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      Rodney snuck around the back side of the bleachers. He could not wait to meet Elizabeth underneath. He had not even known that she liked him, and the next thing he knew, she was handing him a note that read,

      “Meet me under the bleachers after the first half for a special treat.”

      The game was going great for his school; The Hornets were winning. He tried to go to every game, even the away ones. He sat in the bleachers, holding up different signs he had made over the years. He did not have many friends, but Liz seemed different. He had never called her that, but since she let her friends use that nickname, he was hopeful she would consider him one after tonight.

      I should have asked her to see a movie, he thought. He was carefully moving under the bleachers. He tried to step around old soda cups and popcorn bags, dodging some falling stuff as he moved to the center.

      He almost chickened out but remembered his father, who was popular in school, talking about all the times he had made out under the bleachers, in the bathrooms, and even in empty classrooms. Rodney doubted his father would have passed any classes if he had made out as much as he talked about it.

      Looking around, he did not see her yet. He stood in the center, shuffling his feet and wondering what to do. He had not brought any condoms. Will she?

      His father’s accident happened when Rodney was in the fifth grade. He had been drinking while driving, and a family had been killed. He was fired shortly after, partially for the DUI but also because the vehicle was his work truck.

      Rodney’s mother tried to stay with his father, and she even wanted to take Rodney with her when she finally left, but then she ran off on her own, leaving him alone with his father.

      Rodney did his best to help out around the house. He made sure to clean up the beer cans and liquor bottles after his father had a bender. The accident had not been his father's fault. Well, according to his father. He had always been a functional drunk.

      “I can pass any test, physical or mental. The alcohol helps me focus. Always has.” He would say, taking another drink.

      When his father was in college, for the little while he was there before being expelled, he used to go up to the dorm's roof and walk along the ledge. He had pretended it was a police checkpoint and would touch his fingers to his nose.

      “You should have seen me. Everyone was amazed at my coordination.”

      Rodney shuffled his feet and looked around, trying not to think of how much he had to pee. Should have gone earlier.

      The school was his only outlet since his mother left. His father called the police when she had been gone for twenty-four hours. He remembered hearing you were supposed to wait. He had called everyone they knew, but no one had seen her. Someone who had been on a bus headed east matched her description, but that was all they ever found.

      On the field, he heard the band playing, and people were stomping their feet to the music; some moved off the bleachers to get more refreshments.

      Watching as the trash fell, he tried not to get hit. I need to talk to Principal Walters about cleaning up under here sometime.

      A cup full of soda fell at his feet and exploded around him. His pant legs and new shoes were soaked. The shoes had been a gift from the school nurse. She had seen him one day as his nose had started to bleed.

      “Sorry, it does this sometimes,” he told her, though the real reason was he was too slow when his father threw a bottle at him that morning. It was really his own fault. He knew his dad was in a mood and should have kept his eyes open for something like that to happen.

      A couple of days later, she called him to her office. “Need to check your nose,” after she did, she handed him the shoes. She told him that they were on sale, two for one, and her son could only wear one pair at a time.

      Rodney had no idea she did not have children of her own and did not want him to feel bad. It was her first year, and she dutifully reported the incident to the principal, who should have called the police.

      What she did not know was that the principal was an old drinking buddy of Rodney's father and came up through the same school where kids are meant to be seen and not heard. If Rodney did not know to stay out of his father's way by now, the principal figured he deserved it. He really hated kids like Rodney. Those tiny lost ones that someone should have been set straight years before, if not drowned in a creek.

      Another cup fell and hit Rodney; soda splattered all over his shoulder and back.

      “Direct hit! Pay up,” then someone laughed as more cups and bottles flew down upon him.

      Rodney had not looked up the entire time he was down there. He did not want someone to notice him and call him a peeper or anything, but now he looked up and saw them.

      Rodney was surprised to see Elizabeth laughing at him and filming him with her phone. He knew this would be on the different social media sites that all of the teens seemed obsessed with. Rodney did not have a phone. Even if his father had allowed it, he could not afford one. Anytime he saved up money from odd jobs, his father would find it and add that to his drinking money.

      What surprised Rodney the most was the cross-section of classmates. There were some his father would have called jocks. They were the ones betting. No football team members, of course, but they would have been here if they had not been playing.

      There were the preppies, as his father would have called them. Sure, they did not wear the shirts with the same crocodile logo as when he was a kid, but the collars were up on some.

      Then the heads or druggies. Some of them had been smoking under here earlier. Rodney noticed them leaving and laughing before he had gone under. Rodney thought they had seen him, and now he was sure they had.

      Turning to run out from under the bleachers, he tripped and fell, and more stuff rained down on him. He tried his best not to look up, not let them see his tears as he ran from the bleachers. He heard them running after him, unsure if they wanted to confront him or just film him more.

      “Bye, Romeo,” Elizabeth yelled,

      Rodney glanced back, and for an instant, when their eyes met and she saw his tears and his clothes covered in mud, she almost stopped filming. It was a brief moment of clarity where she wished that she had not done this to Rodney; he had never done anything to her. Sure, he watched her some, but he was just shy.

      As she grew older, she thought about reaching out to him to apologize, but she never did. The thought would cross her mind, but the time was never right, and she had other priorities, like college and then a career.

      She became engrossed in more immediate matters, including finding a major, which was switched a few times, and, in the end, decided on medical school. There were late nights working in the emergency room, where she'd think she glimpsed him, and she would see his face in the faces of others as the memory haunted her. It was never Rodney, though, just some other wayward soul that life had not been kind to.

      Thinking back on it, she came to realize how fundamentally that moment had changed her life. She had grown up a lot that night and stopped talking to most of her friends. She did not tell them she was upset or anything; she just found other things to do. “I can't go. Mom's being a bitch,” she would say, blaming her mother, who would have let her go anyplace she wanted, but her friends did not know that.

      At the time, Liz wished she had tried to stop them from chasing him when she saw him look back. I'll apologize to him on Monday, she decided.

      “See! I told you it would be great!” Mike clasped his hand over her shoulder and laughed

      From that moment on, and for the rest of the year, she was even more popular than she had been before, and thus, she did not say anything to anyone, though she felt horrible about herself because of what had happened that day.

      Rodney ran half the way home. He would have run the entire way but felt he could slow down when they stopped pursuing him and yelling obscenities after about a quarter of a mile.

      Needed to get to a party to get drunk and hook up, he wondered. How could I have been so stupid as to think that anyone from this stinking town would like me? He admonished himself for his innocence, muttering, “I'll leave town tonight, Fuck this place,”

      Upon arriving home, he mentally thanked the universe for not having his father there. He did not figure that he would be home this early, especially on game night.

      At the door, Rodney stripped to his underwear and carried his clothes and shoes inside. He started the washer before moving to the sink to clean his shoes. When that was done, he took a quick shower.

      After getting dressed, he packed a small duffle bag with his meager belongings, Found his father's money stash, and, for a change, decided he needed it more than his father would.

      “What did I do to make her hate me so?” He lamented to the empty kitchen while packing some peanut butter sandwiches for the trip. Rodney had heard that peanut butter was good for you and that it had a lot of nutritional value. Unsure if this was true or not, he bought a jar here and there and stashed them in his room whenever he was able to lay his hands on some money. When there was no other food in the house, he would eat peanut butter with bread or just with a spoon, always careful to wash the spoon well so that his father would not smell it.

      With his father still not home, he decided it was safe enough to sneak into his parents' room. He still thought of it as his parents' room, even though his mother had been gone for several years. He was not sure what he was looking for, but really just hoped to find something of hers, maybe a letter to let him, that would tell him where she went.

      He had always suspected that she reached out but that his father, being the way he was, did not tell him. In the very back of her dresser, he found a small jewelry box, opened it, and other than some of her jewelry was a small pouch.

      Inside, he found a note and a gold pocket watch on a gold chain. Rodney was unsure if it was real gold or plated, but he liked how it felt in his hands. As he held it, it felt like it was meant to be in his. He pressed the clasp on top, the watch opened, and he saw the hands inside stopped at midnight.

      It's funny how someone set it on midnight after it unwound. He looked over at the DVD player’s clock, set the watch, and then wound it gently. Unsure whose watch it was, he did not want to break it. It is yours, a voice said in his head. It was a small voice, and it was easy for Rodney to brush it off as his own inner voice.

      The note was from his grandfather on his mother's side. It read, “For the boy, when he decides to become a man.”

      Rodney looked at it again as he attached the chain to the belt loop on his pants, and the second hand was turning as he expected. He remembered how important things like this were back in the old days; something like a nice pen and pencil set or a pocket watch was a big gift, unlike today’s disposable society.

      His father would sometimes talk of his own father's wristwatch, remarking on its beauty. He complained that the card game he had lost it in was rigged, assuring Rodney if it hadn't been, “We'd be eating steaks tonight.”

      According to his father, there were many nights when they were cheated out of a steak dinner.

      To make up for things after a bender or when flush with cash, his father would buy steaks, and the house would smell good when Rodney returned home from school. Then, for a little while, he would try to forget his father's faults and be on his best behavior.

      “What are you doing in here?” his father yelled from the door, breaking Rodney's reverie. His words were slurred.

      This won't go well. Rodney stood, placed the watch in his pocket, and faced his father for the first time. He straightened his back, pressed his chest out as far as possible, and stood to his full height, something he rarely did.

      “I'm leaving.”

      Liz went to Rodney's locker first thing on Monday. She had planned to tell him how sorry she was and offer to pay for his damaged shoes, as she knew how much he liked them. But he never showed up.

      In class, everyone patted her on the back and said things like, “Good one.” and “The little creep deserved it.”

      All she could think of was, Where is he? I wonder where he lives. In the back of her mind, she knew where he lived, but time had blocked out those early memories before his father’s accident.

      Rodney never came back to school. By Friday, there were a lot of rumors. “Joined the military early,” said Tony, a big Italian kid. “Killed his mom and got locked up,” said Heather.

      Liz knew this was not true; his mother had left years before. After hearing the rumors, she ran to the nurse's office and, not saying anything to the nurse, went into the bathroom, closed the door, and vomited. She told the nurse she was not feeling well and just wanted to lie down for a bit.

      She hid there because she did not want any of them to see her weak. Blood in the water, that saying fit when describing high school. Poor Rodney, you didn’t know that being friendly and gentle made you seem weak and a target.

      Liz heard a phone ring, and the nurse answered, “Hello? Yes, this is Nurse Conners. Oh my! No, I have not seen him. Another student is here; let me ask if she has.”

      Nurse Conners looked at her, and Liz could already sense the question, “Have you seen Rodney?”

      Liz told her she had not but lied, said that they were friends, and asked if everything was okay.

      Nurse Conners reassured the caller that she would call immediately if she saw him. She placed the phone back down in its cradle and uttered, “His father was killed in an accident. Drunk driving, I bet.” That last bit, she whispered before seeming to realize a student was still standing there.

      “Now, please do not say I said that. You, being a friend, must know how bad his home life is. Well, they are trying to find him. He was not at home when they got there to notify him as the next of kin, and looking around, it looks like they may have had a fight.”

      Liz went into the bathroom and vomited again. Later in life, at times when she was nervous, she would still taste the bile and remember what she did to him. He was alone, and she wished she would have known how to help him.
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