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            One

         
         Punching Josh Kremens didn’t feel as good as I thought it would, and I’d been thinking about it for five years. I’ve even
            practiced on a punching bag. But the real punch wasn’t planned, it was a mindless reaction. He got in my face on a bad day.
            My hamstrings were sore, which could keep me out of the starting lineup, and I was late on a history paper, which could keep
            me off the team. Most important, he disrespected a football captain.
         

         
         Me.

         
         In front of the whole school.

         
         Everybody’s seen the videos. After some yelling back and forth, Kremens’s big head slammed into my nose, and I swung. A short
            right. Perfect punch. He’s tall and he went down in sections. His knees buckled, his shoulders rolled back, and his body followed
            his head to the floor. Lucky for him it was thick indoor auditorium carpet. Lucky for me, too. If his head had cracked open,
            I’d be in deep shit.
         

         
         Honestly, Ms. Lamusciano, that’s all I cared about. The moment before I punched him, I imagined him blocking me from a Division I scholarship. Maybe that’s no excuse to you. But if I have to write the truth in this stupid journal, there it is. 

         
         Punching Josh Kremens is where this story started, so that’s where I’m starting this journal. I’m writing this because you
            said I have to keep a journal to stay in Group and the principal said I have to stay in Group to stay in school and Coach
            said I have to stay in school to stay on the football team and I know I have to stay on the football team to make it to a
            Division I college on an athletic scholarship to get out of this rathole town next year. In other words, to survive.
         

         
         I’m here with you in Group, Ms. Lamusciano, because I made—in your shrink lingo—a poor executive-functioning decision, self-control
            division. I slugged Josh Kremens in front of hundreds of smartphone cameras.
         

         
         This was on a Monday afternoon at the annual Law Enforcement Appreciation Day, a big deal at Woodhaven High School. As I told
            you already, I was in a lousy mood for starters and there I was, supposed to be all smiley and welcoming, making sure the
            football team was doing its job of greeting and seating the “dignitaries”—the school officials, town politicians, and every
            kind of police from the local FBI special agent down to the Woodhaven traffic enforcement officer. That included my dad, an
            ex-state trooper, who worked security at the community college and the mall.
         

         
         The football team got the job of being official hosts because the football team always does what it’s told, and who else were
            they going to get when a lot of kids don’t like or trust cops.
         

         
         So the varsity led the dignitaries up onto the stage, while the students filled up the auditorium. As a new co-captain, I was in charge of the opening part of the ceremony, sort of a head monitor. The other co-captain would lead them off the stage at the end. We were in clean red road jerseys, name and number. 

         
         I stood in the center aisle, directing traffic, trying to look like I knew what I was doing. I was wearing my friendly face,
            half-smile, eyes wide open. Once I figured most everybody was seated, I signaled the squad to line up on either side of me
            and face the audience, back to the stage, arms crossed, as if we were protecting all that firepower behind us from some crazed
            mob.
         

         
         Turns out, we were.

         
         The principal, Dr. Mullins, was just tapping the mic when the auditorium’s big doors swung open, and Josh Kremens started
            marching down the aisle toward me at a good pace. He was leading about a dozen kids, one of them beating a drum, others carrying
            hand-lettered signs, MAKE WAAR—WOODHAVEN AGAINST AUTOMATIC RIFLES.
         

         
         My first thought was, Dude has balls, give him that. My second was, Not on my watch.
         

         
         The team started to move toward them, like it was coming off the line of scrimmage in slow motion. I stepped forward, turned,
            and motioned the red jerseys back with open palms.
         

         
         “Hold,” I said, like I was talking to my dog, Butkus. Most of the guys stopped in their tracks, but you’d know John Cogan
            kept moving forward, signaling the players around him, his buddies, the ones he called the Berserkers, to follow him. It’s
            hard for a junior to pull rank on seniors, but I was the captain.
         

         
         “VIKINGS, HOLD,” I shouted.

         
         Amazingly, they held.

         
         Cogan looked surprised. Ever since I was made captain instead of him, he’s tried to one-up me on and off the field.

         
         Kremens was halfway down the aisle when I spun around. I marched up to meet him. “Hey, Josh, you’ll have to sit down now.”
            I tried to sound friendly. I could feel my friendly face disintegrating. “There are seats in the back.”
         

         
         “Don’t block the people. This isn’t a game.” He had a deep, confident, older voice. Since middle school I’ve hated that voice,
            telling people what to do, explaining the world according to Josh.
         

         
         “You’re right,” I said. “No game. This is a big deal. We’ve got guests. We have to show them and the school some respect.”
            I was calm, soft-spoken, like Dad when he tried to defuse tense situations. I loved it when I got to see that.
         

         
         “Out of our way,” he said. It was an order. “We’re here to speak truth to power.”

         
         That one gets old fast. Whose truth? “You’ve made your point, Kremens. You can talk to our guests afterward.”

         
         “Out of the people’s way, Rhino!” his voice boomed. I felt my hands become fists.

         
         “You need to turn around now.” I could sense the team coming up behind me, ready for a bloody massacre. Cogan was yelling,
            “Berserkers, on three!” Bad for everybody.
         

         
         Kremens lifted a wireless mic to his mouth and shouted, “No justice, no peace.”

         
         “Berserkers! One.”

         
         The marchers behind Kremens chanted, “No justice, no peace. No justice, no peace.”

         
         “Berserkers! Two.”

         
         Kremens began reciting the names of schools. By the third one, Columbine High School, I recognized them as places where kids had been mowed down by assault rifles. I thought, C’mon, not here, not now. Nobody ever got shot in Woodhaven. 

         
         Kremens shouted, “Sandy Hook Elementary School!”

         
         I could hear the team breathing and muttering behind me like a beast in a sci-fi movie. It sounded like they were waiting
            for the signal to charge. The kids with the signs lowered the poles, as if they were spears. They looked serious.
         

         
         I closed my hand over Kremens’s mic. “Okay, we get it. Now, you got to . . .”

         
         He knocked my hand away. The mic fell to the floor. As we both dove for it, he butted me in the face. I stepped back, my eyes
            going blurry, my nose bleeding.
         

         
         As his big pale face came up, I threw that sweet short right.

         
         It took him a long time to go down.

         
         The team, the assistant principal, Dad, the school safety officer, swarmed us. Kremens and I were hustled off to the ambulance
            parked outside school. I was woozy, he looked worse. We didn’t talk.
         

         
         Other than that, Ms. Lamusciano, you can read the reports and watch the videos. It was even on the news.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         We ate late that night, waiting for Dad to come back from meetings at the school and police headquarters. He marched in, scratched
            Butkus’s head, then washed up without talking. He cracked a beer. That’s his style, letting the suspense build. My older sister,
            Alison, says it’s his way of getting attention and keeping control. They haven’t gotten along in years.
         

         
         The first thing Dad said when he sat down at the table was, “That was like the phantom punch.”

         
         When my younger sister, Livy, asked, “What?” he started to explain how my punch was like the perfect right Muhammad Ali threw
            to knock out Sonny Liston in the first round of their heavyweight championship rematch in 1965. Dad wasn’t born yet, but he
            remembers the fight like he was in the front row. He’s a big Ali fan. Made me one, too. I knew all about the phantom punch.
         

         
         “The champ was moving forward, and so was Liston,” Dad said, his fists floating over his plate, “and the punch was short, so all the velocity went directly to Liston’s jaw. Perfect punch.” 

         
         “Ron?” Mom had her narrow-eyed, tight-lipped, no-bull look on. Her voice was high and strained. She’s an all-business real
            estate agent and doesn’t always have the patience to play Dad’s games. “Just give us the upshot, please.”
         

         
         “Right,” Dad said. He knows when to back off from Mom. “Josh’s dad wants blood. Poor little Josh’s First Amendment rights
            were violated, not to mention his jaw.”
         

         
         “What about Ronnie’s nose?” Livy asked. She’s fourteen, a truly great kid when she’s not a pain.

         
         “What do they want?” Mom asked.

         
         “The trifecta. An apology, an assault arrest, expulsion from school.”

         
         “No problem with the apology,” I said. “I’m very sorry he butted me.”

         
         “Right on!” Livy cackled. We fist bumped.

         
         “The butt looked accidental,” Dad said.

         
         “Whose side are you on?” Livy asked.

         
         “Justice and peace,” Dad said. He heh-hed his little cop laugh.

         
         “Ronnie reacted,” Livy said. “He’s a jock. No moral delay.”

         
         “Moral delay?” Dad shook his head. “Where’d you get that?”

         
         “It means no stopping to think about what you’re doing just because it might be wrong.”

         
         “That’s a psychopath,” Dad said.

         
         “Ron?” Mom said. She was getting annoyed. “Anything else you need to share?”

         
         “We’re meeting again tomorrow at the school with more people. Cool off. Negotiate.”

         
         “What about football?” I asked. “Opening game’s on Saturday.”

         
         “We’ll deal with that,” Dad said. “My priority now is to be sure there’s nothing on the record that might turn off college coaches.” 

         
         “Mistake,” Livy said. “Didn’t you say coaches want players with a mean streak? Otherwise, why do they keep recruiting guys
            with arrest records?”
         

         
         “I think you need to be quiet, Olivia,” Mom said, “or leave the table. We need to deal with this seriously.”

         
         Livy shut up. She wanted in on the story.

         
         “The point right now is damage control,” Dad said. He looked at me. “We’ll have to figure out how much punishment you’re willing
            to take to achieve your immediate goal, which is to stay in school.”
         

         
         “Stay in school?” It was the first moment I felt anxious.

         
         “Kremens keeps bringing up the school’s zero tolerance policy for violence.”

         
         “This is ridiculous, Ron,” Mom said. “Josh started it. Ronnie was on official duty for the school. He stopped a disruptive
            act.”
         

         
         “You’re right,” Dad said. “But Kremens is on the school board and he’s running for Town Council, and they’re all scared of
            him. Especially the principal. Her contract’s up for renewal.”
         

         
         “What did you mean by ‘punishment’?” I asked.

         
         “Kremens kept saying everyone needs to learn that actions have consequences, and you can’t be allowed to get off scot-free
            after attacking another student.” He shook his head. “He wants his pound of flesh, and we need to negotiate that down to a
            few ounces. Damage control.”
         

         
         “Why anything?” Mom said. “Both boys were wrong. Let it go at that.”

         
         “This is where we’re at right now,” Dad said. “Any of that pie left?”

         
         I stood up.

         
         “Where are you going?” Dad asked.

         
         “Some of the guys are . . .”

         
         “Skip it,” Dad said. “I want you to lay low. Watch your phone calls. If there really is a lawsuit your phone could be subpoenaed.
            All we need is a text showing up with you saying something like, ‘Yo, bro, it felt so good to crush that snowflake.’ It could
            be entered as evidence to prove malicious intent. Better just clam up.”
         

         
         I wanted to say, C’mon, you’ve been watching too many cop shows, but I had no energy. My arms and legs felt rubbery. “For
            how long?” I asked.
         

         
         “Till the whistle blows. Lift, run, walk the dog. Don’t you have a history paper to write?”

         
         “You said it was woke garbage.”

         
         “That was then.”

         
         Upstairs, in my room, I scrolled through my texts and calls. Most were from guys on the team, telling me to keep my pecker
            up and work on my left hook for my rematch with Kremens. It was support, what we do for each other, but I didn’t answer any
            of them. Dad had been serious about watching what I said, and it worried me. He might be right. Nothing except football felt
            safe. Alison said Dad turned paranoid after he resigned from the state police, but sometimes the things that make him suspicious
            of authority worry me, too.
         

         
         Like the fact that none of the coaches texted me. Maybe they didn’t want their names on the record. Coaches usually never quit bugging you to lift and run and eat right and go to sleep early and stay away from booze and dope and girls and show up on time for the next meeting, blah, blah, blah. Now they were avoiding me. Were they paranoid, too? Or did they know something? 

         
         There were texts from Andy Lam, my best friend, and Domi, Justin, and Jamaal, my closest buds on the team. I didn’t have the
            juice to respond.
         

         
         There was a voice mail from Mr. Biedermann, my history teacher, who doesn’t like emails and texts. He prefers looking you
            in the eye when you talk, but he’ll settle for a voice on the phone. He was Alison’s favorite teacher, too. I had the feeling
            my paper was going to be very late. This was no time for a failing grade, even an incomplete. It could affect my eligibility.
            I called him back.
         

         
         “Mr. Rhinehart.” Mr. Biedermann wasn’t really formal, but he didn’t pretend he was one of the guys, like some teachers. I
            respected him for that. But you could still kid around. When I heard crowd noise in the background, I said, “What game you
            watching?”
         

         
         “Manchester United and Leicester City.”

         
         “Why don’t you watch real football?” I asked.

         
         “Why don’t you play real futbol?” He laughed. “You make any progress with that paper?”
         

         
         “Not really. I don’t think I get this.”

         
         “Where are you stuck?”

         
         “Some of the articles you sent me comparing football to slavery. It’s your choice to play or not. Guys are making millions.”

         
         “You have to be able to deal with the ambiguity here. You have to hold two separate thoughts that seem to contradict each
            other. You ever hear the phrase ‘forty-million-dollar slaves’? It’s the title of a book you need to read. All that money,
            but they’re still in the grip of the system.
         

         
         “And you need to keep the context in mind. More than sixty percent of NFL players are African Americans. But most coaches and almost all owners are white. So, is there any connection between slavery or Jim Crow or even everyday discrimination and the way Black NFL players have been treated, contractually, medically, and in the media?” 

         
         My head was bursting. “Can’t we get back to block and tackle?”

         
         Mr. Biedermann laughed. “You were the one who wanted to write about football.”

         
         “I thought it would be easier than gun control.” You can talk straight to Mr. Biedermann.

         
         “Nothing worthwhile is easy.”

         
         “But this feels like rewriting history to make some people feel good.”

         
         “Sounds like you’ve been talking to your dad. Better talk to Alison. How’s she doing, by the way?”

         
         I didn’t want to go there. “She’s good.”

         
         “Give her my regards. Best student I ever had. Listen, I’ll send you some book titles. And I’ll extend the deadline by a week.
            Work for you?”
         

         
         “I’ll try.” I wasn’t so sure.

         
         “I know you can do it.” He clicked off.

         
         I couldn’t believe he hadn’t mentioned what happened with Josh. I almost wanted to talk to him about it. But then I remembered
            he was junior class advisor. He might have a vote in any decision about Josh and me, and probably wasn’t supposed to talk
            about it with us. That made me feel a little better.
         

         
         Andy texted again, this time with a two-minute video titled “Rhino’s Greatest Hits.” Andy was the audiovisual guy for the athletic department, actually the go-to filmmaker for the whole school. The greatest hits were three of my quarterback sacks and two downfield chase and tackles as a linebacker and the monster block I threw as tight end that sprang Jamaal for his forty-yard touchdown run that won conference last year and, finally, the punch that decked Josh Kremens. 

         
         I called him. “It’s really good, but you need to keep it to yourself for now.”

         
         “What’s up?”

         
         “Josh’s dad wants my ass. Some kind of negotiations are going on, and Dad has me grounded for the week, low profile.”

         
         “Okay. You can use the hit clips, without the punch, when you send your stuff to college coaches.”

         
         “That’s cool.”

         
         “I might want to use the punch in my essay for Mr. Biedermann,” Andy said.

         
         “Should be no problem by then.”

         
         Instead of a written paper, Andy’s doing a video on the importance of varsity football at Woodhaven High. The whole town’s
            obsessed with the team. It seems kind of risky, but Andy has strong opinions on what’s right and wrong. Mr. Biedermann is
            cool with strong opinions. If the vid is good enough, Andy says he’ll submit it with his college application next year. I
            haven’t seen any of it yet.
         

         
         “You okay?” Andy asked. He says it like a partner on a cop show.

         
         “Fine.” I don’t think I sounded convincing.

         
         “Think Andiron.” He clicked off.

         
         Andy and I have had each other’s back since elementary school. His dream is to be a great filmmaker, like his hero, Martin
            Scorsese. He’s made me watch Scorsese films like Goodfellas and Raging Bull dozens of times. He talks about our production company. I’ll put up the money with my NFL millions, which is okay with me. Andy even came up with a name—Andiron Productions. Andy-Ron, get it? 

         
         We met in fifth grade when we were caught cheating on a math test. The teacher was going to take us both to the principal
            when Andy confessed that he had been stealing answers from me all year—he just didn’t understand math. The teacher didn’t
            believe him. She sat us down after school and went over the test and said she was shocked, a small smart Chinese American
            kid stealing answers from a big dumb white jock. And then it was a big joke for her. But not to Andy, who said it was racist
            and happened all the time. He talked about stuff like that back in the fifth grade. We became best friends.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         Dr. Mullins is a Black woman with a friendly personality who likes to roam the halls fist-bumping. She can be tough, although
            she has a reputation for being fair, especially among jocks. She shows up at all the games and you can always hear her cheering.
         

         
         Mr. Kremens is a shorter version of Josh with curly gray hair, a little beard, and steel-framed eyeglasses. He was the only
            one in the conference room wearing a tie. He’s some kind of business consultant. He comes across as angry, but it looked like
            a pose to me. Keep everybody off balance. I try to do the same thing on the defensive line with one of my gargoyle Rhino faces.
         

         
         Dr. Mullins was standing at the head of the conference table, tapping a ballpoint pen against the wood, when Dad and I walked in. She wasn’t scowling, but she wasn’t smiling either. She waved us to the opposite side of the table from Josh and Mr. Kremens and we sat down. Mr. Kremens and Dad glared at each other like opposing linemen. Josh and I looked down. Then Dr. Mullins pointed at the door and Mr. Biedermann and a tall red-haired woman I didn’t know came in. Her bare, freckly arms were wrapped around file folders and a silver thermos. 

         
         “I’m sure you all know Mr. Biedermann. He’s here as junior class advisor,” Dr. Mullins said. “And this is Ms. Lamusciano,
            our school psychologist.”
         

         
         Dr. Mullins waited for them to sit down at the far end before she took her seat. It seemed too quiet, almost spooky. The game-day
            ice ball I’d woken up with grew in my chest.
         

         
         “Let me say this at the outset,” Dr. Mullins said. “I take this incident very, very seriously, and I want to resolve it without
            litigation or further publicity.”
         

         
         “I hope you don’t mean sweep it under the rug,” Mr. Kremens said. You could hear where Josh got his deep, confident voice.
            “One of your students was attacked on school property . . .”
         

         
         “It was self-defense,” Dad said. His voice was higher, sharper, more like a serrated bread knife.

         
         “. . . while exercising his First Amendment rights . . .” Mr. Kremens said.

         
         Dr. Mullins held up her hands. “This takes us nowhere, gentlemen. This is not a debate or a negotiation. I called you here
            to inform you of my decision, made in consultation with the district superintendent, our legal counsel, and Mr. Biedermann
            and Ms. Lamusciano.
         

         
         “Josh and Ron will be suspended from school until further notice. Think of it as a cooling down and reflective period, no school-based activities such as sports or clubs allowed. However, they will be required to attend Ms. Lamusciano’s alternative group program to avoid the school pressing charges with the police.” 

         
         “Out of the question,” Mr. Kremens said.

         
         “Sounds like a Breakfast Club for delinquents,” Dad said.

         
         Dad and Mr. Kremens started talking over each other at Dr. Mullins, who leaned back in her chair looking satisfied, like she’d
            achieved her goal of pissing off both of them.
         

         
         Finally, she raised her hands and glared them into silence. “Ms. Lamusciano?”

         
         The school psychologist stood up. She looked friendly but serious. “Woodhaven’s ILOD Group is not a Breakfast Club for delinquents,”
            she said. “We meet in the afternoon.”
         

         
         Only Mr. Biedermann laughed. I thought it was funny, but I kept a poker face.

         
         “ILOD?” Mr. Kremens asked, sounding annoyed at not knowing what that stood for.

         
         “In lieu of detention,” Dad said in his know-it-all cop voice. “Why would detention be an option?”

         
         “As you are aware,” Dr. Mullins said, “criminal charges against both young men are still pending, and they won’t be dropped
            until they successfully complete group counseling.”
         

         
         Dad and Mr. Kremens started talking again, and I began to tune out. I noticed Josh’s eyes were glazing over, too. I heard
            Dad and Mr. Kremens say words like due process and expunging records, and at first I wondered if they were still sparring with each other like boxers, looking for a weakness, an opening to throw
            a phantom punch, but then I realized they were now on the same side, protecting their sons by showing they couldn’t be pushed
            around. It’s called working the referees, giving Dr. Mullins a hard time so she might not be so tough later on. Did they think
            this thing was going to drag out?
         

         
         After a while, everyone else stood up so I did, too. I was in a movie, watching myself. Mr. Kremens stomped out, pulling Josh.

         
         In the car, Dad said, “I’ll drop you off home. I have a fill-in shift. I think that went well.”

         
         “Went well? Until further notice?”

         
         “We fought for that. Room to negotiate the suspension down.”

         
         “Till when? No practice this week. How’m I gonna start?” I hated the whine in my voice. “It’s the opener.”

         
         “It could have been worse. Suck it up.”

         
         “This Group thing?”

         
         “As long as it’s not on your record. Coaches hate their players in therapy. They don’t want them listening to anybody but
            them.”
         

         
         Back home, I changed into shorts and a T-shirt and stretched out on my bed. I was tired. Quick nap. I crashed. When I woke
            up it was midafternoon. Butkus was sprawled out at the end of the bed, waiting for me to play with him. We shared an egg sandwich
            and played ball in the backyard. Butkus is a lab/shepherd mix and can fetch all day, and I needed to get my body working.
            He was named after Grandpa’s favorite football player, Dick Butkus, the Chicago Bears linebacker, maybe the toughest of all
            time. Butkus the dog plays with kittens.
         

         
         As usual, Butkus started barking when I quit throwing the ball to him, and I went into the garage to lift, blasting Machinery, my favorite industrial metal band. That drowned him out. They use jackhammers, leaf blowers
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