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YouTube playlist ellencrume

The Deputy and Cheerleader
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For anyone who had to whisper the words,

“I didn’t lie.”

“You chose not to believe.”
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I want to express my heartfelt gratitude to my parents for their unwavering support and patience as I navigated the twists and turns of life.

My children, Darren, and Michelle, you two have brought immeasurable joy and given me the most wonderful grandchildren.

My best friend Ann, who has always been there for me. The next round of Lemon Drops is on me.

My loyal furry companions are remarkably tolerant of my late-night writing marathons.
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“Goooood Morning, Oregon. It's a perfect spring day for us in Glasser Valley. Happy Friday, March 1, 1989. Yesterday departed as a dreary, downright downer of a downpour. Today appears promising, with a high of 64 degrees. Let's start with a couple of rousing hits on station Z100 FM. All-Day hits day-to-day. Beginning with “Bobby Brown, My Prerogative.” Followed by “Guns N Roses, Welcome to the Jungle.” Get to dancing, folks!” 

I stretch, bringing my knees to my chest. Drumming my arms to the beat while my feet bounce along before going to shower.

It's days before my 17th birthday, and it's game day. Plus, we’ve finals before spring break. I'm anxiously searching to find my uniform skirt. I could’ve sworn I left it with the sweater. I keep misplacing my things. Where are they going? It's starting to tork me off. 

The next song, “Nazareth's Love Hurts,” plays. I check the time, COCONUTS! I need to hurry. How did my skirt get under my stereo? Oh well, ugh, wrong bag. I'd lose my head if not attached, I flippin' swear. “YO' hurry, bus.” 

Mom shouts from the kitchen, doing a triple check, ya, got everything. Beelining for the door, heading down the long driveway to wait. I see the lights starting to flash in the dense fog. Yup, perfect Oregon spring day. I press play on the Walkman. “Alice Cooper's Poison” starts playing. I'm lost in the song, drumming my fingers, ignoring everyone. 

The school sign comes into view: Winston Dale High, home of the Cougars. The fog clings to the morning, giving the school a ghostly appearance. Students shuffle through the mist, their voices muffled and distant. 

I live in a tiny farming town where you spend 13 years with the same people from kindergarten to high school graduation. Sadly, this close-knit community remembers and uses every embarrassing childhood moment against you. The town is heavily focused on cliques and sports, often ignoring those who don't excel at athletics. The pressure to conform is intense. Many girls share the same names and appearances, and the guys in town treat me like another nuisance. Me making the cheerleading squad was only possible because of my older brother's influence. The squad rarely changes. New members are only added if they meet specific physical standards or graduate. I don't fit the typical cheerleader image. 

As I made my way to the after-game dance, I found a cozy spot with the band and choir. The cafeteria tables are pushed into the walls to give us a dance floor. Just the chairs spread around the room. The thumping bass of the music vibrates through the room, mixing with the excited chatter and laughter of students. We chat about my upcoming All-State Choir competition, where I'll be singing a solo, “You Light Up My Life, Debby Boone.” I'm excited because I’m adding sign language to my performance, and I hope it’ll help me win a significant scholarship award. I can’t help but glance around the room. There’s this eerie sensation I just can't shake...   

We finished our Earth Science presentation at Carrie's house the next day. Soon, it's time for us to head to the pizza parlor. Peering around her driveway, “Do you sense we’re being watched?” “No, but new neighbors. Maybe it's them?” A moving truck in the new subdivision at the white farm-style seven houses from hers. Jamming out as we drive. “Thanks for the ride,” I say, heading out to work while she waits for the rest of the squad to arrive. I keep myself busy at work and am grateful we're slammed. My Mom isn't here, so I tell Will, “Go home, it's okay with me. I'm super.” 

He wants to wait, but I remind him of his new baby at home and mention his older children are driving his wife insane. “Go home, help her.” Laughing, locking up, “Bye, I'll see you tomorrow.” Before he drives away, Will whistles, “Oh, here, mail.” Mail for me? I thank him as he hands it to me. Sigh. Tossing the envelope into the trash, the feeling of being watched creeps back, more intense now. Nobody’s left. The other businesses in the strip mall are closed. The 24-hour diner is closed for deep cleaning tonight. Usually, I can wait inside for my ride, but this time, I sit on the sidewalk, pulling out my homework, and wait. 

Do you ever sense you’re being watched, but no one is there? 

The feeling gnaws at me, making the hairs on my neck stand on end. My eyes dart around the dimly lit parking lot, searching for any sign of movement, but it’s empty. There’s a heavy silence in the air, broken only by the occasional rustle of leaves in the wind. 

On Monday, THE elite, popular guy, Howard, keeps talking to me. His interest is puzzling, especially since we barely exchange words. I tend to blend into the background. Last week, he approached me after class, expecting my help with an assignment, adding another layer to my unease. Despite his constant requests for dates, his persistence convinces me to. I hope he will leave me alone and agree to go on a date with him since he’s a Senior. 

I decide to act extra dull to discourage him. I reluctantly agree when he insists on having dinner with me on my birthday. My family isn’t planning anything until my dad returns home from work. A mix of anxiety and dread fills me as the date approaches. 

I feel like I've made a mistake and cannot eliminate it. 

Spending my birthday with someone I don’t like or know, leaves me feeling trapped. When we drive away from my house, I feel sick. I didn't say much on the drive, just the basic courtesies. Howard asks about my competition and how it went. “Nice. How’d you know about it?” This wasn’t a school function. “I read it in the Inkling,” he huffed. “I don't remember it being in there.” “Maybe I overheard someone talking about it,” he replies. “Don't matter,” pulling into the restaurant. “Why is your hair different? I don’t like it, and you have too much makeup on. Go wipe it off inside. That perfume reeks.”   

He chose SeaGalley, but I don't eat seafood. The smell sickens me, so I didn't eat it. Oh well, as usual, I'll figure it out. “At least you’re cheap, Angel.” “What did you call me?” “I call everybody Angel. Big deal.” “Please don’t.” “Don’t care, Angel, ge’over yourself.” After dinner, Howard jokes about wanting to dance in the bar down the street. “Would they notice us?”  “Probably, it’s full of police and firefighters,” seeing the parking lot. “We better not. I need to go home.” He didn't even wait for me at the restaurant’s door. I hate I can’t confront anyone. 

As I exit, he hastily jumps into his low-rider pickup, demanding I hurry. Howard’s impatience grows visibly, his face contorting with frustration. “Stop wasting time, Angel.” He snaps, revving the engine as if to emphasize his irritation. Driving around town, flaunting his family's businesses. Sorry, bud, I'm not impressed with money. Howard’s behaviors progressively aggressive and disrespectful. “I want ice cream.” “No. Take me home.” His constant derogatory remarks and dismissive attitude make me distressed. Laughing as he sharply turns... Once home, never again. One-and-Done, thank-you-very-much! 

The rest of school seems to last forever. I’m no longer me. I feel like a shadow of my former self, constantly second-guessing my actions and decisions to avoid anyone’s wrath. A constant state of stress and nerves. 

Carrie keeps asking what’s wrong and why I don’t come over anymore. I use my parents’ forbidding me as an excuse. Deep down, I know I’m isolating myself, but I feel trapped with no way out. Doing the bare minimum to keep my grades up and stay on the squad. I’m on autopilot during my dance competition. How I placed is unfathomable. Even at work, I can’t get pep. I declined to make the requested birthday cakes I’ve made for the last few years. The work crew also notices and drops the inquisition. I scarcely eat now. I’ve lost ten pounds. I’m rude, on edge, and jumpy. Summer’s a smidge better, but just the same. 

In my spare time, I’m getting lost in the dance studio. My radios on Devil Music, as Mom calls it. 
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I've been playing my stereo or Walkman on repeat over-and-over-and-over again. I'm simply trying to get by. I'll do anything to drown out the static in my head. The numbness in my body... 
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The countdown to leaving this place has begun. My brother, Robert, surprises me with tickets to see Metallica at the Portland Memorial Coliseum, the perfect way to kick off my last year of school. Fast-forward two days, and I'm stepping off the bus and heading into Senior Hall. 

One week already, and things seem brighter than last year. Mom agreed to let me get my driver's license. I inherited my late Great Aunt Dot's car. It's a 1978 Monte Carlo, which is a boat, but better than nothing! It's maroon with a red interior, but the sun has faded it so much it's purple now. It's my ticket to freedom, with a killer V8 engine. Only needs a few tweaks here and there to bring it back to its former glory. Aunt Dot barely drove, so it's in remarkable shape. 

Dad encourages me to put my foot in it. The best part of living out here’s the open roads with no one around. How much black smoke came out of everything at once is unreal. I'm unsure how fast it’ll go. The speedometer bounces between the D and 80. The long, steep hill’s corner leading into a straightaway makes for terrific speed. I let the car glide, getting the feel of her. She's an all-metal body, so she's got weight, not jerky. He laughs, “You get a ticket. It's your problem, not mine. We also don't do bail.” “Got it, want a turn?” Pulling over. 

He has a groovy time driving, reminding him “You break it, you fix it.” We trade jokes before going home, and he lists what we need to work on with the Semi. I miss having him around. I need to order new brakes for the car. These are squishy. I can't take it for my driving test without replacements. I also don't have insurance. I'll take the '72 Chevy Suburban, the yellow-white tank! I need to make sure it has enough fuel and propane. I hope I won't need to switch it over during the test. There’s enough time before Napa closes to place my order, so I’m adding new spark plugs, too. It might be awhile since they have already submitted this week's orders. 

I've my DMV appointment today, Friday, September 15th. I'm hoping everything goes smoothly. It's also a game/rally day, so I'll wear my cheer uniform. It’s second skin. I often forget I wear it. I'm more dressed than my competitions, so I guess that's why I don’t notice these things. Right before I left, Carrie called, wondering if I had her sketch folder. She can't find it. “I haven't seen it lately.” She mentions using it during the summer, maybe at a pizza place. I promised to check with Will if there's a folder in the office. “I've got to dash to the DMV now. I'll let you know how it goes. Wish me luck! I'll catch up with you later. Bye!”  

UGH, why does everyone know Robert? The DMV lady’s my brother's best friend's mom. Giving me judging glances as I say my height and weight. I repeat it. She gawks at me over her glasses, not typing. I resay the weight but add 30 pounds? Laughing, she types away, “Oh, to be young again.” I've heard of people removing weight but never adding! “Follow me.” I follow her out the door to the Suburban. Eighteen minutes later, we're back. I'm getting my photo taken. I passed! I wasn't sure because the lady was unhappy about the propane tank. Mom informs me I can't drive until Dad adds me to the insurance next week. UGH. Right, fine. It's time for me to return to school, remembering it's our first game of the official football season. 
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I've been on the job for three weeks. Glasser County boasts 20 cities and 37 communities, covering 1,180.8 square miles, making it the 25th largest county in Oregon. In case you’re wondering. 

I'm stuck doing the mundane rookie work. Covering high school sports events differs from where I want to be. Not all high school kids are trouble, but I remember my high school days. Shadowing my best friend and now partner, David Osborne. Checking the duty assignment sheet, we're assigned to WDH, which hosts JFK. Winston is near my Mom’s new place where I'm staying, Jefferson's two tiny towns over. “Ready?” Dave hollers from the other side of the squad room. “YUP, let's roll.” It's raining, of course, reminiscing about our school days on our way. Neither of us want to relive those days. I miss the Roughstock Rodeo events, but my body can no longer handle the wear and tear. 

We bet on who’d win, loser buys the round. Dave parks the cruiser next to the medic pickup. Climbing out, I joke, “Okay, boss, which way?” He laughs, shaking his head as we walk to the stands. 

The Principal comes over to greet us and seems friendly. Unlike the Vice Principal, he gives off unsettling vibes. They give us the rundown of who's who and tell us they'll be in the box if we need anything. “Sounds good. We'll walk around and go from there.” A few moments later, we find a position by the fence near the bleachers, away from the crowd, marveling at how small this place is compared to our vast high school. 

It drizzled earlier, making the field slightly slippery. By the first time out, it turned into a muddy mess. The second quarter starts, and we begin our usual dance routine when, unexpectedly, the opposing quarterback tackles me. Returning to the game, he barks, “Move outa my way Bitch,” leaving me on the ground. The other girls gather around me to check if I'm okay. They return to cheering as the band begins playing “China Grove, The Doobie Brothers.” 

I hear a voice behind me. “Need a hand?” I glance over my shoulder and see two police officers standing there. “Nah, I'm super. Part of the job description,” I respond, attempting to stand, except I can't stand. My right ankle is throbbing. I can't bear weight on it, let alone walk. Meanwhile, our team has scored a touchdown. Everyone has forgotten about me going crazy, putting us in the lead by nine points. Pondering how to hobble over to the bleachers, an arm goes under my knees and around my back. “Here, hold on,” the Officer states, pulling me into his arms. 

“Thank you, Officer?” “Deputy Mason, you?”

“Noel Bishop. Thank you, Deputy Mason.”

Deputy Mason carefully sets me next to the EMT. I can't help but shiver, not from the cold, damp air but from the unexpected kindness of his actions. Milton wraps my twisted ankle, suggesting seeing a doctor in the morning. I spent the rest of the game on our bench. Trying to ignore the 6’3” Scottish-blue-eyed Deputy leaning on the fence watching the game. Just my luck. Find a guy, he's too old for me. Oh well, it's not like I'll ever see him again. Something about him makes me feel a strange sense of connection. 

A mass of bodies collides on the football field, players rushing, cheerleaders hyping up the crowd, and one figure is knocked over. I see her fall from the corner of my eye, and before I can move to help, she’s already being berated by a player twice her size. The other girls are too distracted by the band to notice. As soon as they disperse, I see her lying there, trying to stand but wincing in pain. Without hesitation, I rush over and scoop her up, carrying her to the bench. As I set her down gently, our eyes meet, and something inside me shifts. I quickly push the notion away. My instincts as cop kick in, and I inquire for her name without realizing it. 

Don't talk. Nada Zilch Zero. She's a minor NO, NO, NO, NO...  did I say NO...   As I return to Dave, he chuckles and shakes his head. “Shud'up,” I tease. “You're the save a damsel in distress, Dude, not me,” he smirks. “You'll never change, Phil.” The rest of the game passes without any significant events. We wait until the visiting team's bus departs before heading to our cruiser. “You're buying.” Joking as I open the door. I am immediately drawn to something else. A lone cheerleader covered head to toe in mud, struggling to walk while clutching her shoe, pompoms, and a bag. The rest of the crowd has dispersed, leaving her alone in the dark. As the field lights shut off, making it harder to see, I took in our surroundings, us on a large, muddy sports field with a dark parking lot and the school in the far distance. 

––––––––
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I tap on the cruiser's roof obtaining Dave's attention while he’s doing a quick radio check-in. He scans and sees what I’m pointing at, giving me a thumbs-up without hesitation, indicating he understood I would help. We agree to meet in the parking lot. I give him another thumbs-up as confirmation and head towards the cheerleader, who clearly needs help. 

Carrie and the squad are excitedly chatting about the dance and the outfits they plan to wear. They offer to help carry my gear as we pack, but I insist they go since they have dates. I knew the trek back would be tough, navigating the treacherous, slippery, muddy ground while lugging my things and trying not to get any muddier. To top it off, the field lights noisily click off. Just my rotten luck! What could go wrong next? 

The rain starts again. “Miss...wait up, Miss Bishop, right?” I call out to her, causing her to turn and blink in confusion. “Yes?” She replies tentatively. “Do you need a ride to school?” My face indicates genuine concern. “Uh, yes, please.” She hesitates before accepting. “I told them to go ahead. There's a dance afterward to get ready for. I forgot about the mud.” I shook my head in amusement. Clearly, her idea is vastly different. With a slight smile, I lift her in my arms and carry her through the muddy path. Despite getting covered in mud, her grateful, shy smile made it all worth it. 

I glimpse something when he hollers at me again, telling me to wait. I rarely accept handouts or assistance, but I decide to take it. This time. Being hoisted again wasn't what I'd anticipated! It takes me a moment to adjust everything while also trying to put my arm around his neck. I apologize for the mud I’m now smearing on his shirt. I wanna keep my arm in front, but his badge keeps catching on my uniform's cardigan sweater. Deputy Mason patiently waits for me to settle before walking to the school. He makes small talk. 

I've one concern. “I hope I'm not too heavy for you?” I couldn't help but feel self-conscious. He stops walking and gawks at me, staring. “Why in the hell would you think you're heavy?” “I'm sorry. No one has ever done this, so I figured.”  “I could do this all day.” “Oh, uh, okay, sorry.” I turn beet magenta, peering downward. My uncomfortableness is evident while he walks again, “Don’t be sorry.” Me, telling him, “Sorry for my sorry,” Feeling more nervous, making him chuckle. 

The other Deputy held the door when he reaches the front. “Are you driving home? I'm Osborne,” taking my bag. “No, my Mom will be here soon.” “Hey! Can I get a photo for the school paper?” yells Barry. Both blink and stare at me. Uh, STILL being held, “For sure, if you wish, I guess?” That's all I say as Deputy Osborne grabs my pompoms and poses. *SNAP* The Vice Principal comes over, thanking them for helping. Like he gives a flying duck, more like he didn't get the chance to carry me. Brroohhh gross. Pointing, “Can you please put me on the bench over there?” He does, while the other sets my gear on the floor beside me. My voice fills with genuine gratitude. I thank them again. They smile, leave, and drive away. I roll my eyes. 

Today’s been strange. Thanking the janitor for the bag of ice. When home, my foot and ankle are so swollen. I know it isn't a twist, watching it get more bruised. 

Dave drives away, and I sigh. “What's wrong? I know that sound.” “Where in the fucking hell DO, I begin?” My voice’s laced with frustration. “You got to admit, Phil. She's pretty, attractive.” Dave says with a sly grin. “And then some, for a fucking teenager,” I mutter, letting out a sigh of defeat. “She assumed she was too fat to carry. Can you believe it? I have no clue why I told her I could carry her all day.” Rubbing the back of my head and neck, I felt a mix of pride and frustration. Dave raises an eyebrow. “I think I embarrassed her. She turned various shades of pink.” Admitting with a hint of embarrassment. “I bet her boyfriend is on the team or something, hence why he didn't help. What grade do you suppose she's in?” “At least a Junior, I'm guessing.” “Did you see the color of her eyes?” Unable to shake off the image of those mesmerizing emerald eyes.” No.” “I've never seen eyes that color.” 

Why is such a beautiful girl here in this small school? “Were they bad?” Probing curiously. “The opposite. Why, Dude, why?” I reply without hesitation. “Why did she catch my attention? Did you catch her shift around the VP? It's clear she was nervous around him, but why? “Yeah, I did see her fidget and lack eye contact.” I continue our conversation about this mysterious girl, a part of me hopes her ankle’s okay.

Later at the bar, the new hostess is flirting. “Hey there,” a playful smile, leaning closer. “Looks like you could use some company tonight.” I snap out of my thoughts and manage a polite smile, trying to engage in the present moment. “No thanks, just relaxing after shift.” “All the more reason to dance with me. I am on break.” “I don’t dance. Thanks for the offer.” “We could do something else during my break.” She says seductively, touching my shoulder, exposing her deep plush cleavage. “Maybe another time.” I'm looking for the guys to help me out. They exchange knowing glances and chuckle softly, clearly amused by the situation. 

Dave, raises his glass and winks, “Looks like you're in high demand tonight, brother.” Kev, steps in to rescue me, “Hey, why don't you join us for a round instead?” “Deborah, another beer.” “Sure, Mason, one sec.” She moves gracefully behind the bar, her hands expertly navigating the array of bottles and taps. Selects a chilled glass, fills it with a perfect pour of amber liquid, and adds the right amount of foam. With a knowing smile, slides the beer across the counter. Philip takes the beer with a grateful nod, feeling a sense of relief wash over. He takes a long sip and savors the cold, refreshing taste as it helps to calm his nerves. Afterward, he raises his glass to her with a relaxed smile in thanks.

The bars dimly lit, filled with the low hum of chatter and the occasional clinking of glasses. A jukebox in the corner plays “Patsy Cline's Sweet Dreams” while the scent of fried food and spilled beer lingers. Despite the lively crowd, my mind remains fixated on her. I keep running her name through my mind, Noel. It's so pretty. I can't stop thinking of the tiny cheerleader with emerald eyes taking another swig of beer. 

Doctor Johnson verifies. I sprained my right ankle in two places, no driving, or any weight for two weeks, giving me a pair of crutches. “Perfect. It gives me a few more days to get used to the idea of your driving,” My Mother stated. It's a challenge to step off the bus on Tuesday with crutches. I wait for everyone to leave before attempting to walk. Mrs. Douglas is kind and helpful. She gave me a pass so I could leave class early, which gave me more time to get to class without being considered tardy until I healed. Letting her know I won't be on the bus tonight because my Mom’s picking me up so I can go to work. She thanks me for letting her know as she closes the school door. 

The kids roll their eyes at me, and I overhear comments. Someone displays The Inkling's photo. It starts up again. Hello butt-wipes, I didn't take the picture or write the caption, nor Duckweeds, did I ask to be carried anywhere! Why didn't he leave me alone, standing in the mud? Hopefully, he won't be at any more games. I shifted my bag so it didn't smack me in the botty with my hobble, turning into the next long empty hallway, reaching the door as the tardy bell rings. Glad to have the pass. I guess I'll need it for the next two weeks. Offff course, the substitute teacher won't accept it. I turn around, hobbling to the office, betting myself the Vice Principal will wanna see me in his office with the door closed, alone. 

The secretary peeks up from the desk. “Hi Noel.” “Yeah, sorry I'm late, but the sub in history won't accept my pass.” “He wants to see you, anyway.”  I knew that. “Go in, he’s not busy.” I turn, limping into his office, hearing the door close behind me. “Have a seat.”  Yup, going exactly how I knew it... Moving to sit on the arm of my chair. “Miss Bishop...Noel...Dear..., you should have refused that Deputy. Asking me for assistance instead. His tone was soft, with a half-smile. Noel sighs, “I didn't know I could refuse him. It all happened so fast.” I shift uncomfortably, hoping this conversation won't lead to more complications. “I would have been more than delighted to lend a hand.” His finger starts to move along my arm. His gaze feels piercing, making Noel uneasy as she struggles to maintain eye contact. “You were in uniform at a school function, after all.” Leaning over me. “I could drive you home too instead of using the bus. It would undoubtedly give us more time to get to know each other. Better. We would also have... fewer interruptions.” Noel felt a chill run down her spine as she realized the underlying implications of his words. 

The Vice Principal's authority makes it difficult for me to voice my discomfort or refuse his offer. I forced a polite smile, aware that any resistance might lead to further complications or repercussions. I murmur to myself. No way in h-e-double hockey sticks would I ever be in a car with you! I use the crutch to thump his shin. “Oh my Gosh, I'm so sorry. I don't know how to use these things. I'm so clumsy. I’ll go see the nurse for my timed medication. I'll have her issue my pass.” The Vice Principal flinches, his composure momentarily broken by the unexpected pain. “Be more careful!” He barks through gritted teeth, clearly irritated. Hurrying out of his dark, smelly office, I feel his eyes boring into my back, but don't stop until I reach the nurse's office. I undeniably despise this place with every fiber of my being. 

I arrive at the station on Tuesday. The Deputies can't help but laugh at the school papers delivered in the morning. The station is buzzing with the usual morning chaos. Phones are ringing, and the smell of coffee fills the air as Deputies shuffle through stacks of paperwork, busy typing away. The laughter provides a brief, light-hearted respite from the otherwise severe environment. Underneath the photo of me holding Noel is the caption, “The Deputy and Cheerleader.” Dave standing to the side, one pom behind his head, the other by his side. 

The caption is humorous because it playfully misrepresents the situation, making it seem like Dave is the cheerleader due to his awkward pose with the pom-poms. David's reaction to the photo is amusement. He chuckles with the others but quickly tries to defend himself, “I was just holding them for a second!” Despite his protests, the teasing continues, adding to the team's bond. I'll never live this down, but I retain a copy. It's my first press photo as a Deputy Sheriff. After the photo incident, the atmosphere in the station became more relaxed. 

I take the initiative to investigate Noel in the system, justifying it as part of my training. It's both intriguing and embarrassing at the same time. She got her driver's license last Friday. She's 17, sweet, but still a minor. Her birthday would make her a Senior and a Pisces. I can't help but feel a bit uneasy about prying into her personal information. It feels like a violation of her privacy. Still, I must admit, my curiosity got the better of me. They must have made an error. No way in hell she weighs 138 pounds. Dave leans in. “Ah, that's why I knew her last name. Dealt with her brother.” He cuffs my shoulder and points to her age. “17, not bad, a gray area.” “Not for me.” 

Feeling a need to protect her. “I'm joshin'. Let's go.” “Hey, don't tell Kev about her, please.” I anxiously request. “True, true, like he needs another notch on his belt.”   
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I've got the best boss. Despite my ankle injury, he allows me to work my shifts and lets me do my homework at the table while working. He says school comes first, but he knows I need the money. There's no way I could wash pizza pans or restock anything on crutches. Nothing needs to be ordered, either. I'm relieved I don't need to climb the office stairs. 

The crew shares the latest gossip between customers. The closeness of this crew is heartwarming. Everyone here is older, and I fit in. I should have been born in another era and find it easier to get along with adults, not so much with people my age or younger. Children? Nope. I'm not a fan. 

I notice Will waving at me from the kitchen window. Getting up, I holler back, hobbling on the crutches. “WHATYAHWANT I BIZZEEEEE?”   

Will chuckles, “Hey, com’here. And don't make me grab a crutch, Missy!” I couldn't help but laugh as I trek into the kitchen and collide with a solid brick wall. “Excuse me,” a hand extents to steady me. With my hat now smooshed, I struggle to see. As I adjust it, I glance up to see Deputy Mason standing before me. Is he wearing a pizza delivery uniform? I'm so confused. What the coconuts is going on? 

William and I were classmates. He now manages the pizza parlor where we all used to work. He's happy to have me back doing deliveries since they were short-staffed. The rest of the permanent crew is here as well. They seemed old before, wondering how old they were. We meet in the parking lot, bullshitting before making our way into the kitchen. The place had been remodeled. Following the tour, Will motions to wait before going upstairs to the office. “You need to meet my secret weapon. She washes dishes, keeps everything stocked, and places orders like nobody's business,” he waves to someone. A voice from the lobby hollers back. She sounds lovely, but internally, I roll my eyes. Another teenager? Great. Crutch? She bumps into me, and I choke! It's her, the shy cheerleader from the game. I couldn't help but exclaim, 'NOEL!' She appears as shocked as me. 

That timid cheerleader’s confidently talking back to her boss? The unexpected transformation leaves me intrigued. Will bursts into laughter as Deputy Mason explains our connection. He heads upstairs, “Meet me in a few minutes.”  

The Deputy straightens up, removing his hand. “Crutches?” “Sprained ankle in two places,” gesturing to my bandaged foot. “Righty, wells, I've homework, or do you wanna lug me again?” Hobbling to the table with a hint of sarcasm. Glancing over my shoulder, “So, do I call you Philip or Deputy Mason?” I quip, settling back into my seat, fumbling for my book. Did I piss her off, or is this how she is? Curiosity got the cat, so I follow. It looks like a book bomb’s gone off. “Did I do something wrong?” I question. She glares, putting the pencil down, she's chewing. “If you mean having fun carrying a cheerleader around like a doll, then nopes, no problems.” 

Okay, I’m stumped now. “I didn't mean to offend you. I was trying to help.” Veering to leave, I bump into a photo, making it fall off the table. Picking it up, I’m more intrigued. “Vlad?” Handing it back to Noel. “My history paper is about Vlad the Impaler. You didn't offend. I'm not used to help. Made me an extra joke at school with the paper's caption.” I point to the chair opposite her. She nods, moving her foot to the other seat. “Yeah, my Station did the same. What made you pick Vlad?” “Vampires fascinate me.” She blushes before changing the subject. I don't think she meant to disclose that. “Haven't told me what to call you?” “Philip, unless you’re mad at me, then just Mason, deal?” Standing to see Will. “Deal Deputy Philip.” She shyly smiles before returning to her paper. Damn, she's frustrating. Wait? Did she say an extra joke? 

I spent the following weeks working at the restaurant. The budget and hours for new hires on the force weren't significant. During this time, Noel recovers. She's a hard worker. It's no surprise Will keeps urging her not to quit. She only works a few days a week. As a Senior, I wished I could spend more time with my friends instead of working unless I was in a rodeo. I also notice her classmates don't interact with her. Noel’s typically hesitant and timid. She rarely speaks at games, but she’s more open with us. I also found out she has a phobia of spiders. Will made me kill one before she saw it by the back door. I joke, “I want a raise.” The cookies Noel brings to work made up for it. “Wow, these are delicious.” I ate half the container. She offers “Want me to make me more?” I follow it with a “please.” She keeps me supplied with baked goodies. I chuckle at her frosted donut cookie with my name on it. The two birthday cakes she baked and decorated were perfection. 

If Noel isn't washing dishes, she's handling tasks such as stocking the salad bar or organizing items in the freezer. She's also responsible for placing the restaurant's orders, ensuring there's enough without wastage. Once she'd taken a phone order, I asked her why she hadn't done those more. Her handwriting is the easiest to read. It's pretty, too. I wasn't expecting her to say she sounded like a three-year-old on the phone. Her voice is soft, but it's soothing, lilted, damn it. 

I regularly encounter Noel at the restaurant or Will's crew meetings when he closes the restaurant on Saturday mornings so we can all relax. Seeing her at my house more than when I'm on patrol. Friday nights are so random. It's more challenging to talk to her when she’s on the visitor's side during games. The more I grow to know her, the bubblier she is, but there's something there I can't figure out. She and Dave get along, throwing Kev's bullshit back at him without taking offense. One of the cheerleaders lives nearby. Noel sometimes stays at her house on weekends since it's closer to work, making it easy to step away from her strict folks. It's not exactly the right word to describe them. 

I've set up a gym in the garage. She's welcome to use it and join in training sessions. My Mom is usually at work, out on a buying trip, watching TV, or reading in the front room. She knows Noel comes here and has left it as open-door policy. Mom interrogates me, “Do you know what you are doing?” I confidently reply, “Nope, not a fucking clue.” After cheer practice or a workout, Noel, sitting disheveled on the corner of my bed, is dangerous. We watch TV together while I write reports. Noel has completed her homework at the table while I make snacks. I sense Noel avoids home. She and Mom seem well. They typically talk about flowers, or we'll watch an old movie. I seek Noel's presence by finding reasons for her to join me. Despite her quiet presence, she’s soothing. She is the person I want to be around all the time. 

I gain definite confirmation of her fear of spiders. There was one on the chair near her. I've never seen anyone jump that far or that fast. She’s gone in an instant. Later, she's jumpy for the rest of the night, brushing off invisible bugs. At least I get her to smile when I tell her I'll shoot the next one. 

The arrival of October brings along crisp nights and warm days. With the combined demands of school, practice, and work, time seems to fly faster. I find myself spending more time with the work crew, particularly Philip and his friends, treating me like a sister. It's a welcome change from the dynamics with my brother. My Mom appears more lenient because I’m with adults. She might feel differently if she knew the truth, like them, setting me on fire during a morning meeting at the beach. There was no game Friday, so I worked until closing, getting home before two. I had a cold on top of very little sleep because we met at the restaurant at six a.m. Between the drinks, no food, and adding in the cold meds, I was done. It turns out I had alcohol poisoning, but oh well, hindsight, right? First off, I was freezing, so Will moved me closer to the beach bonfire. If Philip hadn’t checked on me when the wind shifted, my leg would’ve been burnt. I oddly remember him rubbing my calf with a wet towel. Plus, did I fall off the log I was sitting on, or did someone move me? I carpooled with Peggy and her husband, but they couldn't drive, so they got a hotel room. Philip offered to take me home. 

Once again, he's carrying me. Why is he always carrying me? It's becoming a regular occurrence. I guess it's not so bad. I could grow used to this. Philip drives a '84 Z-28 Camaro, a limited-edition in Root Beer Brown. It's a sweet ride. Yes, I'm a car enthusiast when it comes to the right car. My dream car is a '54 Morgan +4 in British Racing Green. Someday! Somehow, Philip manages to get me in through the curved door. He leaned in and reached over to buckle the seat belt, but I stopped him, “I can do it,” while blushing. He smiles, laughs, and winks, assuring me, “Merely making you safe,” before closing the door. Why does he have that deep, penetrating laugh? This is our first time alone in such a small space, just ourselves. It feels so unlike his room with the open door, or anywhere else, for that matter. The last thing I hear is the Camaro starting.......... 

Noel, stopping my hand and restraining it for those few seconds, gives me an electric jolt. It doesn't help her green eyes sparkle when she blushes. Is she aware her eyes change color and saturation depending on her moods? She must know that's an erotic weapon! I climb into the driver's seat, Noel's full-on red from embarrassment. I wonder what she's thinking, starting the car, glancing again before I hit the gas to take her home. She's out again. I tap her arm and say her name. Noel stirs enough. I know she didn't pass out again. She mentions I smell nice. Her comment catches me off guard and sends a rush of warmth through my chest. It's a simple compliment, but it feels like a small victory coming from her. 

On a mental note, this girl isn't used to drinking. I need to monitor her more, especially when Todd’s around. I can tell he watches her. She avoids him when possible. Her unresponsive, inebriated would not be safe around him. No wonder Will stayed by him today. I’m noticing she won’t let anyone touch her except a select few? 

The sun’s starting to set, casting long shadows across Dina's flower-filled front yard. The air is cool and crisp, hinting at the approaching evening. We stopped by her place since it's an excellent halfway point to stretch. I want to check on Noel. She's snoozing, so I run in since my bladder will burst. By the time I'm back, Noel is getting out of the car and falls. SHIT! I run over to her. “Are you hurt?” “Uhm, I need to,” she says to the ground. She won't look at me. I notice that her face is pale. “On it.” I scoop her up again and take her inside. Dina goes in with her. The following detail I overhear is emesis. I estimate Will, who’s sobered enough to know he fucked up this time. 

His faces a mix of guilt and panic. “I didn't mean for this to happen,” he mutters, his voice shaky. I lean back in the hallway by the door and wait. When the bathroom door opened, most of the crew had left. Will is napping on the couch. Dina gives me a gloomy smile and shakes her head. Noel comes out next but won't look at me. Again, she stares at her feet and wants to go to her car. “I'll take you straight home. Dave and I will bring your car. You can't drive.” Informing her. “My Mom isn't home, so it’ll work.” She leans on me, and we go back to the car. She protests when I try to carry her. 

I knew where she lived because, during patrols, I've driven by and seen her car, her outside working on the Semi with her Dad or mowing the lawn, in a fucking bikini top and Daisy Duke's, damn it. She lives way past her school's little town in the middle of a hop farm and decrepit cow barn with a couple of grain silos. A white double-wide on a long gravel driveway. Is it theirs? She doesn't seem the farm type. Dave revealed her brother has a lowered pickup. Gets pulled over for it, street racing or cruising. Kind of a jokester-ass. 

It's so isolated out here. It’d explain why she doesn't do more things with kids her age or attend the in-town parties. I open her door; she slowly, unsteadily, gets out. “Thank you. I got it from here.” “Nope, front door service, Ma'am.” I nudge her, smiling. Noel rolls her eyes but smiles. She hands me her car keys. “Please leave the keys under the seat. No one bothers us. Everything's unlocked. I'm going to bed.” She walks inside, and I tell her, “Okay,” closing the locked door. Can I acquire more patrols to drive this area? There's nothing out here except a few houses, a park, and a rural ferry dividing two counties. I head over to Dave's to be on car detail. 

Sunday morning, I awoke with the worst headache ever. Tequila always makes me sick! Okay, I shouldn't have gone to the beach, but coconuts, I'm tired of the wall-flower jokes. Whyyyyyyy did I fall? Thank the stars. I didn't puke on him! My leg is slightly sore, which I was glad wasn't worse. I decided to soak in the tub before heading to work. I need to decide what to bake Philip for his birthday in December. This week goes by so fast. I've made it a habit of seeing who the County's presence at the games is now, which is frustrating since it changes. 

Out by her place during this patrol shift and we decide to stop. It's an excellent place to stretch the legs. I pull into the driveway when the Freightliner pulls away from the flatbed trailer. Staying back while they back into the the shop. Stopping the cruiser beside the cab, I'm stunned to see Noel opening the door. “Hi,” swinging down. “Hi, back at ya.” Despite the rain and coldness of the morning, she has on short cut-off overalls, a tank top, and her hair in pigtails. UGH WHY! Dave laughs, “What up, Ellie May?”  Noel teases back, “Oil change duties in the cement pond.”  I scan around and ascertain her parents aren't home again. “Where are the parental units?” “Grocery store.” She keeps working, and we discuss random topics. Dave goes inside to use the bathroom. It's my turn when he comes outside. Noel’s under the cab, talking to Dave. He's asking her how much she would charge for an oil change. Like, really, Dude, come on. 

I pull her out to say bye. She has the cutest grease mark on her cheek. Her gloves are a dirty black mess, and she jokes about hugging me. I decline but tell her raincheck. Sliding her back under, we left, back to work, but not before I reminded her that I’m leaving tomorrow for a week of certification training in Santa Rosa. 

During training, San Francisco experiences an earthquake. The quake hit after 5 p.m. on Oct. 17, 1989. It lasts 20 seconds and measures 6.9 magnitudes. We’re practicing take-downs and maneuvers on the mat when the room starts shaking, sending us outside the Police Academy's gym. Once the phone lines are open, I reassure Noel, “I'm fine, nowhere near the damage. I'll be home safe-n-sound before you know it.” I can't be sure, but I think she’s crying. I call my Mom next. My plane touched down on Saturday morning. I drive straight to her place. We both stand here, clutching each other as tight as possible. 

When Robert tells me Philip's driving down the driveway, I'm shocked and relieved to know he’s home. I stop getting ready for work. Running out the door into his arms as he approached the back of the car. I didn't care about anything but him. Neither of us spoke. Him hinting, “If this is how you greet me, I'll leave more.” I swat his arm and order him “Never again do this to me.” He jokes, “I like your hair soaking wet.” “OH, I forgot,” grabbing my head. I’m also in my bathrobe. Thank the stars. I at least have underwear on, not wanting to think of how much I flashed him. He comes inside to talk with Robert while I finish dressing. He leans in my doorway while I do my makeup. Philip takes me to work, stays the whole time, then brings me home. We needed extra time. 

Halloween holds a special place in my heart because it allows me to embrace my true self fully. This year, I decide to go all out with my costume, wearing a stunning Twiggy-inspired, yellow, and black color-blocked dress. I carefully straighten my hair and style it into a high ponytail. The attention to detail didn't go unnoticed, as I received numerous compliments throughout the day. I’m pleasantly surprised there are no unexpected remarks or jokes. No game or work tonight. I join my friend at her Uncle’s house for an extravagant party. Carrie comes from a sizeable and lively family, and they spare no expense when it comes to celebrating Halloween. 

Halloween’s a nonstop shit show. We’re assigned another loud noise complaint. Betting our usual dollar, hoping this one gets us invited to eat. Yup, one of those angry I don't celebrate, so I'll ruin everyone's fun call. The owner of the house invites us to have some barbecue. I chuckle at the neighbor standing outside, pissed who didn't get their way, giving Dave his buck. There’s a group of trick-or-treaters, so we added to their candy hoard. Lots of tiny high-fives. This girl dressed as Dorothy comes to get us. “I believe I know you?” I mention. “Ya, I'm Noel's friend Carrie. You two are the ones who come to the games, right?” “Yes’um.” “You live a few houses away from me, too. Noel stays at my place on and off.” “That's where I've seen you.” We walk to the backyard. “Cool, cool'lieo, NOELLLL, get yer fat-lazy-ass over here.”  “BIZZEEEEE, refill.” “Better NOT, gots company!!! “Why... UHHH?” Glancing, I'm standing, going to punch the button on the keg's nozzle. “UHHH, this isn't mine.” Dave starts snorting, “I'm here for the food. I'm blind, ya, that's it,” staggering to the buffet with his hands in front like a mime while Carrie's Aunt fills his plate. “You gonna blink, Deputy Philip?”  

Why in the Holy Fuck do you do this to me! Noel’s decked out as a sexy French Maid with garters, heels, cuffs, and a choker. The works, including a damn little hat and full short ruffled underthing. SLIP. I compose myself when I hear her cute nickname for me. “Don't drink in front of me, K!” “Deal, Mister, you want a plate?” “Please.” “Too bad you're on the clock. I'd ask for a dance.” I smile, handing him his dinner. I radioed us out for a Code 7 Charlie, coffee break, grabbing my plate and taking a few bites. I laugh at her dancing with the kids. She needs to be on candy duty with Carrie. 

Noel goes out with us and chirps, “Oh, coconuts, hold on.” Running inside, bringing back a bag of brisket, cut into bite-size, and her cookies. Dave trades her for a roll of Smarties. “Sweet, my fav, thanks,” bouncing. “Please be careful tonight, both of you. I won't say the bad word, the opposite of loud.” I request my raincheck hug before getting in. Dave only drives away once she sways around to the back. “You going to make it, or do I get the hose?” “Why the fuck can't she be 18,” heaving. “Soon, brother, soon.” “Also, how in the hell can she run in those heels?” “Fuckin' no clue, Phil. I'd break my leg trying to do that.” “You and me both, buddy. Do they even make ‘em in our sizes?” Joking. I shake my head and laugh when he starts to sing “Kiss the Girl.” Our shit show shift lasted till 10 a.m. I can't call Noel till she’s home from practice. Gives us less than an hour to talk before I leave for work. 

With a smile and a wave, Noel greets me as I stand by the fence at the football game. I was pleased that WDH is hosting FRHS for their homecoming game. I wave back. Despite the other Deputy's disapproving snort, I ignore him. After all, friendly engagement with the community is also part of our duty. The Oregon weather is living up to its reputation, with a heavy downpour leaving me drenched and freezing despite my outerwear. Halftime approaches, and I suggest we relocate because this is where the homecoming court will arrive. 

We made our way to the bleachers, encountering a couple of cheerleaders with Noel. She greets us and introduces me to the others. She adjusts her position. I inquire how she manages to stay warm. She reveals her secret. “Six pairs of pantyhose and my Letterman's jacket.” Her chuckle seems forced. I can sense her unease. 

Notably, Noel’s wearing the guy's jacket version instead of the one with the hood for girls. She wittily replies when I ask if she's part of the homecoming court. “H, E, Double Hockey Sticks, no to the thank you.” Her response made the other girls gawk at her as if she had voiced something outrageous. Before I can clarify it’s allowed, a commotion emerges from the parking lot, requiring my immediate attention. Noel bid me goodbye quickly. Someone had crashed into one of the court Corvette Club cars, leading to distressing scenes with upset, angry fathers. The game is nearly over, following the chaos, and everyone is settled. Deputy Patterson and I wait by the school, watching the team bus depart. I'd hoped to catch Noel before leaving, in case she'd changed for the dance. Explaining this to the older Deputy, who's peeved about having a rookie assignment, seems impossible. 

I’m thrilled to see Philip leaning on the fence. He’s the only one who does that. The rest are generally stern, glaring down their noses. David or Kevin will say hi if I don't see them first. I reckon I shock them because I stay professional. Deputy Mason, Deputy Osborne, Deputy Nunez. Philip appears miserable during the game, with his thick raincoat and plastic cover over his hat. Most of the school thinks I'm delusional for talking to the cops. Coconuts, I don't care. I treat the janitor the same. No difference in my book what you do. It's how you act. The eyeballs on the squad's faces as I answer Philip's question is hilarious. 

Firstly, I don't talk like that around here. Second, I meant it. No way do I wanna be on court. It's not appealing to me. I attend the dances because my Mom insists I don't miss out, even though I'm not allowed to have new dresses for them, let alone a date. My aqua lace, puffy sleeve, tea-length dress, which was cute at 13, not so much at 17, is my only formal. 

Novembers underway, and we have gathered at Philip's again. My folks are away for the weekend, so I'm free to go out as long as I want. His Mom is on a cruise. There’s a slight dusting of snow today, but it's not too cold. A perfect night for the firepit. Philip’s in an odd mood. He PMSs more than I do. For some bizarre reason, the guys mention weird, creepy patrols, like ghost stories. I laugh at their morbid sense of humor, Amy, too. It doesn't bug me. I'm the same. It's also how they deal with the deaths and disgusting things. I totally understand. The radio plays in the background, so I drum my fingers to “Knock Three Times, Tony Orlando and Dawn.”  

Tonight, it's an unusual party. There are others here I don't know. I tried to stay out of the way. It's strange how hidden and invisible are different. I never know what to do around his work friends or, is it, co-workers. What do Deputies call each other? What do they think of the kid hanging out with them? “Got a sippy cup?” “Not funny.” “I don’t wanna get you in trouble. I’ll have a Pepsi, please.” “If you want, but guess what? First, we’re outside of Glasser County. Second, it's my house, so my rules. Third, you're not driving. I took your keys. Fourth, what I don't know.” Setting the vodka bottle next to the cranberry juice, winking before he strolls away. Well, snap. I made myself a strong one, heading back to the fire. There isn't any place to sit, so I lean on the pillar. I keep listening to their stories. 

I see Noel come out with her drink. She wants to drink. Let her. It's not my call; a grey area. Safer for her here, for sure. Her hiding in the corner of the dark patio bugs me, but I see her point. This isn't her scene. I'm happy she accepted my invitation to come. Around 20-25 people are here, Noel is shy around new people but is open with the gang. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her shivering. Not thinking, I scoop, carrying her to sit on my lap by the fire. “NO, Philip, don't, please, I'm fine. Everyone’s staring.” I'm trying to say it silently. “Hush. No one cares. You're freezing.”  I shift in his lap to be less awkward, as awkward as I feel. He’s rubbing my back. The sensation is wonderful. I can't help but twitch as he traces. It tickles, but in a lovely way. Holy Coconuts, is he tracing my bra? I wish he were rubbing something else with his hands. 

Once Noel settles in my lap, I keep rubbing her back and shoulders. Firstly, it's too warm her with my palm, but soon, it's more for me. I can feel the dip in her spine, outlining her shoulder blades with my finger. I'd seen her back but didn't grasp how thin she was. Holy Hell Noel, I can feel the lace of your bra. I NEED you to stop moving your hips, even if trying to get comfortable. It's having the opposite effect on me. Philip goes to refill our drinks. I move from his chair so he can sit. He pulls me back before I can leave. OH, Thank God, he made it super strong, taking a gulp or two. When I return, I'm happy she sits on my lap again. I adjust so she's more angled on my thighs. Straightening up, I can pull her back into my chest. Resting my chin on her shoulder. Draping my arm around her waist, my drink hand resting between her legs. Bummed, she wore jeans tonight...   

I'm getting questioning squints from the new group of guys here. Without saying the words, they comprehend she's with me, or at least she’s off-limits to them. Damn straight! I know how they think. Noel would be passed around like a beach ball. The talk alone from the locker room would be too much for me to hear. Wives, girlfriends, and claims are off-limits. An unspoken rule, but it happens. Cheating is a factor, sadly. It's chasing the adrenalin rush. I catch one asking Dave something and pointing. He flicks his head. “DON'T!” Confirmation. YUP! Back off. Don't try! I itch my chin on her shoulder, smiling. God, I'd rather nibble this shoulder. 

I'm taking a drink when Kevin sneaks from behind, grabbing my shoulders, scaring the livin' piss out of me, and spilling the rest of my drink over Philip and myself. “FUCK, SORRY, NOEL!” I dash into the bathroom, more for my panic. I'm splashing cold water on my face while trying to dry the cranberry juice staining my mint green sweater, shaking. I ignore Amy's knocking. I can't. 

I bitch Kev out. Noel was so white when he spooked her. Everyone is nervously laughing. Ams follows her but returns, telling us Noel won’t answer her through the door. Philip knocks on the door and wants me to open it. I manage to. He leans in the doorframe, crossing his arms. “Noel, are you OKAY?” “Ya, it's super. This is ruined now,” rubbing the wet washcloth around. “Stay here. I'll snag you one of mine. You finish getting cleaned up.” Jogging over to the laundry, grabbing her one of my clean shirts, passing it through the now speck of the opened door. 

Returning to wait in the kitchen, the guests came in. They sympathize. Kevin pushed the night too far. Saying bye, tell Noel the same. I can make out Ams retelling him off. Noel came out, fuckin' hell, being even more attractive in my too big on her shirt. She is going to be the death of me. I tell her everyone but us, five, are here, plus Jose, who's passed out. Sit by the fire. She did, but not before filling the empty juice bottle with vodka. Kevin apologizes again. Noel stares at the fire, “No biggie, it happened. I'm sorry for overreacting. I didn't mean to make everyone leave.” She refills her cup three times. Kev sleeps on the sectional while Ams, an incredibly drunk Dave, takes Mom's room. Noel’s buzzed by now, so I carry her upstairs to my room. I'd sleep on the other side of the couch in the living room. She's upset she ruined the party and keeps telling me sorry. She feels terrible kicking me out of my bed. I clown, asking to join her while she blushes, turning pink to red. Her blushing is catnip. I can't get enough. 

Something woke me. I hear it again, scanning outside. Nothing there? Kev’s up. We both figure out it's upstairs. Jose isn't in the chair! I hurry up the stairs, stopping to listen at my door. Hearing muffled noises, I don't knock, swinging the door wide open, expecting the worst. The bed's empty? Examining the other side, I find Noel on the floor, the blankets tangled around her feet. I gather everything, tucking her back into bed. Noel grabs my arm when I turn to leave. She’s shaking, but she's out? I'm beside her, not wanting to be closer or stay longer than needed. Wearing my shirt, her panties were visible on her hip when she was on the ground. I leave instantly when her hand relaxes, closing the door. 

Getting back downstairs, Jose exits the bathroom, ready to head home. Kev is still awake. “Dude, I feel like shit. I didn't know she'd be frightened and scream.” “None of us were. Noel's an enigma, for sure.” “What’s wrong up there?” “She fell off the bed? Was tangled in the covers.”   

I need to sneak into my room for my uniform. Fuckin’A, Noel’s kicked the covers off again. She’s asleep on her stomach, imprisoning my pillow. My shirt twisted, revealing most of her back and her ass in complete view. I was wrong. Noel is fucking wearing a blue lace thong! Worse, the matching tiny all-lace bra is right next to the drawer I needed. Why couldn't it be ugly ass white cotton? 

When I wake, everyone’s gone. Philip left me a note saying he’d gone to work: Please stay as long as you want. Help yourself to anything. Hopefully, I'll be back by 2000/8 p.m. Kevin added to the note: I'm sorry, Noel, buy yourself another sweater. He had taped two 20-dollar bills to it. Now I feel like crap. It's no one's fault but mine how I reacted. I left a note: I couldn't stay. Tell Kevin I can’t accept. On top of his shirt after I made the bed, along with the $40. WHY are the covers destroyed? I wear my ruined shirt home. 

The rest of the week is uneventful. There is no game or school on Friday, so I go shopping and have lunch with Amy before we go to the dance studio. She wants to learn how to roll her hips, blushing. “Nope, no worries. I got' ya, girl.” “Black Cat by Janet Jackson” is a superior workout. Amy’s flabbergasted while the coach laughs. “You should see her on stage. It's even better.” Afterward, we met at Philip's. 

Thanks to studio time, I’m in a mood and figured I'd get some tension out. I jokingly pin him while we're watching a movie on the floor. Wrapping me in the blanket. “Oh, that’s how you wanna play. I’m going to tickle you.” “Not if she has backup.” Amy tackles him while we both try to wrestle. David wants in on the action and grabs Amy. “I got Amy’s leg,” pulling her into a contorted position, “Noel, you’re next,” trying to catch mine. “Forever Mine, The O'Jays” is the next song in the movie. I use gymnastics moves. Philip pulls me over, “Got her.” “Nope.” Rolling out of his grasp. I shift slightly. He gives me a don't do it smile, “Behave.” I’m sassy. “Bite Me!” The next thing I know, he's on top, smooshing me. The look he has? In a split second, he's off. Getting grumpy? I take my cue to leave. 

On an ugly Saturday night in late-November, I'm back from making deliveries when I catch Will loudly telling someone to get out. I head up front to see what's happening while Will closes the door on a group of men. They don't appear happy. Seeing me, “OFFICE,” pointing. O'SHIT! 

“What happened while I was gone?” He doesn’t answer. I follow him up the stairs. Walking past the office door, he slams it shut. “Will, Dude, what is going on?” I clarified. He reaches over and turns down, “Blue Oyster Cult, The Reaper.” “I'm tired of them staring at her,” sitting and pointing at the other chair. “I'm missing crucial information here, William.” “This group of men come in, order, sit, but don’t eat. They stare into the kitchen, watching Noel.” A large open window lets you observe the pizzas being made. “Like crazed vultures, and today, I had enough.” I slowly shut my eyes, sit back, stretch my legs out, put my hands behind my head, and sigh. I comprehend where he’s coming from regarding this. Noel is 17, 5-foot 7-inches, around 110 pounds, with curly, dirty ash blonde hair brushing her shoulders. It depends on how the sun hits it. Could you not make me think of her body? I must think of her as my buddy's off-limit little sister. I keep reminding myself she's a minor, and I'm a cop. We are friends. THAT'S IT. 

Doesn't help Noel is a stunning goddess. “Hell, I bought her a black wig, hoping it would help.” Will snorts. “What did the black,” smirking, “wig do?” I quiz him. “I made it worse. Imagine her with Betty Boop's hair!” “JEEZ, FUCK, WILLIAM,” I hoot, bolting out of the chair! “Ya, I know,” he acknowledges, clutching his head, “I'm going to start kicking them out, telling everyone to do the same. I wanted you to know.” “Thanks, I'll keep an eye out.”   

Reaching for the door. Will mentions, “One more thing. Noel has no clue about any of this!” Spinning around sharply. “Pardon? Why not?” Will glances up from the books, frowning. “Noel doesn't believe she looks that way. She has shitty self-esteem. It didn't help I teased her about the two mosquito bites on her chest when she first started.” It takes me a second before I glare at him. “DUDE, not cool!” “I know. I felt shitty after I said it. Joking, she was glad they stopped itching when I tried apologizing. I didn't know she was athletic. Noel didn't talk. I wouldn't hire her either since she was so young and didn't have experience. She huffed, ‘How do I gain experience if no one will hire me?’ She had a point, so I gave her a weekend trial. That was three and a half years ago.” I nod and go back to work, thinking.... 

Todd requests, “Noel, will you grab the frozen hamburger and sausage? I need to refill the bins,” “Sure,” I grab the towel and dry my hands, heading to the freezer while Will hurries down the stairs. The bins full and return to the kitchen to see them going upstairs. Will has his pissed-off face on, and Philip looks confused. “What happened? What did I miss?” “Nothing,” grabbing the bins. I go back to washing the large pile of pans. 

Moments later, Philip loudly bounces down the stairs and sees no more deliveries. It's an hour before we close. He's telling Todd he'll relocate the delivery vehicles upfront, securing everything. Walking back into the kitchen, Philip heads over, taking the pans from the sanitizer sink and stacking them to dry. “Thanks, I'm behind tonight,” he smiles. “No problem.” There are no customers left, so Will says he's closing early. He locks the doors and cranks the radio. 

I step over and start helping Noel wash till Dina and Peggy are yelling at her to get it. Get what? Noel takes her apron off. She’s soaked. A new song starts playing, “Treat Me Right, Pat Benatar.” She’s bouncing and singing with them in the middle of the kitchen. I observe, trying to wrap my head around this shy girl who is crazy and having fun right now. Hell, I've watched her cheer. She's more animated now! During our crew or my parties, she's not like this. Todd has a hard-on watching Noel. I don’t like him. Did she hip-bump Will? I'm in a Twilight Zone TV show. Poof, she's back to washing dishes and dancing at the same time while singing. I cannot handle this woman! 

Why bother with an apron? I'm drenched to the bone. Dina and Peggy are upfront cleaning, hollering through the window, “N-O-E-L get it, gurl!” “Got it, give me a second!” I yell back, taking off my soaked apron. The next song comes on, taking the hat off, flipping my hair. I start to sing and dance with them in the middle of the kitchen. William stands there and shakes his head. Nope. I bounce over and hip-bump him so he can do his Dad robot dance. Going back upstairs, laughing. I return to washing while singing, dancing, and finishing my work. Philip stands there with his mouth open, grumpy, judging me like the others. Coconuts, I don't care. I'm me, having fun. I smile and splash him to get him to smile. He laughs and shakes his head, returning to wash. 

I softly sing the last line, brushing my shoulder against his bicep. “Treat me right,” smiling. 

Gathering my stuff to leave, I see Philip trying to itch his back against the column in the dining room. “You look like a bear.” “I know. I'm trying but can't get the spot, and it's bugging me.” Setting my things on the counter, “Turn around.” I use my nails to their advantage. “AHHHHH!”  I twist as Noel gets the itch and more. “Thanks!” 

Todd stomps into the room, “Why won’t you do that for me when I ask?” Noel, ignores him. “She likes me more.” Sticking my tongue out, blowing a raspberry. “Asshole.” Stomping away, banging the door. The rest of the crew says bye, leaving too. “You dorks done yet?” Will snorts from the door, waiting to lock up. “No, no, don't stop.” “The itch’s gone, silly. You can't afford my rates.” Picking up my things again as we stroll to his car. 

[image: image]
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I didn't drive tonight since I hadn't finished installing the new brakes, so Philip offered to drive me home. I take this time to inquire about his upcoming 24th birthday. “How’d you know about my birthday?” I smile, remarking, “I have my spies.” “So, what do you want?” I repeat the question. 

Philip takes a concentrated breath and lets out a long sigh... “Truthfully, to take you to dinner.” “Can you repeat that?” He repeats the answer, but it's now a question for me. “Can I take you out for dinner?” I clarified, “Yes, but I'm paying since it's your birthday.” He chuckles, “Maybe.” 

We keep discussing random topics, leading to other subjects, until he stops the car at my house. I’m about to open my door, “Wait, please.” He steps out and opens my car door, holding his hand out. Do men do this? Heck, Dad doesn’t do that? Do I know anyone who does? I thanked him for the lift home. It bugs me because he needs to drive back past the restaurant. He closes the car door and asks what dates work for me. “I'm open except for school hours, obviously. Tuesday and Friday, those are game days, work smork.” “All right, I'll review my schedule and let you know.” He stands there? “Uhm, okies, have a goodnight?” I mention tilting my head. I’m confused. “I'm not leaving until you're inside, remember?” I giggle, smiling, rolling my eyes, turning, bouncing to go inside. He’s so frustrating. Philip drives home, sinking lower in the seat. “Welp!” he says out loud, “I opened a can of worms...”

I pull Special Duty at the Capital for their re-dedication ceremony on the States Seal after it was repaired, and so did Dave, our other buddy from college, Kevin Nunez. We three also attended The Police Academy. A City Police Officer, a State Trooper, and I will carry the United States Flag, the State of Oregon Flag, and a smaller State Seal. The fixed seal sits in the Capital's floor. Dave and Kev are on escort duties. When we arrive to the Capital, the Deputy Fire Marshal stated, “Pick a number.” I chose the closest, so I'll present the USA flag. Many Veterans, Politicians, visitors, and school field trips are present. The room’s at total capacity. We take our places before the ceremony starts. They announce who sings the “National Anthem,” Miss Noel Bishop of Winston Dale High. We glance around moments before the drums start. From my position, I can see Noel perfectly. She’s in a flowy dress, with heels and her hair up. If you didn't know her, you would argue she wasn't 21. She starts singing; I see David blinking Morse Code. Same brother, same! 

I'd been announced and moved to the stand front and center in the Rotunda to sing. The drum roll starts, and the flags enter the room. I blink several times! There’s Philip with the American Flag. Are David and Kevin beside him? Niceee, Dress Uniform looks gooood on that man. No, I must concentrate on the song. I can win a scholarship for this. Did he know I'd be here? Music starts... I can't look at him but sense him looking at me. Smile. “Oer the Land of-ff the free the ho-ome of the braveeeeee...” It's over. I exhaustedly set the microphone back on the stand and returned to my position in the choir. One more song, “Oregon, My Oregon,” after Governor Alucard’s speech, we're done. Phew, this ceremony is over. We stand off to the side on the stairs, eating cupcakes, with people saying the same old. How nice. How lovely, and so on. 
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