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​Chapter 1: Why?
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MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 9TH, 2021

“Really, Aaron, the only question I want to ask is: Why did you do it?”

Vice Principal Shultz leaned back in his chair, trying to add more weight to his question.  He was one of those forty-something white guys who looked like they were born to be a therapist: balding brown hair, gray-streaked beard, rimless glasses, sweater vest, the whole package.  His voice was soft and sincere.  At least, he wanted me to think he was sincere.  How he really felt could probably go either way, but it didn’t change my answer.

“I dunno.”  I shrugged slightly and slumped in my seat. 

“Aaron, you will sit up straight and show some respect!”  Mom’s voice clapped like a grenade; the shrapnel in her words bouncing off the concrete walls of Shultz’s office. The vice principal flinched at her command, but I was more experienced.

I waited the two seconds I knew I could get away with before straightening up.  “I don’t know why... sir.” 

Shultz smiled thinly.  “Now Aaron, I can’t believe a sharp young man like you would do something this elaborate without a reason.”  He patted a slim manila folder in front of him.  “We never saw anything like this from you last year; all I have on your freshman file is a couple of tardies. You get good grades, have a lot of friends.  I’m struggling to see where this came from.”

I wasn’t fazed by Shultz’s act.  My grades were middling at best, maybe an A minus when I studied hard.  As for friends, I had maybe two to six depending on how far I stretched my definition.

I smiled.  Part of me was glad that the VP didn’t actually care.  That would just make this take longer.  “Maybe this is just the first time I got caught.”  I was trying to sound snarky, but I couldn’t hide my bitterness.  The keychain on my wallet getting snagged in the bushes and left at the scene had to be the stupidest way to get caught.  Why the hell did I bolt so fast?  

“So, you’ve done this kind of thing before?”  If Shultz’s patience was fraying, he didn’t show it.

“Maybe.” 

“Aaron Brian Youngblood, what did I tell you about being respectful and answering this man’s questions?”  Mom was quiet this time, which was worse, significantly worse.

“It’s the first time.”  I straightened up again, not realizing I had slid back down.

“But you admit the graffiti is yours?”  Shultz’s voice tightened as he finally said something important.

I glanced at my Mom, at her cold eyes.  She knew I was guilty; I had no doubt, so there wasn’t a point in fighting.  “...Yes, sir.”

“Thank you for your honesty.”  Shultz fished a picture out of his folder.  “I figured this was your first time considering how... striking your art was.”  Bullshit.  “Seriously, you know how many people have vandalized the wall next to the front entrance?  Dozens in my time, probably hundreds all told, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen any with as much personality as yours.  You made quite the impression”  I looked away from the three photos he pushed towards me.  I knew exactly what was on the wall.  I didn’t need to see it again.

Fire jumped up my veins when my mom reached one of the photos.  She studied it for a bit, her lips pursed.  I tried not to squirm.  

What is she thinking? 

“I see you were a part of the art program last year.”  Schultz pulled my attention back to him.  “I’m sure you were upset when it was discontinued.  Would you like me to see if I can connect you with some painting or drawing programs in town, maybe scratch an itch of yours?”

“No, sir.”  God, Schultz was laying it on thick.  I wished I knew what I could say to get this over with as soon as possible.

Meanwhile, Mom glanced at Schultz.  He gave a nod, and she slipped the photo into her purse, her face a disinterested mask.  My gut tightened.  “Aaron, I haven’t heard you apologize yet.”

“Oh, I-I’m sorry... sir.  I won’t do it again.”  God, why can’t this just be over?

“I’m happy to hear that, Aaron, but I would be more certain that you won’t be a repeat offender if I knew what brought us here in the first place.”  Schultz had a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.  “There’s such... intensity behind your art, the words, the imagery.  It’s all so... passionate that I have to believe it’s coming from somewhere.”

“Not really.  I just felt like doing it.”  What do I have to do to shake this asshole?

“My apologies, Mr. Schultz.  I think that’s all we’re going to get out of him today.”  My Mom leaned forward.  “My concern is if there will be any criminal consequences.”

“Oh, Mrs. Youngblood-”

“Call me Dabria,” she interrupted.  Even in a white man’s office, Mom was in charge, and she was certainly the only person I answered to.

“Oh, well, Dabria, I don’t think that’s necessary.”  Schultz spread his hands.  “Again, this is Aaron’s first offense, and while what he did was vandalism, he didn’t permanently damage any school property.  I was thinking that instead of suspension, Aaron could do some work cleaning up after school for the next two weeks, maybe two hours each day.”

I perked up.  That wasn’t a bad deal.  If it was just two hours, I could still make the game on Friday.  

Mom nodded.  “That’s very generous.” 

“T-Thank you, sir.”  I shot my Mom a look.  Why is she tempting him to make it worse?

“Excellent.”  Schultz folded his hands in front of him.  “You’ll report to Coach Davis after school, and I think we’re more or less done here.  Unless... there’s anything you’d like to talk about.”  

His eyes slid down to the photos.  I followed him for a moment before glancing away.  Honestly, there wasn’t anything there worth looking at.

“No, sir.  I’m very sorry.”  I was speaking to my Mom more than Schultz.  He was temporary.  She was forever.  “I promise, it won’t happen again.”

Schultz waited a moment before he stood up.  “Then that should do it.  Thank you for your time, Dabria.  It was a pleasure to meet you.  Aaron, I believe Second Period will be starting in a few minutes.”  Faint frustration flickered across his face.  I could see what he wanted in his eyes.  For a second, I thought he would ask again, but he let me leave without saying anything.

It wouldn’t matter how many times he asked me why I painted that wall.  I would give him the exact same answer.  

“I dunno.”  

It would be the truth, and he wouldn’t believe me.

But that was his problem.  I didn’t care one bit.
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​Chapter 2: Aaron
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“YOU BEST KNOW HOW LUCKY you are,” Mom barked as soon as we were out the door.  “This will not happen again.  I will not bail you out of jail.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“We’re not done talking about this.”  She turned to leave.  What more was there to say?  I turned as well, and heels clacked against tile until she reached the front door.  I exhaled once she stepped outside.

Schultz’s office let out into the Mall Hall, a cavernous hallway spanning the length of Woodrow Wilson High School.  The cafeteria and theater sat on one end and the Athletic Wing on the other, with all the classrooms held in hallways split off from the main corridor.  It was thirty feet across, and its bleaching white lights were two stories up.  When I first stepped inside, it felt like the air above my head was going to crush me.  One year later, it was beyond mundane.

“...Damn it.”  I sank against the wall, backpack in hand.  This is so bad.  She’s going to be so mad tonight.  Jesus, why did I have to get caught?  Why did I have to do it in the first place?  It was so stupid.  It was so pointless.  Everything I do is fucking pointless!

Whatever.  I sighed hard, like maybe my breath could blow the gunk out of my chest.

I peeled myself off the wall and swung my backpack onto my shoulders, hopefully ready to bear what was left of the day.  I trudged into the bathroom and took the opportunity to check the mirror.  Everyone’s gonna be asking why I got pulled out of Biology.  Best to not look like crap while that’s happening.

Unfortunately, the gangly, dark-skinned kid who looked back at me was the same one as always.  I don’t think I’m a bad-looking dude, but it would’ve been nice if God, or whoever, hadn’t made my ears stick out so far.  I could also use a few more inches in my legs and shoulders, but I’m fifteen, so I still have time to grow... maybe... hopefully... please.  

I dabbed some acne that kept popping up on my left cheek and combed my hair.  The edges of my fade were getting ragged.  Hopefully, I could convince my Dad to take me to the barbershop this weekend.  Luckily, my outfit was still solid.  It was way too hot outside for the red hoodie, but I could always take it off, and it matched the color of the sneakers I had gotten for my last birthday, which were somehow still pristine on the third week of school.  I wish my jeans had holes in them, but there’s no way my Mom would go for that.  

Call me vain or stupid or fruity or whatever, but the way I saw it I was in school against my will, so I might as well try to get the most out of it.  If I put some effort into my wardrobe, maybe a girl will find me interesting... at some point.

My sigh lined up perfectly with the Second Period bell that rattled off the cinderblock like the squeal of a rusty cyborg.  Without any choice in the matter, I gripped my pack and trudged out of the bathroom.

The Mall Hall was already filling up, students pouring out of department wings like hordes of ants.  I slipped my way around the crowd, not in the mood to talk with anyone.  

I made my way to the theatre on the south side of the Mall Hall (right across from the cafeteria) as fast as I could.  Woodrow Wilson High was as make-believe cheery as it always was, with bullshit signs like “Fighting Ducks Keep Their Beaks in Their Books” and “Our Flock Swims Towards a Bright Future” decorating the walls along with announcements for the upcoming pep rally and the kickoff of football season.  The colors were green, blue and white, mostly white on the walls, empty and boring.  

“He lives!”  Jackson Garcia caught me outside of the drama room.  He was taller than me, with lighter skin and Afro-Latino hair that was always messy in a way that girls seemed to love for some reason.  “I heard you got pulled outta First.”

I shrugged my shoulders, and he balked with that massive smile of his that looked like he was about to swallow a hot dog.

“Wait, dude,” Jackson grabbed my hoodie and hauled me past the theater door.  “Is that really you out there?”  I didn’t try resisting, partially because he was bigger than me, but also because I was somehow friends with the annoying lunk.  He was a good guy, if you look past all the bragging and being good with girls and sports and stuff.  He kept the bullies off of me in middle school, and I kept him from failing algebra.

The North exit of WW High was still open for a few seniors who had exempted their first period.  It was a short walk past the theater, band room and cafeteria.  Emerging out the doors, Jackson pointed at the large wall to the left.  “I thought that it looked familiar.  Bro, that skull was crazy.  Like, I bet somebody thirty years ago would call it ‘wicked’ or somethin’.”

“...Thanks.”  There it was, my “art,” right against the wall where everyone could see.  The janitors had slapped yellow paint over it, covering up the words coming out of the big skull decorated with flowers.  It was ruined, but it also wasn’t worth much in the first place.

“How’d a genius like you get busted?”  Jackson shoved me a bit.

“Keychain snagged.”  I huffed.

“That sucks.  They call your mom?”

“Yeah.”

“Shit.”  Jackson shook his head before offering a hand and sympathetic eyes.  “Paint was bumpin’ though.”  

I shook my head as we dapped each other up.  “It was stupid.”
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​Chapter 3: Acting
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THE MINUTE BELL RANG, and we had just enough time to duck into the theater.  My heart picked up as I followed Jackson across the stage and into the drama room beyond.  Maybe I was imagining it, but I felt two dozen pairs of eyes lock onto me as I walked through the door.  A few girls snickered.  Looks like it didn’t take long for the rumor to get out.  I never would have painted something that embarrassing if I had known everyone would know it was mine.

“Alright actors, welcome back to the wondrous world... of drama!”  Ms. Ramirez spread her fingers with manufactured suspense.  The smile under her sharp nose was so wide on her face that it had to be painful.  Out of all of my teachers, she had the most enthusiasm by far.  Maybe it’s because she’s in her early thirties, young enough that she still cares about what she’s teaching.  Today she wore a floral blouse with a matching skirt and had her ringlets of black hair clipped behind her head.

“Acting isn’t just pretending to be someone else.”  Ms. Ramirez launched into her lecture, ignoring the fact that most of us were half asleep.  “By tapping into a role you can bring out a whole new side of yourself, one you may have never thought existed before!”

Ramirez was clearly passionate about theater, and I felt kinda bad for not being able to match her energy, but I couldn’t muster up the will to care.  Every student in Woodrow Wilson had to pick a creativity or career track, and while Jackson had joined drama to hit on girls, I had been in the art department my freshman year.  Then, budgets got cut, and I walked into sophomore year with no art class to attend, so I wound up here.  It wasn’t a terrible class (grades were based on participation,) but it also involved putting on plays once a semester, and Ms. Ramirez was already pushing me to try out for roles, and the whole thing was definitely going to be a dr-

“Everything alright, Aaron?”  Ramirez cut into my daydream.

“Huh?”  I realized the other kids were leaving their desks to head to the stage next door.  “Oh, sorry.”

“Something wrong?”  Her dark eyes searched my face.  Did she know what I did?  “We can stay back here and chat if-”

“N-No, it’s fine.”  I bolted from my desk.  Ramirez’s drew her lips into a thin line.  She definitely knew what I did.  “I was just spaced out.”

Ramirez hesitated a second before her smile returned.  “Great.  Now, go partner up.  We’re doing a scene from West Side Story.”  She handed me a tiny script.  “It’s the first scene between Riff and Tony.  Try and play both roles and feel how they pull out different parts of you.  I think you have a lot to offer.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I felt her eyes burning into my neck as I walked away.  She was a nice lady to be sure, but her familiarity made my skin crawl a bit.  It’s the third week of school.  Why does she act like she knows me?

I stepped onto the stage just as Jackson was walking away from Sarah Fitzpatrick.  I chuckled as her dark eyes shot daggers at my old friend.

“I told you, man.  Sarah’s not into you.”  I pulled Jackson away.

“I’ll find my in.”  Rejection hadn’t fazed Jackson’s confidence in the slightest.  “‘Sides, she’s the hottest girl in school.  That half-white half-Chinese thing she’s got goin’ on, no way I’m lettin’ that get away.”

“I think she said she’s half-Korean.”  I muttered as we found a corner to practice in.

“Well, who’re you checkin’ out?”  Jackson gestured to the girls around the room.  Besides us, there were only four guys in class.

“...Guess I’ll be Riff first.” 

Jackson laughed at my deflection.  “C’mon, man, you gotta get some action.  I know you’re lookin’ at somebody.”

“I’m still deciding.”  I tried to throw him off the scent.  Jackson dropped the subject for a bit, and we spent a whole ten minutes doing our assigned classwork (a minor miracle).  Jackson did a different accent in every run-through, some of which actually made me laugh.

“Hey,” Jackson interrupted his line as a thought struck him.  “That skull you made.  “What did those words mean, the ones that were kinda leakin’ outta the mouth?”

I shrugged.  “I just put what I thought would be cool.”  Why is Jackson, of all people, asking me about this?

“Just thought they were spooky, is all.”

“It was a spooky skull; needed spooky words.”  My gut coiled as I remembered painting them.  What a stupid idea.

“Oh shit, did your mom ground you?”  Another random thought popped into Jackson’s ADHD-riddled mind and straight out of his mouth.  “Does that mean you ain’t gonna be at the game on Friday?”

My chest tightened.  I had been trying to keep that off my mind.

“You gotta be there, man.  I’m on this year!  You gotta see me style all over those Cross Creek kids.”  Jackson had made the varsity football team as a second string wide receiver.

“My Mom didn’t say anything this morning.  They’re making me do community service after school for two weeks... Maybe I’ll be able to convince her to let me go.”

“You gotta do it.”

“I know.”

“It’s the opening game.  Everyone’s gonna be there.”

“I know.”

“Everybody hooks up at the games.  It’s where you find out about the parties!”  

“I’m working on it!”  If Jackson was trying to make me feel better, he was doing an awful job, like, the-Falcons-in-the-fourth-quarter-of-Super-Bowl-51 awful job.

“If you’re not there, how are you going to see me score the winning touchdown?”  Jackson joked.

“Oh, you’re gonna score the winning touchdown?” I smirked.

“Bet.”

“Ain’t you the second string?”

“Yeah, which means I play towards the end, which means I score the winning touchdown, and that’s why you need to be there so I can get you by my side while all the girls are flockin’ to me.”  Jackson’s smile went from bright to blinding.

I scoffed.  “Half the people there ain’t even gonna be there to watch the game.”

“Yeah, but then I’ll make a play so clean they’ll have to watch.”

“Nah, I think everybody’s gonna be watchin’ the Duck instead.”

A flash of doubt broke through Jackson’s confidence.  “Ain’t nobody cares about some stupid Duck.”

“I don’t know.  I hear a lotta people just show up to watch the Duck.”

“...Well, then they’ll watch both of us.”  Jackson bounced out of his temporary depression.  That was good.  I was almost feeling bad for a moment. 

“I think that maybe... three girls’ll look away from the Duck to watch ya.”  Both of us were laughing now.

“By the time I catch my first pass, it’s gonna be four.”  Jackson boasted.  I shouldn’t give him such a hard time.  He was a fun guy to hang out with, and we’d been friends for years.  His sense of humor had a knack for cheering me up.  

I only wished that his confidence was just as infectious.
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“ATTENTION, WOODROW Wilson Fighting Ducks, remember that there will be a pep rally halfway through Sixth Period.  We hope you’re ready to start this semester with some cheer!”  

I rolled my eyes at the intercom and trudged out of the theater.  I had to march all the way across the Mall Hall for Third Period AP World History.  It wasn’t my idea to take the college-level version of the class, but my Mom didn’t care about my opinion.  So far, it hadn't been too miserable, but we’re still covering stuff I know from middle school.  After that was Fourth Period English, which was a little easier given we have to memorize less stuff.

I had lunch with Jackson and some of his white friends.  So far, only a dozen or so people had mentioned the graffiti to me, but I got plenty of looks.  Fifth Period was Applied Geometry, which was math language for “torture with shapes.”  I couldn’t bolt out the door fast enough.  Mr. Larson’s Spanish class was by far my favorite period.  Why I was taught drama by a Hispanic lady and Spanish by a white guy, I don’t know, but he wasn’t important.  

What mattered was that my best friend was there.

“That was some tight shit this morning.”  Q approached me with the same combination of fist bumps we’ve been using since second grade.  Her dark lips bore a wicked smile that highlighted her toothy grin and the freckles on her rounded cheeks. 

“Thanks.”  It was nice to get a compliment from Q.  She’d always been a better artist than me, and while I was far taller, her personality had always dwarfed mine.  She was loud, opinionated, brash, confident.  I knew a lot of our classmates thought she was weird, maybe obnoxious, but unlike them, I knew that when Q said something, she meant it.

“What’s the next target?”  Q had gotten me into graffiti back in middle school.  We mostly tagged small stuff, never anything as big as the front of W.W.  She was supposed to have come with me last night, but her parents held her up.  It was my first time painting alone, which was surprisingly peaceful.  Maybe that’s why I got so weird with it.

Not that it matters.

“Wait, that was really you?”  Elijah pushed his skinny head into our conversation.  Q had adopted the introvert last week, and after he showed off his knowledge of anime and movies, I was happy to have him in the friend group.  “Did you... like, are they gonna...”  His eyes squirmed behind his glasses in a way that was hapless and a little endearing.

“They’re making me clean up the campus after school,” I sighed.  “The way my Mom is, I’ll be lucky if I’m not grounded by Thanksgiving, so, no, there ain’t gonna be a target anytime soon.”

“Your mom do bring the fire,” Q relented.  I had been best friends with Aquilla Jefferies for almost half our lives.  She was well acquainted with my mess of a family as I was with hers.  “I’ll be prayin’ for you.”

“Maybe she’ll let you give me a cigarette before the firing squad like in those old movies.” 

Q laughed at my stupid joke.  Old friends were nice like that, and I found myself smiling.  Q felt more like a cousin than anything else.  I’ve never been able to see us dating.  That’s never been our vibe, and she’s never been my type, maybe because she’s never been intimidating or unknowable like other girls.  

Q was always going through phases, changing up her looks and interests.  A few months ago she’d gotten really into the Black Panthers, complete with a full afro.  These days she had her hair in twists and wore a beanie (in defiance of school dress code) that was threatening to fall off the back of her head at all times.  She was really into old-school paintings.  Considering her art skills were way better than mine, she had no trouble reproducing them.  Despite these phases, Q always made sense to me.  Her wit was sharp.  Her humor was dry.  Her tolerance for authority was low, and best of all she took life just as seriously as I did: not at all.

“I did like your piece, man.”  Q’s voice was raspy.  She always sounded older than she was, wiser too.  “A bit rough, but the passion was there, like some early Picasso shit, or maybe Basquiat.  Would like to see more, all I’m sayin’.”

“...Thanks.”  I tried to pretend I knew who Q was talking about.

“I, for one, would prefer if you weren’t suspended.”  Elijah made an odd character standing next to Q.  He was between she and I in height, but while Q had a light-skinned complexion with a smattering of freckles on her chubby cheeks, Elijah was darker than both of us.  Whereas Q had a stocky build, Elijah was skinny enough to make me look jacked with his “My Hero Academia” graphic tee hanging off his bony shoulders.

“I don’t think that-”  The bell cut me off before I could answer, and we got to class.  Mr. Larson (or Señor Larson as he claimed) tried to teach us something about verb forms, but everyone was jonesing to get through the half period, and I was no exception.  When the bell rang, I headed for the hall with Q and Elijah.

“Just so you know, Jackson’s been going around tellin’ everybody you’re the one who tagged the wall yesterday.”  Q almost had to shout to be heard over the kids around us, but the crash of bodies also afforded perfect privacy.  “I didn’t know how you felt about people finding out.”

I didn’t know either.  I wish I had thought about that before I tagged the wall.  I wish I had thought about a lot of stuff.  I looked out at the crowd of kids ahead of me, only a fraction of the two thousand at WW High.  Only a few of them knew who I was to begin with, and I didn’t have much of a reputation to ruin.  Covid had kept everyone out of school for half of ninth-grade.  Jackson and Q were my only close friends, both from middle school.  It pissed me off that people might judge me, but I should probably accept that none of them care.  It’s not like they have any reason to.

“It’s fine.”  I had plenty to worry about waiting for me at home.  I just wanted to enjoy school as much as I could.

Elijah started talking to Q about “Demon Slayer.”  They had read the manga whereas I had only seen the anime, so I was a little out of the loop as we trudged towards the gym.  The Athletic Wing sat on the opposite side of the building from the theater and cafeteria.  It was also the only part of Woodrow Wilson that was two stories, which I think said plenty about the school’s priorities.  The whole section of the school had been renovated a few years ago, and it was the only part that looked even passably new.  The extra height allowed the gym’s bleachers to hold most of the school’s population, but it was a tight squeeze.


“Y’all excited?”  Elijah asked as we slung off our backpacks.


Q hung her head.  “Dude, don’t tell me you’re havin’ pep at a pep rally.  That’s exactly what they want.”

“...Beats class is all.”  Elijah frowned like a wet cat.

“Maybe if you envy sardines in a c-Hey, watch it!”  I ducked under a stray backpack. 

“At least the Duck’s gonna do something cool.”  Elijah offered.

I rolled my eyes.  Privately, I thought that kind of stuff was for little kids, but I didn’t want to hurt Elijah’s feelings.  He was a good guy; awkward, but good.

“Tell you what, Eli.”  Q put a hand on Elijah’s shoulder.  “A rally’s a performance, and performance is art, and in our cruel world all art gets judged.  We will watch and judge accordingly.  Fair?”

“Gooooooooood Afternoon Fighting Ducks!”  A creaky megaphone filled up the stadium.  “May I have your attention, please?”  Principal Hale repeated his request several times before the student body quieted down.  Shultz stood behind the principal on the basketball court along with a few other faculty.

We generally called him “Mr. Whale” on account of him being an utterly rotund, old, white guy who was easily north of three hundred pounds and puttered around the outside of school in a golf cart.  Was this moniker creative?  Absolutely not.  Did he deserve the cruelty?  Well, considering his speech was boring enough to remind me how hot the bleachers were... Yes.

“You might not be able to appreciate it, but us Fighting Ducks have been fighting in this school for almost one hundred years.”  Mr. Whale droned on.  “School spirit is a fine tradition at Woodrow Wilson along with academic excellence, and...”

“Wasn’t Wilson, like, super racist?”  Q muttered.

“Don’t ask me.”

“I was watchin’ a Tik-Tok about it the other day.  Dude, like, kicked Black people outta government jobs n’ stuff.”

I nodded.  “Probably owned slaves too.”

“I think slavery was illegal by then,” Elijah whispered meekly.

“Sure, like, on paper.”  

Mr. Whale finally finished, and Shultz took the megaphone to welcome the football team under the command of Coach Davis.  I spotted Jackson in the back of the formation.  The players took an awkward position next to the cheerleaders and marching band.  The band played a short fight song that was supposed to end with us cheering, but no one on my row participated.

“So, we’re just supposed to love these people cuz they throw a ball?” 

“Whole thing’s a dog and pony show,” Q said.  “Bread and circuses.”

“Just wait for the Duck.”  Elijah shifted in his seat.

“Don’t you think it’s weird how they throw a whole party to suck off the football guys?” Q asked him.

“I’m not on the debate team,” Elijah countered.

“Why not?” I asked.

“Why aren’t you?”  Elijah was starting to sound annoyed.  “I already have a club.”

“Alright, man, that’s fair.  I’m sorry.”  It didn’t matter what club he did after school.  I certainly didn’t care enough for that shit.

The band and players cleared the court for the cheerleaders’ routine.  They took a formation and started dancing to tinny music that was piped in through the speakers.  It being early in the year, none of the girls were particularly coordinated and I was too far away to appreciate them properly, so I slumped my head into my hand as the performance went on.

BZZZT!

The music stopped in a sudden burst of static. I straightened up.  The cheerleaders looked around confused.  Students started to mutter.  Then, the far doors of the stadium flew open.

“QUACK!  QUACK!  QUACK!”  Three cheers burst from the sound system as a large figure barreled onto the court.  A cheer erupted from the crowd as the students around me stood up. I was forced to my feet to see what was going on.

“It’s the Woodrow Wilson Fighting Duck, everybody!”  Mr. Whale announced as the newcomer started running around the stadium.  Students reached their hands out happy to high-five the mascot as it pranced about the court.

I let out something between a chuckle and a sigh.  Was it lame?  Of course, it was lame, but it was at least better than the rest of the pep rally.

Every school I’ve ever heard of has a mascot.  That’s normal.  Mascots perform at games and rallies to fire up the crowd.  That’s normal.  But the Woodrow Wilson Fighting Duck was notorious for going above and beyond the call of duty.

I knew about the Duck as a kid.  I think most people in my city do.  He’s notorious as the most outlandish high school mascot in Augusta, probably in all of Georgia.  The Duck was known for... shenanigans.  Where other mascots would jump up and down, the Duck would jump off the stadium fence.  Where other mascots would pull harmless pranks, the Duck would steal the principal’s golf cart and drive it around the track.  My Dad told me that when he was at WW the Duck once set fire to the visiting team’s locker rooms, but I don’t really believe him.

The school really leaned into the legend.  Local businesses sold “Fighting Duck” t-shirts (as the Duck had a penchant for attacking visiting mascots.)  Cops would occasionally pretend to arrest him at games.  I knew an old lady at church who came to games just to watch him.  It was a dumb claim to fame, but it was a claim to fame, and as lame as it was I guess the school has to go with it.

The music came back on and the Duck joined the cheerleaders, copying their moves with a bit of parody.  Towards the end, it tried to cartwheel but fell flat on its back.

“I’ve got you, friend!”  Mr. Whale waddled over, clearly enjoying playing along as the Duck flailed on the floor.

Right before Mr. Whale got to him, the Duck jumped to his feet faster than you’d think possible for a guy in a costume.  “Quack!”  It thrust its fist in the air for a moment, totally still, then stumbled forward.  The audience laughed as the duck tripped about in a circle, pretending to be dizzy.  Then the Duck lunged forward and pretended to vomit into a nearby sousaphone.

“Quaaaaaack!”

Even I laughed at that one.  Elijah leaned close and whispered, “Legend has it that the Duck doesn’t coordinate with faculty at all.  No one knows what he’s gonna do.”

Q scoffed.  “Yeah, and I heard it’s been the same kid inside him for 100 years.  He can’t age, and he also can’t pass Mrs. Prichett’s Pre-Calc class.”

“No one knows who plays the Duck.”  Elijah corrected excitedly.  “Isn’t that cool?”  I thought the whole thing was hokey, but I wasn’t about to rain on his parade.  I was perfectly fine to enjoy a pretend waterfowl and go home.

At that point the Duck didn’t mean much to me at all.
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​Chapter 5: Penance
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“COACH, YOU DON’T GET it.  He’s-”

“I don’t need to get it.  The only thing there is to get is that you two squabbling like second graders is bad for the team.”

“Then why are you yelling at me and not Dimitrius?”  A bulky upperclassman whined at Coach Davis.

“Because you keyed the side of Dimitrius’ car this morning, and not the other way around.  Ya get that, Terrance?”

Terrance’s face twisted as an argument swelled behind his lips.  Tension crackled for a moment before Davis’ eyes cut through him.  Terrance exhaled.  “Yes, Coach.”

Coach Davis rose from behind his desk.  His grave expression was just as serious as before, but there was a slight note of relenting tenderness in his voice.  “And what do you think I’m going to ask you to do next?”

“Apologize to Dimitrius, but Coach-” Terrance held out his hands.  “You gotta understand that before this he was-”

“I don’t care what he did.”  Coach Davis pinched the bridge of his nose.  “Like I was JUST SAYING, I am interested in the coherence of the team, and-”

“Um, hey,” I tapped on the half-open door of the Coach’s office.  I had procrastinated a bit after the final bell rang, but eventually Q had to go to her after school job and Elijah had to leave for whatever weird history club he was a part of.  It had been fun to watch Davis chew out somebody else for a while, but I was bored.  “Sorry, but Mr. Schultz said I was supposed to meet you here after school...”

“Ah yes, the other knucklehead I have to babysit.”  Coach Davis wasn’t a large man (maybe an inch taller than me,) but his intimidating presence was known to everyone in WW, if only because of his bellowing commands that filled up an auditorium, and hushed speaking tone that was graver than a cemetery.  We’d never spoken personally (I had gym last year with another teacher,) but I was familiar with Jackson whining about how tough he could be during football practice.  I tried not to look intimidated, but up close, the head of the Athletics Program certainly looked like a hard-ass with a shining half-bald head, medium dark skin, dark eyes, tightly trimmed goatee and crisp windbreaker that he always seemed to wear no matter the weather.

“I was wondering how long this was going to take.”  I tried not to shuffle under the Coach’s withering glare.  Teachers always think that kids are going to crumble just because they’re younger.

“I don’t need you wasting any more of my time.”  The coach left his desk.  “Both of you, take that stuff and follow me.”

Terrance and I grabbed some paint cans and brushes sitting in the corner of the office.  Davis led us out of the room, and my heart sank as I realized exactly what was going to happen.  I knew that my “community service” was going to suck, but there was nothing to do but grin and bear it.  I didn’t want to make anything worse, so I hobbled behind Davis out of the Athletic Wing, across the Mall Hall, past the theater and out the South Exit.

“Alright, you decided to be a knucklehead, and now I’m stuck with you for the next two weeks.”  Davis led us into the front parking lot.  It was mostly abandoned as hundreds of students had already left in the buses that gathered here after school.  “First, you’re gonna clean up your mess.”

My “artwork” had been slashed over with a few more hasty lines of yellow paint since Second Period.  A few cones sat around it with a step ladder leaning on one side.

“Ok,” I shrugged.  “Is that it?”

“I don’t have time to supervise you, erasing the product of your stupidity.  I’ve got a game to get ready for, so Terrance is going to make sure you do a good job.”  Coach Davis put a hand on Terrance’s shoulder.  “Once you’ve covered your little stunt up with a few coats of paint and you decide you’ve done a GOOD JOB, you’ll report to me.  If I agree, you can both go home.  If not, then Terrance, you’re running laps and you’re getting ISS.  Am I understood, gentlemen?”

“Yes, sir.”

“But Coach-”

“Do you want to play on Friday or not?”  Coach Davis cut Terrance off. 

“...Yes Coach.”  Terrance relented.  Davis exited without another word.  Once he was gone, Terrance pulled out his phone and slumped against a wall.  “Well... get on it.”  

I sighed and stepped onto the stool.  I found myself face to face with my own creation.  The school had vandalized my design with ugly yellow paint just as I had vandalized the wall.  A weird stew of emotions churned in my gut.  The paint around me was an austere white, slightly dirtied by the elements.  It was boring and normal and sad all at once, totally bereft of life.

I dipped the brush in fresh paint, my hand tight around the handle.  Now, I was going to destroy my creation, return that boring white.  I started at the graffiti.  It was stupid... almost certainly meaningless, but it was something, something interesting, something Me.  

Who likes this school?  Who actually wants to be here?  Not anyone I knew.  That’s probably why barely half the kids graduate.  No one chose to be here.  No one wanted this white wall.  I can’t be the only person who’s added a little color to it.  How much art is trapped under all these layers of white?  How many protests got covered up by this-

“Bro, you gonna do it or not?” Terrance yelled at me.

I let out another sigh before raising the brush.

I took over an hour painting over my design.  I wasn’t going to rush the job and risk ISS.  By the time I was satisfied, Terrance was begging to report to Coach Davis, who gave my work a sideways glance and told me to, “Beat it.”  

“Beat” was an appropriate word.  I already felt pommeled and sore after everything that’s happened today.  Unfortunately, the worst was probably yet to come.

My house was about an eighteen-minute bike ride from Woodrow Wilson, fourteen if I was really gunning it.  God, I can’t wait to get a car.  I wouldn’t say we lived in the nicest part of town, but it could be worse.  Our house was a single story, with a squat brick frame and a lawn I hate mowing.  We moved in eight years ago, and I’m pretty sure it’s older than both my parents combined.

I texted my mom that I was home as I stepped inside and kicked off my shoes.  As expected, both parents were gone, but both my sisters’ backpacks were hanging by the garage door.  I went through the kitchen to the living room, past the front door and my parents room, down the hall, past Kenzie and Tonya’s rooms and then, at the end of the house, was my room.

I creaked the door open, annnnnnddddd yeah, Mom already took my laptop and PS4.  It was worth trying.  My room isn’t much worth talking about: twin bed, dresser from Goodwill, a desk covered with doodles, and posters featuring Migos and Trae Young.  

“Hey,” I opened Tonya’s door and found her sitting on her bed, playing her Wii.  As the middle child Tonya had inherited the system once I got the PS4.  “Wanna play Mario Kart?”

“Mom said you were grounded.”  Tonya had a skinny build similar to me, and was only two inches shorter.  That made her pretty tall for a thirteen-year-old girl, and she put that height to use playing basketball which is more or less her obsession.  She’s much better at the hoops than I am (which doesn’t make me insecure at all.  I’m over it.  In fact, it would be weird if she weren’t better than me, cuz she practices all the time.  It’s the most natural thing in the world.)

“Yeah, and what Mom doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

Tonya shrugged and made room on her bed.  We had always gotten along well, mostly because we had the same energy: chill and not really caring about much.  We fired up the game. I picked Yoshi.  She picked Donkey Kong.

“How was your day?” I tossed a banana in the game. 

“Fine.  Why’d you tag the school?”

“I dunno,” I half-lied.

“What’d you draw?”

“Nothing important.”

Tanya rolled her eyes.  “How bad did Mom yell?”

“Oh, there was smoke coming outta the VP’s ears.”

Tonya laughed.  “Really?”

“I thought Mom was gonna give him a stroke.”  I grinned thinking about Schultz trying to keep a straight face.

“Didn’t Mom say that you were grounded?”  Kenzie stuck her head into the room, giving me a dirty look, then Tonya.  “Mom texted you that he was grounded, same as me!”

“And don’t you know you ain’t supposed to be a little snitch?!”  There was no patience in Tonya’s growl.

Kenzie scrunched up her face in response.  While Tonya was a relatable eighth grader, McKenzie was eleven and still in the category of “little kid.”  “You’re not the boss of me!”

“Wanna bet?!”  Tonya paused the game.

“Hey, hey,” I stopped Tonya from rising.  “Kenzie, I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t tell Mom about this, just like I’m sure you’ll appreciate me not telling her about you getting into her make-up.”

“...Fiiiiinnnnneeee!”  Kenzie huffed and stormed across the hall to her room.  It used to be the guest room, but last year she and Tonya got in a big fight and it was decided that she needed her own space.

“...That was good.”  Tonya resumed the game.

“What?”

“Handlin’ her.”

I scoffed.  “Well, it’s like the big brother thing, right?  Just do me a favor and don’t give me grief like she does.”

Tonya chuckled.  We played games for another half-hour.  It was nice to have at least one sister who was easy to handle.  Big brothers are generally shown as leaders, but even though Tonya generally followed my lead I never felt like I was leading her.  She was low maintenance and we shared a lot of interests.  

Kenzie in contrast was girly, emotional and unpredictable.  We had gotten along when she was younger but the last few years of puberty had turned her into a wasp nest, and I kept getting stung.

I spent some time cleaning up the house before my parents came home.  Was I blatantly trying to get on their good side?  Yes.  Would it work?  Almost certainly not.

“Well, this is a nice sight.”  Dad came in while I was plating dinner.  My parents both worked full time, Dad as an electrician and Mom as the director of a food bank.  They tend to cook a lot of food every three or four days and then have leftovers for a while.  Today was part of that while.

“Hey, Dad.”  I avoided putting green beans on Kenzie’s plate.  She didn’t like them.  “How was work?”

“The lights are still on.”  My dad said his old line.  He took off his shoes and stepped into the kitchen.  Bald head and face, with thick dark glasses and a wide smile my Dad was firmly the least intimidating member of the family.  

“I’m really sorry for what I did.  It was stupid.  I know.” 

“Well, Aaron, I’m glad that you see that-

“So, can you please let me-”

“I’ma stop you right there.”  Dad cut me off this time.  “Whatever it is, you can ask me and your mother when she gets here.”

“Dad, I just wanna go to the opening game on Friday.”  I pleaded.  “Please, I’ll do anything else.  Just-”

“When your mother gets home.”  My Dad said firmly, and my shoulders sagged.

The woman in question arrived ten minutes later.  We microwaved our plates and sat around the table for dinner.  We said “grace” and fell into a normal pattern.  Mom and Kenzie dominated the conversation while Dad and Tonya were more passive.  Normally, I would be in there too, but I wanted to pick my moment.

“So, Tonya,” Dad tried to get her into the conversation.  “Anything interesting happened today?”

“Not really.”  Tonya shrugged and took a bite of her green beans, utterly ignoring the opportunity to speak.

“Hey, Mom,” Kenzie stepped into the vacuum.  “Have you heard from Uncle Rog?”

“Baby, last time I heard from your Uncle was a month ago when he was selling car insurance in Macon.” Mom had this way of dismissing what someone said like it was the stupidest comment ever made.  I wasn’t sure if she was aware of this power of hers, but it certainly put a glum look on Kenzie’s face.  “Also you need to eat a green vegetable, young lady.”

Kenzie rose from the table, and I decided to seize the lull in conversation.  “Mom, I’m really sorry for what I did yesterday.”  My back was ramrod, every fiber of me tense.  “I’ve already cleaned it up, and I’m going to do all the volunteering they ask me to do for the next two weeks.  My grades are good, so can I please, please, PLEASE go to the opening game on Friday?”

Mom just stared at me with her rock-hard eyes.  I swallowed hard as a shiver went down my spine.  She didn’t need to speak.  She knew I knew exactly what she would say.

“It’s the first game of the season.  All my friends are going to be there!”  My heart rattled.  “What if I’m grounded from the next three home games, or four?  What if I promise to wash your car every week for the rest of the year?  Please, Mom, I really want to go.”

“Well, maybe you should have thought about that before you vandalized school property.”  Her voice sliced into my soul, carving out every scrap of hope inside.

“Mom, I wasn’t thinking about-”

“Exactly, Aaron.  You weren't thinking.  You weren’t thinking about your future!  Do you have any idea what criminal charges could do at your age?”  Mom’s voice caused Tonya and Kenzie to lean away from the table.

“But they didn’t charge me with anything!”

“What about next time?”

“I won’t do it again.  I promise!”  I was failing at this point, trying to grab onto anything solid in the storm.

“And how am I supposed to trust you now that you’ve shown a complete disregard for your future?” 

“I’ll think about my future.  I promise.  I’ll get good grades and stay out of trouble.  Just please let me go to the game.  Please, Mom, give me this one thing.”  

She stared me down from across the table.  The problem with Mom was that I always knew what she wanted but never knew how to give it to her.  I sank into my seat, lead in my stomach dragging me down.  It was over.

“...Dabria.”  Dad took her hand.

“Micheal.”  

“It’s a big day for a kid his age.”  My Dad’s voice was soft and soothing.  “The game, the band, the food, his friends, the Duck.  I have a lot of good memories of that stuff.  Clearly, Aaron knows that what he did was wrong.”  He shot me a look.

“Yes, sir!”

“How about he gets to go to games if he maintains his grades, he stays out of trouble and he agrees to mow the lawns once a week for the rest of the season?”  Dad squeezed Mom’s hand.

Mom was silent for a moment that seemed to stretch out to infinity.  “I want to see all A’s on that report card.”

Holy shit, it actually worked!  “Yes ma’am, totally.  I promise.”  

“You’d better keep it.”  My Mom pointed a finger at me.  “And, Aaron, one more mess up and you’re done, you hear me?”

“Yes, ma’am!”  I sat up in my chair, a wellspring of hope erupting from my lips.
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​Chapter 6: Straight and Narrow
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“YOU LOOKED GOOD WITH those hedge clippers,” Jackson teased.  

I rolled my eyes.  It was Wednesday morning; Second Period Drama.  Yesterday I had trimmed every bush around the school.

“So, is your Mom gonna let you go on Friday?”  Jackson pressed.

“If I do a bunch of chores and keep my grades high.”

Jackson clapped my shoulder.  “Dope.  I mean, there’s never any big test this early in the year, so you should be fine for this week, at least.”

“That’s it for new material.”  Mr. Johnson tapped his board.  “We’ll review tomorrow, and the test will be on Friday.”

“What?”  I sat up straight in Fifth Period Applied Geometry.  “Isn’t that too fast??”

Mr. Johnson snorted.  “You’re a sophomore, Aaron.  The pace of material will increase.  Make sure you review your homework and study, and you should be fine.”  He said it like that wasn’t the biggest ask in the world.

I slumped into my chair.  Fuck.  Fuck!  FUCK!

“Oh, there he is,” Q laughed as I walked into Sixth Period, “The landscaper!  You know, I think it’s great they’re teaching practical skills in this institution of higher learning.”

“Whatever.”  I slung my pack off my shoulders and dug out a notebook.  “Does your class have a math test Friday?”

“Nah,” Q shook her head.

“Mine does.”  Elijah walked up with an awkward smile on his face.

“Can you help me?”  I pulled out some problems that made no sense.  “I have to get a good grade on this test, like a really good grade.  I’ll pay you back, just please can you help me study and-”

“I got you, man.”  Elijah peered over my work.

“You got Mr. Johnson?” Q snickered.  “Yeah, that guy can’t teach worth shit.”

“I just don’t get why this thing keeps flipping upside down.”  I pointed to a function.

Elijah nodded.  “Ok, so first you’ve got to look at...”

Elijah and Q stayed after class for twenty minutes to help me with math.  After that, Coach Davis made me wash windows on the south side of the building.  This time it was Dimitrius who was looking over me. Apparently, he was just as stupid as Terrance.

Friday’s test rattled in my mind.  Once I got home, I got my notebook out and started reviewing problems.  Dad tutored me after dinner, and Mom gave an approving nod as I studied at the kitchen table.  She acted like I was back in her good graces, but I knew one slip-up would wipe out any goodwill I’ve built up.

Thursday was a blur.  I met Elijah and Q before school to review for Math.  After the last bell, I washed the windows on the other side of Woodrow Wilson and hurried home to cram.  Sleep wouldn’t come that night.  I could see myself getting an 89 on that test and Mom telling me I couldn’t go to the game.  It was beyond moronic that I had to get an A, not a passing grade, not a B, an A.  

I’m not an honor student.  Why does she expect me to be one?

Maybe the lack of sleep put bags under my eyes because Ms. Ramirez caught me leaving Second Period.

“You alright, Aaron?  You looked stressed.”  Her frizzy hair and bright eyes always made Ramirez look like a bit of a cartoon character.  I guess she played one, definitely a good guy for how nice she acted.  

“I’m fine.”  I shrugged, not really knowing what to say.  “Just... studying hard... like I’m supposed to.”

“Well, taking school seriously doesn’t mean running yourself ragged.”  Ramirez smiled like she knew me.  “That goes for most things in life.  Make sure you’re taking care of number one.  If you don’t, it’s hard to do anything else.”

“...Yes, ma’am.”  I wormed my way out of the conversation and went on with my day.

My anxiety doubled with each passing period.  I was tapping a hole in the tile as the bell rang for Applied Geometry.  The room seemed unseasonably cold as Mr. Johnson passed out the tests.  I took mine with clenched teeth.

The clock said I finished the test in forty minutes, but it felt like approximately eighteen quadrillion years.  I had seen most of the problems before, but I lingered on the last few questions, checking and rechecking my work before I filled in the final circle. 

I felt like a guilty convict as I handed Mr. Johnson the paper.  He fed my answer sheet into a little machine.  It was insulting how little time the tests took to grade when you consider how long I spent studying.  A few moments later, Johnson looked over the test and wrote something on it.  I tensed as he handed it back.  I winced as I took the paper.  I peeked at the grade.

A NINETY TWO!!!!  I got a 92!  That’s an A.  THAT’S A FUCKING A!  I almost jumped in the silent classroom.  I was so happy.  I started dreaming about the home game, shoulder to shoulder with screaming kids as we chanted at the team.  Everyone would be hanging out before and after and there would be girls there and maybe I could stand next to some of them while the Duck had us do cheers and maybe one of them would let me talk to her afterward, and maybe I could get her number, and maybe-

BRING! BRING!

The alarm broke me out of my fantasy.  I took a picture of my test and sent it to my Mom before dashing to Sixth Period.

“I freaking did it!”  I flung my arms around Q.  “I got a 92.  I’m going to the game!”

“Look at you.”  Q grimaced as I peeled off of her.  “Mr. School Spirit over here.”

“Hey, I’m a Fighting Duck.”  I held up my test like a blood-soaked trophy.  “I fought for this.”  I scanned the room, and my spirit sagged.  “Where’s Elijah?”

“Oh, he texted me this morning.  He’s fine, but his mom got COVID, so they gotta isolate for five days or somethin’.”

“Oh... that sucks.”  Elijah had really helped me out, especially for not knowing me before this year.  I had wanted to buy him something at the game.

“Guess you’re stuck with me.”  Q joked.

“You’re going?”  Games weren’t usually Q’s scene.  “I mean, I’m glad you’re going.  We should sit together.  C’mon.  It’ll be fun.”

“I mean... if you’re this into it, I’ll consider it.”  Q tried to hide her blush.

My phone buzzed after Sixth period let out.  It was a text from my Mom: [Glad to see it.  Enjoy your game, honey, but I want you back before 11.]

This time I jumped out of my seat and punched the air.  I didn’t care who was watching.  I texted back.  [Yes ma’am.]  My next message was to Jackson.  [I’m going to the Game!!!!]

[That's wassup]  He replied.  [You watch.  Tonite finna be FIRE]  

I practically skipped my way to the athletic wing, dreaming of the fun I was going to have that night.  “How can I help you today, Coach?” 

“Oh, you.”  Davis looked up from a desk covered with charts and papers.  “Uhhh, just clean up the school parking lot for two hours and report back to me.”

“...Two hours?”  That would make me done at 5.  The game started at 6:30, giving me little time to choose an outfit or hang out beforehand.  “Would it be ok if-”

“Get lost or I make it three!”  Davis yelled me out of his office.  I wasn’t about to test him.  I got some track packs and a picker from a janitor and walked out to the parking lot.  The grounds outside Woodrow Wilson were thoroughly littered with crumpled papers, cans, wrappers, pencils, pens, vape chargers and the occasional condom.  It wasn’t fun work.  My pack was heavy, hot sun bounced off the asphalt, but it was fine.  In a few hours, I would be at the game.  Nothing was keeping me down.

The scene evolved around me.  A team of teachers and students went out to prep the stadium for the game.  Large banners reading “FIGHTING DUCKS NEVER BACK DOWN” were hung behind the bleachers.  By 4:30 cars started to fill up the parking lot again.  Two cops pulled in front of the school and a van belonging to a local news crew began to set up in the corner of the grounds.  The football team started warming up on the field while cheerleaders and the marching band assembled outside.  It was a flurry of excited activity, and I couldn’t help but match their giddy energy as the sun started to dip in the sky.

CLANG-A-LANG-A-LANG!

My alarm signaled five o’clock, and I took off for Coach Davis.  If I pushed my bike I had just enough time to get home, shower, change clothes and be back here at six.  I had about fourteen dollars to my name, which was probably enough to get a burger at concessions and something to share.

The insides of WW were almost empty as I charged down the Mall Hall.  Everyone was outside.  Everyone was preparing for the game.  Everyone was where I needed to be.  I barreled down to the athletic department and skidded to a stop in front of Coach Davis’ office.

It was closed.

The door was closed for the first time I’d been there.  Had he left?  I turned to look down the hall when a voice came from beyond the door.

“...What do you mean she broke her collarbone?”

I froze.  That voice sounded like Coach Davis.  Without thinking I slid next to the door and put my ear to the wood.

“...Ambulance was called... talked to her parents... Looks like she’ll...”  The voice speaking to Davis was low and muffled.  I couldn’t make out every word.  “...Can’t get in contact... they’re out of state right now.”

“How did all of this happen on the same damn day!”  I heard Davis beat his desk.

“...Looks like all three of them are...”  I couldn’t place the other voice, but it was weirdly familiar.  “...Regardless, we need to find... What about a player?”

“I’m not sparing a player.  It’s their first game of the season.  Draft a cheerleader, or a band kid, someone.”

“...We can’t show favoritism... All part of a bigger picture.”

“Yes, and the bigger picture is that I have a game to win.”  Davis was losing his patience. 

“...Cannot throw a game without finding someone to... The people won’t stand for it.”

“I don’t care about traditions.  I care about my kids.”

I peeled away from the door.  Whoever Davis was talking to, his conversation was going in circles.  I checked my phone.  5:11.  Shit!  I needed to get home. 

I wrapped my hand around the doorknob and took a breath.  I could still hear Davis and the other man arguing.  It wouldn’t look good, but I had to bust in, get permission to leave, and back out.  Knowing Davis he’d probably just tell me to buzz off anyway.  There’s no point in hesitating.  My social life is on the line.

I took a deep breath and turned the handle.  The door swung open faster than expected.  I stumbled into the room just in time to hear Vice Principal Schultz say, “Well, we have to find someone!” 
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​Chapter 7: Joke of Fate
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TWO PAIRS OF EYES CUT through me.  My knees quivered, and my throat went dry.  Two adults, with power and influence and angry attention turned on me.  Panic forced my tongue.

“CoachDavisI’msorrybutit’spast5andtheplaceistotallycleancanIgoplease?”  

Silence swallowed the room.  Davis’ office was small enough to feel crowded between three people, and I quickly got the feeling that I had intruded into something very important.  I clamped my mouth shut, worried that anything else I might say would make things worse.  They were silent.  Was I in trouble?

Davis and Schultz stood there, Davis with his furrowed brow ready to break me apart, Schultz with his stormy eyes that seemed to dissect me from behind his glasses.  Both men looked at me, then at each other, then at me, then at each other.  

Shit, I really am in trouble.

They traded a final glance.  Schultz chuckled.  Davis scowled.  “No,” his eyes were daggers.  Schultz raised a hand, but Davis got louder.  “Absolutely not!”

“Then who else?”  Schultz asked.

“Anyone else!” 

“Hypothetically, it should work.”  

“That’s a big fu-”  Davis stood up.  “That’s a REALLY big hypothetical.”

“I’m sorry.”  My mouth started working again.  “What’s going on?”

“Aaron,” Schultz eyed me like a bag of money in an old cartoon.  “There’s been a mix-up, and we need a student volunteer to help out tonight..”

My knees tensed.  “Ok... but-”

“Considering the current debt you owe the school, I am insisting that you extend your service for the
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