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NO MATTER WHEN, WHERE, OR WHAT,

I WILL ALWAYS BE THERE FOR YOU.

Juliann Vatalaro

[image: image]

To my best friend, my mother.

Thanks for always being there for me.

Nikki Vataro knew from a very young age that she was different from the other kids. She was smarter than the others were. Sometimes even smarter than her teachers. She always stood up for the underdog because she could beat up the bullies. She excelled at everything she tried, especially basketball. She was a very good basketball player. Most of all, she had a family that loved and encouraged her. That is what was important. That is all she needed or wanted.

Then, in a blink of an eye, her family was gone. Left alone at only eleven years old, she was lost. With no one to help her control all her gifts, she made some bad decisions. Decisions that landed her in juvenile detention for three and a half years.

Now, at seventeen, Nikki is walking through the gates of the detention center. She is free to start a new life. She must now figure out how to deal with the pressure of being a teenager with a past, on her own, and in a new town. Unknown to her as she walks out of the gate, she will not be heading out alone. Four of her father’s fraternity brothers will be there to help her along the way. The first person Nikki meets turns out to be the one that helps her the most. Kenny is the boss’s son. Good looking, smart, and athletic, he has everything going for him. He falls in love with her as fast as she falls in love with him. Together, they fight to make it through an intense senior year of high school.

Can she overcome her past mistakes? Can she learn how to trust again? Can she learn to be part of a family again? Can she learn to love again? The odds are against her. Nikki knows with desire, determination, and a little luck, she can change the odds.


​​Day 1

I stood in front of the gate. It will open soon. The start of a new life. My name is Nikki Vataro, and today I turned seventeen. However, it hasn’t been an easy seventeen years. I spent the past three and a half years in juvenile detention for drug dealing charges. Well, I could have done worse things. On my own since I was eleven, I had to make money somehow, right?

Anyway, it is over now. Scott, my counselor, has set up a place for me to live, work and go to school with his college roommate who now owns a bar and happens to be a juvenile probation officer. It took some doing to get the judge to agree, but since I’d been the model inmate for the past two years, he agreed with the plan. The truth is, being caught so early was probably the best thing that could have happened to me. Scott is a cool guy. He took me under his wing and is like a big brother to me. When he told me what he’d set up for me, I was hesitant, but since Scott had been there for me, I figured it was worth giving it a shot. It can’t possibly be worse than what I just went through.

Twelve o’clock, the gate is opening. There was enough money left in my account to get some clothes. I bought two new pairs of jeans, four t-shirts, a pair of sneakers, and a train ticket, and I still had $71.11 left in my account. I was never sure how the money got there, but somehow it was always there at the beginning of the month. 

Okay, here we go, I thought. I shook hands with the guards at the gate and they all wished me well. Scott was waiting outside for me.

“You ready for this?”

“I guess so,” I replied.

“Come on, I’ll take you to the train station.” We had a few minutes before the train arrived. “Here’s the information you’ll need. Make sure you get in touch with Mr. Taylor as soon as you get settled in.”

“Who is he?”

“A friend, he’ll explain everything.”

“I don’t know how to thank you for everything you’ve done for me. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”

“Sure, you would have. You’re a good kid who was handed a bad deal way too early in your life. Just remember I’m here for you if you need me.”

I thanked him again, hugged him, and got on the train.

I stood in front of the Sling Shots Bar and Grill. Two trains, a cab, and four hours later, I was here. Going through Penn Station was easy. I pretty much lived there for two years of my life, so I knew my way around. I got on the train to Long Island as fast as I could so I wouldn’t run into any of my old crew. If I saw someone, or they saw me, I might not have made it out of the station.

Four o’clock and the place looked deserted. Something told me this couldn’t be good. I went in and walked up to the bar.

“I’m looking for Mike. He’s expecting me.”

“Yeah, who are you?” the old man behind the bar asked.

“Nikki Vataro.”

“Office is in back, through there, first door on the left.”

“Thanks.” I walked through the kitchen doors. “Excuse me, I’m looking for Mike.”

“He’ll be back in a minute,” the cute guy behind the desk said. “And you are?”

“Nikki Vataro, Scott Anderson arranged for me to work here.”

“He said you should wait in here. I thought you would be taller.”

“Great opening line you got there, stud.”

“What?” he replied, looking up at me.

“You thought I would be taller. No ‘hello, my name is... welcome... come in and have a seat.’ Just I thought you would be taller.”

“Sorry, my name’s Kenny, Mike’s my dad.”

I leaned against the doorjamb. “Nice to meet you.” I gave him a sly look. I was staring at him without even realizing it. He was about 5’9” or 10”, maybe 180 pounds with dark black eyes and hair to match. The shirt he was wearing showed off a muscular-looking build.

“Come in, sit down.”

“Thanks, but I’ll stand. What did you mean by ‘I thought you’d be taller’?”

“Scott said you were a really good basketball player. Basketball players are usually tall, so I thought you’d be taller.” He shrugged. “That’s all.”

I could see what he meant. I’m only 5’4” tall, with shoulder-length wavy black hair. I wouldn’t consider myself beautiful, but I’m not ugly either. Let’s say average, maybe even cute. I weigh about 125 pounds, and I’m in pretty good shape. And yes, I am really good at basketball. After all, I had plenty of time to practice.

“I’m not here to play basketball. I’m here to work and go to school. The less time I have to spend at school, the better.”

“Who have we got here?” a voice said from behind me.

“Dad, this is Nikki.”

“Huh, I thought you would be taller.” He offered his hand for me to shake and headed behind the desk.

“Now I know where you get it from.” I looked at Kenny with a sarcastic smile.

“Sit down. Kenny, can you give us a minute?”

“Yeah, I have to stock the bar anyway.”

Stock it for what, I thought. There wasn’t anyone in the place.

“Let me tell you what I expect from you around here. Scott says you’re a great kid who has had some bad breaks. We'll have to see if that’s so. You’ll mostly be working nights so that you can go to school during the day. You will go to school. You will not deal drugs or get in any kind of trouble at all. You will get at least B’s in all your classes. From what I’ve read in your file here, that shouldn’t be a problem. You’ll work every night except Tuesday and Friday because they’re game days.”

Why do I get game days off? Am I only here because I can play ball? Basketball must be very important to these people. Did Scott tell them I would play for their team?

Mike continued, “There’s an apartment upstairs from the bar that you can stay in. The rent is cheap, and yes, you will pay rent. When you’re not in school or working, your time is your own. You can do whatever you want as long as it’s legal. You have any problem with any of this?”

“No.”

“Good, then we’ll get along just fine. Any questions?”

“Just one. What do people around here know about me?”

“You mean your past?”

“Yeah.”

“Nothing, no need to get off to a bad start. For now, we'll just tell people you’re the daughter of an old friend who needs to work some things out.”

“That’ll work. Thanks.”

“Kenny will show you the apartment. You can relax and get settled in tonight. You can start work on Wednesday. Oh, and by the way, happy birthday.”

“Thanks. To be honest, I forgot it was my birthday.”

“Well, I hope today is the start of a new life.” He called Kenny back in.

“Show her the apartment and get her something to eat.”

“Sure, Dad. Come on.”

“Nikki, if you need anything, just ask. I know it sounds like a lot to take in, but I’m here to help you,” Mike said.

Yeah, right, I’ve never heard of a probation officer that was there to help.
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“The apartment’s upstairs. We can go through the back.” As we headed up the steps, I noticed a sign saying “Reserved for Renter” in front of the parking space by the steps. It would be great if I had a car. Make a mental note: get a car, but I better get my driver’s license first.

He opened the door and flipped on the light.

“This is it. Not bad, huh?”

“It’s only temporary, so it’ll do.”

“The kitchen is over there, bedroom and bathroom through that door.”

It was small, but it was bigger than the room I shared with three others in the detention center. There was a couch, recliner, two tables with a lamp on one, and a small TV that looked about twenty years old in the den area. At least the TV had a remote. The refrigerator was stocked with food and soda. The basics, bread, milk, eggs and some fruits and vegetables. There were cereal and chocolate chip cookies in the cabinet as well. There was a king-size bed in the bedroom that didn’t leave much room to get around, but it was a nice change from the small cot I’d slept on for three and a half years and the ground I slept on for the two before that. A dresser on the far wall also seemed to be very old. Believe it or not, the bathroom seemed to be the biggest room in the apartment, but the lime-green and pink tiles on the wall were not a choice I would have made.

“This is great, thanks.”

“Get settled in and come back downstairs for something to eat. We’ll be getting busy in about fifteen minutes, so I have to get back to work.” He threw the key on the counter and headed out. “Oh, and don’t forget to call Mr. Taylor. There’s a cell phone on the table over there that he left for you.”

Busy, I wonder what they consider busy, and who is this Mr. Taylor person, and why is it so important I call him?

It didn’t take me long to empty my bag into the dresser in the bedroom. I went into the den and tried the TV. It had cable connected to it with more channels than I would ever need. There was a business card for Mr. Taylor next to the phone, so I picked up the phone and made the call.

“Hi, this is Nikki Vataro. It seems to be important that I get in touch with you.”

“Yes, Nikki, I’ve been expecting your call.”

“Why is it so important I talk with you?”

“I’m in the middle of something now and will be tied up all day tomorrow. Since I’ll need some time to explain things to you, I’ll have to meet you tomorrow night. Is that good for you?”

“I guess so, but can you give me an idea of what this is about?”

“I’ll explain tomorrow. Are you at the Sling Shots Bar?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll meet you there around eight o’clock.” Then he hung up.

I stared at the card. What the hell was this all about? Who is this guy? The name sounds familiar, but I can’t remember from where or when.

***
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I hadn’t really eaten anything all day, so I was hungry. I went downstairs to see what I’d gotten myself into and grab a bite to eat. I wasn’t sure if I should use the back door again, so I walked around to the front. To my surprise, the parking lot was starting to fill up. Maybe this place did do some business after all.

When I walked in, the first thing I noticed was that there wasn’t a free seat at the bar. Mike was behind the bar now with the old guy, and they looked busy. Most of the tables were full, and Kenny was talking to a girl over by the bar.

“Hey, this place looks pretty busy. Is there someplace else in walking distance I can go grab a bite to eat?” 

“You can stay here. It’s just the Monday night football crowd coming in. Sunday and Monday are our busiest days. That’s why we need more help around here. You can sit at the table in the corner. There’s a menu on the table. I’ll be over in a minute to take your order.”

“That table’s reserved. Are you sure I should sit there?”

“Yeah, it’s our table. You know, for the crew to have a place when they take their breaks,” Kenny explained.

I sat and looked at the menu. There were only about fifteen items on it, but the basics were there.

“What can I get you?” He was staring at me as he spoke. It was a little weird, but since I was staring at him before, I let it go.

“They look pretty busy behind the bar, maybe I should help them.”

“They’ll be fine. You should eat something.”

“If you’re sure, I’ll have a burger and a salad.” I try to limit my intake of grease, so I passed on the fries.

***
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“You must be Nikki? Hi, I’m Joe,” a guy said as he slid into the booth next to me. 

“I’m Laura, this is Tom and Britney.” 

“Hi, how are you doing?” they all announced as they all slid into the booth.

“I guess the reserved sign is for show.” I shrugged.

“It's okay,” Joe said. “We’re Kenny’s friends. We sit here all the time.”

“Oh, well, if you’re Kenny’s friends, I’m sure it’s okay,” I said it with a little attitude. I’m not sure why. Maybe I was a little nervous about meeting new people. I felt as if I didn’t have control.

“She doesn’t look that tall, I thought she’d be taller. She’s cute though, isn’t she?”

“Yeah, short but cute.”

“Hey, I’m sitting right here,” Britney said to Joe.

“What, I can’t look?”

Getting the feeling that Britney was Joe’s girlfriend and didn’t appreciate the cute comment, I thought I should change the subject. There was no point in getting off on the wrong foot with the girls.

“What is it with everyone thinking I’d be taller?”

“When Kenny told us about you, he said you were supposed to be a really good basketball player. Since basketball players are usually tall, we just thought you’d be taller.”

“Did all you guys rehearse that line?”

“No, why?” Laura asked.

“No reason. What else did Kenny say about me?”

“Not much, just that you’re the daughter of one of his father’s friends and that you needed to get away from home for a while. He said you were coming here to work for his father and play basketball for our team.”

“That’s half right. I am here to work for his father, and I will be going to school, but I will not be playing basketball for any team.”

“I guess she isn’t as good as they say.”

“I’m not sure what they say, but I play for myself, not a team.”

Kenny came over with my food. “I see you’ve met the gang.”

“Yeah, we were just getting to know one another.”

“You guys aren’t giving her a hard time, are you?” Kenny asked.

“Would we do that?” Joe said as he took a bite out of my burger.

“Can I get you anything else?”

“No, I’m good.”

“I’ll have what she’s having. Only make it fries instead of the salad.”

Tom ordered the same. The girls just had a salad.

“Nikki, give that to Joe. I’ll get you a new one.”

“So, where you from?” Britney asked.

“Originally from Brooklyn, but I’ve been upstate the past few years.”

“Do you like it up there?”

“Not really. I like city life better. There’s always something going on.”

Another girl came up to the table, introduced herself as Lisa, Kenny’s girlfriend, and sat down. The others gave her a look. They seemed to be annoyed she sat down. Kenny came back with the food, and Lisa got up and kissed him, but he didn’t look so happy to see her. It got quiet at the table after that. I figured that they weren’t too fond of Lisa. I ate my food, excused myself, and went behind the bar to help.

“Mike, is there anything I can do?”

“This is as good a time as any to see what you got, kid.”

It was a faster pace than when I did the bartending for the warden’s parties, but I was able to handle it pretty well. Mike stood behind me and took the money, while I made the drinks and got the beers. After about ten minutes, I noticed it got very quiet in the place. I looked up and noticed everyone was watching me like I was putting on a show. I guess I was. Spinning the bottles, mixing the drinks, popping open the beer bottles—it was fun.

Okay, I know you’re thinking to yourself “How does a seventeen-year-old become a bartender?” Well, my grandfather was a bartender, and he started showing me when I was five. I did it at one of my parents’ parties when I was six and everyone got such a kick out of it, they let me do it for all the parties. Then when I was detained, the warden needed someone to tend bar at one of his parties. Since I’d mentioned about my grandfather teaching me to Scott, he recommended me to the warden. I did such a good job I ended up doing it for all his parties, which was about once a month. You’re also saying to yourself, “It’s illegal to tend bar at seventeen,” aren’t you? Well, as I said before, it took a lot to persuade the judge. First, I could only do it at Sling Shots since Mike was the owner and would be my probation officer. Therefore, he could watch me. Then I had to show the judge I could do it. He threw a party. They let me out long enough to tend bar. I impressed the hell out of them and here I am, at a bar called Sling Shots in Kings Park, Long Island tending bar and going to school.

“What?” I said to everyone in a sarcastic tone. “Am I doing something wrong?”

“No,” everyone said in unison and went back to watching the pre-game and talking to their friends.

People started leaving halfway through the fourth quarter. By the time the game ended, the bar emptied quickly. Kenny and his friends left around ten. All that was left was the cleanup.

“You did great tonight, kid.” Mike was behind the bar counting the money.

“Thanks.”

“We did about five hundred more than usual, even with you not serving that group of guys in the fourth quarter.”

“Sorry about that, but I figured they had enough. Since I wasn’t sure which one was driving, I just cut them all off.”

“No, that’s fine. The last thing I need is someone getting hurt by a drunk who leaves my bar. Besides, they weren’t regulars. Probably just passing through. We won’t see them again. Anyway, thanks for helping. I know you had a long day, so I’ll clean up. Go to bed, you have to sign up for school tomorrow.”

“What time do I need to be there?”

“They’re expecting you around ten.”

“Expecting me?”

“The principal is an old college buddy of ours, which is another reason Scott set it up for you to come here.”

“Scott worked everything out, didn’t he? Good night.”

I was starting to wonder exactly why Scott had gone through all this trouble for me. He was a good counselor and did help me get through my time, but setting all this up seems to be above and beyond the call of duty. Something is going on that I’m not aware of. I also know that I’m way too tired to try to figure it out. Hopefully, Mr. Taylor will have the answers. I set the alarm for 9:15, fell into bed, and was out for the night.
Day 2

It was nine-forty when I walked out the door. The high school was only about half a mile away, about a ten-minute walk, so I had plenty of time to get there by ten.

“Hi, I need to register for classes.”

“What grade?” the woman behind the desk asked without looking up from what she was doing.

“Senior.”

“Name?”

“Nikki Vataro.”

She looked up with a smile on her face. “Mr. Highler is expecting you.” She picked up the phone to let him know I was there. “Follow me please.”

“Mr. Highler, this is Nikki.”

“Come in, have a seat. How are you doing today?” Mr. Highler said.

“Good, thank you.” He was looking through his file cabinet as I took a seat.

“I’m Mr. Highler, and I’m the principal. I teach the last period Phys Ed. Class and coach the girls’ varsity basketball team.”

Now I know why he’s been expecting me.

“I see here that you have all the credits you need to be a senior. In order to graduate, you just need to take senior English, math, and physical education classes. I see you like to read, and with your past, the Law in Literature class would probably be your best bet for English. For math, we have calculus or logic. Looking at your IQ score, logic will probably bore you, so let’s go with calculus. Does that sound good to you?”

“Yes, sir, whatever you think is best.”

“It’s really not my decision, is it?”

“No, sir, but those classes sound fine.”

“Okay then. Now I understand you’ll be working some late nights, so we’ll give you the last classes of the day. You’ll have to be here by twelve for your school day to count, so we’ll do math, English then Phys Ed. What we try to do around here is to get all the athletes into the last period Phys Ed. Class so that they’re ready to practice as soon as the final bell rings. It gives us about a half hour more practice time, and the class itself is really like a practice. Since I’ve been told you’re a pretty good basketball player and will probably want to try out for the team, I’ll put you in last period Phys Ed.”

“About that, sir, I don’t think I’m going to be able to play for you.”

“Oh, why not?” He closed my file and sat back.

“I know you’re friends with Scott, but I wish he didn’t tell you I would play for you. I don’t play on teams anymore.”

“And why is that?”

“It’s personal, sir. I’d rather not say.”

“Well, I’ll put you in the last class anyway. We’ll see how it goes. Tryouts start this afternoon if you change your mind. Let me show you around, then you can grab some lunch before your first class. Let’s go.”

We walked around the whole school before we came to the gym. It was a nice size. Bleachers on both sides of the court that could probably hold the whole town.

“Sir, if you don’t mind me asking, how important is the girls’ basketball team to this town?”

“It’s not so much the girls’ basketball team as it is basketball itself. We’ve always had good teams, but for some reason, we fall short of getting to the state championship tournament. The people in this town are very dedicated to the school and its programs. They believe that by being involved their kids will succeed. Unfortunately, none of the sports teams has given them anything to let them know their hard work is paying off for their kids. The basketball teams are the best sports teams we have, so that’s why they get behind it so much. When Scott told me about you, I was kind of hoping you would be able to help us get there. But you don’t play on teams anymore.”

Sorry I asked.
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I stepped into the cafeteria at about eleven o’clock. I had an hour to kill before my first class, so I figured I should eat something while I killed the time. Kenny and his crew were sitting at the farthest table on the right. I wasn’t sure if I should try to go sit with them or not, but before I could decide for myself, the decision was made for me.

“Hey, Shorty, over here,” I heard from across the room.

I knew they were talking to me, but I just stood there anyway. Oh great, not even here twenty-four hours and I already have a nickname.

“Yeah, you, come on over and sit with us.”

I started walking over, and it seemed like everyone was looking at me. They all seemed to be thinking, who is that and why does she get to sit at the cool table?

When I got to the table, Kenny pulled the seat out next to him in a way that told me I should sit next to him. Lisa, who was on the other side of him, didn’t look too thrilled that I was there.

“Did you get your class schedule?”

“Right here.” I held up the sheet of paper Mr. Highler had given me. “It’s not bad. I only have to take three classes.”

“Which ones?” Laura asked as Joe snatched the paper from my hand.

“Math, English, and Phys Ed.”

“In that order.”

“Ooh, last period Phys Ed. Only team players have last period Phys Ed. I guess she plays on teams after all.”

“Cut it out,” Kenny said. “And give her back her schedule. You’re such an ass.”

“Protecting the new girl. I think Kenny has a little crush.”

“Maybe Lisa needs to be a little nervous; the new girl may be moving in on her man.”

“Knock it off.” I could tell Lisa wasn’t happy with me being there.

“Ooh, Shorty is sensitive, can’t take a joke, huh?”

It was obvious to me that they were just picking on us, but Lisa didn’t take the remark so lightly. She got up and stormed off. 

“Lisa,” Kenny called out, “They’re just kidding. Come back here.” When she didn’t come back, he got up and went after her. “You guys are morons!”

“Sorry about that. We were just kidding around. It wouldn’t be right if we didn’t give the new kid a hard time,” Joe stated.

“It’s cool. I know what you were doing. I get the feeling that Lisa has a little problem with me.”

“I wish Kenny would dump her already.”

“You guys don’t like her?”

“She’s very possessive. He can’t even go to the bathroom without telling her where he’s going,” Laura pointed out.

“God forbid one of us talks to him without her being able to hear. She thinks we are plotting to get her,” Britney added.

“So, what does he see in her?”

“We haven’t quite figured that out yet.”

“How long have they been together?”

“About five months, I guess. Kenny was hanging out down by the beach just after school ended last June. He saw her sitting on the beach crying. The dummy went up to her to see if she was okay and that was it. They have been together ever since,” Joe explained.

“I assume he knows how you guys feel about her?” I asked.

“Yeah, he knows, but she has him blinded for some reason.”

“So, we just tolerate her to make him happy.”

The bell rang and they all got up to go.

“I have the same math class. Come on, I’ll show you where it is,” Britney offered.

***
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We were walking to class when suddenly she started to laugh.

“What’s so funny?”

“Kenny is also in this class, and I think he’s in your English class, too. We know he’s in your Phys Ed. Class.”

“Why is that so funny?”

“Because Lisa is going to go nuts.”

“Why? Kenny is just my boss’s son. He’s probably just being nice to me because his father told him to. He doesn’t even know me, and he has a girlfriend.”

“He didn’t know Lisa either when he met her on the beach. They were going out the next day.” Britney turned and walked into the classroom.

***
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“Ladies and Gentlemen, this is Nikki Vataro. She’s a new student with us this year,” the teacher announced. “I hope you will all make her feel welcome. Why don’t you take that seat over there?” She pointed to the seat right next to Kenny.

Kenny got up from his seat and made as if he was pulling the chair out for me. Everyone started to laugh since the chair was attached to the desk.

I took the seat with a little nod of thanks to him.

“Everyone settle down.” The teacher walked to the closet at the front of the class, pulled out a book, and brought it to me.

“We’re only four weeks into the semester so you haven’t missed much. You may have noticed the two problems on the side blackboards. Would anyone like to explain to Nikki what these are?”

One guy in the front center row raised his hand.

“Yes, Daniel, go ahead.”

“The one on the left is extra credit. If you can figure it out, you’ll automatically get a hundred on your next test. It changes after each test. The one on the right is much harder. If you get that one right, you automatically pass the semester if you come to class and participate, but you don’t have to take any of the tests.”

“Thank you, Daniel. Let’s get started.”

It was hard to concentrate on what she was saying. I already knew the answer to the problem on the left and was sure I could figure out the one on the right if I took the time, but my mind was wandering. What Brittney said about Kenny and Lisa was running through my mind. I was also starting to get a little nervous about what Mr. Taylor had to talk to me about that was so important. It would have been nice if he at least gave me a clue.

Before I knew it, the bell rang, and everyone started filing out of class. The girl in front of me had given me a piece of paper. I used it to write down the answer to the problem on the left and put it on the teacher’s desk as I left.

Daniel was waiting for me in the hall. So was Kenny, but Daniel got to me first.

“I just wanted to tell you if you need any help, you can ask me. I get straight A’s in this class.”

“Thanks, but I think I got it covered.”

“Oh, okay I just thought I could... never mind.” He turned and started to walk away.

“Daniel, I’m sorry. I appreciate the offer. I’ll let you know if I need help.”

“Then I’ll see you later?”

“See you later.”

Kenny walked over to me. “I’ll walk you to English.”

“Shouldn’t you be walking your girlfriend to class instead of me?”

“She knows where her class is.”

“I appreciate that you’re being so nice to me, but I don’t want to be the cause of any trouble between you two.”

“Don’t worry about it. I talked to her at lunch, and she realizes now that I’m just trying to help the new girl get acclimated like my dad asked.”

“So that’s why you’re being so nice? Because your dad asked you to?”

“Well, yeah. Did you think it was something else?”

“No. That’s what I figured.” We walked into class without saying anything else.

***
[image: ]


This classroom was different from the math classroom. This room had the same types of desks, but the desks were arranged on carpeted steps in a semi-circle. The teacher was in front of the class writing the assignment on the blackboard.

“Excuse me, I’m Nikki Vataro. I was assigned to this class.”

“Welcome, Nikki, I’m Mrs. Halo. We’ve been expecting you. How are you finding the school so far?”

“It’s okay I guess.”

“If you need anything, just let me know. Go ahead and take a seat. There’s one in the back.”

As I headed to the only available seat, Mrs. Halo went to the closet that was in the front of the class, pulled out a book, and brought it to me. As she walked toward the front of the class, she introduced me to the rest of the class.

“This class is about legal and ethical aspects proposed in literary writings. We are reading The Onion Field now. I would say we are about halfway through, so you’ll have to catch up. Today we’re having a quiz on the first fifteen chapters, so you’ll be able to start reading while the class takes the quiz.”

I raised my hand to ask a question.

“Yes, Nikki.”

“I’ve read this book already. If you don’t mind, I would like to try the test.”

“Butt kisser,” came from the other side of the room, which was followed by laughter from the whole class.

“Quiet down, everyone. You may take the test if you like, but I’m afraid I’ll have to count your grade if you do.”

“That’s okay, I’ll risk it.”

“You will have twenty minutes to take the test and then we’ll review.”

After the test, which I think I aced, she went right into the review. I didn’t speak up when she asked questions. I didn’t want to live up to the ‘butt kisser’ remark.

Kenny was waiting for me outside of class again.

“You’re not waiting for me, are you?”

“Yeah, I thought I’d walk you to the gym.”

“Don’t bother, I’ve had the tour. I’ll find it.” I could feel him staring at me as I walked away. A minute later, he was behind me.

“What gives?”

I stopped and took a deep breath. “Look, don’t do me any favors. You made it clear you’re doing this because your father asked you to. I don’t need any pity friends. I’ll figure it out myself. And don’t worry, I’ll tell your father you did what he asked.” I turned and walked away, leaving him standing there.
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The gym, from what I gather, is where I’m supposed to spend all my time, playing basketball for the girls’ varsity team. I still can’t get my mind wrapped around the fact that everyone in this town would take girls’ basketball so seriously. I also can’t believe that Scott had built me up as the greatest basketball player ever. Yes, I’m good, but I can’t bring this town a championship. “I have to figure a way out of this,” I said aloud, and then I looked around to make sure no one had heard me.

Everyone was in the gym by the time I got there. Maybe because I stopped for a quick smoke break, or maybe it was because I got a little lost on my way. They divided the gym into boys on one side and girls on the other side. I would say about twenty-five boys and twenty-five girls. A small group considering the size of the gym. I would later find out that it was just the varsity and Jr. Varsity basketball teams in this class. I walked over to Mr. Highler.

“I was starting to think you weren’t going to show.”

“I need Phys Ed. to graduate, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll be here.”

“Why don’t you stretch out and get warmed up?”

“Excuse me, sir, but I wasn’t expecting to have to play today. I’m not dressed for it.”

“You’re wearing sneakers, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’re dressed for it. Go warm up.”

Great, what do I do now?

I knew I would have to play eventually, but I wasn’t expecting it today. I went and did some stretching in the corner of the court. Laura and Brittney came over and made some small talk as we warmed up.

“Come on, girls, bring it in.”

“Everyone, this is Nikki. She comes to us from upstate. I thought she would be trying out for the team, but she informs me otherwise. Since there was no other class available, she’ll be joining us here.”

He broke us up into teams. There were baskets set up for four half-court games. Two for boys and two for girls. The boys did the same on the other side of the gym.

My team included Laura, Britney, and Mary, who was over six feet tall. It was obvious she was the center. Nancy, who was a little taller than me and about the same build, was also on my team.

“Okay, hotshot, let’s see what you got.”

He sounded pissed that I wasn’t going to play on the team. “What do I do now?” I said to myself. Except it actually came out of my mouth.

“Now you play,” Mr. Highler said as he threw me the ball.

I decided the only thing to do was to play so badly that they wouldn’t want me on their team. First, I dribbled the ball off my foot. Then when everyone finished laughing and I got the ball back, I took a shot at the basket and missed by a mile. This, in turn, brought on more laughter. After about five minutes of tripping over my own feet, missing the basket and making sure no one would ever get to one of my passes, Mr. Highler finally had enough and called time. He sent someone else in to take my place and told me to take a seat. This is where I spent the rest of the class.

When the bell rang, I got up to leave but was stopped by Mr. Highler halfway through my exit.

“So, you’re really not going to play?”

“Did you not see me play out there?” I was laughing as I said it. I wanted to let him know I was faking it out there, even though I knew he suspected it.

“I saw.”

“Then why would you want me on the team?”

“You may be able to fool them, but it’s going to take a little more to convince me. You forget I know Scott well, and he wouldn’t have lied about your abilities. So, I’m going to ask you again, you are really not going to play?”

Scott. I forgot for a moment what he did to get me here. He called in favors from a lot of people, and he wants me to play here. He wants me to help these people get what they had so narrowly missed many times. He wanted me to feel like I was part of a family.

“Sorry, sir, I just can’t.” I turned and walked away.
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I spent the next few hours wondering what Mr. Taylor was all about. Why couldn’t he give me an idea of what he needed to speak to me about?

When I walked into work about five o’clock, Mike was behind the bar.

“How come you’re here so early? Didn’t tryouts start today?”

“Yes, sir, but I didn’t go.”

“How come?”

“Because I wasn’t planning on playing ball. Will I still be able to work and live here if I don’t play on the team?”

Mike hesitated before he answered, which made me a little nervous.

“Of course, playing basketball is not the reason I agreed to have you come here. We all just thought it would be a good way for you to socialize and ease your way back into society. You know, make some friends and have some fun.”

“I appreciate that, but I just don’t think I can play.”

“You want to tell me why?”

I shook my head. “No, sir.”

“Look, you’ve had to grow up fast. You missed your whole childhood. You will have a lot of responsibilities with working here and going to school. Playing basketball could be the one thing that’s fun for you. The one thing that shows you’re still just a teenager who wants to have some fun.” He paused again as if he was trying to think of something that would get me to play, but nothing came to him. “Just think about it.”

I looked at him, but I didn’t say anything. I was trying to figure out if he believed what he just said.

“Do you want something to eat before you go?”

“I figured I could work tonight since I won’t need Tuesdays and Fridays off.”

He looked at me for a few seconds. “Sure. If that’s what you want.”

“I’ll just grab a salad before I start. Oh yeah, I forgot to tell you. Mr. Taylor is coming here around eight tonight. I’ll need a break when he gets here. Is that okay?”

“That’s fine. You’re not supposed to work tonight anyway. Just let me know when he gets here.”

“Thanks.” I walked into the kitchen and made myself a salad.
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“It’s a little slow tonight,” I said to Kenny while I was making the drinks he ordered.

“So, you’re talking to me again.”

“I was never not talking to you. I just didn’t want you to feel like you have to be my friend because of the situation. I’d prefer we became friends because you want to, not because you were told to.”

“Then let’s start over. Hi, I’m Kenny.” He extended his hand for me to shake.

“Hi, I’m Nikki; it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

We both laughed and got back to work.

Tuesday night is always like this. It’s the slowest night we have here, which works out since that’s a game night.”

“Good to know. Tuesday is bad tip night.” I handed him the drinks. “What time is it?”

“Seven-forty-five, why?”

“Mr. Taylor is coming around eight o’clock. I guess I’m a little anxious to hear what he has to say.”

“I’m not sure what it’s all about, but if it was bad, you would have been told.”

Maybe he was right. If I were in trouble, they would have to tell me. At eight-ten, a tall, good-looking man came in. I had a feeling it was him because he was in a suit and tie, and this was definitely not a suit and tie kind of place. He looked familiar, though I couldn’t remember where I knew him from. He walked up to the bar and introduced himself.

“Hi, I’m Mr. Taylor.”

“Nikki Vataro. I would say nice to meet you, but I’m not sure yet.”

“You will be in a few minutes. Is there somewhere we can talk?”

“That table in the corner. I’ll be right there.” I went into the back to get Mike and tell him I was going on my break.

When I got back to the table, Kenny came over and asked if he could get us anything. Mr. Taylor ordered a coffee, I said no.

“So you look all grown up. Do you remember me?”

“You look familiar, but I don’t know why.”

“You knew me when you were a kid. I was a good friend of your parents. Your father and I went to college together. Scott, Mike, the coach, your father, and I were all in the same fraternity.”

It finally hit me. “Oh my God!” He was our next-door neighbor when I was growing up. “Mr. John Taylor, you lived next door, now I remember. How are you? How’s your wife?”

“I’m good, we’re all good. I just want to start by saying I’m so sorry you have gone through what you have all these years. When your parents and brother were killed, we wanted to take you in, but we were just not in the position to do so. We kept track of where you were and made sure you were okay. That is until you ran away. Every time we asked about you, they said you were fine, that you had everything you needed. They made us believe you were happy in that home.”

“Maybe you should have asked me yourself. Maybe you should have come by that place and seen for yourself what it was like.” I said it sarcastically to make sure he knew where I stood on what he just said.

“Again, I’m sorry. Let me tell you why I’m here and why it was so important to meet with you as soon as possible. As you know, your parents and I were good friends, but what you don’t know is that I was also their lawyer and financial adviser.”

“You’re a lawyer and you weren’t in the position to take me in,” I said, a little louder than I should have.

“Yes, but when it happened, I was just starting out. Only out of school for about a year, we were living paycheck to paycheck as it was. Again, I’m sorry, but please calm down and let me finish.”

“I’m sorry. This is just a lot to take in. Please go on.”

“Your parents were doing well for themselves when it happened. With the sale of the house, it put their assets over a quarter of a million dollars. All that money went to you. Even though you couldn’t stay with us, I was appointed your financial adviser, which means I was in charge of your money.”

“So, I have a quarter of a million dollars coming to me?”

“Sort of.”

My head was spinning a little. Wait, what did he mean by ‘sort of’?

“What do you mean ‘sort of’?”

“You want to take a break? I know it’s a lot to take in.”

“No, I’m good. Please continue.”

“I was informed of what happened to you. Your arrest and the conviction that sent you to juvenile detention. This isn’t going to sound right to you, but we were happy to know you were still alive even though you were going to prison.”

“Can you please stop saying that? I don’t need everybody knowing my life story.”

“Sorry, I didn’t realize they didn’t know your past.”

“It’s not something that’s going to make me fit in around here. As far as I can tell, Mike and Mr. Highler are the only ones that know, and I would like to keep it that way.”

“Gotcha, no more about the past. Ready to move on?”

“Yes, please do.” I was getting a little antsy with this conversation. I wished he would get to the point already.

“As I said, you sort of have a quarter of a million dollars. Some expenses had to be paid... ah... let’s just say while you were away. I paid all your fees and I put money in your account every month.”

“That’s where it came from.”

“Yes, but I also invested it for you. Very well, I may add.”

“So, what do I have?”

“Just over four hundred thousand.”

“Excuse me, how much?”

“Just over four hundred thousand,” he repeated. “I said I invested well.”

“Yeah, I’d say. When can I get it?”

“That’s a little sticky. You can’t have it.”

“What?” I said very loudly.

Everybody in the bar turned to look at us.

“Sorry, what?” I lowered my voice when everyone went back to their business.

“You can’t have it because the powers that be still think you’re too young to handle it correctly, and it was stipulated in your parents will that you didn’t get anything unless you graduated high school.”

“Great, then why are you even telling me this? If I can’t have it, what’s the point of knowing about it?”

“Because you will get it. Just not now.”

“Then when?”

“I guess when they feel you can handle it and you have a diploma, or when you turn twenty-one. Until then, I will be paying all your bills for you, and I’ll continue to invest it for you. Hopefully, when you can have it, it will be a lot more.”

My head was really spinning now.

“Excuse me. I need to get some air.” I got up and left through the kitchen and out the back door. I lit my cigarette as soon as I walked out the door and inhaled deeply. I released the smoke as I looked up to the sky. After standing there for a minute or so, I felt the need to sit down. As I was walking over to the steps, I noticed a car parked in my spot. Well, what would be my spot if I had a car. It was a 1964 Ford Mustang convertible. Red with a white top and white interior, and it was in great shape.

I know all about this car because my dad had one. We used to take rides all the time. We always put the top down, even when it was cold out. We just wore heavy jackets and cranked up the heat. Just looking at it made my eyes tear. I lit another cigarette.

After a few minutes, Kenny came out.

I wiped my eyes before he got close. I didn’t want him to know I was crying.

“How you doing?” he asked.

“I’m fine. Just a lot to think about.”

“Is there anything I can do?”

“No, but thanks for asking.”

Mr. Taylor came out back. “Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine, just taking it all in.” Kenny went back inside. I guess he figured we needed privacy for our conversation.

“Nice car, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, my dad had one just like it.”

“I know. He told me how you loved to take rides in it and how it was your special time together. He loved those rides.”

That brought tears to my eyes again. I wiped them away.

“This isn’t just like it, it is it.”

“What?”

“This is your dad’s car. I put it in storage when I sold the house. That was one of those expenses I was telling you about.”

“This is my dad’s car?” I walked around it.

“Yup, and now it’s yours.”

“This is mine? Oh my God, was all I could say as the tears started again. I didn’t bother to wipe them away this time.

He handed me the keys as I climbed in behind the wheel. He climbed in next to me.

“I don’t even have a driver’s license.”

“You’ll get one.”

We just sat there in silence for what seemed like an eternity, but actually, it was just a few minutes. I was remembering all I could about my parents and brother. It wasn’t a lot. What I’d been through the past six years kind of outweighed my memory of before.

“I should be mad at you for not taking me in. For not stopping what I had to go through. But all I can say is thank you. Thank you for all you’ve done.”

“No thanks necessary. It was my pleasure. Your dad was like a brother to me.”

“Do I owe you anything for all this?”

He laughed. “It’s been taken care of. There is one thing you can do.”

“Sure, anything.”

“I had to drive the car here, so my wife had to follow me.”

“Terry, right? She’s here?”

“Yes, she would like to see you if you’re up to it.”

“Yeah, sure. Where is she?”

“Sitting at the bar.”

“Let’s go.”

After talking to them for over an hour, we finally said our goodbyes. Believe it or not, I enjoyed our visit. My life would have been so different if they had been able to take me in. I should hate them after everything I went through, but I just couldn’t. I believe they did everything they could for me. I went outside, had another cigarette, looked at my car some more, and went back to work. It was just past ten o’clock when Kenny was getting ready to leave. I stopped him by the back door. 

“Did you mean it when you asked if there was anything you could do?”

“Yeah. What do you need?”

“I need someone to take me for my permit and driving test.”


​​Day 3

The alarm went off at 10 a.m. I didn’t sleep well, so getting out of bed seemed to be a chore this morning. My mind was still going crazy thinking about everything Mr. Taylor had told me last night. My parents left me enough money to get by and a car. A great car. If I could only drive it, I’d be set. I went into the kitchen for something to eat. I looked in the refrigerator and the cabinets and decided on cereal. I ate it in front of the TV. At eleven, I took a shower and got dressed. Another day of trying to get these people to understand that I was not going to play basketball for them. You would think they would get the hint after what happened yesterday, but somehow, I didn’t think they did.

I walked down the steps to my apartment and there was my car. I wished I could drive it, but not yet. Hopefully soon though. I walked past it and headed to school.
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Daniel was waiting for me outside of math class.

“Hi,” he said as I walked up.

“Hi, how are you doing?”

“I’m good. I was wondering if maybe you wouldn’t mind going out with me Friday night,” he asked.

I get the feeling it had taken him all day to get up the nerve to ask me out. From what I could tell, he was probably the head of the nerd club. He was not my type, but I had a feeling he might have a little crush. I decided to let him down easy. With me not playing basketball, I probably shouldn’t alienate everyone in this town.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Daniel, I can’t. I just moved here, and I have a ton of things to do Friday night.”

“Maybe I could do them with you. I can drive you where you have to go.”

I had to hand it to him. I could see that this was tough for him. I got the impression he didn’t date much, and he was going all out here.

“That’s sweet, but you don’t want to do my chores with me.”

“I don’t mind.”

The bell rang and we had to get into class. “Okay, that would be great. Pick me up around seven Friday night.”

“Great.” I could see the relief in his eyes.
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Math class went without anything to talk about. The teacher told everyone that the problem on the left was solved but didn’t say I was the one that solved it. English class was the same way. Mrs. Halo said that there was one person that got an “A” on the quiz, but she also didn’t say I was the one that got it. I didn’t mind them not saying it was me. I guess that ‘butt kisser’ crack was bothering me a little, and I didn’t want to give it any merit.
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I still didn’t have the proper attire for Phys Ed. class, so I was hoping the coach wouldn’t make me play, but I wasn’t that lucky. He broke us up into teams and we started to play. I played the same way I did the day before. I got lucky when it didn’t take him as long to sit me out. After class, the coach came up to me.

“Maybe you’ll play better if you had on some shorts.”

“I don’t think that’s why I’m not playing well.”

“Either way, you need to get some and go see Ms. Minus. She’ll give you a locker.” He walked away.

I walked into the girls’ locker room. Ms. Minus’s office was on the right.

“Mr. Highler said I should see you about a locker.” Even though I didn’t have anything to put in it, I thought it was better to do as he said.

“The only locker I have available is in the team locker room. Here’s the combination. It’s the first door on the left when you leave this office.”

As I left her office, I noticed there must have been four hundred lockers in here. I found it hard to believe that not one other was available. I walked into the team locker room. Laura and Britney were there. Britney spoke up first.

“This is the team locker room. Only team members get a locker in here. I guess you decided to play.”

“No, they tell me this is the only locker available.”

“The way she plays, we don’t need her anyway,” Laura said as they both walked out laughing.

I tried the combination, and it worked. Now I needed to get something to put in it. I just sat there on the bench, staring at the empty locker. How was I going to do this? Live in this town and not play basketball for them. I thought that having an in with the people here, it would be easier to get along, but it’s not. It is turning out to be a crutch rather than a help. I got up and left.

Lisa was out in the hall waiting for me.

“Stay away from my boyfriend!”

“What?”

“You heard me stay away from Kenny. He’s taken!”

“I have no interest in Kenny. I don’t think he has any interest in me besides being a friend.”

“He doesn’t need any more friends. Stay away from him,” she said and walked away.
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Kenny was already there when I got to work around six. I tried to stay away from him as Lisa ordered. No point in making enemies, but he wasn’t making it easy.

“I brought in my driver’s permit book for you. Let me know when you’re ready to go take the test.”

“Thanks, but I think maybe someone else should take me.”

“What did I do now?”

“Nothing. I think it’s just better if we don’t hang out.”

“And the reason for that is?”

“No reason, I just think I should concentrate on school and work.”

“But you’re going to need to get your license if you want to drive that sweet car you got out there.”

“I know. I’ll find some way else to get it. Thanks for the book and the offer.” I walked away and went to work.

Wednesday night was busy. I was making a lot of tips. I guess people liked the show I put on. Anyway, around ten when Kenny was leaving, he came up to me again. Lisa was still sitting at the table staring at us. She had been there all night. I guess she was making sure I stayed away from Kenny. Which I had until now.

“We’re all off Friday, and we usually hang out when there’s no game. You want to tag along.”

“I can’t. I have a date.”

“A date? You’re here three days and you have a date already?” He said it as if he thought I was lying to him. “With who?”

“Daniel. He’s going to take me to the mall.”

“Daniel, you got to be kidding me. He’s the biggest nerd in school.” Now he was laughing.

“Yeah, I kind of got that feeling. But he asked and I need to get some things, so I figured what the hell.”

“We usually end up here. When he bores you to death, come on by.”

Lisa overheard what he said and stormed out of the bar. Just like in the lunchroom, he went after her.


​​Day 5

I made it through the first week. At least the coach didn’t bother to make me play in Phys Ed. today. Daniel met me as I was leaving.

“Seven o’clock tonight, right?”

“Yeah, seven o’clock.”

“Where do you live so I can pick you up?”

“I live above Sling Shots Bar. You know where it is?”

“Yes, I’ll see you later.”

I figured I’d grab something to eat in the bar before I went out. Mike was behind the bar when I walked in.

“I hear you have a hot date tonight.”

“I wouldn’t call it a date.”

“What would you call it then?”

“Just two people hanging out.”

“I see you didn’t go to tryouts again.”

“Nope. You got a problem with that?”

“No, no problem, just disappointed.”

“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to take an attitude, but this week has been rough. I didn’t realize I was coming here just to play basketball. If I did, I would never have agreed to it. I’ve only been here a week, and everyone is pressuring me to do something I can’t do. I’m sorry if that disappoints you and everyone else.” I got up to leave. “I’ll be out of here in a week.”

“Wait. Nobody wants you to leave. You came here to work and go to school, and that’s all you have to do. Sorry if we’re all pushing you. If you don’t want to play, you don’t have to play. No pressure here, just do what you have to do.”

“I don’t know. I’m afraid if I stay here, the pressure will be too much. I’m afraid I’m going to do something stupid. I can’t go back, and I know the stupidest little mistake I make, you’re going to send me back.”

He looked over at Paulie as if to say take over. He walked from behind the bar, grabbed me by the arm, and dragged me outside.

“What do you mean I’m looking to send you back?”

“Everyone knows it’s a probation officer’s job to send us criminals back to jail. You all think once a criminal, always a criminal. Better put them back behind bars as soon as we can.”

“Whatever gave you that idea?”

“There were plenty of kids in the hall that were repeat offenders, as you guys call them. They all said their probation officer had it in for them. They were all back because of the stupidest little screw-up that if someone else had done, it would have never landed them in jail.”

“Is that really what you think? Your record shows that you’re smarter than that. I guess people with 159 IQ don’t have any common sense.”

“I call them as I see um and I saw a lot of kids, who shouldn’t have been back, come back. They always said their probation officer was the reason.”

I probably shouldn’t have been yelling at him, but he was yelling at me, and I wasn’t going to take his crap. I wasn’t going to take anyone’s crap anymore. I rolled over for the guards and the warden for two of the three and a half years I was detained so that I could get out of there. Now that I was out, I wasn’t going to roll over anymore.

“Look, I’m not trying to send you back. Contrary to what you have been led to believe, probation officers are here to help, not send you back. You’re here because Scott wanted you here. He felt this was the best place for you to be so you wouldn’t get in trouble again. Scott is like a brother to me and so was your father. I would do anything for them. Right now, Scott wants you here, so you’re here, and you’re going to stay here. Got it?”

“Yes.”

“You’re going to learn how to be a kid again. You had to grow up too fast, and it’s time to back up a little, you understand?” He said this in a much calmer voice.

“Yeah, whatever,” was all I could say. He’d caught me off guard with his change of tone.

“Good, now go on your date, and no more talking about screwing up and leaving, okay?”

“Okay, but it’s not a date.”

He laughed and went back inside. I lit a cigarette and waited for Daniel.
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Daniel pulled up promptly at seven. I guess I expected that.

“So where to?” he asked when I got in the car. I could tell he was nervous because his voice cracked a little and he was sweating.

“I thought we were going to the mall.”

“The mall it is.” His voice was still cracking.

I tried to relax him by making small talk. If I had to be out with him, at least I wanted to have a good time. He wasn’t a bad-looking guy. He just didn’t have much confidence in himself when it came to talking to girls.

“How far away is the mall?” I asked.

“About fifteen minutes.”

“Do you hang out there a lot?”

“No.”

“So why did you want to go tonight?” 

He looked like he was going to throw up. Like I was asking him to rob a bank or something.

“You... you said you needed to... ah... get some things.” The crackling in his voice was gone, but now he seemed to be stuttering.

“So I did.”

“Do you not want to go to the mall? I can take you somewhere else. Wherever you want to go.”

“The mall is fine,” I said with a little laughter in my voice. “If we’re going to get along tonight, you’re going to have to loosen up a little. Relax, I’m not going to bite you.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s just that...”

“What?”

“It’s a...”

“It’s just that you’ve never been on a date before, have you?”

“Well, no.”

“Good, neither have I. Why don’t we just stop calling it a date? We’ll just be two friends hanging out on a Friday night.”

He looked a little sad now that it wasn’t going to be a date, but I think he finally relaxed.

We ended up having a good time. He helped me pick out some clothes, which was good because I had no idea what girls wore around here. It’s a good thing Mr. Taylor had given me a credit card because things were a lot more expensive than I thought. Back then, I usually just stole whatever I needed. I had made some good tips this week
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