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			Chapter One

			Track Star

			“Next up we have Rick Joseph! A high jumper from West Des Moines High School that is making waves here in his sophomore campaign.” I hear the announcer call my name as I step up to the line. The butterflies in my belly start flapping their wings as I hear the crowd in the stands start to get fired up. I try to calm myself by zoning everything out and just looking down at my white and brown track shoes. It never seems to work though.

			“We all are expecting big things from Rick here today at this district championships event. After all, he did shock us all last year by taking 2nd place in this event only as a freshman in the Iowa state championships. Losing out only to senior Zain Less, who is now jumping for the University of Iowa. Hopes are high that Rick will be west Des Moines first 3-time state champ! If he clears this bar here and now, he walks away with another district title to match his one from last year!”

			The bar is right at 5’10 right now. Needless to say, that’s a high jump. I have hit this kind of height one time before when I was getting extra reps in after practice. However, there wasn’t hundreds of people with their eyes locked in on me, it was just me and my dad.

			I look over to the stands, scanning until I can find him. After a while, I finally do. He’s standing on his feet with his arms already in the cheering position in anticipation of what I’m about to do. Wearing a white t-shirt with a big brown STAGS written on the chest. The Stag is our school’s mascot. There’s a lot of deer in Iowa so it always seemed fitting to me. 

			My dad is of course sitting next to my mom, Violet. Next to her, my best friend in the world, Wyatt Herbert, along with his own better half Ava Fong. It was nice of them to come and support.

			Me and my dad lock eyes, and he gives me a wink like ‘You got this son.’ and just like that I can feel the nerves that are making my arms feel like they weigh as much as truck calm down a bit. I take a big breath in… ‘Alright,’ I think to myself ‘never mind how many people are out there, Rick… you’re not going to let your dad down. 

			After two quick breaths I start making strides toward the bar. Left after right, left after right, making the height the bar is set at only seem taller with every step closer to it I get. Soon it’s so close it’s just out of reach. I put my legs under me and push off the earth so hard it’s like I’m trying to knock out of orbit. Now off the ground, I arch my back and let my head pass just over the bar and my body follows suit. I land on the nice pad below me and quickly I stand up in disbelief and throw my arms in the air having made the jump!

			Relief fills my heart. I think ‘What am I acting so shocked for? I said it myself that I wasn’t going to let my dad down.’ I peer back up into the stands to see my dad and Wyatt losing their minds and hugging with their girls promptly giggling at them beside them.

			After I get changed and congratulate other members of my team that are also moving on to state in their events, I walk out to meet my ever so adoring fans in the parking lot outside the stadium.

			I walk up to the group and my dad quickly grabs hold of me and hugs me with enough force to break a rib. “That’s my boy! I knew you could do it! A leaping Stag if I ever saw one!” he exclaims.

			“Paul, let him go. You’re embarrassing him in front of his friends.” my mother responds with. Wyatt then lifts an arm for a high five with a “WAY TO GO MAN!” attached to it. Followed up by a “Great job out there, Rick!” from Ava.

			“Come on kids.” my dad says. “Victory chocolate shakes on me tonight. Rick don’t worry, we’re going to burn them off practicing for state tomorrow.” Wyatts face lights up at the idea of free shakes and he says “Mr. Joseph, you’re the dad I never had.”

			Wyatt has a dad. An involved one, at that. I guess his loyalty must just lay at the bottom of a tub of ice cream.

			Walking to the car I can’t help but think ‘What more could a guy really ask for other than good family and friends?’ However, shortly after, a second thought pops into my head ‘Is the world bigger than just Iowa?’

			Sure, it’s great here, don’t get me wrong. It’s just that… well a big part of why me and my dad bond over track so much is because he was an accomplished jumper himself in school. Long jumper, actually. That and hurdles. I have looked at his old numbers from back in the day and the man should have had no problem getting into a big school and getting out there to see the world during his track career. However, he met my mom his senior year and that was that.

			No big schools. No competing around the world, or even the country for that matter. He never left Iowa. Which lead to him having me so, I mean, I am not complaining. He seems to have a fulfilling life… it is just not the life I see for myself. It’s a big world out there and I want to see it all.

			We pull into the parking lot of our local ice cream shop and the big neon sign that reads SCOTTYS SCOOPS lights our path. As we walk inside, the sun is starting to go down. “Get what you want, kids.” my mom ensures us as we get to the counter. “One large chocolate! Oh, and throw some peanut butter in there!” Wyatt orders. 

			“Wyatt, are you forgetting something?” Ava asks, gesturing towards my parents. After a second Wyatt gets the hint and says “Oh right, ha-ha. Thank you, Mr. and Mrs. Joseph.”

			Ava seconds his thank you to my parents then goes to order “I will have a strawberry shake, please.”

			I come in right behind her “I’ll have one shake made with mint chocolate chip, please.”

			“Coming right up.” the man behind the counter tells us. I look to see my friends with confused looks on their faces. “A mint chocolate chip shake dude?” Wyatt says shaking his head. “You’re such an odd ball. If you weren’t so athletic, I would say you have no hope of ever getting a girlfriend.”

			“Oh, so I guess your taste in ice cream is what Ava sees in you? Glad we finally figured that out.” I tell him, jokingly.

			“No, actually I believe it was my boyish charm.” he responds. Ava interjects saying “Yeah, something like that.” while lightly punching him in the arm. 

			They’re good together. At first, I worried she would come between me and my friend getting to have guy time but she’s actually a welcome addition to the gang. I’ll admit, Wyatt must have some sort of charm because if you ask me, Ava is out of his league. Don’t get me wrong now, Wyatt is a good-looking guy, and as his best friend I dare say any girl would be lucky to have him.

			He has curly brown hair and green eyes. Not overly tall, around 5’10, 2 inches taller than me. Normally dressed like a skater in baggy clothes. Like I said, he’s not a bad looking guy, but Ava… she’s beautiful. I am saying that objectively. I promise I don’t have a thing for her. When I say beautiful, I mean it in every sense of the word. Not just looks. I don’t know if I can say I have met a kinder person. The way she puts up with me and Wyatt goofing off makes her fun to be around. Seeing those two together, I can say if I have to lose the position of Wyatts best friend to anyone, I am glad it’s her.

			She’s Thai American with pink highlights in her black hair. She’s about 5’4 and when she’s not wearing Wyatts hoodies, she almost dresses like she’s on her way to a casual business meeting.

			We drink our shakes and head home for the night. My mom and dad drop off my friends at their houses. When we pull into my house, my dad asks my mom to give us a minute. She does so and walks inside. My dad turns to me and puts his hand on my shoulder “You looked nervous before that jump today.”.

			“Yeah, that’s because I was.” I tell him the truth.

			“I know… You know how I know?” he asks. 

			“How?”

			“Because I was you once.”

			“Yeah, I am sure you we’re nervous all the time before you jumped.” I say sarcastically. For as long as I have known him, my dad has been a confident man, so thinking about him being scared about something doesn’t seem realistic to me. “Do you think all the greats are never scared? Some of them, maybe are not, but for the rest of us we become great when we overcome our fears. Next time you’re scared to jump, just remember that’s who us Joseph’s are, people who overcome.”

			“Well, dad, that was equal part cheesy and helpful… Thank you.” I tell him. He smiles at me and says “Alright, get in there and get some well-earned rest. I love you, son.”

			“Love you too, dad.” I say and I am off to bed.

			I get some good sleep. Then, I wake up, go to school, train, rinse and repeat six times, and then before I know it, it’s the day to take off to head to the state tournament. If I thought this week dragged on, having to sit through school today was way worse. The anticipation is killing me.

			I win this thing and I am one step closer to jumping my way out of this town. Half way though the school day, I get a text from my dad that reads ‘Wait for me before you get on the bus, me and mom got you something.’ wonder what that could be. 

			As the end of the day is nearing, Wyatt comes up to me “Hey man how you feeling?”.

			“I feel ready.” I tell him.

			“You look ready. I know how hard you’ve worked all year. The gold is as good as yours.”

			“Thanks, man. You’re coming up to watch right?”

			“Am I coming to watch? Brother, I am going to find a way to put that gold medal on you myself.”

			We share a bro hug and I start walking my way to the bus. A few of the other guys are already on board. We don’t leave until 3:30 so we still have a little time. I sit and wait, watching for my dad’s car to pull in. I sit and watch until 3:29 and the bus driver stands up to start doing roll call. I give him my best plead to wait just a little longer and tell him my dad will be here to see me off any second now.

			Just when I think the driver is about to take off and not wait any longer, I see my mom’s car pull in. They must have ridden together. I set out of the bus to claim my gift, whatever it is. I can only hope it’s a new pair of cleats. As she parks, I see that, strangely enough, she’s alone.

			And the closer I get to her my stomach sinks as I can see her mascara running down her red face. She appears to be in a great amount of distress. She stagers toward me and I run to her. 

			“MOM! What’s wrong? Where’s dad?” I say, trying not to assume anything, as my mind can sometimes jump to the worst. She hugs me struggling to get out any words out. “Rick.” she says bawling, “There’s been an accident.”.

		

	
		
			

			CHAPTER 2

			That’s who us Joseph’s are

			The traffic light camera caught the whole thing. I didn’t watch it; mom wouldn’t have allowed that. Even if she would have let me see, I don’t think I could handle seeing it.

			Apparently, he was at a stop light coming from the west. On the south side of the light was a woman in her 30’s crossing the street with her 5-year-old little girl. The walk light was on so they should have been all clear. Wrong. Along came a pickup truck from the north. A driver, age 53, male, noticeably wasn’t slowing down on his way to the light. We now know, he was on his phone. 

			My dad saw that the truck was racing head on to hit the woman and her child and hit the gas, putting his car in between the truck and the girls. The truck hit him on his driver side and that was that. Everyone but my dad lived. The man got arrested for reckless driving and is now facing manslaughter. The woman and her girl got to go home like nothing happened.

			But my dad?... My mom didn’t even make it in time to say goodbye. Now, here we are, driving to his funeral just 2 days later, a now broken family. On the day I was supposed to win my first state gold. I forfeited, of course. I could not care less, though. If nothing else, this made me see how unimportant track actually is in the scheme of life.

			

			For some reason, I can’t get my dad’s words from that night out of head. I wonder if he overcame fear when he pressed that gas pedal to save those people, or if it was just an instant reaction?

			For 2 days now, my stomach hasn’t stopped hurting. My body feels like it’s trying to make tears from somewhere now that I have cried so much that my eyes stopped making them. 

			I know my mom is in the same boat. She lost her high school sweetheart. Her husband. The father of her child. I think she’s trying to be strong for me, but it hasn’t worked very well. She wears her heart on her sleeve and yesterday I could hear her crying all day while I was locked in my own room doing the same. 

			One time I heard her walk up to my door to check on me. I hear a little “eepp” like she was trying to say some sort of word but couldn’t over her tears… so she just walked away.

			As we pull up to the funeral the pains in my belly get worse. I get nervous that someone is going to try and comfort me, tell me something like ‘It’s all going to be alright.’ when I know that’s not true. If there is anyway that today could not be the worst day of all time, it will be if nobody even talks to me.

			We get out and take our seats. I put my head in my hands until things get started so I don’t make eye contact with anyone. Certain people come up to my mom throughout to say things like ‘I am so sorry.’ and ‘Let me know if you need anything.’

			After a while, the service starts, and I keep my head in my hands the whole time. Like a bad dream, I am just waiting for it to be over. A sad song fills the room and photos start in a slide show. I wonder who its all for. Who’s idea was it that this is the best way to comfort a grieving family. In actuality it just digs the knife deeper into my sole. So I just refuse to look up. When it finally ends, I feel a hand on my shoulder. Against my instincts, I look to see who it is. My mom, who got up from her seat next to me, is now standing in front of me. 

			

			Tears start to fill my eyes as I look at her. Who, now for the first time since the accident, finally isn’t crying. I can see her blue eyes now clear from water. Her messy black hair and wrinkled clothes that she hasn’t washed or changed in days. I wondered if people thought it rude for her to come her looking a mess, or if they would all get that how she looks is only a fraction of how bad she feels on the inside. I see her standing in front of me now ready to be THERE for me. Maybe the sad slide show was therapeutic for her where it wasn’t for me. Made her think about the good times instead of dwelling of the bad? I can’t be sure. Her life has been thrown off course. Is this her seeing it’s possible to find another road?

			She pulls me into her and hugs me and says “Rick, this is going to be the hardest thing we ever do… but it will be alright.” And even though I did not want to hear that at all, I think the smallest part of me, deep down inside me… actually believed her.

			Under her arm, we start to walk back to our car. When, on our way, out we get stopped by a woman that I don’t recognize. With short blond hair parted in the middle. She has on a black skirt and black open toe shoes. Fitting for the nice spring day that it is. “Violet, right?” she says. She pans over to me and says “And you must be Rick.”
“Yes… did you know my husband?” My mom replies, hinting to me that she does not know the girl either.

			“I… I am the woman that Paul saved that day… I understand if you don’t want to see me, but… my family is alive because of your husband, and I would like to do whatever I can to help your family now… Even though I could never repay what he did.”

			Having listened to that, my mom seems taken back. After about 50 seconds of silence, she responds. “Thank you… I will think about it.” Then, she pulls me, and we walk to the car. I ponder on if I appreciate what that woman was trying to do. On one hand, I am sure it took a little courage to come here today. On the other, I almost feel it would have been more compassionate to stay away as to not force us to be reminded of my dad’s crash.

			Still, my dad felt strongly enough to give his life to save her, the least I could do is give her a chance to get to know us. Then again, my dad didn’t know anything about who this woman is. She could be a nut for all we know… but that didn’t matter to him… In his eyes she was just someone that needed help. He would have done it for anyone. 

			The radio plays upbeat county music in the background on our otherwise quite drive home. I never much liked county music although it seems to be playing in every vehicle I have ever ridden in. In today’s case, I welcome it. Focusing on the honkie tonk words of the song take my mind off
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