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      I’m about to escape out the back door for school when Grandpa Giddy calls me from his bed. His voice is loud and commanding but I still hear the pain. Feel it tighten my chest. With my backpack slung on one shoulder, I go back to his room, lit only by one window half covered by a torn shade. I try not to think, not to panic.

      “What is it, Grandpa? You need some water?”

      He shakes his head and pulls on my sleeve.

      “Sit. We need to talk.” He clutches at my hand, and his breathing staggers as the familiar grimace of pain disguises his face. “This is the end.”

      My heart lurches and then hammers like I’m on speed. It can’t be true. But I force myself to sit in the chair next to his bed, even when Mom comes into the room behind me and everything inside me pleads for an escape. I don’t bother turning. I can smell the alcohol on her, know she’s drinking already at seven in the morning. I’m not sure what to do. I pull my phone from my pocket and start to tap in the doctor’s number.

      “Don’t bother calling anyone,” he says, pulling my phone from my hand, dropping it on the floor.

      “Grandpa, you need—”

      “I need you to listen, Jack.” His words are harsh. They usually are, but he’s all I have and I can’t comprehend life without him although I should have by now. He’s been dying for months. Long enough so that I’ve kidded myself into thinking he’d last forever, or at least until I leave, kidding myself that the diagnosis of his cancer is a hoax.

      “I have something to give you.” He reaches to the wooden stool serving as his bedside table and takes the silver cuff links in his shaky hands. His prized possession, given to him as a gift for hitting the game-winning homer in the last game of the season, the one year he made it to the majors. They were given to him by the manager of the Red Sox after the game. The sterling cuff links were supposed to be the start of his sterling career. But not long after that game he was in a car accident that ruined his right leg and he’s never walked right since. The passenger died in the accident, but he never talked about it. The old man is full of secrets. He always claimed it was best to keep things to yourself, especially things that would make a man seem weak or vulnerable. Like being poor.

      He takes my hand and drops the cuff links in my palm.

      “It’s all I have to leave you. You should sell them to pay the bills, because you’re in charge of the household now. You’ll have to work and earn money instead of going to college after graduation. Give up your dream of playing college football.” He laughs a mean laugh and I want to vomit. My head spins.

      He rasps, “But that’s the legacy of this family. Nothing comes from nothing.”

      “Don’t listen to him,” Mom says, sounding almost sober. “He’s rambling and half crazy.”

      She has a point, but his words are hard to ignore as they slice into me, carving a warped new reality.

      Fuck it. I’m not going to give up my dreams without a fucking fight, not when I’m so close to getting a full ride to play football at St. Paul University. This is the first time I remember agreeing with Mom since I was five years old, since that day she left me. But I can’t think about that right now. Because Grandpa Giddy is dying and the last thing he’s telling me is to let all my dreams die with him. And that’s just fucking wrong.

      “Don’t worry, Giddy, I’ll make it. I’ll get to college somehow.”

      “That would be something.” He shakes his head. “It’s all over. Sorry I couldn’t last, couldn’t tough it out…” His voice fades and his face contorts with pain. It’s too soon. They told us he’d have another few months. We thought he would last until graduation. Forever. They told us he should have hospice, but there’s no way to afford it, even after what the government covers.

      “Leave us, Leyla,” Grandpa says to Mom. With a resigned sigh, she teeters from the room, taking her bottle with her. “She’s a no good—”

      “Don’t say it.” I know what he’s going to say, that she’s a drunken whore. He’s accused her of it often enough. She doesn’t argue with the label because it’s true. But I can’t stand to hear him say it about his own daughter. The words cut me to shreds every single time.

      Grandpa and Mom never got along and I’ve stopped trying to keep the peace, given up my place in the tug of war between them long ago. They still pull at me from opposite sides, but I go my own way. I’m a grown man. At seventeen. I have no choice now. Holding back the wild emotions, the anger inside me, I sit there holding the cuff links in my hand.

      “The cuff links are all I have, Jack. I sold everything else I ever had that was worth anything. But there was always you. I had hopes you would be worth something, that you’d lift this damn family from the gutter…” His head lolls and he grimaces. My stomach turns and the weight of his words crush my chest like oversize barbells, only I have no one to ask for help.

      “Leyla is your responsibility now.”

      I snort. “As if you care.”

      He cuffs me across the face.

      “What the fuck—?”

      “She’s yours, damn it. You take care of her. Don’t let her live on the street, don’t let her go back to the drugs—”

      “What do you care? You hate her—” He would have cuffed me again, but I catch his hand and easily push it aside. His strength slips now as he heaves a heavy breath. I’ve never seen anyone die before, but I know that’s what I’m looking at now. There’s not one damn peaceful thing about it.

      Of course not. Nothing is easy. Haven’t I learned that by now?

      “I don’t hate her. She wouldn’t be living here, I wouldn’t have sent her to rehab, if I hated her.” He shakes his head, sad and desolate bloodshot eyes bore into me. I want to hold him, to shake him, to beg him not to leave.

      “I’m not ready, Grandpa.” I’m not ready to lose him, the one stable force in my life.

      “Get ready then, boy.” His voice is harsh and raspy and pained, his teeth grind and he claws my arm, eyes angry, breathing shallow. His face looks so fierce that I don’t realize at first when it all stops. When he dies with that pained look leveled at me like a curse.

      It’s a while before I get to school, but I get there. Because I can’t stand being in my house. Now more than ever.
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        Joni

      

      

      Later that day

      The second I walk out of the girls’ locker room, he smirks. His blue-green eyes lock on mine, looking colder than the ocean, and I shudder. Something is terribly wrong.

      He’s a year ahead of me—a senior—and he shouldn’t be in this class, but the gym teacher is his football coach and lets him alter his schedule, of course. I don’t know the reason, but I do know he’s in a nastier mood than usual.

      He’s taller and bigger and better than everyone at whatever game we play, so the prospect of having him here excites everyone into high-pitched murmurs, surreptitious looks, and open ogling, especially by the girls.

      Even beyond the fact that he isn’t supposed to be in our class, I can tell something isn’t right with him. There’s a rawness to his animosity today, tension gripping the outsize muscles of his body. I notice everything about Jack Hunter. Call it self-preservation.

      Blending into the crowd standing near the folded bleachers, I hide behind the taller guys as the gym teacher blows the whistle.

      “Coed volleyball today. Who wants to pick teams?”

      “I will,” Jack says.  Oh my God. Of course. My stomach churns and I hope I don’t vomit.

      “Okay, you and Haley will pick teams.” Coach blows the whistle again, forgetting we’re inside the gym, and the sound screams through me. I hunker down behind my friend Stacy, not easy to do at five ten, wondering if I can sneak back into the locker room or go to the nurse’s office.

      “What’s wrong with you?” she says as Jack and Haley separate and stand in the middle of the floor.

      “I’ll pick first,” Jack says, his voice sharp and uncaring that he’s breaking with the tradition of ladies first. I hold my breath, staring at Stacy to keep my eyes from facing his.

      “I’ll take Joni Dowd for my team. Let’s see if the Dowd Disappointment can redeem herself today.”

      Some kids snicker, some—his friends—complain with loud groans, and Stacy elbows me in the ribs.

      “Did you hear that?”

      I heard it and it makes me dizzy. I make no move to join him on the floor even as Haley names her first team member. Coach waves me onto the floor. All eyes are on me as I straighten. It’s Jack’s turn to pick another teammate, but he doesn’t. Instead he stands, all statuesque muscle like he’s posing as Hercules for a comic book cover, waiting for me to join him.

      Emerging from behind the snickering guys, I know I have to do this, that I can’t run away and hide. Evil desperation lights Jack’s glare, aimed at me as though he needs to make me miserable in order to survive.

      Walking to him like he’s my executioner, I reassure myself that he couldn’t—wouldn’t—do anything terrible to me in front of the teacher and the whole class. Names and words can’t hurt me, right? Not unless I let them. So, I won’t let them. I’ll turn myself to stone and refuse to hear whatever comes from his mouth.

      Except what if he’s right? My knees quake and halfway to him I almost fall. More snickering turns my face hot. I bow my head, allowing the curtain of my hair to hide me.

      When I arrive at his side, he slips an arm around my shoulder and holds onto me as if I’m his captive. Burning up with embarrassment and shame and horror I stand still, afraid to breathe wrong. He calls out the names of random students in the class who join us eagerly. When he finishes, he whispers to me. “What are you afraid of, Dowd? Afraid I’m right about you being the loser of your family?”

      I look at him. His hold eases up. His arm around my shoulder feels warm and less like a manacle, more like an embrace. This does nothing to relieve the burning in me, maybe makes it worse.

      “No,” I say, lying my ass off. Because in spite of my awkward height, I can’t play volleyball for shit. And he knows it.

      The teams take their place.

      “You serve first, Dowd.” He tosses me the ball. My gut clenches and I want to run to the bathroom and throw up, but I take a breath and walk to the corner. Hey, at least I caught the ball. The gym teacher blows the whistle and I freeze, squeezing the ball between my two hands.

      Jack says, “Serve the damn ball, Dowd. Let’s go.” He’s positioned in front of me, staring with those eyes fringed in thick curling lashes, his wavy hair falling in perfect locks across his forehead, standing tall and showing off his obscene muscles in his tank top, smirk in place on his full lips. Horrified, I focus on his lips. They’re the least scary part of him.

      He claps his hands, making me jump. I drop the ball. Kids snicker yet again. I pick the ball up and toss it into the air and whack it as hard as I can. It goes straight into the floor, not even making it to the net.

      “One more try,” Coach shouts. Jack stares me down, hands on his hips, daring me to make good on a serve. He set me up for failure. Or so he thinks. But I can do this. Surely I can hit a stupid volleyball over the net. I scoop it back up and toss it, glaring at it, pretending it’s Jack’s face as I slam my fist into it. The ball sails over the net. Game on.

      “And the skinny girl makes a serve,” Jack shouts as he jumps to volley back over the net, slamming the ball into the gut of one of the guys on the other team.

      “One nothing.” Jack shouts the score. “And you get to serve again.” He relays the ball back to me. Shit. What are the chances I can get the ball over the net a second time? But so what if I can’t? Who cares, right?

      Way to go Joni. That’s the attitude that makes Mom and Dad real proud. Not. Seems not even my need to survive can defeat my pride, my need to perform, to do something, to be someone. Someone other than the Dowd Disappointment.

      I play on as he taunts me routinely about being too skinny, too awkward, too quiet, too stupid, too lazy and too undeserving of my family’s legacy.

      “What a fucking disappointment you must be, Dowd.” He shakes his head.

      Coach scolds him halfheartedly for swearing, tells him to leave me alone.

      Jack says, “You’re right. What am I wasting my time on her for? Thought I’d give her a chance on my team is all. You know—save her the embarrassment of getting picked last for once.”

      The coach waves him off, gives me a look of apology, and he leaves me be.

      I keep as stone-faced as I can manage, never saying a word because I’m too afraid of saying the wrong thing. Finally, the coach blows the whistle ending the game.

      “Head for the showers,” he orders.

      I move toward the locker room, relieved to escape. Everyone funnels through the same doors except Jack. I look around and see him talking with his coach. The man has his hand on Jack’s shoulder and a somber look on his face. Maybe he’s reprimanding Jack. I squint my eyes and allow the reality to disillusion me. The coach isn’t angry in the least. It looks more like he’s consoling Jack.

      For what? The kid has everything. He’s popular and smart and athletic. And yes, gorgeous even to me, someone who hates his guts.

      Someone jostles me and I stumble.

      “Hey, Dowd, thanks a lot. We lost the game because of you.” He hits my shoulder in a mock pat of consolation. “Watch out. Don’t want to fall and skin those bony knees, get scarred up. Might not ever be able to model again.” The guy laughs. His friend shoves me forward and I fall against the bleachers hard, my ribs hitting them. If hearing the crack doesn’t sicken me, the excruciating pain of it does. Literally. I hurl my lunch right then and there.

      The coach comes rushing over. And to complete my humiliation, Jack is on his heels.

      “What’s wrong?” Coach asks. “What happened?”

      I’m bent over. Tears stream down my face as much from pain as humiliation. My hand covers my mouth, an acid taste flooding me. The pain in my rib cage prevents me from moving and my breathing is shallow. I can’t talk, can’t tell the coach these douches shoved me around. Can’t tell Coach they’ve never picked on me before, but today they were given license to bully me by the master bully Jack Hunter.

      Jack must realize that because he yanks one of the guys by the shirt and yells at him. I’m only half paying attention because Coach is pressing me, making me walk, something about getting me to the nurse. My ungodly screech when I move the wrong way and my knees buckle makes him switch tactics. He calls an ambulance.

      No. My parents will find out. Another embarrassing disappointment.

      “I’ll wait with her for the ambulance,” Jack says.

      God no. The last thing I need is Jack, my worst nightmare, my worst enemy to watch out for my welfare. But coach agrees and rushes to the nurse and I find myself helped by strong arms, rippling muscles and a warm body lifting me gently in his arms, carrying me to the office and placing me in a chair. He mumbles something about me needing to remain upright.

      I don’t utter a word—not that I can speak—and I don’t meet his eyes, concentrating on breathing shallow breaths, trying not to panic.

      “That’s it, breath easy, not too deep. I know it hurts like a son of a bitch. I broke my ribs once.” His hand grips my shoulder, big and strong and warm and I concentrate on it, the feel of it, the solidness helping to keep the panic down, to keep my breathing shallow.

      Once the ambulance comes and the EMTs get me on the stretcher, he stands and watches and I finally meet his eyes. I don’t know what I expected, maybe the impossible. But I didn’t see regret or even the warmth I felt while he waited with me. There was nothing but the same cold anger in his eyes.
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      Later that night, wrapped in bandages and propped up on a pillow and strapped in place, I remember all the words I wanted to say to Jack, the pithy comebacks, the cutting wit, the accusations and rage. All the things that I should have said to him during the volleyball game, but didn’t. And not because I got a broken rib. I didn’t say those things I should have because I’m a pathetic, broken person. Because maybe he’s right about me.

      I am a disappointment to my parents, to the family legacy they talk about endlessly, that Jack taunts me about endlessly. Even in my dreams.

      God only knows why Jack Hunter made it his mission this year to make me miserable, but he did. He singled me out as his exclusive target for barbs of all kinds. I don’t remember him ever being a bully before, but he’s making up for lost time now.

      I go to school the next day only because Mom insists. Dad’s not around to vote. So here I am, wrapped like a mummy under my cashmere sweater and looking like I gained weight in the most unflattering way possible. I’m wary and watching the stream of kids in the hall where Stacy and I stand at our lockers.

      “He taunts you because he’s jealous, because you have money and come from an important family,” Stacy insists.

      “Stacy, half the kids in this school come from rich families.” Moreland High is almost like a prep school, sitting close enough to Lake Winnipesaukee to sport a crew team. “He never bullied me before. Why now in his senior year? He’s the resident god among mortals, the quarterback of the championship football team, likely to go to some big-time football college and take some lucky cheerleader with him.”

      Stacy shrugs her shoulders and sighs. I know she’s one of the girls who wouldn’t mind going with him.

      Meantime, the jerk isn’t just a dumb handsome jock. He’s the stinking class valedictorian. Something is wrong with this picture. But I’m too busy trying to survive without being humiliated to figure it out. Sliding my eyes to where I know his locker is, I study the area. He’s nowhere in sight. Maybe he got in trouble for yesterday’s incident after all. Maybe he’s been suspended. A swirl of mixed emotions turns my stomach.

      One of the jerks from yesterday’s shoving incident walks past me. He slides a look at me and I notice the hint of shame as he looks the other way. But he’s not ashamed enough to apologize.

      Stacy shrugs. “But your family is legit. You’re like an heiress, and Jack . . .” She rolls her eyes, then whispers as if she’s worried someone will hear, as if someone will report her for offending him if she talks about his family aloud. “You know about his mother. And the poor guy doesn’t even have a dad, only an old grumpy gramps. I kind of feel sorry for him.”

      Outrage snaps me to attention and I open my mouth to ask her whose side she’s on, to remind her of his hateful behavior, that his lack of family is no excuse, but then all the indignation flickers and dies because I wonder if I’m wrong. If maybe his lack of money and a decent home is a good excuse for being nasty. It’s the same excuse I’ve been making for him for months in my own head.

      But no, he’s only nasty to me and it’s not fair.

      “So what if he’s poor and doesn’t have a father,” I say. “The guy got me sent away in an ambulance yesterday.”

      “He didn’t touch you—except for when he held his arm around you. That must have been hot—”

      “Earth to Stacy. He instigated those boys. They never bothered me before yesterday. Not until the big man Jack Hunter made it seem like such fun.”

      “He was horrible to you. I hope he gets in big trouble for it. It’s a shame, though.” She shakes her head. “Do you think he’s mean because he has a tough life?”

      “I don’t care. It’s still no excuse to bully me. Or anyone. Not that he bullies anyone else.” I’m firm. For about a minute.

      “So what are we going to do about it?” she says, ready for mischief, a gleam in her eyes.

      “I’m not sure.” I’m lying, because I have an idea. It’s extreme and it’s the easy way out, but it would save me if I go through with it.

      It would also make me a scared little bunny running away. The bell rings and I head for class. Stacy heads the other way, to the honors class that I’m not in. The one Jack’s in. He takes all honors classes, the smart jerk.

      He may be from “the other side of the tracks,” as my mother says, but he’s popular and smart and good-looking. The guy who’s bigger and more mature for his age, the one all the other boys look up to, want to be like. And he’s so arrogant, so sure and, most of all, so tough, that no one ever makes fun of where he lives or what he wears.

      In fact, he makes it cool to wear off-brand beat-up old jeans and paint-stained T-shirts. He makes everything look good with the outsize muscles of his tall 17-year-old man-boy body.

      So what is his problem with me? We were never friendly, but he never singled me out until a couple of months ago. We’ve been familiar, acquaintances, smiling and nodding. We played in the same playground, occasionally on the same kickball team when we were in grade school. Then there was the incident that summer, a moment of real friendship we shared. But that was years ago.

      I’m a quiet person, far from the life of the party, but when I’m around him, I’m a certified mute, which he so unkindly points out. He taunts me about my grades too. I’m not only not in the smart math class like he is—which he derides me for—but I’m barely passing the average class.

      The cruelest thing he’s done was label me the Dowd Disappointment at yesterday’s volleyball game in front of everyone. Because now people are calling me DD today.

      “Pass the paper to DD.”

      “Did you see how fat DD looks today? Maybe she was tired of being skinny and decided to stuff her clothes to look better?”

      “Did you hear DD is failing math class?”

      I hear them all. I don’t even want to think about what I don’t hear. I shouldn’t care about what people think of me. Maybe I don’t, for the most part. The problem is what I think of myself. Jack has everyone singing the chorus of my conscience. The Dowd Disappointment is pathetic in every way possible.

      That night, I hardly notice the pain in my ribs, but I cry big fat sorry tears, embarrassing big baby tears because I do feel like the family disappointment. Attention has always been hard to come by at home—at least attention from my parents. Greta takes care of me. But no matter how many times she tells me I’m not a disappointment as she feeds me cookies after school like a kindergartener, it’s the way I feel.

      I have no idea how Jack knows, but he somehow knows my secret fear. Maybe it’s because he’s more than smart, like some kind of prodigy or evil genius.

      Yesterday was the worst day of my short, overly privileged life, almost halfway through junior year. After three months of torture by Jack.

      Now with the volleyball incident fresh in my mind, I do the unthinkable. I stay home from school the next day because Greta makes Mom relent. Dad’s coming home from New York tonight and I have a plan.

      After dinner, which I eat alone with a book and my cat for company, I hear my father arrive home and I wait a few minutes, on edge, petting Cleo and feeling pathetic.

      “I’m going to turn into one of those stereotypical cozy mystery spinsters with a house full of cats and writing books about solving murders by being a busybody if I don’t get my act together, Cleo.” She purrs, oblivious to why there’s anything wrong with that future. On my worst days, I wonder the same thing. But now, I stiffen my spine. “Here goes.” Putting the cat aside, I go to my father’s den and knock on the half-closed door.

      “What is it, Joni? Come in.” He’s taking papers from his briefcase and I don’t know how to start. He pauses and looks at me expectantly. “You look distraught.” He waits for me to speak, his papers suspended over his desk, so I jump in.

      “I want to transfer to Phillips.”

      He contemplates me. He’s been a tepid and distant fixture in my life, more like an uncle than a father if I had to say. Greta is the one I usually go to with my problems. But this isn’t a problem Greta can solve.

      “You’ve been in public school since kindergarten, sweetheart, why the change of heart now?”

      I’m prepared for this. I know I can’t complain about being bullied by Jack Hunter or I’ll bring the whole school down on me and I have some friends I might want to keep. Stacy would kill me. I take a deep breath.

      “I know, but I feel like I’m missing something at Moreland High. They don’t have the resources that Phillips has, or the opportunities to learn so much more. Now that I’m a junior, I realize these things are way more important. Don’t you think so too?”

      He looks at me like he doesn’t buy it and I worry for a few fast heartbeats, feeling like I’ve overdone it, but also warmed by the fact that maybe he has some insight into me. Then he shrugs and puts the papers in a neat stack on his desk. And I deflate.

      “Guess I can’t argue with your logic. Wish I had time to discuss this with you more, honey. But if that’s what you want, have Greta arrange it. I’ll let her know it’s okay.” He turns and goes back to taking papers from his briefcase. Dismissed, I run from the room like an excited eight-year-old getting away with something terrible. Straight to Greta.

      She’s the household manager, Dad’s personal assistant. She helps Mom too. Mom calls her a girl Friday—whatever that is.

      I go to her office at the back of the house because I know she’ll still be there. Sometimes she sleeps there. I figure she ought to have a legit apartment at our house since it’s big enough for ten more people, but I don’t dare bring it up to her. She’d tell me it’s none of my business, but I’m not that naïve. I know the reason. Why would Mom want another woman living in the house?

      “Greta?” The door’s closed, but I walk into her office without knocking.

      Wrong move.

      She isn’t alone. And she isn’t working.

      She’s on the couch. Half dressed.

      With my mother.
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      I don’t go to Moreland the next day either, and two days after that I move into Phillips with everything I can fit into three Versace bags and no plans to return home anytime soon. Stacy is the only one I talk to about it and we promise to keep in touch. The relief on Mom’s face as she leaves me behind at Phillips barely penetrates my numbness.

      I guess it was Dad who hadn’t wanted to give Greta her own apartment at the house.

      And I guess it was Mom who Greta has really been personally assisting all these years.

      I don’t tell Dad about Mom and Greta because I feel bad for him even though I shouldn’t. He’s such a no-show. But also, I figure he knows what’s going on. He has to. He has good instincts, I’ll give him that. Even if he does go out of his way to ignore problems, he knows they’re there, tidily shoved under the surface.

      Plus, Mom begged me not to say anything to anyone. Most of all what hurts is Greta. I can’t face her, can’t talk to her and I can’t help feeling betrayed by her. She’s turned our family—or the family I thought I had—into a sham.

      I try to shrug it off, allowing numbness to settle in. I’m not so naïve as to be shocked into a psychotic stupor, but even public school and bad television haven’t prepared me enough not to be confused and dazed by the truly sorry state of my family.

      Maybe it’s the last push I needed on top of my crisis of confidence about Jack’s bullying to make the move. To start over. A change of scenery—a change to a new life—is the best thing for me all around.

      Good riddance to tiptoeing around the house like I’m an intruder. Most of all, good riddance to the big bad bully Jack Hunter.

      And yet, will running away really rid me of that feeling that I don’t belong, that I’m a disappointment?
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      The recurring sharp pain in my gut strikes mid-stride like an old friend saying fuck you as I walk matter-of-factly toward the field house. The urge to run and hide fills me as if I’m a soldier on a battlefield caught in a bombardment of bullets. The idea that I need to be anywhere but here swarms me.

      But I’m a brave soldier. I don’t break stride as I head to practice with two of my teammates.

      In spite of the fact that I’m the Big Man on Campus at St. Paul U, that being QB on the football team is getting me in the conversation for the Heisman trophy this year, that the trophy talk can get me in the top NFL draft picks and a guaranteed million-dollar deal and that I’m getting a damn decent education while I’m at it—in spite of all that, right now I wish I was on the dark side of the moon with Pink Floyd.

      Not still stuck in New Hampshire within reach of all my worst nightmares and fears, where my past and my heritage, or fucking shitty lack thereof, can track me down. Daily. And haunt me nightly.

      Most of the time I can handle it, keep my head in the moment, talk to people, listen to my poli-sci prof go on about world domination by the Chinese, run gassers while my sadistic coach shrieks out a tune on his fucking whistle, and most importantly keep my eyes on the prize. It’s close. Looming. This is my senior year and my final season of college football.

      My goal is the Heisman trophy and D-Day for me is Draft Day this spring. The day I can become independent from my past when I sign the big contract, accept the money, and take my place as a pro baller in the NFL.

      D-Day is the day I achieve the level of respect that will arm me against whatever ghost comes booing, whatever latent proclivities pop up to disarm my success. Whatever nuclear explosion of bad seeds cloud my achievements. By then, won’t matter. I’ll be free of it all. Or at least that’s the spidery thread of hope I’m hanging from right now.

      Winning the Heisman will get me to Draft Day, the day I need to live until, to survive to, to keep pushing the boulder up that hill toward, no matter what.

      Concentrate on now, on how today is hot. Though it’s not hot enough to be hellish. So why do I feel it?

      The sun bombards its UV rays against my knockoff Tommy Bahama sunglasses, reminding me that I need to keep up my shield. Always. Today we have practice starting in one hour at three p.m., ending in time to toss our guts before dinner. Most days we pick up again at six and continue under the lights until eight, but not tonight.

      The concession to the first day of classes is a reduction from three down to one session of practice. Coach Mario Radzewicz is riding us hard to get us up that mountain behind the boulder and pushing back on us every step of the way.

      “I gotta get my monkey suit cleaned,” Tristan Collins says to me. He walks on my right, tight end and tight friend, main target of my TD passes last season and decent for a religious dude since he knows better than to preach to me by now. On my left, George Sylvester more than keeps up. He’s the team’s All-American running back and, next to me, a cinch for the pros. Unfortunately, he’s not as decent a guy as Tristan and has not a cinder of religious fire in his belly, though he has a big enough mouth to make up for it. The three of us stride in a semi-hurry, my usual pace.

      “You’re wearing a tux?” I say, pretending to dismiss the idea because it’s uncool. Truth is I don’t own a tux and no way am I renting one. That’s a month’s fucking electric bill and I need my lights. 

      “Yeah. The invitation said black tie. It blows, but—”

      “I’m not wearing one,” I say. Fuck. I don’t need trouble, but if Lassiter—Raymond Edgar Lassiter, St. Paul U’s Dean of Students—wants to give me shit about wearing a suit instead of a tux to his annual squeeze-the-wealthy-alumni-for-money-reception, he can go to hell and he can take all his rich trustee and donor friends with him.

      “Of course you’re not.” George grins. “Leave it to the rebel to add a spark to an otherwise dull event.” He slaps my back. 

      Even if I want to waste money on a tux for the event, there’s no time to get one. The reception is on Saturday. Today is Wednesday, August 28th, the first day of my last year at St. Paul’s.

      “Hey, Jack. Lookie what we have walking our way,” George says, changing track—or going back to the main track dominating his pea-size brain. He elbows me in the biceps, hitting a particularly nasty bruise, as he juts his chin in the direction of a group of girls coming straight at us. He acts as if we’re in a monastery where we don’t see girls every single fucking day. He drawls under his breath in his damn Texas talk, “Eight point five, six point four, and a couple of sevens.”

      On our way to practice, the last thing we need is to get sidetracked by George’s easily excited dick or his dickhead attitude.

      “Leave it alone.” I use my commander voice, the same one I use in the huddle to direct the team as if they’re troops. As if. It’s arrogant, stolen swagger, but it gets the job done. I keep walking, carrying George and Tristan in my wake, feeling every pound of the burden. Fuck. The season hasn’t even started yet. I refocus on the moment, the here and now.

      The field house, some twenty yards off, like the rest of the campus, is covered in green ivy and made with lots of fucking green money built into the classic red bricks and mortar. Seated in the hills of bucolic northern New Hampshire, in the comfort of privilege like an angel sleeping in the clouds, the campus picture is deceptive. Because I haven’t met a single angel here, but I have met more than a few devils masquerading as men of wealth and taste—as prophesied by the sympathetic Mick Jagger.  

      The girls titter and I religiously keep my eyes on our destination. But in my periphery—because I have damn good peripheral vision, one of the gifts that makes me a fucking spectacular QB—I can see there are four of them walking in a tight bunch. So tight that when they reach us and one of the girls—the one in front—stops, they all stumble to a stop. And one of them trips and falls to the ground.

      Snapping out of my morose headspace, I move quickly to help her up off the ground.

      “Shit, are you okay?” I push the sunglasses off my eyes to take a closer look, pulling her to a stand. She leans into me, or tries to, but I hold her at a distance, hot to let go of her altogether as if she’s the proverbial hand-burning potato. George snickers and I elbow him as he comes to stand at my side. The other girls are agog and talking all at once, saying who knows what.

      “I-I think so,” the girl says. I’m not convinced, so I look her over and she has a scrape on her knee.

      “You may want to get that taken care of,” I point to the small trickle of blood.

      Her friend dressed in yellow lets out a screech.

      “You’re so—so—Jack Hunter.” It’s not the first time my name has been used as an adjective and I almost want to stop and ask her what the fuck my name means to her, but neither of us needs the embarrassment and she doesn’t deserve it.

      George nudges me back and I hold onto my patience. The girl is an innocent. Clearly. And I’m not. At all. Not even a little bit. This is the reason I keep my mouth zipped and in neutral position.

      “Of course he is,” Girl Number Three dressed in hot pink says, her hungry eyes on me. “You’re adorable up close.” She seems in possession of enough sense to take over, so I hand over her friend.

      “Take care and watch where you’re going, ladies,” I say and turn to move on. 

      Tristan and George flank me as we walk away.

      The girls groan their disappointment and fling goodbyes, reciting phone numbers, but thank fuck they don’t follow us.

      “Keep walking and don’t look back,” Tristan says. “Do not encourage them. Coach will make us run triple sprints if he catches girls following us to the field like last time.”

      George laughs. “That was fucking funny. Jack the Pied Piper.”

      “Shut up. They’re harmless.”

      “Until they’re not,” Tristan says, referring to my stalker from last semester.

      “Don’t worry, man, stalker lady is no longer on campus,” I say.

      “They booted her ass all because of you,” George says. “Doesn’t that make you feel guilty?”

      “Kind of,” I admit, though I grin to take the edge off my sincerity. George punches me in the arm again and hoots anyway.

      We’re about five yards from the walkway to the field house entrance when I spot another girl heading our way, but this time it’s me who stops in my tracks.

      It can’t be her. Feet planted in place, my mind freezes along with the rest of me, disbelief transforming me into the red-light statue of our childhood games.

      When her eyes connect with mine, my heart starts up again, making up for lost beats at a stuttering pace.

      Jesus fucking Christ, please don’t let it be her. The last-ditch prayer doesn’t work. No fucking kidding. Did I forget I’m in league with the devil?

      The hammering of my heart is a true measure of reality, because the woman walking in my direction with a smile on her face, talking to a friend, is not a conjuring of my morose musing, not a hellish hallucination. 

      She is none other than the Joni Dowd. In the flesh.

      The one woman on the planet I wouldn’t mind never seeing again. Ever.

      So she was the reason for the premonition of my past catching up to me. The reason that only being off this planet would be far enough away from my home town. Fucking home.

      She’s the personification of everything I ever hated about my past, the place I came from, home fucking sweet home.

      The spoiled little rich princess from high school who made me feel like gutter trash, who made me feel every bloody step of my struggle to make something of myself while she had everything in life handed to her on a silver platter with no effort at all. The girl who has everything. The girl with a family, a mansion, a sober mother and a wealthy responsible father to make her path easy. The opposite of my journey from the gutter.

      But I got here. All on my own.

      And now she’s here . . .

      Taking her eyes from mine, she turns away without acknowledging me and keeps walking. She reaches the corner, about to cross the street. My heart tumbles with fear and excitement at missing the confrontation with the terrible ghost from my shameful past. Ebenezer Scrooge has nothing on me. But unlike old Scrooge who didn’t want to see his ghostly old friends, I’m a sick bastard who enjoys the torture. Don’t I relish the challenge of overcoming pain, facing every last one of the ghosts, no matter how bloodied and broken my soul becomes? No matter how futile it is to try and overcome the pain, because I’m inflicting it on myself, aren’t I?

      I break away from my friends and they protest and warn that I’ll be late and I wave them off. George complains to Tristan, “Of course he’ll get away with it. The special star  can fuck off if he wants.”

      They think of me as privileged. Ironic. I almost snort a laugh.

      Instead, I trot to catch up with Joni who’s walking away with some guy I don’t know. Poor bastard. When I reach her at the corner, I reach for her arm to stop her from crossing the street.

      “Joni Dowd? Fuck. It is you.”

      She looks up at me and I don’t know what I’m expecting—shock? Fear? Adoration? Good one. But not the smile of familiarity that I get from her like we grew up together. Why not? We sort of did grow up together, albeit in a distant way. Then a spark of anger and hurt cuts the life from her smile as if everything comes back to her, dissipating whatever warmth of recognition she held.

      I hold onto her arm, not letting go even as her sidekick eyes me, mute and starstruck. It’s the look I’ve become used to, come to expect. It’s the attitude that’s sapping the life and excitement from my college experience to the point where I can’t wait for my senior year to end. The only people I can stand associating with anymore for any amount of time are my teammates and a handful of professors.

      “If it isn’t Jack Hunter. Good to see you too. Now let go of me.” She speaks in a casual voice, like we’re old friends instead of old enemies. I laugh. By millimeters, I release her arm, taking time and deliberation to feel her, the taut energy of the connection between us like sizzling acid.

      “You visiting campus?”

      “No.” She turns away, bites that luscious lower lip before turning back, surprising me with a lift of her chin and that defiant fire in her eyes I saw only once before—the last time I saw her. “I transferred here.” She turns to her companion. The mute dude is three inches shorter than her and not in nearly as good condition as she is. I realize this as I sweep my gaze from him to her, stroking my eyes up and down her lingerie model-worthy body.

      She says to her buddy, “Dooley, this is an old acquaintance from high school, Jack Hunter.”

      “I know who he is,” Dooley says in a breathy voice. I smile at him and he looks even more uncomfortable, his face going full supernova red, his mouth open again but not working.

      “Jack, this is Dooley. We both transferred here from Amherst this semester. I heard you were here. Playing football.”

      “And you came anyway?”

      She laughs. I’m stunned by the genuine lightness of it. And impressed.

      She says, “I’ve done some growing up since we last . . . spoke.” She looks me over. “You look the same.”

      “You don’t.”

      I stare, because it’s almost four years later and I can’t believe my eyes. Dowd the Disappointment has made something of herself since she disappeared. She must have made the grades if she transferred to SPU, gorgeous and unique with a dry insulting wit that makes me smile when I don’t want to. She isn’t dressed like a spoiled little princess. Of course her clothes are expensive, but she has a style all her own.

      She wears Lucky jeans with pink leather Montelliana hiking boots and a silky ruffled poet’s blouse that makes me want to stroke it. Her honey blonde hair is long and straight, blowing in the breeze, begging to be played with and showing off her elegant neck. It’s unstyled as if she came in a time capsule from the 70s. If she wears makeup I can’t tell. But it doesn’t matter, because her face is flawless. Not a blemish in sight on her peachy high-boned cheeks. Long lashes fringe her golden hazel eyes. They look fake, but I know they’re not. I remember them behind her glasses back in the day, remember thinking she could be pretty.

      I was wrong. She’s not pretty. She’s fucking drop-dead gorgeous.

      Did I mention how her body filled out? She’s now a top prospect for a Sports Illustrated swimsuit layout.

      These are forbidden thoughts, but they’re real and I can’t stop them. Even if she is my worst enemy.

      “Because I’m not the same,” she insists a little louder than necessary. Then she backs up a step, turning away to hide her blush under a curtain of shiny, touchable hair, but it’s too late. Of course I see her embarrassment. It’s my role in her life to cause it. “Nice seeing you,” she says.

      I believe her and I’m taken aback at the truth in her words, even though everything in her body language says otherwise. Almost everything. There’s that light in her eyes, that vibration of energy between us. If I don’t miss it, neither does she. She moves on, dragging Dooley along with her, trying like hell to behave as if she hasn’t given a thought to the torture I inflicted on her in high school four years ago. But then I notice the rush of her steps, the tense line of her back confirming she’s not over me.

      Not at all. She bought her way out of her trouble with me—or her dad bought her out of it—rather than stick it out and fight her own battle. You asshole, I tell myself. It was never a fair fight.

      As I watch her retreating form, she looks like the last girl on campus who wants a fucking thing to do with me. My dick twitches with perverse interest in her perfect ass. There’s no sway, no bounce to it as she moves fast and smooth. Interesting. But she’s no braver than she was before. She ended up running away from me again, didn’t she?

      What did I expect? She’s not still crying over me, but she’s not about to thank me for bullying her to make her stronger either. I’m not sure she is stronger or deserving of everything she’s been handed. Still.

      So what? She was always a privileged princess and I already took her down for it, didn’t I?

      Yet, if I’m honest, I still feel the burn of shame. Because I’m still that fucking asshole bully. I never apologized to her. I know I should. And Joni knows it.

      As for Joni . . . I have no idea what she is anymore. She looks different. Her sophistication seems real, genuine now, not put on like a costume. She’s more interesting, if not a fighter.

      She’s still a fucking privileged princess.

      A perfect candidate for trophy girlfriend of the semester.

      Dangerous thought. She knows who I am, where I’m from, that I have no father and a drunk floozy for a mother. She knows I’m poor. From a white trash loser family.

      Who the fuck cares? She’s nothing to me.

      I don’t give a fuck about her. She and her family mean nothing to me. They’re old news. They have no power here at St. Paul’s, no control over me anymore. I’m having a helluva time convincing my nerves of this as I turn and walk away, trotting back to the field house.

      I’m her enemy as sure as she’s mine. And she knows my secrets, that my mom is a drunk who doesn’t know who my father is, that we’re poor, and that I was a mean bully, if only to her. She can mess up my reputation, cause the kind of suspicion the NCAA could run with. They might start an investigation.

      The NCAA made it clear they have St. Paul U in their sights. Worse, the press could run with whatever bad rumors she might spread. Even a whiff of bad publicity would hurt my chances for the Heisman.

      But Joni is a good girl. The kind whose moral compass is unquestionable and uncompromising. She would never spread rumors to hurt me or St. Paul’s.

      Would she? She hates me.

      We made a tacit agreement just now to go our own ways, put more water under the bridge. She’ll leave me alone if I leave her alone.

      Keep your friends close, but keep your enemies closer. I push through the doors and trot down the hall to the locker room in the back of the building near the practice field, contemplating the prospect of keeping Joni Dowd close. The idea has appeal.

      She’s not exactly a snake. It would be more like bringing a sheep to slaughter if I were to make her mine for the semester, a true trophy girlfriend. But that’s the kind of dangerous game I can’t afford to play. Shoving through the locker room door, I take inventory and realize the only guys left inside are on the injured list. Fuck. I’m late.

      I dismiss Joni from my mind along with the notion of making her mine. Sleeping with the enemy is a strategy that never ends well. For at least one of the parties involved. And everyone knows my relationships always end before the semester.

      “Where the fuck you been?” Billy, a linebacker with a strained groin, greets me dressed in a towel. “Coach is taking heads off demanding to know.”

      “I’ll be on the field in five. Do me a solid and run out there and let him know.”

      “I’m wearing a towel. I’m scheduled for an ice bath.”

      I look at him, taking my eyes from the contents of my locker as I strip my pants off. “When was the last time I asked you for anything?”

      “Never.” He nods, knows he owes me for setting him up with his last three dates and hastily throws on a pair of gym shorts and flies out the back door. I like Billy. He’s cooperative.

      Shaking my head, I dress, moving through the routine fast, but my head goes back to Joni. A vision of her on my mattress takes hold. Fuck.

      You’re not out of it yet, Jack. You haven’t won the Heisman yet, haven’t been drafted to the NFL. Leave her alone. You don’t need any more trouble. She knows who you really are, and who you aren’t.

      She knows I have no money. I don’t need any more scrutiny from the NCAA about my financial situation.

      No, I don’t. Fuck.

      Speaking of which, I need to hustle out to the field because in spite of what my teammates think, I really can’t get away with being late. Not again. I’m running out of excuses for Coach Radz. He’s what they charmingly describe as old school when it comes to coaching. He speaks loudly and carries a big fucking stick. And he’s not afraid to use it. If we don’t get banged up in games, we pay double for the failure in practice. He literally counts our bruises.

      There’s no way in hell I’m telling him the real reason I’ve been late four times since the team arrived three weeks ago for preseason triple sessions.

      Money. Busy working my side gig earning money. That’s not something anyone knows about. It’s the kind of gig that needs to stay under the radar, hidden from everyone.

      The team starts well ahead of the rest of the student body who aren’t participating in fall sports. That cuts my summer job short and I need the income. Every fucking penny of it.

      No way am I admitting that to Coach. He’s already sketchy about the arrangement I had to work for the alumni supporter who overpaid me by about twenty-K to hang around his car dealership. Until last summer when a rep from the NCAA visited and asked questions. Either I needed to quit the job or accept a pay cut down to almost minimum wage to avoid the appearance of a gratuitous payment against NCAA rules.

      Beyond tuition, room and board, I can’t accept any money from SPU or their supporters. Now I’m in a deeper fucking hole than ever. Barely twenty-one and I already have money problems with no grand spending spree to show for it. No fancy car, no fancy digs, not even a fucking bed. Poor Jack. I snort a laugh.

      I turn to the door and take off at a lope, no need for the full burner speed.

      I save that speed for my nightmares, in case the demons turn out to be bigger and badder than me. In case I need to escape all the way to the dark side of the moon where I came from.
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      “Wait up, you Amazonian woman,” Dooley says, finally opening his smart-ass mouth. I turn on him after we’re safely across the street and Jack fricking Hunter has disappeared into the field house.

      “You haven’t lost your power of speech after all,” I say. “What was that back there? I could have used some support.” This is patently unfair to put on him since he has no idea that Jack is my demon, my biggest nightmare. No one has any idea of my sad history with the Big Man on Campus, Jack Hunter, and I want to keep it that way. I want to never see him again.

      Liar, liar pants on fire.

      My face goes up in flames of shame. Okay, I want to see him long enough to make him wish he’d never done what he did to me, to make him sorry. Then I never want to see him again.

      “Are you crazy, bitch? That was Jack fucking Hunter—and you never mentioned you happen to know the biggest celebrity on campus—hell, the biggest celebrity in college football, the odds-on favorite to win the Heisman.”

      “Heisman?” I say dumbly, because even though I know about Jack playing football, I’m not exactly a college football fan. I’ve been too busy studying my ass off to get the grades to transfer here.

      “You are so sorry, so lost, little lamb.” He takes me by the arm and leads me to the coffee shop in the Student Union building, a very big and very old brick monolith that was probably built by the Masons and is riddled with secrets and treasures, if St. Paul U mythology is to be believed. An Episcopal institution, it’s an elitist enclave first and foremost. But its current status as a top university, one of the most difficult to get into in the country, is in no small part due to the sports teams winning trophies and championships left and right.

      “I didn’t come here for the sports,” I say because it’s true, no matter that no one would believe me. I’d like to think I’m lucky I got in, or got in based on my essay, but I know my dad pulled strings. The thought causes a bubble of discomfort in my gut.

      “Of course not. I know, honey. You came here because Amy Soullier, the Pulitzer Prize winning novelist, is in residence as the Booker professor. Or so you’ve said. Maybe too many times.” He stops and narrows his eyes at me. “Now I’m not so sure. Maybe you really had me hoodwinked with that story. Maybe Jack Hunter, who you mysteriously know from your mysterious past, is the real reason you wanted to come here.”

      “He is not—” I stop because I can’t tell Dooley I came here in spite of knowing that Jack was here, and with no small trepidation about it. But I’d convinced myself that the campus was big enough for both of us and chances were I’d never run into him, because I have every intention of never going to a football game or anywhere near the kinds of parties or social events that football players go to. Feeling the crimson flood me at my ridiculous unfinished sentence, at the childish way I said the words, it’s as if I’ve reverted to that girl from four years ago in the matter of ten minutes upon seeing the hideous ghost who’s haunted me ever since I can remember.

      But he’s not so hideous. My demonic conscience won’t let me get away with that label. My traitorous dreams won’t let me think of him as anything short of a desirable if broken boy, one I dream about … in not terrible ways. Can I admit that I dream about getting even with him in the most intimate of ways?

      No. I can’t. Because that’s the hideous nightmare in me for real. That I actually find the baddest of bad boys desirable. Of course I do. I live and breathe. The hottest snack in high school is now the king of hot snacks at St. Paul University. Of course he is.

      He’s perfectly perfect on the surface. Big Man on Campus, football star, A student, a stud among studs idolized for his way with women in and out of bed. He’s notorious in Moreland even though he hasn’t been back there. I hear the nauseating stories, whispers about his wild popularity and his refusal to take any woman seriously, the way he chooses them like contestants in some kind of sick beauty pageant to win a chance to win him over.

      Of course he needs to be brought down a peg. But no way in hell am I the woman to do it.

      “You love him, too,” Dooley squeaks in the falsetto voice he usually reserves for the stage. It’s enough to snap me from my Jack-crazy mind. “I thought for sure you’d be the one holdout on campus who wouldn’t fall at his feet—the way you pulled away from him back there. I thought you were immune.”

      “I am. I was inoculated. In high school. I knew him back then and learned enough to know I don’t need any more. I want no part of him.” I have myself half convinced because I truly do hate what he did to me. But part of me is fascinated. And the evil part of me sees him as a challenge, something to conquer and overcome like a mountaintop or a bad habit. But fooling with him, even for the purposes of getting past the monster mythology I’ve created, of getting closure to prove to myself that he can’t get to me anymore because I’m not that shy pathetic girl now, is a bad, dangerous idea. “He has a bad
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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