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“It’s third and long ....” The announcer’s voice echoed off the high school grandstands, reverberating amidst the hum of enthusiastic fans, the blast of air horns, and down on the field, the shouts of the cheerleading squad.

Pom-poms shimmering in the moist, night air, the girls of the Southside Eagles sprung up on the balls of their feet, kicking toned legs in encouragement to their faltering football team. 

“C’mon! You can do it!” Squad leader, twelfth grade English whiz, Dorothy Payne, stepped foremost of the group, her voice peppy, but her stomach in a knot. 

She scanned the players moving into position, the sea of grass-stained blue jerseys against the silver and black of the visiting team, the Piermont Raiders. Massive hulks with hard faces and enough testosterone to fill the ocean, making any forward progress against the Raiders had shown itself impossible for the majority of the game. Time after time, their brick wall of muscle and determination withstood any charge they could make. Now, here it was the last five minutes of the game, and the Eagles had one chance to score and salvage some pride.

The buzz of the crowd lowered at the sight of Eagles’ quarterback, Drew Sault, preparing for the snap. He glanced down the line, left and right, then ducked into a crouch. Movement ceased amongst the players. Lungs full, breath held, they poised, tense, until the ball flicked backward, landing secure in his gloved hands. He stood, stepping in reverse, and swung his arm for the throw, but rushed by a lineman, released too soon, and the ball sailed outward in a crooked spiral.

Time stood still, students rising in slow motion to their feet, mouths agape, hands lifted in dismay. The players on the field smashed into each other, their grunt and groan laced with drops of spittle. The ball, in a drunken arch, flew through the hands of the intended target, past anyone who could safely retrieve it, directly toward the Eagles cheer squad and a two hundred pound Raider who leapt into the air, plucking it from orbit. Off balance, he fell backward, the tips of his shoes contacting the field in bounds before smacking the ground hard and sliding four feet backward into Dorothy’s legs.

She squawked and tumbled to the earth, face down, her chin smacking hard on the player’s padded chest. Stunned, her mouth stinging, she blinked in the blurry vision of his sweat-soaked face, conscious of the intensity of his gaze and his very firm, warm shape. 

He raised one hand to her cheek. “You’re hurt.” Wriggling from beneath her, he pushed to his feet, raising her up after him. He steadied her with one hand around her side. “Let me know when you can stand.”

Dorothy pulled in a shaken breath. “I think ... I think I’m okay,” she said. She tipped her chin upward, meeting his gaze.

Brow furrowed, lips puckered, worry shone in his dark gray eyes.

A couple girls from the squad approached and behind them, the cheerleading coach, Mrs. Smolenski. “Young man, you’d better get back in the game,” she said, waving both hands in his direction.

He stared at her for a moment, then at Dorothy. Mumbling a hasty, “I’m sorry,” he tucked the ball to his chest and returned to the field. 

The announcer’s voice rang out from the top of the stands. “Looks like she’s okay! An unfortunate incident ... but good to see cooperation from the opposite side ...”

“We need to put some alcohol on that head wound,” Mrs. Smolenski responded in her ear.

Dorothy submitted to her ministrations, wincing at the sharp sting of an alcohol pad. Taking a seat on the nearby metal bench, gradually, her head cleared, though a slight pain on her jaw remained.

“He smacked you good.”

She turned her gaze toward the speaker, close friend and fellow cheerleader, Ria Marcek. 

Ria dropped down at her side, stabbing the toe of one sneaker into the turf. Her electric blue skirt pulled tight across tanned thighs. “He was cute.”

Dorothy wrinkled her nose. “I suppose. He looked kinda fuzzy to me at the time.”

“Girl, you know what they say about the big ones ...”

Ria didn’t finish her statement, and Dorothy wasn’t sure she wanted her to. As much as she liked Ria, she tended to be crude at times.

“Guess we lost again,” she said instead. “I feel bad for Drew.” He’d had a tough year, and his throwing an interception wouldn’t help him feel any better about it. Or help other students treat him nice.

Ria’s head lifted, her gaze roaming the field. “Me too, and Piermont doesn’t even seem fazed.”

She was right. Whereas the Eagles looked exhausted, the Raiders seemed barely tired at all. The girls fell silent, watching the game end, dispirited, then gathered the things left behind and made their way toward the gym. 

Drew appeared in front of her outside the double doors, his face begrimed, football uniform smeared with grass. Weariness sat heavy in his eyes, along with defeat and concern. “You okay?” he asked. He hovered one hand over her brow.

She shrugged. “I’ll live.” She and Drew went back to elementary school where he was the boy tying her pigtails together. Now, he was one of her closest friends.

Ria waved at her from the gym entrance. “We’re last. Everyone’s waiting.”

Dorothy shuffled her feet. “I’ve gotta go. Talk to you later.” With regret, she left him in place and scooted inside.

Fluorescent lights dangling from steel beams flickered sci-fi-like overhead. Six girls, in various forms of disarray, repacked unzipped duffle bags. Mrs. Smolinski clapped her hands, bringing them upright. “Good job tonight,” she said, her voice tinged with sadness. “We know we can’t always win ...”

“It’d be nice to win at all,” interrupted a girl in the circle.

Mrs. Smolinski frowned. “Yes, but we have to hold our heads high when we don’t.” 

As true as that was, it wouldn’t help anyone’s feelings on Monday. Students would creep to class, dejected ... again.

Tiredness seeped into the girls’ crestfallen faces.

Mrs. Smolinski rotated her gaze around the semi-circle. “Practice next Tuesday,” she said. “Don’t forget. But, enjoy your weekend.” With a motion of her arm, the group broke up, everyone scattering in different directions. 

Dorothy swung her bag over her shoulder, glad to be headed home, but, stepping forward, came to a halt, Ria’s hand on her arm. 

Her fingers compressed, long, pink-painted nails digging into her skin. She nodded toward the gym entrance. “Your player,” she said.

With that remark, she expected to see Drew again. He was always such a worry wart. But a different hulk blocked the double doors. She sucked in a breath. The visiting team usually left for home pretty quickly, so what was he doing here? She held the question inside and made her way in his direction. Stopping in front of him, her five-foot-four inch frame came barely to his shoulder height.

“Hey,” he said, his weight leaned on one hip. A smudge of grime spanned his cheek. “They’re loading the bus, but I asked permission to come find you. I wanted to make sure ...” His gaze strayed to her brow, and he raised one hand, brushing his fingertips across. “Geez, I didn’t mean to do that.”

“It was an accident,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll mend.”

He stared for a moment then lowered his arm. “Well, I guess I’ve got to go, but ...” Twisting at the waist, he snagged a passerby. “You have a pen?”

The girl he’d stopped glanced up at him, her gaze curious, then dug a ball point from her purse.

Taking Dorothy’s hand, he flipped it over and wrote hastily in her palm. “This is my number,” he said, head bowed. “You’re going to call me tomorrow, so I don’t have to worry.”

Her heart squeezed. It was sweet of him to care.

He capped the pen and tossed it back to the girl, who immediately left. “Promise me,” he continued.

Dorothy dipped her chin. “I promise. But I’ll be fine, really.”

He didn’t seem too convinced. His mouth worked to the side, he curved one hand over his hip. “Just the same ...”

The rumble and knock of a diesel bus took over the brief conversation and someone shouted. He glanced over his shoulder and reversed a few steps. “Don’t forget to call,” he said, halting.

She nodded, her ponytail swishing between her shoulders. “I won’t.”

He continued backward. “Oh, and the name’s Louis,” he called out. “Louis Buntz.”

“Dorothy Payne,” she replied. “See you.”

He nodded and was gone.

Ria walked up behind her, taking a place at her side. “What was that all about?”

Dorothy waved her palm in her face. “He gave me his number. I think he feels like my head’s going to fall off.”

Ria snorted, a smile on her face. “More likely, he wanted to talk to the adorable, blonde cheerleader. You going to call?”

Dorothy pursed her lips. “He was cute,” she said. “And maybe.”
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Louis climbed on the bus and took an empty seat midway in, falling back against the padding, his legs outstretched. He ran one hand over his short, brown hair and across his brow.

“We trounced ‘em,” said a face hanging over the seat just in front. Donovan Conch, six-foot-two inches of seventeen-year-old steel, and the Raiders’ quarterback.

Louis smiled and they bumped fists.

“Hey ... what’s with you and the cheerleader?” a second voice asked.

Louis turned his head to see fullback, Quintavius Owens, often called Q. 

“What do you mean, ‘what’s with him and the cheerleader’?” Donovan asked. His teeth showed white in the midst of his ebony face. “Boy wants to get him a lil sumpin’ sumpin’.”

A chorus of laughter crisscrossed the bus, and Louis grinned. “Do you blame me?”

“Not one bit,” Quintavius returned. “Though you could have introduced yourself first instead of smacking her upside the head.”

“Great play, by the way ...” said a third voice from behind. “Ended things solid.”

“Leave it to Buntz,” said another.

“Buntz. Buntz. Buntz. Buntz.” A chorus of chants filled the bus.

Louis, a silly grin on his face, lifted one hand in acknowledgement. He’d been too concentrated on the ball at the time to see the girl was standing there. His play had ended any hope the Eagles had of scoring, but he regretted doing it at her expense. 

“Aw ...” Q began. “He already has her wrapped up in those big arms of his.” He followed this remark with a kissing noise.

More laughter ensued. Somewhere amongst the rowdy players, a voice said, “Leave him alone. You’re just jealous.”

The loud clap of their coach’s large palms turned the players around. Coach Waters positioned himself in full view of the team, his height brushing the top of his head against the bus’s ceiling. “Listen up!” he called, in his usual stern voice. “I know I’ve said this before, but today’s victory ...”

“... doesn’t guarantee tomorrow’s success,” the players finished for him in a monotone.

He smiled, crossing thick arms over his chest. “Good, you’ve been listening.” He nodded once. “Tonight’s game played out exactly how I expected, but we must continue to push if we want to make the championship. Hopefully, everything will align in our favor. But for right now, enjoy your victory ....” 

A round of cheers erupted at the end of his speech. He stood there a moment, apparently drinking it in, then revolved and took a seat.

Louis stared at the back of his coach’s head before moving his gaze out the window. Street lights flashed past as well as the lights of a handful of late-night businesses remaining open. With the monotony of the drive, the boisterous talk around him faded, and his thoughts wandered. 

Victory was great, but looked like nothing against the size of the frustration that’d greet him at home. His good mood soured and resentment surfaced. Louis pictured his stepdad’s face. Nothing he ever said or did would cause him to forgive his stepdad’s part in his mom’s abandonment. Or the fact this many months and two apologetic phone calls later, her promise to come get him hadn’t materialized. She was full of excuses, but he was convinced those were all Steve’s fault.

It’s harder than I thought.

Now’s not a good time.

Maybe by Christmas.

Louis slid down in the seat, his spine forming a u.

His stepdad, Steve Black, tried too hard to be nice. He’d buy him things, leave them on his bed. Louis always tossed them in the closet, unopened. He also tried to take him places – movies, concerts. He even dragged him off for a beach weekend. And it’d been miserable, what with Steve asking him if he needed something all the time.

Yeah, he needed his mom, not this faker.

Louis allowed his bad mood to simmer from the football locker room, where he discarded his gear, all the way home. He parked in the drive, unwilling to get out. The porch light flipped on ... a sign Steve was watching ... and his discontent grew. Blowing out a breath, he ambled up the walkway, pausing outside the door long enough to sort-of clear his head, then opened it and entered.

“Louis?”

Louis frowned. He made a left, ignoring Steve’s call, and pushed down the hall. He’d barely entered his room, however, when Steve poked his head in. 

His grizzled hair poked this way and that, he offered his usual overworked smile. “How was the game?”

Louis stared at him for a moment, not answering. “We won.”

Steve’s face brightened. “That’s great. I would have come, but with work running ’til six, couldn’t get free.”

“Not necessary.” Louis cut him off. Seriously, not necessary. He should never feel like he had to come to anything he participated in because then he’d be forced to explain who he was.

“Of course, it’s necessary. I used to enjoy ...”

Louis walked toward the door, using his bulk to force Steve out. “If you don’t mind, I’m tired. Think I’ll get a shower and turn in.”

Steve’s face said he saw through his actions, but true to his nature, he didn’t argue. He nodded instead and reversed. Louis closed the door soundly. 

Much more of this and he’d go nuts. His mom was worthless, his stepdad drowning him in attention. Football was his only outlet anymore. He’d rather be playing the game and thinking about his next move than deal with his sucky home
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