dance routines too.
Other times, they would play tag in the yard.
Peanut and Duck really liked the family gatherings because
they didn’t always get to hang out with their extended family. Lil’
Donald was in the Army, so the family had to move often, usually
every couple of years. Family time was special, especially when
Uncle Charlie, which everyone pronounced Cholly, was there. He was
the youngest of the aunts and uncles—and he was the coolest.
Each time Peanut’s family would return to Chicago, Uncle
Charlie would take Peanut and Duck on a shopping trip. He spoiled
them! Whatever the hottest shoe was at the time—whether it
was Jordan, Fila, Reebok, or adidas—Uncle Charlie bought a pair
for each boy. Uncle Charlie loved shoes. He had the biggest shoe
collection the boys had ever seen, and he wore lots of gold jewelry.
After the shopping spree, Uncle Charlie would give each of the
boys $40.
“Thanks, Uncle Charlie!” Peanut and Duck would say.
When Uncle Charlie would see his buddies or acquaintances, he
would say, “These are my nephews.”
Time with Uncle Charlie was a rare treat though. The boys
spent most of their time with their aunts Prudence and Renee.
Peanut and Duck jokingly called Aunt Renee Lieutenant Dan,
after the tough and strict character in the movie Forrest Gump.
Aunt Renee always insisted everything be clean and in order. If the
boys misbehaved, she disciplined them.
16
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Once, Peanut
scribbled on her wall
with crayons, and she
made him scrub it all
off.
“You’re always
making us clean
something,” Peanut
protested, though not
loud enough for Aunt
Renee to actually hear
him. He knew that
defiant disrespect would get him a whooping (another term for a
spanking). Deddy’s rule was an important one, but Aunt Prudence
had a few of her own too.
The boys didn’t grow up attending church, but they always
had to when they stayed with
most of their aunties, especially
Aunt Prudence. That was her
first rule. Peanut remembered
Deddy’s number one rule to
always honor his elders and
treat them with respect.

17
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Chapter 3

Pe a n u t G o e s
to Church

Aunt Prudence’s Rule

“If you can be out and about with your friends and stay out
late on Saturday, and the Lord has blessed you to wake up on
Sunday,” Aunt Prudence said, “then you can give him some time.”

This rule meant there was no sleeping

in on Sundays at Aunt Prudence’s. She would
go through the house, wake everyone up, and
make them put on nice church clothes.
The church service started at 8 a.m. sharp!
The wooden Southern Baptist church in Texas wasn’t air
conditioned, and the members clapped and danced and belted out
old Gospel hymns. Brother Sercy was the pastor.
When Brother Sercy would get into a groove during his
sermon, Aunt Prudence would be among the most outspoken in the
congregation, offering him encouragement.
“All right, Brother Sercy,” she’d say.
“Preach now!”
Aunt Prudence also liked to take the
boys to church on Wednesday nights for
Bible study. They liked watching cartoon
tales of Noah and Jonah and the real
purpose of Easter.
19
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Chapter 4

Stick
r
e
h
t
e
To g

Peanut and Duck respected their Deddy, but they feared

Granddeddy.
One summer, when Peanut was five years old, he and
Duck were staying with Granddeddy and Grandma Jean. Along
with Cousin Mike, the boys walked to a friend’s house in the
neighborhood one bright morning. Their friend’s name was Barry.
Barry let Duck and Cousin Mike in, but he refused to let Peanut
come in. Barry said Peanut was annoying.
“You always get on my nerves!” Barry said and slammed the
door in Peanut’s face.
Peanut hung his head. He
knew Duck would stay at Barry’s
house, just for the chance to
play video games. Barry had a
cool game system.
Peanut walked back to his
Granddeddy’s house on South
Paxton Avenue in Chicago all
alone.
“Where is everyone?” Granddeddy asked Peanut.
“They’re at Barry’s house,” Peanut said, trying not to sound
sad or jealous.
“Why you ain’t there?” Granddeddy asked.
Peanut swallowed nervously. He didn’t want to get Duck in
21
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STICK TOGETHER
trouble. “They said I couldn’t go in.” Peanut didn’t blame anyone by
name.
Granddeddy frowned. He grabbed his keys and told Peanut to
get into the van. They drove in silence the few blocks to Barry’s
house.
Peanut’s eyes grew wide as Granddeddy banged on the front
door.
“Get out here, Duck and Mike!” he yelled.
When Duck and Mike came outside, Granddeddy looked at
Peanut and then at them, said, “Don’t you leave my baby no more.”

22
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THE MIDDLE SCHOOL RULES OF CHARLES TILLMAN

Granddeddy’s Rule

“If Peanut can’t go somewhere,” he said, “you can’t go either.”
Peanut and Duck exchanged surprised glances. Granddeddy had
a big heart!

23
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Chapter 5

Game
On!

Rule: Regardless of Your Size,
Play with Heart

Duck was about two years older than Peanut, but he was so

much bigger. Their great aunt visited for a few days one summer
and highlighted their difference in size.
“Wow, look at how big Duck is!” she said.
Then she turned toward Peanut, who was seven years old at
the time: “Ahhh, look at the little one.”
Peanut got
angry. “Why do they
always call me the
little one?” he asked
his momma, Tiny.
“Only because
you’re the
youngest,” she said.
“You’re definitely
going to grow.”
The problem
was, Peanut didn’t
grow fast enough.

25
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GAME ON!
When the family went to Six Flags Great America in Gurnee,
Illinois, about an hour north of Chicago, Peanut was the only
cousin who wasn’t tall enough for certain rides. He had to watch
everyone else have all the fun.
Peanut decided that he couldn’t make himself grow any faster,
but he could still figure out how to beat Duck in sports. That
summer, Peanut started playing one-on-one basketball games
against his brother. The winner was the first one to score 11
points. Duck always used his size and strength to earn the win,
but Peanut fought him for every point.
“Ugh!” Peanut would yell after he lost another game.
“I’m the big brother,” Duck said. “I can’t let you win.”
Peanut was too feisty to ever give up. His energy and
determination to win meant that he got really messy, really fast.
“Don’t get grass stains on those pants!” Tiny would yell at the
boys as they left the house. Duck would always come home clean;
Peanut would usually come home covered in dirt and grass stains.
Duck was a good athlete, but he stayed on his feet. Not
Peanut. If they were playing baseball, Peanut would slide into a
base, or dive to make a catch. Often, he returned home with a
ripped up, sweat-soaked shirt on.
“Not again!” Tiny said.
Peanut would just grin. Getting dirty was half the fun.

26
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Duck
Protects
t
u
n
a
Pe

Chapter 6

Rule: Stand Up for Your Family

In third grade, Peanut was playing dodge ball. He accidentally

drilled a classmate named Brad in the face.
“Ooohhh!” boys and girls
simultaneously echoed.
Brad was one of biggest boys
in third grade. He was not the kid
you wanted to mess with, and
now he had a big red mark on his
right cheek to match his red hair.
Brad got right in Peanut’s face: “You’re going to pay for that.”
Peanut sprinted home after school.
“Duck, Brad wants to beat me up!” Peanut told his brother
the whole story. Duck always looked after his little brother. He
remembered Granddeddy’s rule.
When Peanut was done, Duck shrugged and said, “I’ll talk to
him after school tomorrow.”
“After school?” Peanut gasped, “I might not make it until then!”
Duck shook his head. “Anything we do could make Deddy look
bad. People look up to him since he’s in the Army. We have to
handle this carefully.”
29
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UT
DUCK PROTECTS PEAN
The next day, Duck passed word to friends that he wanted to
meet Brad in a run-down baseball field a block-and-a-half from
school. Brad showed up, but he didn’t want to fight—not Duck
anyway. Kids got nervous around Duck.
Duck was older, of course, but he was also intimidating
because he was tall, fast, and didn’t say much.
“You got a problem with my brother,” Duck softly said, looking
Brad straight in his eyes, “then you got a problem with me.”
Brad froze. He said nothing.
“Do we have a problem?” Duck asked quietly.
Surrounded by 20 kids, mostly boys, Brad looked down at the
ground, kicking up dirt near home plate.
After a few moments, Brad finally spoke: “No, we’re good.”
Then he turned and walked away.
At dinner that night, Peanut told his parents what Duck did.
Duck didn’t know what they would say.
But Deddy smiled, and Momma replied, “Good job looking after
your brother. We’re proud of you.”
Duck soon learned there was one place he didn’t need to look
out for his brother: on the football field. Peanut could tackle
anyone when he was playing football.
Once, while playing with Duck in the backyard, Peanut was an
offensive lineman. With a running back behind him, Peanut raced
toward Duck and Duck’s friend, Warren. The two older boys were
playing defense, but Peanut pancaked both of them, meaning he
knocked them to the ground.
“What in the world?” Warren said, dusting himself off as he
got up.
Wow, that was pretty cool! Peanut thought. He was hooked on
football.
30
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Chapter 7

g
n
i
e
Se
the World

Rule: Enjoy Exploration

Peanut dreamed of being an M.P. like Deddy. M.P. stands for

military police, which meant Lil’ Donald was a policeman for the
Army. Peanut thought Deddy looked so cool in his green uniform,
with TILLMAN on a patch over his right chest and U.S. Army on a
patch over his left chest. Deddy also had a black M.P. armband and
sometimes wore a green M.P. helmet.

33
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SEEING THE WORLD
Peanut thought Deddy looked like G.I. Joe: a popular cartoon
and action figure that came with different plastic weapons. G.I.
Joe also had some cool army vehicles, but Duck and Peanut got to
see the real ones.
That’s because any chance he could, Lil’ Donald would take his
sons to see Bradley tanks and Cobra helicopters. And not only
would the boys get to see the remarkable military machines, they
even got to climb up and sit inside them!
Peanut would imagine himself as different members of the
Bradley crew, primarily the driver, commander, and gunner. The
driver would control the tank’s movement. The commander led the
crew, which usually included a couple of scouts, and the gunner
would fire the guns—the cannon that shot 200 bullets per minute
and the missile launchers that could destroy most tanks over two
miles away.
But Peanut only got to be inside a tank and helicopter a few
times.

34
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When Lil’ Donald switched from M.P. to working in supply,
Peanut and Duck got to sit in a “Deuce and a half.” That’s the
nickname for the M35 2½ ton cargo truck. It had six tires and
could carry over 10,000 pounds. That means the Deuce and a half
could transport most elephants!
Peanut and Duck would sit and pretend they were hauling
important weapons and top-secret materials.
There was even a version of the Deuce and a half that
could drive underwater. It was nicknamed the “Eager Beaver.”
The truck could drive underwater because all of the key parts
were protected from water. Because the seating area would get
flooded, the driver had to wear a snorkel mask, which would let
him breathe underwater.
“That is so cool,” Peanut told Deddy.
Deddy smiled.

35
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Chapter 8

New

Places

Rule: Be Open-minded and Adventurous

Lil’ Donald worked a lot. Peanut and his brother didn’t mind

too much. They knew that when Deddy had time off, he would take
the family on an adventure.
The Tillmans loved to explore Germany and other countries in
Europe. They liked to visit different parks and restaurants. On the
weekends, they would hop in their Mercedes sedan and drive to
festivals like Oktoberfest and amusement parks like Phantasialand.
Phantasialand was like
Germany’s Disney World. Peanut
loved it! There were plenty of
rides, shows, and snacks. The best
snack was the chocolate-covered
strawberries. They were made
fresh every day.
The spookiest ride was called
Mystery Castle. It looked like a
big stone tower. Riders would get
buckled into seats that all faced
the middle of the room. Everyone was launched skyward 200 feet
then the ride had a pause at the top. A moment later, everyone
got dropped. That’s like falling 20 floors on an elevator! Peanut
wasn’t tall enough for that ride, and he was sort of relieved.
37
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NEW PLACES
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THE MIDDLE SCHOOL RULES OF CHARLES TILLMAN

But, of all the adventures as a family, their most memorable
one happened at the Frankfurt Zoo. Peanut and Duck saw bears,
penguins, orangutans, zebras, and elephants. They ate cotton candy
and popcorn. They split a soda.
Then they stopped at the Lion House. Peanut and Duck pressed
up against the fence, trying to see the animal nicknamed the “King
of Jungle” up close.
“Whoa!” Peanut said. He stood just a couple of feet away
from a female lion.
Lil’ Donald walked up to the fence too. A male lion appeared to
be napping. As Lil’ Donald leaned in as close as he could to get a
look, the mighty lion roared!
“Ahhhh!!!!” Lil’ Donald screamed as he sprinted away from the
fence.
Peanut and Duck couldn’t stop laughing, and soon everyone
around them was laughing too. Lions don’t like to be disturbed
when they’re napping, not even by tough-looking guys in the Army.

39
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Chapter 9

New
Food

I

n Germany, there’s no escaping Oktoberfest. The 16-day
festival, originally held to celebrate a royal wedding, is over 200
years old. Today, over six million visitors go to Munich for the
world’s largest festival!
During Oktoberfest, there were games, bands, and lots of
dancing. Plus, there was a lot of food. Peanut was relieved when he
saw a hot dog. But Deddy insisted he and Duck eat real German
food.
“Try this,” he said, handing Peanut what looked like a really big
chicken nugget.
“What is it? I won’t like it,” Peanut said, crinkling up his nose.
“I know I won’t like it.”

41
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Deddy’s Rule

“How do you know if you do or don’t like something if you
won’t try it?” Deddy said.
Reluctantly, Peanut took a bite.
“Mmm, it’s really good, Deddy!”
“That’s called Weiner Schnitzel,” Deddy said. The name made
Peanut laugh, but he finished every bite.
Peanut tried a lot more foods: Brotchen (a roll), Bratwurst
(a sausage), and Currywurst. Currywurst is a fried pork sausage
seasoned with ketchup and curry powder.
Peanut decided that Currywurst was his favorite food to
eat—but Weiner Schnitzel still had the funniest name.
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Chapter 10

New
Friend

The Tillmans moved to different Army posts in Germany. Some

of the posts were very small, and military families had to live in
German towns. Peanut was eight years old when his family lived
in a town named Einselthum. A lot of American kids were around,
and they played together all the time. One of their staple activities
was playing football.
On a bright,
sunny Saturday
morning, the
boys were playing
football when a
blond, blue-eyed
boy walked up. He
watched in wonder,
clearly confused by
the American sport.
The boy was
German, and he had
never before seen
the strangely shaped brown ball the American boys were playing
with.
“Uh, what game do you play?” the German boy said slowly, in
broken English.
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Peanut was puzzled.
“This is football,” Peanut said.
Now the German boy really looked puzzled.
“No, football has round ball,” the German boy said.
Everyone was confused.

Then Duck realized what the problem was. “He’s talking about
soccer!”
In the United States, the sport with a round ball that players
kick is called soccer. Everywhere else, it’s called football.
Peanut learned the German boy’s name was Kai. They were
very different. Peanut thought about something his momma
always told him.
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Momma’s Rule

“Be lovable; be nice,” Momma said. “Kindness will take you a
long way and make you a lot of friends.”
Peanut and Kai became friends even though Kai didn’t speak
much English, and Peanut didn’t speak much German. They learned
new words every day, and they managed to communicate with body
language.
Peanut taught Kai about American football. Kai taught Peanut
how to skateboard and play soccer.
Their favorite game to play together was one Peanut helped
make up. They’d throw a ball up in the air, and everyone scrambled
to retrieve it. Whoever got the ball would try to run to a tree.
That would count as a score. But if you were tackled, you would
have to throw the ball up again.
Peanut couldn’t speak German very well, but he had learned an
important lesson: kids all over the world love sports.
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Fireworks
in Germany

Chapter 11

Peanut and his family loved discovering and exploring Europe.

But everyone in the family missed one thing from home:
American television.
While they were in Germany, the Tillmans could only get one
English-language television station: the Armed Forces Network.
AFN aired programs from major American-based, Englishlanguage networks such as ABC, CNN, NBC, and ESPN. All the other
TV channels were in
German.
Meine Güte! That’s
German for, “Good
grief!”
Peanut’s extended
family back in
Chicago recorded
television programs
on videotapes then
shipped them in boxes
to Germany every
couple of months.
“Don’t skip the
commercials,” Peanut
would remind his
relatives.
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When the Tillmans got a box of videotapes, they’d eat dinner
in front of the TV and watch the shows for hours. Tiny liked soap
operas and the Soul Train Music Awards, but Peanut, Lil’ Donald,
and Duck liked football and basketball games.
The whole family enjoyed In Living Color and The Cosby Show :
two important programs starring brown-skinned actors and
actresses. Those were the two shows the family watched most.
Something else Peanut and his family missed from the United
States was the 4th of July celebration each year. On July 4, 1776,
the U.S. celebrated its independence from Great Britain.
When they lived in Chicago, Peanut and Duck would watch
the July 4th fireworks off of Navy Pier, right on Lake Michigan.
Although they were miles and miles away, the boys could see the
bright colors light up the dark sky.
“Whoa!” Peanut and Duck would scream.
The show seemed to last forever, a sequence of fireworks
that exploded, one after another. Whoosh… Boom! Whoosh…
Boom!
Peanut’s favorite firework would sail into the air, burst, and
shoot light outward, burning out and leaving a trail that looked
like the legs of spiders. Then there would be a dramatic pause for
what seemed like hours, not minutes. It was time for the Grand
Finale.
For five minutes or more, fireworks would pop, pop, pop,
making the pitch black of night display the kaleidoscope of colors
seen at dusk.
One 4th of July, when Peanut was 11, he and Duck were playing
basketball with a big group of American boys. They were on
Husterhoeh Kaserne, an Army post near Pirmasens, Germany,
about 15 miles from the border of France.
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Many families gathered at the park for a barbeque. They
grilled hot dogs, hamburgers, and bratwurst, and there was
potato salad, cookies, and strudel.
After they ate, the boys played more basketball until it
started to get dark. Then one of the older boys, Jesse, walked
over to his backpack.
“Come check this out,” Jesse said.
All the boys gathered around the backpack, trying to peek at
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what was inside. Jesse pulled out fireworks, a handful of thumbsized red ones with a green wick, and long, skinny ones.
“These are called Roman Candles,” Jesse said, holding up the
skinny ones. “They are so cool.”
“Let’s put on our own fireworks show!” Peter said.
Jesse shook his head. “Too risky,” he said. “We’ll go to this
park I know in Pirmasens.”
Several of the boys were eager to join Jesse. Peanut looked at
Duck.
“You know what Deddy says,” Duck warned.
“Yeah, I know,” Peanut replied.

Deddy’s Rule

“Think before you act,” Deddy would tell his boys often. “Don’t
just do something. Think about the consequences first.”
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Peanut and Duck liked fireworks. But they also knew that
fireworks were dangerous—and illegal in Germany during certain
times of the year. Peanut and Duck might get Deddy in trouble,
which meant they would get in big trouble.
“We better not go,” Peanut said to Duck.
Duck nodded as the other boys walked off into the distance.
The next afternoon, Duck rushed home.
“Peanut, Peanut!”
Peanut ran to greet his brother at the front door.
“What happened?”
Duck was breathless from running home to tell Peanut the
news. “The boys stuck those fireworks into car tailpipes! And they
shot them at houses! The German police caught four of the guys!”
Peanut was relieved but also saddened for his friends.
“Whew,” Peanut said to Duck. “Glad we didn’t go.”
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Chapter 12

Lost
in the
Shuffle

Rule: Change Creates Challenges

P

eanut enjoyed moving to different Army posts and cities
with his family. But sometimes, moving to a new city made
schoolwork hard for him. He was either ahead of the other
students or behind them in classwork.
In third grade, Peanut was in English class when Mr. Pincher
passed out a sheet of paper with blue lines on it.
“Write five sentences in cursive about your weekend,” Mr.
Pincher announced to the class.
Peanut panicked. What am I going to do? Peanut didn’t know
how to write cursive. It was something he’d never learned.
The 19 other students in Mr. Pincher’s class immediately
started to write their sentences. Mr. Pincher walked up and down
the rows of desks. He checked on his students. He stopped next to
Peanut.
“What’s wrong, Charles?” Mr. Pincher said.
Peanut didn’t make eye contact, and didn’t answer him, either.
“Do you know how to write in cursive?” Mr. Pincher whispered
to him.
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Peanut shook his head. Was he in trouble? Would this new
teacher embarrass him?
Peanut held his breath and waited to see what Mr. Pincher
would do.
The teacher walked to his big, oak desk, and pulled open a
drawer. A moment later, he returned with a sticker sheet that
showed dotted lines of capitalized and lowercased letters in
cursive. “You can learn with this,” Mr. Pincher whispered.
“Whew,” Peanut thought. At home, he practiced and practiced. A
few days later, he had taught himself how to write in cursive.
Peanut was pleased with himself and thankful for a kind
teacher.
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Chapter 13

Foreigner
at
Home

Rule: Change Isn’t Easy

Peanut had just started sixth grade when Deddy made a big

announcement to the family.
“We’re moving to California!”
Peanut knew that meant leaving Germany and starting another
school. This would be his fifth time starting at a new school. He
felt a little frustrated because he really liked Kai, and he liked
Germany too.
“But,” Deddy continued, “our new house won’t be ready for two
months, so we’ll stay with family in Chicago until we can move into
our home.”
Peanut would start
school in Chicago, and then
transfer to another school
in California.
Once he was back
in Chicago, Peanut loved
being around family again,
especially Uncle Charlie.
He took Peanut and Duck
shopping, of course, so they
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could get some fresh new sneakers.
On the first day in his new middle school in Chicago, Peanut
recognized some of the kids. But he was shocked when he arrived
in homeroom. Everyone in his classroom was brown-skinned.
In Germany, Peanut had been friends with Army kids whose
parents were from all over the world. That’s one thing that
made the Army unique. In Chicago, Peanut’s classmates were all
from the city. Most had never even traveled to the state capital,
Springfield, or stepped foot outside Illinois.
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Peanut looked like the other students at his school, but he
was different in so many ways. First, he didn’t dress like them.
In Chicago, most of the kids wore baggy jeans and jerseys of
local sports teams, especially the Bulls and White Sox. Peanut had
to wear short-sleeved polo shirts with khaki pants. His momma
insisted he look presentable for school.
On his second day of school, Peanut heard one boy behind him
in the lunch line making fun of him.
“He looks like Carlton,” the boy said to another, referring to a
character who wore fancy clothes on the show The Fresh Prince of
Bel-Air.
Peanut didn’t like it when people made fun of him, especially
people he didn’t know.
Second, Peanut didn’t talk like his classmates.
A girl tapped Peanut on the shoulder after his homeroom
teacher took attendance one day.
“Where you from?” she asked.
“I’m from Chicago,” he replied.
“You don’t sound like you from here,” she said. “You sound
funny. Why you talk like that?”
“Why do I talk like what?” Peanut asked.
“Like that!” she said.
“Well, I did live in Germany for a while,” he suggested.
“Why would you go there?” she asked. “And what kind of name
is Charles?”
Suddenly, Peanut wished he were anywhere but in Chicago.
Though he was born there, it didn’t feel like his home anymore.
I hope California will be better, he thought.
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Chapter 1 4

Ro a d
Trip!

Rule: Make the Most of Every Situation

The big moving day finally arrived. Peanut was excited because

Deddy was picking him up after school. Deddy had been gone for
weeks, getting ready for his new Army assignment.
When the school bell rang at 2:45 p.m., Peanut rushed out to
the front of the school. Buses were lined up across the street
near the soccer fields. Cars were lined up in the circular driveway.
Peanut didn’t know what to look for. His parents had sold their
Mercedes before leaving Germany. It was too expensive to have
their car shipped across the Atlantic Ocean to the United States
on a boat. Since they had been back in Chicago, Momma had just
been borrowing cars from relatives.
One by one, kids climbed into cars and drove away. Peanut got
nervous. Within 15 minutes, every car in the long line was gone.
Then he heard a horn. Slowly, a blue van pulled up. As it neared,
Peanut saw his parents.
“Deddy!” Peanut screamed.
The van stopped and Deddy jumped out, kneeled down, and
hugged his son.
“How are you, Peanut?” he asked.
Peanut sunk his head into Deddy’s shoulder. “Is this our van?”
he asked.
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Peanut walked around the van. He liked all the windows. On
the back, next to the spare tire, was a silver ladder so you could
climb onto the roof of the van. Will Deddy let me go all the way up
there? he wondered.
Inside the van were four very comfortable looking chairs.
“Which one is mine, Deddy?” Peanut asked.
“You pick, Peanut,” Deddy said, smiling.
Peanut picked the one behind the passenger seat, so he could
see Deddy when he was driving.
But the best part of the van’s interior was the bench seat in
the back.
“Watch this,” Deddy said. He pulled a lever, and the seat folded
down.
“Now it’s a bed,” he said.
“Wow,” Peanut responded.
“We’re going to drive this van to California,” Deddy told him.
“This is going to be so much fun!” Peanut remarked.
They left Chicago on a Tuesday morning, and the boys played
lots of games to
pass the time. One
game they played
was called Punch
Buggy. One boy
would punch the
other in the arm
when they spotted
a Volkswagen
Beetle—a small
round car that
looks like a bug.
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The boys would also see who could convince the most truck
drivers to pull their loud horns, and they would compete to see
who could identify the most license plates from different states.
That’s My Car was another fun game. Whenever they’d see a
nice sports car or truck, one brother would try to claim it before
the other.

The first five hours of the road trip passed quickly. Then the
boys got bored. And there were still 29 hours left in the drive!
The total trip was over 2,000 miles and would take about 34
hours!
“This is going to take forever,” Peanut groaned.
He closed his eyes and tried to nap. At least Duck couldn’t call
dibs on all the good dreams.
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Peanut
and Duck
Are Profiled

Chapter 15

Fort Ord was Peanut’s new home and one of the Army’s

popular posts. It was on Monterey Bay—one of the most
gorgeous coastal areas in the United States along the Pacific
Ocean.
Peanut and his family settled in a modest apartment building
near the scenic Cabrillo Highway. Duck and Peanut quickly made
friends, mainly through basketball. When they played one-on-one,
Peanut still couldn’t beat his brother.
“Some things haven’t changed,” he mumbled.
In California, the weather was almost always sunny and
beautiful, so they played a lot of basketball, and Peanut kept
trying to beat Duck.
One Saturday afternoon, Peanut, Duck, and five other friends—
Ricky, Tony, George, Victor, and Michael—played basketball and
baseball at a nearby playground. After a while, the boys walked
to a convenience store to grab a few snacks. Peanut got an orange
Gatorade and a bag of Cheetos.
“Hey, let’s stop by my friend Tracy’s house,” Tony said as the
boys purchased their treats.
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Peanut dribbled the basketball, and Duck played barehanded
catch with Ricky. Michael twirled the baseball bat, while Tony,
Victor, and George lagged behind everyone and talked about the
Los Angeles Lakers.
Tracy lived in a nice neighborhood. The houses there were
pretty big and had large yards. Tracy wouldn’t let the boys into
her house.
“My mom and dad aren’t home,” she said, “so I’m not allowed
to let anyone inside.” But she walked outside, stepped down the
stairs on her front porch, and talked to the boys. She laughed at
one of Tony’s jokes.
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Suddenly, Peanut heard sirens nearing in the distance. Two
black-and-white police cars pulled up on the curb and into
the grass in front of Tracy’s house. A small police van arrived
moments later.
“Get on the grass on your knees!” one of the officers yelled at
the boys.
“For what?” Ricky asked. “We didn’t do anything.”
“Get on your knees, and put your hands behind your head!” the
same officer screamed.
Peanut was stunned. His father had been an M.P., but Peanut
had never gotten in trouble with the police before.
The boys moved from the bottom of the porch toward the
grass in the front yard, but Ricky moved slowly, so one of the
officers shoved him hard to the ground.
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All seven boys were on their knees.
“Now put your hands behind your head!” the officer yelled.
“Sir, what did we do?” Michael asked.
“A neighbor called because you were being threatening and
disruptive,” the officer said.
“What are you talking about?” Ricky said angrily. “We weren’t…”
“Be quiet!” the officer shouted at Ricky. “Nobody say another
word!”
Peanut’s knees hurt, and his arms were tired from holding
them up by his head.
The police officers started to question the boys. Peanut was
on one end, and George was on the other.
The policemen started with George, which was a good thing. He
was always calm and under control. In basketball, no matter what
the score, George always played hard and fair.
Then Peanut noticed something.
The six cops were white-skinned, and the seven boys were
brown-skinned. Peanut glanced around. Except for Tracy, everyone in
the neighborhood was white too.
Peanut was the youngest of the seven boys, and his arms and
knees were really starting to hurt.
“Officer, how long do I have to stay like this?” he asked in the
nicest voice possible.
“Shut up, or we’ll call your mother!” one of the officers yelled.
“Please call my momma,” Peanut pleaded. He had never wanted
Momma more.
After 30 minutes, the police let all seven boys go. Peanut’s
arms and knees hurt a lot, but he and Duck sprinted the entire
mile back to their apartment. Duck was the first one through
their front door.
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“Momma, Momma, did the police call you?” Duck asked,
breathing heavily.
“No, why?” Momma asked.
Peanut and Duck told her the whole story. Peanut showed his
momma the grass stains on his sweat pants. This time, the stains
were not from playing sports. Momma became very sad.
Peanut’s parents knew all about racial profiling—that’s when
police officers pick on people because of their skin color or the
country they are from. Tiny and Lil’ Donald had experienced it
themselves. Tiny thought her boys were too young to bring up
such a serious topic. She had never taught them what to do if a
police officer stopped them.
Peanut and Duck were angry, especially because the police
never gave them a chance to tell their side of the story.
The family had a long talk after Deddy got home.

Deddy’s and Momma’s Rule

“When police come to you, don’t do anything to make the
situation worse,” Momma said. “Keep your cool. Get a badge
number, and come tell us when it’s all over. We’ll help sort it out.”
Peanut and Duck didn’t remember any names and hadn’t asked
for any badge numbers. Peanut really wished he had gotten that
information so his parents could get those police officers in
trouble.
He just wanted to know one thing. Why did they pick on me and
my friends? he wondered. That’s not fair. He would never know the
answer... and that bothered him.
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Chapter 16

And in
This
Corner!

Peanut loved to watch World Wrestling Entertainment (WWE).

At that time, it was called World Wrestling Federation (WWF).
Peanut watched it whenever Deddy allowed him to. He and Duck
loved the athletic, funny wrestling stars. The boys also loved the
nicknames some of the stars had: Randy “Macho Man” Savage, Ric
“The Nature Boy” Flair, “Undertaker,” “The Million Dollar Man” Ted
DiBiase, “Junkyard Dog,” Jimmy “Superfly” Snuka, “Hacksaw” Jim
Duggan, Jake “The Snake” Roberts, “The Ultimate Warrior,” and Hulk
Hogan.
Duck’s favorites were Hogan and Junkyard Dog. Peanut’s
favorite was The Ultimate Warrior. The boys would wrestle at
home. Deddy chuckled when they did, but Momma didn’t like it one
bit, especially when they accidentally busted a lamp.
Duck was still bigger and stronger than Peanut. But no matter
how hard he tried, he could never pin Peanut. In wrestling, pinning
means holding an opponent’s shoulders to the ground for three
full seconds.
“One, two…” then Peanut would always squirm his way out
from under Duck.
At his middle school in California, Peanut played basketball.
Some of his sixth grade basketball teammates decided to try out
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for the wrestling team too.
“Come on, Peanut,” his friend Phil said. “Why don’t you join us?”
Peanut hesitated. He was curious about wrestling, but he
knew it was very different from the pro wrestling he watched on
television.
When he was 11, Peanut was just over five feet tall, and he
weighed about 90 pounds.
“C’mon Peanut,” Phil continued, “we need someone to wrestle at
the 96-pound weight class.”
Peanut went home and talked to his parents.
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Momma’s Rule

“Don’t be afraid to try something new,” Momma always said.
Peanut made a decision. What’s the worst that could happen?
he thought.
Every workout, the team had to run. Then the boys had to
do a lot of Up Downs—an exercise where you go into push-up
position, then kick your feet out behind you then bounce back up.
All of that came naturally to Peanut. What didn’t come
naturally to him was the sport. He had to learn the rules and
techniques, or moves. One thing Peanut quickly mastered was
leverage. Leverage means gaining an advantage by staying on top of
your opponent whether you’re tall or short.
No one was cut from the wrestling team, but only one athlete
could compete at each weight class in a meet against another
school. In Peanut’s weight class, 96 pounds, he had to beat out
two other boys for the chance to compete at the meet.
Peanut lost his first match to a boy named Franklin, 6-3. He
was very disappointed.
“What can you do better next time?” Momma asked him.
Peanut didn’t understand the scoring system, so he focused on
earning more takedowns. In wrestling, when you get your opponent
off balance, take him to the ground, and land on top of him, it’s
called a takedown. That would give Peanut more points.
The next week, Peanut defeated Franklin 12-2—and he never
lost to a teammate again.
Peanut got to compete in the meet. There, he won his first
match. He won his second match. In his third match, he pinned his
opponent in just 10 seconds! The other boy cried. Peanut didn’t
make fun of the boy because he knew how difficult it was to lose.
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By the end of the season, Peanut was the Monterey champ. He
was the best in his school district.
Peanut was satisfied that he tried a new sport. Turns out, his
momma’s rule was a good one.
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Chapter 17

Peanut
Slips in
School

P

eanut excelled in school, except for in
math. Every year, the math got harder. By
sixth grade, Peanut had to collect, analyze,
display, and interpret data. He didn’t really
understand it. He failed his first math test
in Mrs. Fry’s class.
Peanut thought about one of his
parent’s rules.

Momma’s and Deddy’s Rule

“Your number one job is to do well in school,” they would tell
the boys. “If you need help, let us know.”
Despite the setback, Peanut decided he wouldn’t tell his
parents.
“I’ll just do better on the next test,” he promised himself.
Peanut remembered that once before, when Duck was having
trouble with a class, Momma asked Duck about his homework
every night at dinner.
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Peanut didn’t want to get that kind of grief from Momma.
Besides, he would fix this problem on his own.
He studied harder for his second test. He failed again.
Aggravated, Peanut started to act up in Mrs. Fry’s math class.
When Mrs. Fry was writing on the chalkboard, with her back to the
class, he would crack jokes and make funny faces.
But Peanut wasn’t laughing when the mid-quarter grades were
sent home.
“Peanut, you got an F?” Deddy said.
Peanut was embarrassed.
“Yes, Deddy,” Peanut quietly said.
Deddy then read the note from Mrs. Fry.
“And you’re being disruptive in class?” Deddy said, shaking his
head.
Lil’ Donald didn’t like to spank his sons unless they did
something really bad. Getting a bad grade and causing disturbances
in class was really bad.
“Get over here,” Deddy said to Peanut firmly. Then he spanked
Peanut on the bottom with his right hand, hard, three times.
Each time stung more than the next. Peanut tried to be tough; he
refused to cry.
After the last swat, Deddy spun Peanut around and looked him
in the eyes.
“Don’t test me again,” Deddy said.
Peanut ran to his bedroom. He felt terrible. He failed math,
but he failed his parents too. He decided to work harder and ask
for help with his homework. After all, school wasn’t just about
grades. School was about making good choices.
And Peanut wanted to do that from now on.
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Dealing
with Death

Chapter 18

A

“

nother move?” Peanut asked.
“I got assigned to Fort Hood in Texas,” Deddy said. “It’s the
largest military facility in the entire world, Peanut! Plus, we’ll be
closer to family.”
But once again, the Tillmans’ housing wasn’t ready, so Tiny and
the boys headed to Sherman—about an hour north of Dallas.
Sherman was very close to Gainesville, where Grandma Alice and
Aunt Prudence had moved.
Now retired, Grandma Alice had even more free time, so she
would regularly invite the family over for meals. After dinner, the
adults would play spades and dominoes, and the kids would work
on their dance moves and play games in her big yard.
One evening a few weeks before Christmas, Peanut was at
Aunt Prudence’s house when her phone rang. When Aunt Prudence
hung up the phone, Peanut saw tears in her eyes.
A few minutes later, she called him over.
“Hey, baby,” Aunt Prudence quietly said. “I hate to tell you this,
but your Uncle Charlie is dead.”
Peanut laughed.
“You’re playing around,” he said.
“No, we don’t play like that,” Aunt Prudence said very seriously.
Peanut didn’t cry. He just stared at Aunt Prudence.
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When he was seven, Peanut remembered running to his Deddy
in tears after Duck had hidden his favorite G.I. Joe figure: SnakeEyes.
“Stop all that crying!” Deddy said to Peanut.
So Peanut did stop. He hadn’t cried since he was seven.
Peanut’s momma cried for hours after getting the sad news.
Duck even broke down once or twice.
He’s so weak, Peanut thought. Why is he crying?
Deddy rushed home from a short assignment in another state,
and Peanut bounded up to him.
“Deddy, guess what? I didn’t cry!” Peanut proudly said.
Deddy frowned.

Deddy’s Rule

“It’s OK for a man to cry,” Deddy said. “Your momma’s brother
died. That’s sad.”
Peanut figured it out. When he was younger, he cried about
little things, like losing a toy or a game, or not getting something
he wanted. But it was normal to cry about big things, like a family
member dying.
Deddy pulled Peanut and Duck aside.
“We’re driving to Chicago for the funeral tomorrow. Be strong
for your momma,” Deddy said. “She needs you right now.”
At Uncle Charlie’s funeral, Peanut realized he had never seen
a dead body before. Now, the first one he’d see was his Uncle
Charlie. That thought alone almost made him cry.
He regained his composure and got into line for the viewing—
that’s when people show their respect to the dead person, who is
nicely dressed and peacefully placed in a casket.
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Peanut had never seen his Uncle Charlie in a suit. But he
recognized his gold necklace and his favorite pair of Jordans.
After they’d all said goodbye to Uncle Charlie, Momma cried,
and Deddy, Duck, and Peanut all joined her. Peanut was crying
because of Uncle Charlie’s death, but he was also crying because
he’d never seen his momma so sad.
Peanut wished he could make all the sadness go away. But
mainly, Peanut wished he could bring Uncle Charlie back.
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Chapter 19

Football
Dream

Rule: Dare to Dream

Peanut loved hanging out with his cousins Camillá, Denise,

Dwan, and Lil’ Greg. But he was closest to Camillá. She was only
three months older. Peanut and Camillá just “clicked” and always
enjoyed playing and talking together.
“We’re twins,” Peanut
and Camillá jokingly told
relatives.
Peanut appreciated
that Camillá was always
willing to toss the football
around with him and talk
about sports.
“Peanut, I know you
want to be a football
player when you grow up,”
Camillá said one day. “You
know what that means, right?”
Peanut had no clue what Camillá was talking about.
“That means people are going to want your autograph!” she
said.
An autograph is a signature from a famous person. It’s
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a quick way to provide something special to fans. When a fan
sees someone they admire, they may only have a few seconds
to capture the moment. An autograph is a way for the fan to
remember the moment forever.
Peanut and Camillá hustled inside. Camillá grabbed a pen and
four blank sheets of paper.
“Now sign your name,” Camillá told Peanut.
Peanut slowly and clearly signed his name, Charles Tillman, with
all the letters the same height.
“No, no!” Camillá said. “You’re signing too slowly. If you’re going
to be a famous football player, you’re going to have to sign a lot
of things.”
Peanut tried again, only faster.
“How’s this?” he asked.
“Much better,” Camillá said. “But the key is the C.”
Later that night at home, Peanut sat at the dining room table.
He concentrated very hard.
“What are you doing?” Momma asked him.
“Practicing how I’m going to sign my name when I’m in the
NFL ,” Peanut said, not even looking up.
Tiny knew Peanut loved football. He talked about the sport
often, and Chicago Bears running back Walter Payton was his hero.
She knew the chances of Peanut making it to the NFL were not
great.
Each season, more than 1.1 million high school athletes play
football, and less than 0.2 percent make it to the NFL. That’s only
2,200 players!
Tiny didn’t want to crush her son’s dream.
“Well,” Momma said, “your signature sure looks nice.”
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Encourag
e;
Don’t
Discourage

Chapter 20

Peanut saw his cousins a lot the summer after he finished

sixth grade.
He and Duck would get dropped off at Grandma Alice’s house.
The cousins would watch TV shows and movies, go to the mall,
or play sports and games with other kids in Grandma Alice’s
neighborhood.
Nick regularly joined
them. He lived three
houses away, and he
liked to laugh. He cracked
jokes all the time, making
fun of what people said
and did.
“Duck, why do you
walk so slow?” Nick said,
impersonating the deliberate way Peanut’s brother moved.
One afternoon, after a spirited neighborhood game of football,
Nick targeted Camillá.
“I noticed something,” Nick said with a grin. “How come all of
you cousins are super skinny except for Camillá? Are you sure
you’re part of the family?”
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Several of the neighborhood boys started to laugh.
“Hey Duck and Peanut,” Nick said, “are you guys so skinny
because Camillá eats all the food?”
More laughs.
Peanut was upset. He knew Camillá was sensitive about her
weight. She had confided to Peanut—who she trusted—that she
often felt like the “chunky” cousin.
“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Peanut would tell Camillá.
“You are perfect just the way you are.” He would encourage
Camillá to go for walks and exercise, but he never shamed her.
That’s what Nick was doing, and Peanut wouldn’t allow it.
He didn’t like to confront people, but he thought about one of
his momma’s rules.

Momma’s Rule

“Treat people like you want to be treated,” Momma said. “And
if you see someone being bullied or mistreated, then you should
step in and stop it.”
Momma demanded that Peanut and Duck be kind and loving to
others; she didn’t like talk that cut people down and hurt their
feelings.
Peanut noticed Camillá start to lower her head. Her lip
quivered. She looked like she was about to cry.
“That’s not funny,” Peanut said firmly to Nick. “Stop talking
about my cousin!”
Peanut looked Nick right in the eyes and didn’t blink. He was
very, very serious.
Nick got the message.
“Sheesh,” he said, “I was just joking around. You guys are no
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fun. I’m going home.”
A few hours later, when they had a moment alone, Camillá
hugged Peanut.
“Thanks for having my back, twin,” she said.
Peanut didn’t think it was a big deal. He was just doing what
was right—watching out for Camillá.
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Chapter 21

Cove

Rule: Make a Good First Impression

After a few months in Sherman, Peanut and his family moved

to Copperas Cove, which was three-and-a-half hours south.
Locals called it “Cove,” and its nickname was City of Five Hills.
Copperas Cove started as a small farming and cattle ranching
community in the late 1800s. But Cove grew much bigger when the
Army built Fort Hood in the 1940s.
Peanut’s family moved into a house on Main Street. There
were trees on the right side and in the backyard. Peanut and
Duck were very excited because there were lots of boys in their
neighborhood and several playgrounds with basketball hoops.
On their first Saturday in Copperas Cove, Peanut headed
to the nearest basketball court. Because he moved around so
much, Peanut wasn’t shy about
introducing himself to others.
“Hey, how you doing?” Peanut
said to a boy lacing up his
shoes. “My name is Charles but
everyone calls me Peanut.”
“Nice to meet you, Peanut,”
the boy said. “My name is Kevin.
And that’s Rico.”
Peanut learned that football
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season had just ended at Copperas Cove Junior High School. But
after his first day of school, Peanut played basketball with some
of his new friends. Peanut was fast, and he was ferocious.
“Who is that?” Coach Ranes asked.
After the boys played a few pickup games, Coach Ranes
approached Peanut.
“I’m Coach Ranes: I’m the P.E. teacher and basketball coach,”
he said. “Where did you come from?”
“Oh, I just moved here,” Peanut said.
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The basketball team had tryouts the week before, and
coaches had already picked their A and B teams. The A team had
the better players. Coach Ranes decided to give Peanut a special
tryout because he was new to the school. Peanut had to run,
jump, shoot, pass, and defend for 20 minutes.
Coach Ranes liked what he saw.
“You’re going to be on the A team,” he told Peanut afterwards.
Peanut would be playing with Kevin and Rico! Kevin was skinny,
but he was the team’s best outside shooter. Rico was a good
dribbler and scorer. Peanut’s specialty was defense.
Coach Ranes always had Peanut guard the other team’s best
player.
The A team dominated opponents.
Jack Welch, the head football coach of Copperas Cove High
School, liked to check in on the young athletes in his community
and he stopped in to watch a few games.
Peanut stood out. He wasn’t the best basketball player on his
team, but he had quick hands, which helped him steal the ball a lot.
And he could jump high and run fast.
“I hope he plays football, too,” Coach Welch said to an
assistant coach. “That kid is a hoss.”
In Texas, being called a hoss is a compliment. It means you’re
an impressive person.
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Chapter 22

F i n a l l y,
Football

P

eanut walked into the boys’ locker room at Copperas Cove
Junior High School. He was an 8th grader now, and he was on a
football team for the first time! His family’s rules had guided him
through many moves and different schools. But in eighth grade, it
was time for Peanut to learn some new rules.
Earlier in the year, Coach Welch had arrived to lead the
struggling football program. He had coached at several colleges
before taking over the Copperas Cove High School Bulldawgs. The
Bulldawgs played in the largest conference in Texas but had never
had much success in football—the state’s most popular sport.
The season before Coach Welch arrived, the Bulldawgs had a 1-9
record.
One of Coach Welch’s first
moves was to merge the middle
and high school programs.
He would create a pipeline so
assistant coaches and players
could grow together. Also, the
middle schoolers would run the
same spread offense and play the
same attacking defense as the
varsity players.
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FINALLY, FOOTBALL
Peanut was assigned to play safety on defense and receiver on
offense.
Coach Roberts was his receivers’ coach, and he repeated one
rule every day at practice.

Coach Roberts’ Rule

“You have to have liquid hands, soft hands,” he said. “Catch the
ball gently.”
Coach also had a favorite drill. Peanut would go up to the blue
padding on the yellow field goal post. He would extend his arms
out, with his chest right up against the blue padding. Then Coach
Roberts would throw a pass toward his hands.
This drill emphasized catching the ball only with your hands
and not using your body to help control it. Coach Roberts would
throw five balls, and then the next receiver would wrap his arms
around the goal post and try to catch the ball.
Peanut did that for 15 minutes every day.
Before his first game, Peanut walked into the middle school
locker room. He was assigned the No. 5 jersey. Hanging in his stall
was a bright blue helmet, bearing a cartoonish bulldog with sharp
teeth, as well as a blue jersey with white numbers and a yellow
outline.
“Wow…”
Teammates started to trickle into the locker room. The game
wasn’t for 90 minutes, but Peanut was eager to put on his jersey.
He slipped his head through the shoulder pads and plopped the
helmet onto his head. He felt like a real football player.
In the game, Peanut also caught his first touchdown off a
reverse pass. On the play, the quarterback tossed the ball to the
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running back, who sprinted to his left. The running back then flipped
the ball to a receiver who started on the left side of the field but
headed into the backfield. Peanut, who was the receiver lined up on
the right side, was wide open because the defenders followed the
ball away from him.
When the other receiver got toward the middle of the field, he
launched the ball toward the right sideline, where Peanut was all
alone. Peanut made the catch and ran 25 yards into the end zone
for a touchdown.
The Bulldawgs won their first game 17-6!
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Chapter 23

T DY

Rule: Military Responsibilities Can Be Tough
for a Family

Peanut’s momma and brother watched his first touchdown in

his first game.
“What a great touchdown, Peanut!” Momma said. “We’re so
proud of you!”
But Deddy wasn’t there.
He was on a Temporary Duty
assignment. Temporary Duty is
also called TDY, and it means an
Army employee is shipped to
another post for a short time. Lil’
Donald would be in Cuba, an island
country south of Florida, for
three or four months.
There were some advantages
when Deddy went away on TDY.
Momma sometimes let the boys sleep in the big bed. She wasn’t
as strict with her boys because she knew they missed Deddy. She
bought them more clothes and shoes. She also went to all their
activities, including Peanut’s football games.
But it just wasn’t the same.
“I wish Deddy were here,” Peanut told Duck after a tough loss.
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Deddy knew how much Peanut loved football. They talked a
lot about it and watched college and pro games together. Peanut
wasn’t upset with Deddy. He was mature enough to understand
that Deddy had a duty to the Army. Besides, in Cuba, Lil’ Donald
was sad to miss Peanut’s games too.
Even worse, Peanut couldn’t talk to Deddy very much. At
the time, the only way to communicate was by telephone, and
international calls—calls from one country to another—were very,
very expensive. Lil’ Donald could only talk to his family for about
10 minutes once a week.
Peanut noticed that Deddy spent almost all 10 minutes
speaking to him and Duck, not Momma. What’s that all about?
Peanut wondered.
Peanut’s 8th grade football team wasn’t very good, and they
finished the season 4-4.
Basketball started a few weeks after football ended. Midway
through one practice, Peanut’s teammates stopped their drill and
looked toward the gym entrance.
Lil’ Donald, in full uniform, jogged toward the court.
“Deddy is home!” Peanut screamed, running toward him. He
hugged Deddy hard, not wanting to let go. Peanut had missed Deddy
a lot.
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Chapter 24

Asking
for Help

Rule: It’s Alright to Get Help

P

eanut was getting good grades, but he started to have
some problems in math again. He thought back to Mrs. Fry’s class
in California, when a failing grade got him a spanking. He wasn’t
failing Pre-Algebra, but he wanted to do better. He was irritated.
Athletically, everything came easy to him. Academically, everything—
especially math—didn’t come easy at all.
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ASKING FOR HELP
After class one day, Peanut approached Mrs. Moore’s desk.
“I’m confused by some of this stuff,” Peanut said. “Can you
help me, Mrs. Moore?”
Mrs. Moore smiled.
“Absolutely, Charles,” she said. “Why don’t you meet me after
school, and we can go over the lessons some more?”
During their sessions, Peanut appreciated Mrs. Moore’s
patience with him. She was always so calm. For 20 to 30 minutes,
they’d walk through a few problems together.
Mrs. Moore tutored Peanut three or four days a week for
nearly two months.
Peanut rushed to the mailbox on the day report cards were
supposed to arrive at their home.
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“Let me see; let me see!” Peanut said, grabbing the stack of
envelopes.
He flipped through them, mostly bills and credit card
applications.
Peanut eventually got to a yellow envelope. He knew his report
card was inside. He ripped it open, and skipped over all the grades,
looking for how he did in Pre-Algebra. He hoped his extra work
with Mrs. Moore would pay off.
“A-. Great job, Peanut,” Momma said.
Peanut was thrilled; his extra work with Mrs. Moore had paid
off.
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The Best
Player Plays

Chapter 25

Peanut couldn’t wait to start at Copperas Cove High School,

especially to join the football program! The first step was to
play on the Bulldawgs freshman football team, and he starred as
a player and leader. Playing alongside many of his friends, Peanut
helped the Bulldawgs freshman team finish the season without a
single loss.
Heading into his sophomore season,
Peanut would have a chance to make the
varsity team. But he knew he had to get
stronger.
So Peanut and his best friend Jason
Adams lifted weights five days a week during
the summer, and they sprinted and practiced
all the time. Though he didn’t grow (Peanut was 5 feet 11 inches), he
added 10 pounds of muscle and weighed in at 170 pounds.
If he was going to make the varsity team, Peanut would have
to earn the starting free safety job ahead of senior Kevin Fagan.
Kevin was tough. Kevin was smart. And Kevin had played well as the
starter the previous season.
Peanut wasn’t intimidated.
He felt even better when Coach Welch addressed the players
before the start of two-a-days, when the team practices in the
morning and afternoon.
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“I want you all to know something,” Coach Welch said. “I play
favorites.” He scanned the room, looking at his players.
“But here’s the thing: You’re all my favorites.”
That led Coach Welch to one of his biggest rules:

Coach Welch’s Rule

“The best player plays,” Coach Welch said. “It’s about the guy
who gets the job done, no matter how old he is.”
Peanut had excellent hands, and he could jump really, really
high. Plus, he was an excellent listener, which impressed the varsity
coaches.
Copperas Cove was a big school, with over 2,000 students. A
sophomore hadn’t started on the varsity team in a long, long time.
“Who should start at free safety?” Coach Welch asked his
defensive coordinator, Rodney Southern.
“Well, I think it’s pretty clear, Coach,” Southern said. “It’s
gotta be Charles Tillman.”
The next day, Peanut discovered he’d start at free safety and
wide receiver.
“Wow,” he told Jason. “I can’t believe I did it.”
In his first varsity game, against Austin Lanier High School,
Peanut intercepted two passes in a 63-14 win!
In sports, Peanut had never felt more confident. His summer
workouts with Jason had paid off, and he was helping the
Bulldawgs on offense and defense. By season’s end, he was named
the district’s best newcomer.
Peanut was used to being the new kid, but this was the first
time he had ever been celebrated for it!
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A Long
Time
Coming

Chapter 26

Rule: Be Persistent; Don’t Give Up

After the family moved to Copperas Cove, Peanut and Duck

weren’t as close as they used to be; they both made their own
set of friends. Right after school one day, on a side hoop at the
high school gym, they decided to play a game of one-on-one.
“You know the drill,” Duck said. “First one to 11.”
The brothers played
hard, but they showed
good sportsmanship.
There were no free
throws in one-on-one.
But if the defensive player
fouled the offensive
player, then the offensive
player would keep
possession of the ball.
Duck jumped out to an 8-5 lead.
Don’t give up, Peanut thought. It’s not over.
Duck went cold for a few minutes—meaning he missed his
shots. Peanut, meanwhile, got hot, nailing three jumpers in a row
and making two layups. Peanut’s five consecutive points gave him a
10-8 lead.
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Duck wasn’t about to give up though. He scored a reverse
layup to make it a one-point game.
Peanut had the ball and the lead! Will this be my big day to
beat Duck?
“Game point,” he said. That meant he would win if he scored
the final basket.

Peanut faked a jump shot from the top of the key, then he
darted hard to his right toward the basket. Duck didn’t bite.
Peanut kept dribbling toward the basket.
Duck was in a good position close to the basket when Peanut
stopped dribbling. He was sure Peanut wouldn’t score over him.
Duck was still bigger.
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But after years and years, something had changed: Duck
wasn’t stronger than Peanut anymore. Peanut drove his hip into
Duck’s side, creating just a little space, and then jumped away
from the basket. That move was called a fadeaway, and it was one
of Michael Jordan’s signature moves.
Before his two feet hit the ground, Peanut launched his shot,
which hit the backboard… and splashed through the basket.
He won!
“Good game, Peanut,” Duck said. “You finally got me.”
Peanut had been playing and losing one-on-one games to Duck
since he was seven years old. Sometimes, while he slept, he would
dream of beating Duck in basketball.
Now I’ve made it, Peanut thought.
The time for dreaming was over. It was Peanut’s time to
shine.
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The
“Demotion”

Chapter 27

Rule: Be Humble and Patient

Everything was coming together for Peanut. He had defeated

his brother in one-on-one, and he played varsity football as a
sophomore.
Now I gotta make the varsity basketball team, Peanut
thought.
Just as he did on the football field, Peanut proved to be one
of his school’s finest athletes. But on the basketball court, he
wasn’t one of the best shooters, passers, or dribblers.
When the varsity roster was announced, Peanut rushed to the
door of the basketball coach’s office. There were 12 names listed…
and Peanut’s name wasn’t among them. He was on the junior
varsity team.
Peanut was devastated. The
junior varsity team played in front
of small crowds, in hand-me-down
uniforms, meaning their jerseys were
not new. Peanut wasn’t even starting
on the JV team.
This stinks, he thought.
Because he was a varsity
football player, Peanut figured he
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should play varsity basketball too. Being on the JV basketball
team felt like a demotion. A demotion is a reduction in a person’s
role or rank. Peanut was too arrogant to recognize that he simply
wasn’t skilled enough to start on the JV basketball team, let alone
play varsity. His attitude only worsened.
Over Christmas break, the Bulldawgs JV team was scheduled
to play in a basketball tournament. Peanut decided not to go.
“This isn’t for me,” Peanut told Coach Ables.
“Are you sure?” Coach Ables asked.
“Yes I am,” Peanut replied.
Peanut quit something for the first time ever. His parents
would usually intervene—that means to step in and help. But Tiny
and Lil’ Donald were having their own problems.
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Chapter 28

Divorce

For the first time in his life, Peanut settled into a

community... but his family started to drift apart. He had his
sports, and Duck had his part-time jobs. Meanwhile, Tiny and Lil’
Donald were arguing more and more.
Peanut would call his best friend, Jason, when Momma and
Deddy started to have heated arguments.
“Hey, it’s me,” Peanut would say. “Can you come get me?”
Jason didn’t need to hear any more. He knew Peanut wanted
to get out of his house and stay with him. Jason’s mom, Chun,
sympathized with Peanut. Chun knew how hard it had been for
Jason to see her and her husband go through a separation. So
she never hesitated to make the 30-minute drive to pick Peanut
up.
Chun had a small, 1990 Nissan truck, and Peanut and Jason
would ride in the open cab, which didn’t have seats. They would
bounce around a
little on the back
roads, but they
liked to be in the
open air. Riding
in the back of an
open-cab pickup
truck can be
dangerous. In fact,
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today, 30 states prohibit it.
Jason and Peanut had a lot in common. Their families were
both from Chicago, and their parents both had failing marriages.
Peanut trusted Jason, and he appreciated his friend’s support.
For a few weeks, Peanut noticed Deddy wasn’t around much.
Then he came home and wanted to talk to Peanut and Duck. He had
hard news and a painful lesson to deliver.

Deddy’s Rule

“I’m never going to lie to you, even if it’s something hard to
say,” Deddy said. “Your momma and I are getting a divorce, and I’m
going to move out.”
Peanut and Duck liked that Deddy talked to them like men,
telling them the truth. But Deddy was right: the news was hard to
say and hard to hear too.
Peanut’s parents got a divorce, and Deddy moved into the
barracks on the post. Momma was busy working. Peanut was
often home alone.
Momma had always spoiled her sons, cleaning up their rooms,
doing their laundry, and cooking their meals. But when Momma
wasn’t around, Peanut and Duck had to clean up their own messes
and cook their own meals.
One night, Duck decided to make fried chicken and purchased
everything from H.E.B.—a grocery store he worked at. He seasoned
the chicken, and he heated up the oil in a big pot. There was only
one problem: Duck had no idea how long to deep fry the chicken.
When the outside got nice and crispy, Duck pulled the chicken
pieces out of the pot with tongs and placed them on a plate
covered with paper towel. He fried up six pieces. When he cut one
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up, blood leaked out. Duck cut another piece, which also wasn’t
done. Eating uncooked chicken can make you very, very sick.
“Oh no!” Duck said to Peanut. “I didn’t cook it long enough.”
Peanut shrugged.
“What are we going to do?” he asked.
“Let’s just go to Bush’s Chicken,” Duck replied.
Duck, who had a job, treated Peanut to dinner. Most nights,
though, Peanut was on his own. If he wanted dinner, he had to
make it himself.
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Junior
Year Blues

Chapter 29

Peanut couldn’t wait for his second year as a varsity football

player. His brilliant first season helped the Bulldawgs finish 7-3:
the school’s best record in 10 years! Could they make a run at the
5A state football title?
At a preseason
practice, Peanut forced
two fumbles and
intercepted a pass
on defense. He also
scored two receiving
touchdowns on
offense. But Peanut
felt a sharp pain on
the right side of his
hip as he trotted off
the field at Bulldawg
Stadium and headed toward the buses. He was nervous.
The Bulldawgs practiced and played at the stadium, which
was across town from their school. The bus pulled up outside
the football team’s locker room back at school. Peanut gingerly
climbed down the steps of the bus and walked to the trainer’s
office.
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The pain hadn’t gone away on the 10-minute bus ride.
“Something hurts right here,” Peanut said, pointing to his hip.
The trainer felt around Peanut’s hip, applying pressure at
different points.
“Ouch,” Peanut said.
Peanut was then instructed to lie on the training table. The
trainer lifted Peanut’s knees toward his chest and pressed down.
Peanut grimaced.
“We’re going to need an x-ray to double check,” the trainer
told Peanut, “but you appear to have a strained hip flexor.”
The hip flexor is a group of muscles that help flex, or move,
your leg and knee toward your body. Athletes that sprint, kick, or
change direction suddenly can severely stretch and tear the hip
flexors. Later that day, the trainer gave Peanut the bad news:
Peanut
would miss
at least four
games. He was
devastated.
Peanut was
on the radar
of some college
coaches after
his breakout
sophomore season. Like many other high school football players,
Peanut was hoping to get an athletic scholarship, but to get the
attention of college coaches, he needed to play.
Not playing as a junior would hurt his chances to earn a
scholarship.
His momma tried to encourage him.
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Momma’s Rule

“You win some; you lose some,” Momma said. “But everything
happens for a reason. What can you learn from this?”
Peanut couldn’t figure out what good could come from his
setback.
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Chapter 30

The Wild
Ride

Rule: Cars Can Be Very Dangerous

For a city with 24,000 people, Copperas Cove covered a lot

of land and included lots of nature’s majesty. There were hills,
valleys, trees, and even a few rivers nearby.
On a slow Saturday night, Peanut and seven friends were
watching TV at Peanut’s house.
“I’m bored,” Vontez said.
“What should we do?” Peanut asked.
Nobody had anything in mind, but after a few moments, John
made a suggestion.
“Let’s go off-roading!” he exclaimed.
Off-roading is driving a vehicle on sand, grass, rocks, or any
other natural terrain. It is often illegal, especially on governmentprotected lands and private property.
John owned a 4x4 truck. This means the truck’s engine powers
all four wheels at the same time. Most cars are 4x2, which means
there are four wheels but only two of them—either the front two
or the rear two—are controlled by the engine. For off-roading,
4x4 vehicles are better equipped to handle the uneven landscape.
John had his truck, but Christina and Dennard had cars
without 4x4. In fact, Christina had just gotten her Nissan Maxima
two weeks earlier. It was sparkling white and still had the new car
smell inside!
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“You sure you want to do this?” Jackie asked Christina. “I
don’t want anything to happen to your car.”
Christina shrugged.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” she said. The two girls climbed in the
Maxima and waited to follow the boys.
John took off in his truck, followed by Peanut, who was driving
Dennard’s car, and then Christina in her Maxima. John headed
toward Hills of Cove Golf Course, on the northeast part of
Copperas Cove.
“Is he headed to Tank Destroyer Road?” Peanut asked Dennard.
“I hope not. That goes toward Fort Hood.”
He nervously followed John’s truck.
But John went past the golf course parking and into an area
with a road that didn’t have markings on it. They were still in Cove.
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Suddenly, John turned hard to his right.
There was no road!
John barreled between two trees and created a cloud of dust.
He zigzagged around. Peanut got nervous. It was getting dark, and
he didn’t want to mess up Dennard’s car. He wanted to slow down,
but Christina was right behind him.

A few minutes later, Peanut looked in the rearview mirror and
noticed something: Christina wasn’t behind him anymore!
“Where did she go?” Peanut asked Dennard.
“I have no idea,” Dennard said, looking around.
It was pitch black now, and there were no streetlights.
Peanut turned his high beams on and headed in the opposite
direction to find Christina’s car. In the distance, he could see the
headlights of Christina’s car. As they neared it, Peanut couldn’t
believe his eyes. The white Maxima was wedged between two trees!
Peanut pulled up near Christina’s car. “Are you okay?” he
yelled.
“Help, Peanut! Help!” Jackie called. “We’re okay, but we’re stuck
inside.”
A tree on each side of the front doors of the car prevented
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the doors from opening.
“Roll down the rear window,” Peanut suggested, motioning to
the passenger side of the car. “Now climb in the back seat, and I’ll
help you out.”
Peanut carefully supported Jackie as she climbed out of the
car. When her feet touched the ground, she hugged Peanut and
thanked him. She sighed.
Dennard helped Christina out of the other back window.
Everyone was safe.
“Now what?” Dennard asked.
“We’ve got to get Christina’s car from between those two
trees,” Peanut said.
By then, John had pulled up in his truck. He immediately
laughed.
“It’s not funny,” Christina protested.
Her very new car didn’t look so new anymore. The doors were
all dented and scratched.
“Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea,” Christina confessed to
Jackie. “My mom’s going to be really disappointed with me.”
Vontez wanted to help, so he climbed into Christina’s car. He
worked his way to the driver’s seat.
“OK, guys,” Vontez instructed, “get behind the car. When I count
to three, I’m going to step on the gas, and I want you all to push.
One, two, three!”
Everyone pushed, and the car inched forward. But it was still
stuck.
“Let’s try it again,” Vontez said, “but push harder!”
Everyone readied themselves.
“One, two, three!” Vontez yelled.
Everyone pushed, and the car inched forward again. It was still
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stuck though.
“Should we go get help?” Christina asked. “John could try to
find the police.”
“Actually, we really need a tow truck,” Dennard said.
But Vontez wasn’t ready to give up.
“No, no, no!” he insisted. “The tires might be a little stuck. Next
time, we need to rock the car and then I’ll step on the gas when
the time is right.”
Christina decided to give it a shot.
Everyone lined up. They placed their hands on the car.
“All right,” Vontez said. “Now push!”
As the car moved forward, Vontez yelled, “Let it come back,
then push even harder.”
The seven friends did as Vontez instructed. After the car
rocked backward, they pushed, and Vontez stepped on the gas.
There was a screech, as the trees further damaged the car
doors, but Christina’s car was no longer stuck!
“Let’s go home,” Dennard said.
Christina drove her car home. She had a lot of explaining to
do.

135

BSP MSR Charles Tillman int 2.indd 135

8/5/15 10:36 AM

BSP MSR Charles Tillman int 2.indd 136

8/5/15 10:36 AM

Peanut
s
e
o
to a
G
Pa r t y

Chapter 31

Peanut missed hanging out with Duck. They were always

together growing up, but they had drifted apart, especially after
moving to Texas.
Duck was really saddened by his parents’ divorce, and he
channeled his frustration into new friends and jobs. First, he
worked at a car wash, and then he worked at the grocery store.
Duck liked the freedom that money gave him to do what he
wanted, such as going to the movies or buying his own shoes
and snacks. His focus shifted away from school and even sports.
Duck knew he was smart, and he knew he was athletic. His grades
suffered, and his desire to excel in basketball disappeared. He
didn’t care. Peanut was worried about him.
One spring, on a Friday night, a high school senior named
Johnny Anderson had a big idea. His parents were out of town
because his little sister had a track meet in Houston.
“Let’s have a party at my house tonight,” Johnny had told
several friends during lunch at school. “Everyone is invited.”
Word spread quickly.
Jason heard about the party from one of the senior football
players.
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“Hey Peanut,” Jason said right after school. “Let’s go to Johnny
Anderson’s house later. He’s having a huge party.”
Johnny figured a couple dozen senior classmates at Copperas
Cove High School would show up. After school, he headed to the
grocery store. He purchased six bottles of soda pop and eight
bags of chips.
This should be enough, he thought.
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His friends started to show up at 7:30. A few brought cousins
and neighbors—people Johnny didn’t know. By nine, there were
more than 60 people, and Johnny didn’t recognize many of them.
All the chips and drinks were gone. At 9:45, Johnny spotted cans of
beer.
Uh-oh, he thought. Beer is an alcoholic drink. Only people who
were 21 years old and older could buy or consume it. Nobody at
the party was older than 18.
At 10 p.m., Peanut and Jason showed up.
“This looks great,” Jason said.
There were over 100 people crammed into Johnny’s house, and
the boys didn’t recognize many of them. Rap music was playing
loudly and everyone looked like they were having fun. Then someone
grabbed Peanut by the shoulder.
“What are you doing here?” Duck asked him.
“Hanging out with my friends,” Peanut responded. He was
surprised to see Duck.
“Nah, you got to go,” Duck said.
“Why?” Peanut asked defiantly. “I’m here to have a good time,
just like you.”
Duck looked serious.
“Trust me, Peanut,” he said. “You don’t need to be here. Please
go home. We’ll talk about it in the morning.”
Peanut debated what to do. He’d only been at the party a few
minutes, but he trusted his big brother.
Duck has always looked out for me, Peanut thought, I’ll listen
to him, but he better give me a good reason later.
Peanut tracked down Jason.
“I’m going to head home,” Peanut told his friend.
“You sure?” Jason asked. “The party is just getting started!”
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“I’m good,” Peanut said, heading toward the door. He walked
home.
The next morning, he headed to the kitchen for breakfast.
“Good morning,” Duck said, already sitting at the table.
“Why did you make me leave that party?” Peanut asked Duck.
“You know what happened a half hour after you left?” Duck
said. “The cops showed up and broke the party up. I got away,
but Johnny and some other kids got in trouble. That’s what I was
afraid of.”
Peanut was stunned.
“Well, why didn’t you leave when I did?” Peanut asked.
Duck stood up, placed his right arm on Peanut’s shoulder, and
looked him square in the eyes.
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Duck’s Rule

“Look Peanut. You’re going to be a senior next year, and you
can still go after your dream,” Duck said. “You’ve got so much
going for you. Stay out of trouble, and stay focused. Don’t be like
me.”
Peanut was grateful that Duck was being really honest, just
like Deddy. Though they weren’t as close anymore, Peanut knew
that his big brother still loved him a lot.
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Chapter 32

Peanut’s
Day Off

Rule: Your Decisions Impact Others

In the spring, Peanut joined the track team as he’d done the

previous two years. Coach Welch strongly encouraged football
players to participate in track so they would become even better
athletes.
Peanut was insecure about track-and-field. At best, he was
the third- or fourth-fastest player on the football team. He
knew for certain that Jason and Jamal Cato were faster. Truth is,
Peanut’s speed had never been his strength.
He could never forget his third grade Field Day. The winner of
the 50-yard dash would get a small trophy with a golden man on
top. Second place got a blue ribbon
and third place got a red ribbon.
As soon as the whistle blew,
Peanut pumped his arms and legs as
fast as they would go. But Demetrius
and Nathan jumped ahead of him.
Determined, Peanut sprinted as hard
and as fast as he could, but he
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couldn’t make up any ground.
Demetrius crossed the finish line first, immediately followed
by Nathan, and then Peanut a few moments later. It was the first
race he’d ever lost, but it wouldn’t be the last.
Why am I so slow? Peanut wondered.
During his sophomore year, Peanut refused to try the sprints
because he knew he wouldn’t stand out. But he did try the
400-meter, which is usually a full lap around a high school track.
It was a longer race, so Peanut wanted to pace himself. Twins
David and Daniel started strong, and their pace never slowed. They
beat Peanut by a couple of seconds.
Peanut focused on the long jump and high jump. Before track
season his junior year, Peanut’s hip flexor had completely healed,
and he was ready for sports.
One weekend, the team had to participate in the Weatherford
Roo Relays, a meet two-and-a-half hours north of Copperas Cove.
Peanut didn’t feel like going, and it wasn’t because of a sore hip
flexor. It was his 17th birthday, and Peanut wanted to spend the
day with his girlfriend, Michelle. They watched a silly comedy called
The Wedding Singer at the theater and ate at Red Lobster.
The next morning at seven, while he was sleeping, Peanut’s
phone rang. Startled, Peanut picked it up. It was Coach Welch’s
younger brother, Tracy! He was the football team’s offensive
coordinator and the track team’s head coach.
“Hey, Peanut. It’s Coach Tracy. Why weren’t you at the meet
yesterday?”
Peanut wished he hadn’t answered the call. He was too sleepy
to think clearly.
“Uh, my grandma was sick,” Peanut blurted out.
“Oh no,” Coach Tracy said. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I’ll be
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praying for her.”
Peanut slammed down the phone, not even telling his coach
goodbye. He had just lied to Coach Tracy.
During homeroom the next day, Peanut was called to the
office. Coach Tracy was waiting for him.
“Peanut, we wanted to send some flowers to your grandma,”
he said.
Peanut couldn’t keep lying anymore. It was time for him to
confess—to admit to his mistake.
“I was just tired and wanted to hang out,” Peanut said to
Coach Tracy. “My grandma isn’t really sick.”
Coach Tracy shook his head.
“Peanut, you don’t know what tired is,” he said. “You don’t
work for a living, and you don’t pay bills. Come to my office after
school.”
Peanut wasn’t alone in Coach Tracy’s office. Jason had also
decided to skip the meet. The two best friends sat in Coach’s
office, not sure what was about to happen.
“I’m really disappointed in you two,” Coach Tracy said, fighting
back tears. “You’re both good kids, and you’re both so talented.”
Then he started crying.

Coach T. Welch’s Rule

“This isn’t just about you,” Coach Tracy said. “This is about
our team, and you let everyone down.”
Peanut felt bad, but he wasn’t done disappointing his track
teammates. Peanut earned an A- in Algebra II in the fall semester.
Then he stopped doing his homework, and started clowning around
in class with friends. By the middle of the spring semester,
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Peanut’s grade in Algebra II had dropped.
“An F?” Peanut said to Jason. “What have I done?”

Peanut was placed on academic probation. That meant he
would not be allowed to participate on the school’s track team
until he was back in “good academic standing.” He missed three
more track meets.
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Peanut decided he’d had enough. A lot of bad things had
happened: his parents’ divorce, his hip injury, no recruiting interest
in him, his decision to lie to his track coach, and getting an F in a
class.
Peanut still had a goal and a dream.
“If I want to go to college,” he told Jason, “I have to get my
grades right. And if I want to play ball, I have to get my grades
right.”
Jason nodded.
Peanut decided to change his attitude. He paid attention in
class, did his homework, and he studied hard for his exams. Within
a month, he’d improved his grade from an F to a B-.
Peanut rejoined the track team for the last few meets. Having
his dream saved him from making any more poor decisions. Peanut
knew he had to make the right choices every day if he was going
to reach his goals.
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Chapter 33

Committing
Goals to
Writing

Rule: Pursue Your Goals with Vigor

Peanut needed to get serious for his senior year of high

school. He liked the feeling he got when he practiced his signature,
but he knew that becoming a sports star would require a lot of
hard work. He decided he should also write down his goals for the
school year, and he taped it next to his bed.
He listed four goals:
• Earn As and Bs in classes
• Make the playoffs in football
• Make the playoffs in basketball
• Make it to the state meet in track
The football team played in Conference 5A—the largest in
the state. The Bulldawgs hadn’t reached the postseason in 38
years and were coming off a 5-5 record. But Peanut believed in
himself and his teammates like Jason, Jamal Cato, T.J. Hollowell,
John McDonald and Vontez. Heading into the season, after another
summer of workouts and drills with Jason, Peanut had never felt
physically stronger or faster, or mentally sharper.
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The team’s first game of the season was at Bulldawg Stadium
against Round Rock Westwood High School. The Bulldawgs received
the opening kickoff and returned it to midfield. Coach Tracy, the
offensive coordinator, called in the play, “Pro Right 448 Halfback
Pass.”
Peanut was lined up at receiver, and he was supposed to
pretend like he was setting a block for Vontez, their dominant
running back. Instead, he would fake the block then sprint down
the field.
The play worked exactly as scripted. Westwood’s defenders
bit on the fake, streaming toward Vontez, who had the ball. But
instead of trying to run with the ball, Vontez squared up to throw
it down the field. Peanut had five steps on the nearest defender!
Vontez launched the ball into the air. Peanut hauled it in and
jogged into the end zone for a 50-yard touchdown. The Bulldawgs
dominated 28-7.
In previous seasons, Coach Jack Welch had preferred to use
a ground-and-pound attack. That meant he leaned on his running
back to power the offense. Vontez, after all, was a special athlete,
both powerfully built and exceptionally fast. But Peanut and John
gave Coach Welch’s offense more flexibility with the passing game.
In addition, Peanut led a very stingy defense that didn’t give
up many points. As a safety, Peanut covered a lot of ground. He
wasn’t the fastest, but he was smart, and he looked for little
clues from his opponents. For instance, against Waco Midway,
Peanut could tell when their offense was going to throw to its top
receiver.
That receiver was tall, and he tended to stand more
upright when the play didn’t involve him. He got into a more
athletic stance—like a sprinter—when he was going to be the
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quarterback’s primary target.
Peanut noticed that inclination in the receiver after Waco
Midway’s first dozen plays. Just before halftime, he saw the
receiver get nice and low. When the ball was snapped, Peanut
darted in the direction of the tall receiver—this is called “jumping
the route”—and intercepted the pass, returning it for a 40-yard
touchdown.
“Way to see that play!” Coach Southern said. “That’s the play
of the game!”
The Bulldawgs beat Waco Midway 22-15.
Peanut’s best trait was that he was coachable, meaning he
listened very closely to his coaches. Because he tried to do what
they asked, he didn’t make the same mistakes over and over again.
Coaches get very frustrated when players keep repeating the
same problem.
During a 5-0 start, the
Bulldawgs’ defense gave up an
average of just one touchdown
per game.
One afternoon, following
a practice, Peanut received
an exciting phone call. It was
from an assistant coach at
the University of Iowa! The
coach told Peanut that they had
watched him at a recent game
and were intrigued by him.
“I just want you to know
you’re on our radar,” the Iowa
assistant said. “Keep it up.”
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Expecting
the Worst

Chapter 34

C

ove was very diverse: people who lived there came from
different social, economic, and cultural groups. Peanut liked that a
lot because he enjoyed becoming friends with kids whose families
were originally from other countries.
In Cove, Peanut had friends who were white-skinned, brownskinned, Asian, and Hispanic. His friend Jackie was Hispanic, and her
father was in the Army too. They also had been stationed at Fort
Ord and now lived at Fort Hood!
Jackie helped with the football team, shooting video of
practices from an aerial lift high above the field. Peanut always
smiled and waved at Jackie when he trotted off the practice field.
At Copperas Cove High School, people were accepting of others
who did not look like them. Unfortunately, that wasn’t the case
at some of the schools the Bulldawgs competed against. The day
before an away game, Coach Welch called the boys together in the
locker room.
“I’m proud of each and every one of you,” Coach Welch said.
“Remember, you are all my favorites.” Then he paused. “Well, the
team we’re playing Friday only respects white players, and they
have a history of calling their opponents ugly racial names,” he
said somberly. “I know it may be tough, but let’s rise above it.
Don’t let it get to you. Take your frustration out on the field and
make them pay the price.”
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In the first quarter
of the game, Peanut
intercepted a pass and
returned it 25 yards into
the opponent’s side of the
field. The boy who tackled
Peanut bounced up first
and looked down at Peanut
in disgust. Athletes often
show sportsmanship by
offering to help someone
up, even if it’s an opponent. But the boy refused to help Peanut up,
and he decided to say something very mean.
“Lucky play,” the boy said, adding a word that’s offensive to
brown-skinned people.
Peanut was stunned and offended. But he thought about one
of Coach Welch’s sayings.

Coach Welch’s Rule

“It’s not about me,” Coach Welch said, “it’s about we.”
Coach Welch had predicted this would happen, and Peanut
wanted to handle it properly. He never wanted to disgrace Deddy
or Momma, and he didn’t want to disappoint Coach Welch either.
Peanut didn’t want to say or do something that might draw a
penalty flag from the officials or trigger a big fight.
So Peanut ignored the opponent, lifted himself off the ground,
and headed toward the Bulldawgs’ sideline. He reported what
happened to Jason, Vontez, and Coach Tracy.
“Let’s just beat them real bad,” Jason said.
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The Bulldawgs did.
Afterwards, both teams lined up to shake hands. Peanut
didn’t want to look or even touch the guy who said something so
hateful to him. But he exhaled and decided he had to be the bigger
man. He shook the opponent’s hand and headed for the locker
room.
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Chapter 35

Mrs. Hodge

With a great start to the football season, everyone at the

high school and in the community was buzzing with excitement.
Peanut and his teammates were becoming celebrities around
school. Some of his classmates even wanted his signature!
Peanut finally got to give away his autograph, but all the
attention actually made him uncomfortable. He didn’t like everyone
telling him how great he and his teammates were all the time.
“Who can make sure I don’t get distracted and stay focused?”
Peanut asked Camillá.
“What about that chemistry teacher you were telling me
about?” Camillá said.
“Perfect!” Peanut said.
A lot had gone wrong in Peanut’s junior year at Copperas
Cove High School. But he performed well in one of his hardest
classes because of the
teacher, Mrs. Hodge.
She taught Chemistry.
Chemistry is the
science of studying
how substances
interact, combine,
and change. It can be
very confusing and
challenging.
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Mrs. Hodge was Peanut’s favorite teacher. She was from
Dominica: a small Caribbean island named by the famous explorer
Christopher Columbus. Mrs. Hodge spoke with an accent, and she
had a way of making every kid in class feel special and loved.
Mrs. Hodge was a very patient teacher, and she always stayed
in her classroom for at least two hours after the final class
officially ended. Students often stopped by to review class notes
or seek help before exams.
Peanut decided to
stop by at least once
a week for inspiration.
Though she taught
chemistry, Mrs. Hodge
also taught her
students about life.
She pushed them to
work hard and want
more from themselves.
Peanut knew Mrs. Hodge would help him stay focused.
One Friday, Mrs. Hodge detailed on the board how only earning
the minimum hourly wage in the United States could make paying
all the bills very difficult.
“Do you know how much it costs to live?” Mrs. Hodge said.
“Can you afford bread? Can you afford bread with butter? Or
bread with cheese? Or bread with salami, turkey, or whatever else
you want? It’s up to you.”
During the middle of the football season, Peanut dragged
himself into Mrs. Hodge’s class after school.
“Mrs. Hodge, I’m tired and I don’t want to practice today,”
Peanut said. “What should I do?”
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Mrs. Hodge’s Rule

“Well, you can work hard today, or work hard tomorrow,”
Mrs. Hodge said. “But remember, you can really work harder when
you’re younger because as you get older, you can’t work as hard.
To be successful, you need to go there right now and work hard.”
Peanut did as he was told.
He also thought of something Mrs. Hodge often repeated from
a Christian priest and historian named Saint Jerome: Good, better,
best. Never let it rest, until your good is better, and your better
best.
That quote pushed Peanut; he wanted to be the best.
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Chapter 36

Playoff
Push

Rule: Don’t Be Afraid to Make History

The Bulldawgs also won their sixth game of the season, and

they were set to play Killeen Ellison High School, just 20 minutes
away. The previous season, Killeen Ellison had a 12-1 record
powered by a running back that averaged 250 yards a game!
The Bulldawgs couldn’t slow down that running back and they
lost 43-17.
The following week, the Bulldawgs lost 12-7 to Waco High
School.
Peanut was a team captain, and he wasn’t big on speeches,
but before playing Temple High School, he asked Coach Welch if he
could say something.
Coach Welch nodded.
“Look, we’ve lost two in a row,” Peanut said, “but we can still
achieve our goal and make the playoffs. How bad do you want it?”
His teammates went wild, yelling and cheering.
The Bulldawgs defeated their final two opponents by a
combined score of 103 to 7. They made the 5A playoffs!
Their first game was against Arlington Lamar, a team ranked
fourth in the entire state of Texas. For over a decade, the
Arlington Vikings had one of the top 5A football teams. Major
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colleges targeted the Vikings’ players, including all four of their
starting defensive backs.
The Vikings were, of course, favored to beat the Bulldawgs. The
Bulldawgs, though, jumped out to a 20-7 lead.
The Vikings battled back, intercepting John McDonald on
consecutive Bulldawg possession. On offense, the Vikings
overpowered the Bulldawgs smaller linemen and scored two
touchdowns.
With a minute remaining, the Bulldawgs trailed 24-20. After a
solid kickoff return, the Bulldawgs were at their own 40-yard line.
To win, they would need to get into the end zone 60 yards away in
less than 60 seconds.
Coach Tracy called a dig route. That’s a very basic play in
which the receiver runs about 15 yards down the sideline then
cuts hard toward the middle of the field.
Coach Tracy was counting on Peanut to make a big play, and
Peanut didn’t disappoint. He lined up on the left sideline, sprinted 15
yards down the field and turned hard to his right. John placed the
pass in the middle of the field, and Peanut gathered it and raced up
the field.
“He’s gone!” Coach Welch screamed.
Peanut accelerated past the 30, 20, 10… all the way to the
Vikings’ 4-yard line. The Bulldawgs coaches, players, and fans
erupted in applause. Everyone on the sideline hugged and highfived.
On the final play of the game, Vontez leaped over the Vikings’
defense and landed in the end zone with the ball. The Bulldawgs
earned the upset 27-24!
Coach Tracy chased down Peanut.
“Great job,” he said. “That catch is a going to be legendary at
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this school.”
The Bulldawgs went into their next game as underdogs again.
The other team, Irving Nimitz, was expected to win the game.

Before the game, Coach Welch wanted to fire his players up.
He was a great storyteller, varying his voice and using his hands
to emphasize points. But he spoke quietly as he instructed his
players to think about Moses, one of the most important figures
in the Bible. Moses led his people, the Israelites, out of slavery.
“Moses got to the Red Sea,” Coach Welch said, as he became
more animated. “There was no way around it. Then Moses held up
his staff.”
A staff was like a long walking stick. Coach Welch didn’t have
anything in his hand, but he motioned as if he had a staff.
“How do you think the Israelites felt?” Coach Welch asked.
There was a hush in the locker room.
“You can’t be afraid,” Coach Welch said, his voice rising. “There
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is no way around it. You won’t be afraid. So let’s go! It’s time to
take it to them!”
Peanut jumped up and pumped his fist. He remembered how
the story about Moses and the Red Sea ended.
“Let’s go!” he screamed, heading toward the locker room exit.
The Bulldawgs roared and sprinted onto the field. They
trounced Irving Nimitz 38-7, with Peanut scoring three
touchdowns and intercepting a pass.
In the third round of the playoffs, the Bulldawgs faced Midland
Lee, a team led by a running back named Cedric Benson. In his high
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school career, Benson finished with 8,423 rushing yards—the
most in Texas 5A history—and he was one of the most recruited
players in the country.
The Rebels beat the Bulldawgs 43-17.
Peanut’s football season was over. When he got home, he
cried alone in his bedroom. He was haunted by one thought: Will I
ever play football again?
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Chapter 37

Getting
the Call

Rule: Despite Disappointment, Stick to Your
Goals and Keep Working Hard

Peanut had done everything his coaches had asked of him

during the season. But no colleges were calling, not even the
assistant from the University of Iowa. Peanut didn’t have much
time to feel sorry for himself. He had, after all, accomplished two
of his four senior-year goals. The football team, for the first
time in forever, reached the playoffs. In addition, he was getting
As and Bs in school.
“Now I gotta make the basketball team,” Peanut told his
momma, “and help us get to the playoffs.”
Momma was pleased with Peanut’s attitude.
As a senior, Peanut was 6 feet 2 inches. That’s pretty tall, but
not big for men in basketball. The Bulldawg basketball team—much
like the football team—didn’t have a lot of tall players. So Peanut
had to play inside.
He was always smaller than the guy he was assigned to guard,
but he was always tougher and scrappier. He was very strong for
his size, and he could jump really high.
Meanwhile, Coach Welch continued to work his connections to
help Peanut get a football scholarship. He called one of his good
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friends, Gary Bartel, the assistant head coach at the University of
Louisiana at Lafayette.
“You need Charles Tillman on your team,” Coach Welch told
Coach Bartel. “He can be a good college cornerback.”
“I don’t know, Jack,” Coach Bartel told his friend. “Who else
wants him? What makes him so special?”

“Listen, he’s got great feet and great hips,” Coach Welch said.
“Besides, how many 6 feet 2 inch cornerbacks have you ever seen?
If he doesn’t start for you, I’ll pay you back his scholarship.”
That wasn’t allowed, but Coach Bartel understood his
friend’s point. He planned a trip to Copperas Cove. He couldn’t
watch Peanut play football, but he wanted to see him compete in
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basketball.
The Bulldawgs were playing the Killeen Kangaroos, which had
one of the best basketball teams in Texas. And the Kangaroos had
plenty of size. Coach Bartel watched the game, and he marveled at
Peanut’s toughness, tenacity, and athleticism.
The Bulldawgs were outmatched, but Peanut didn’t quit. He
finished the game with 14 points, 12 rebounds, three steals, and
two blocked shots. He also picked up five fouls, which meant he
didn’t finish the game. Still, Coach Bartel was excited.
After the basketball game, Coach Bartel approached Lil’ Donald
and introduced himself.
“I think your son is a special young man,” Coach Bartel said.
“Let me see what I can do.”
Weeks later, Coach Bartel called Peanut.
“Charles, I’d like you to make a recruiting trip to our
campus,” Coach Bartel said. “We’re very interested in you becoming
a Ragin’ Cajun.”
Louisiana at Lafayette wasn’t a college football powerhouse.
But the Ragin’ Cajuns steadily produced NFL players, including one
of the greatest returners ever, Brian Mitchell, and quarterback
Jake Delhomme, who led the Carolina Panthers to Super Bowl
XXXVIII.
Head Coach Jerry Baldwin and Coach Bartel took Peanut to
dinner at a seafood restaurant.
“Charles, let me get right to the point,” Coach Baldwin said.
“Your teachers and coaches at Copperas Cove say you’re a fine
young man. We think you can help our program, and we’d like to
offer you a scholarship to play football. What do you think?”
“Are you serious?” Peanut asked. He accepted the scholarship
on the spot.
169

BSP MSR Charles Tillman int 2.indd 169

8/5/15 10:36 AM

GETTING THE CALL

170

BSP MSR Charles Tillman int 2.indd 170

8/5/15 10:36 AM

THE MIDDLE SCHOOL RULES OF CHARLES TILLMAN

Tiny and Lil’ Donald were excited that their son’s NFL dream
was still alive but even more excited that he earned a college
scholarship.
“You did it, Peanut,” Deddy said.
“We’re so proud of you!” Momma affirmed.
Peanut reflected on his life as he wrapped up high school. He
thought about all the ups and downs. He thought about all the
people who had encouraged and helped him. He thought about all
his experiences and friends. In the end, he realized this:

Peanut’s Rule:

All choices—good and bad—matter.
This wasn’t how he’d dreamed it growing up—it was actually
better.
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Peanut finished his senior year with As and Bs, and he’d

helped the basketball and football teams reach the playoffs.
But he missed qualifying for the state track meet in the
triple jump—by four inches.
“That still bugs me,” Peanut says today.
Copperas Cove head coach Jack Welch is credited with
turning the Bulldawgs into one of the top football programs
in Texas. Before him, no coach in school history had won
more than 23 games. Since Peanut’s senior year, when
Copperas Cove made a postseason appearance for the first
time in 38 years, the Bulldawgs have reached the playoffs in
all but one season. Washington Redskins quarterback Robert
Griffin III, the second overall pick in the 2012 NFL Draft, is
the Bulldawgs’ most famous athlete.
Coach Welch said Peanut holds a special place in his
heart, and in his program’s history.
“He put us on the map,” Welch says. “His leadership and
his playing ability turned our program around.”
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After graduating from Copperas Cove High School,
Peanut headed to the University of Louisiana at Lafayette
on a football scholarship. He started in the football team’s
fourth game. And he started for the rest of his collegiate
career.
Though the Ragin’ Cajuns won just nine games in his four
seasons, Peanut established himself as one of the school’s
greatest defenders with 12 career interceptions.
In the 2003 NFL Draft, Peanut became the highest player
drafted in Ragin’ Cajuns history. The Chicago Bears selected
him in the second round with the 35th overall pick, and he
started in his fourth game as an NFL rookie.
Over 12 seasons, Peanut started 152 of 156 regularseason games for the Bears. In the Bears’ defense, Peanut
was often tasked to defend the opposing team’s top
receiver. In 2012, Detroit’s Calvin Johnson had one of the
most dominant seasons ever by a receiver. Johnson caught
122 passes for 1,964 receiving yards—the single-season
record. But his least productive game of the season came
against Peanut, when he caught just three passes for 34
yards in a 13-7 Bears’ victory.
“The story of the game was Tillman,” an analyst for
the popular website Pro Football Talk wrote. “In each of
the Bears’ last two games, he had an interception return
for a touchdown, but tonight was his best game of the
season. Johnson is the best receiver in the NFL, and Tillman
dominated him. Tillman belongs in the conversation for the
NFL’s defensive-player-of-the-year award.”
For the season, Peanut returned three interceptions for
touchdowns and forced 10 fumbles, including an NFL record
four against the Tennessee Titans.
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A two-time Pro Bowl selection, Peanut distinguishes himself in
NFL history because he’s mastered the art of knocking balls out
of the possession of offensive players. The unique move has been
nicknamed the “Peanut Punch,” and his 42 forced fumbles are the
second-most in the NFL since his rookie year in 2003.
As of the 2015-2016 season, with just four more
interceptions, Peanut can become the first player with 40 career
interceptions and 40 forced fumbles, according to ESPN Stats and
Information.
Peanut is widely considered the greatest cornerback in Bears’
history.
After a Bears head coaching change, Peanut signed a one-year
contract with the Carolina Panthers.
“The Bears have been around for nearly a century, and Charles
Tillman will go down as one of the best to ever wear blue and
orange,” Bears’ chairman George H. McCaskey said in a statement.
“Charles’ ‘Peanut Punch’ is now a part of Bears’ lore. We witnessed
what I believe is the best takeaway artist of his era.”
There are some familiar faces for Peanut in Charlotte;
Panthers head coach Ron Rivera and assistant head coach Steve
Wilks were former assistants with the Bears.
For all his on-field success, though, Peanut has at least
matched it with his off-field success.
He married Jackie, a longtime friend, and they have four
children: Talya, Tiana, Tysen, and Tessa.
Since 2005, Peanut’s charitable efforts have impacted the lives
of thousands of ill children and their families.
Initially, Peanut and Jackie’s Cornerstone Foundation provided
children with educational opportunities and resources. But the
foundation changed its mission after their daughter Tiana was
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diagnosed with a heart disease in 2008 that required a transplant.
As they waited for a donor, Peanut leaned on his faith in God.
He was physically strong, and he was financially successful, yet he
felt helpless.
“At that moment, I surrendered,” Peanut says. “God, I give it
all to you.”
Peanut and Jackie were at once relieved and devastated when
they discovered that Tiana would get a new heart.
“It’s bittersweet,” Peanut said. “My daughter is going to live,
and somebody else’s kid has died.”
The Cornerstone Foundation now aims to improve the lives of
critically and chronically ill children and their families.
In 2013, Peanut was named the winner of the Walter Payton
Man of the Year. It is one of the NFL’s most prestigious awards,
given annually to honor one player for his charity work and
excellence on the field.
“I believe we all have a responsibility to lend a helping hand
in the service of others, in times of need,” Peanut said during his
acceptance speech.
“Because of a donor,
my daughter Tiana is
alive and she’s
healthy and thriving.
I’ve got the
strength and joy
from knowing that.”
Peanut and
Jackie also helped
build a school in the country of Cambodia,
sponsored inner-city students in Camden, New Jersey, and
175

BSP MSR Charles Tillman int 2.indd 175

8/5/15 10:36 AM

EPILOGUE
participated in USO tours to Iraq and Germany.
In June 2015, Peanut earned his masters degree in Homeland
Security and Emergency Management from Kaplan University.
“I couldn’t be any prouder of him,” Lil’ Donald says.
Jason Adams said his best friend in high school deserves
success.
“Even though he didn’t have a lot growing up, he didn’t use
that as an excuse,” Jason says. “He’s very, very deserving of all his
success. He’s humble, and I think about everything he does for
everyone else, and I’m proud of him.”
After he plays his final NFL season, the Bears will welcome
him back to Halas Hall: the team’s headquarters.
“We are deeply appreciative of how he has represented our
team,” McCaskey said in a statement. “We wish Charles and his
family the very best as he continues his career in Carolina. And
when he decides his time on the field has concluded, we look
forward to welcoming him back to the Bears family.”
Peanut has had many rules in his life, but one last rule stands
above all others. Peanut read this rule in Earl Nightingale’s book,
The Strangest Secret.

Peanut’s Life Rule

“We become what we think about,” Peanut says. “If you think
in positive terms, you get positive results. If you think in negative
terms, you get negative results. Your mind will often return what
you plant, good or bad. I decided to plant good.”

Nightingale, Earl. The Strangest Secret. United States: BN Pub., 2006.
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