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Chapter 1


1963

The four brothers played football in the
yard. All of them knew they were too close to the house, especially
the large sliding-glass door their mom and dad always warned them
about—but this was where the open space was—where they could run
far and wide. Besides, Michael always caught the ball. Even though
the ball had hit the house a couple of times over the years,
nothing serious had happened. Parents always worried about
nothing.

“Michael! Michael!” Michael looked and saw
the panic on his brother’s face. He was about to be tackled, which
he hated. His brother quickly threw the football to save
himself.

“Michael, get it!” yelled their oldest
brother, Dave.

Michael ran hard, praying the ball would
drop. It was too high. Even for the tallest of them, it was too
high. “Michael!” All three were screaming now. Instinctively, he
threw his arms over his head as he heard the shattering of
glass.

Silence.

Slowly Michael brought his arms down. The
four brothers were rooted to their own spots. He looked at the
three of them. They were as white as he was. They were in trouble
now, big trouble.

Michael did the only thing he could think
of. He stepped through the broken glass door, grabbed the football,
and stepped back outside. Incriminating evidence. If it wasn’t
there, they could certainly come up with a good cover story.
Lightning, the neighbor’s horse got loose again and kicked it
in…anything. As Michael started to run towards his brothers, they
all bolted away from him, faster than he’d seen any of them run
before.

“Mike!”

He stopped and slowly turned around to face
their father, who had come around the side of the house. “How many
times have you been told not to play ball here?” his father roared.
Michael could hear his mother crying. She was standing in the
kitchen, staring at the broken glass, his baby sister on her
hip.

“A—a lot.” Say sir, you know he likes it
when you show him respect. “Sir.”

The two of them stared at each other. “Do
you know how much that window’s gonna cost?”

“No, no, sir.”

“Do you know what ‘laid-off’ means?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where do you think the money is gonna come
from to pay for this?”

“I don’t know, sir. I’ll…I’ll do what I
can.”

Slowly his father undid his belt buckle and
started pulling the leather strap through the loops. “Come
here.”

“Oh, God! Dan! No!” his mother screamed out
the window.

“You shut up! Come here, Mike.”

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to obey his
father; he was simply too scared to move. Had he been drinking
yet? Or, more importantly, how much had he had to drink?
Michael threw a pleading look over his shoulder and saw his
brothers hiding behind the barn. Three sets of wide-opened eyes
looked back at him. Michael turned around to face his father. He
was going it alone.

“Dan, he’s only fourteen! Please!”

“Shut up! How many times has he been
told?”

“You know the rest of the boys were playing,
too. Michael wouldn’t be out back playing football by himself. If
you’re going to punish him, you have to punish all of them.”

“I don’t see anybody else here. Do you? Come
here, boy. I’m gonna teach you to never play ball out back here
again. In fact, when I’m done, you ain’t never gonna want to play
football again.”

 


* * *

 


“Gosh Mom, don’t you think you should take
him to a doctor? He needs stitches or something,” Michael could
hear his brother Darrell whispering.

His mother hadn’t stopped crying since
walking into the kitchen. She shook her head. “There’s nothing to
stitch to.” Michael could feel her gently pulling pieces of his
shirt off. Carefully she washed his back. He tried not to cry, but
everything hurt. His back was on fire. There was no position he
could get into to lessen the pain. He didn’t know if he had passed
out or fallen asleep, but the next thing he knew it was dark
outside and his younger brother was watching him.

“Here. Look what I got.” Michael turned to
see his brother holding out a candy bar. They never had candy in
the house. Candy was a treat for good children. When were they ever
good?

Michael could barely move, but he managed to
wrap his hand around it. “Where did you get this?” he asked.

“I ran down to Jim’s. I thought you might
like it. You know, cheer you up a bit.”

“You didn’t tell—”

“No.”

Michael heard his mother walk into the room.
He couldn’t move fast enough to hide the candy bar, but she didn’t
seem to notice. Softly she smoothed his hair back. “How are you
feelin’, baby?”

He looked at her. Slowly he took a bite,
chewed it, and then said, “I hate him. I’m gonna keep on playing
football. Someday I’m gonna be better than he ever thought of
being. And when I leave here…I’m never coming back.”

“Honey, please, don’t talk like that—”

“Nothin’ is gonna hold me here.”



Chapter 2


2001

Jeff watched his goddaughter walk through
the restaurant. Sadness tugged at his heart as he thought about how
much Robin looked like her mother at that age. She was taller, she
had gotten height from her father; but her chestnut hair, straight
nose, and wide smile were from her mother. Robin had been dancing
since she was four, which was evident in the way she walked:
straight and graceful. Her hair was pulled loosely back in a
tortoise-shell clip. She gave Jeff an affectionate kiss on his
cheek and slid quietly into her seat.

“Hello,” she smiled at him.

“Hi, Princess.” As her godfather, he
over-indulged her. Robin was the only girl—he had three sons and
two nephews. In reality, all of the boys pampered her too much; but
things are rough when you grow up without a mother, he told
himself. And now…

“How are you holding up?” he gently
asked.

She shrugged. “Okay, I guess. I must admit,
I never thought I’d be orphaned at twenty-three. Well, I guess
technically I’m not an orphan. My stepmother’s still around.”

“You know, you’re not alone. I’ll always be
here for you. And, you have your brother, don’t forget.”

She waved a hand. Gary—who actually held the
impressive name of Benjamin Gerald Beechum IV—was her half-brother
and a sore subject. Not that he was a bad kid; just self-centered
and unmotivated. He had decided not to go to college. They had
money, why should he waste four years studying for a degree he
didn’t want? “I’d just be wasting our money, Dad.”

“Well, let’s look at it this way,” their
father had said. “It’s not our money. It’s my money. And if you
ever want to see any of it when I’m gone, you’ll get yourself a
college degree. You need to be able to take over the business when
your mother and I are gone.”

Sadly, one of Gary’s first reactions upon
hearing their father had been killed in a plane crash was that he
wouldn’t have to get that college degree after all. Look at all
that money he would be inheriting. Life was good. Sorry, Dad.
Thanks, Dad.

Robin looked at the menu. “I, um,” Jeff
stopped. Am I doing the right thing? He had argued back and forth
with himself, and had finally decided on a course of action, but
was now debating with himself again.

She looked up at him. Yes, it is the
right thing. She needs something new to occupy her thoughts. “I
have something…I thought you might like.”

“Oh, you…” she shook her head. Robin knew he
spoiled her.

“Your Grandmother Becktame gave it to me a
long time ago, for safe keeping. She wanted you to have it
someday.”

She remembered Grandmother Becktame.
Probably jewelry. Her grandmother had had money. A piece of jewelry
would be nice.

Robin hoped her disappointment didn’t show
as Jeff slid a book over to her. She looked up at him. “It’s…a
diary.” Grandmother Becktame’s diary? Well…okay…I guess it will
be interesting. What was she thinking before she died?

“Don’t look so disappointed,” he said. “It
was your mother’s.”

“My mother’s? My real mother?”

“Yeah.”

Robin picked up the diary and looked at it
with genuine interest. The mention of her mother’s name was taboo
in her house. Only at her godfather’s, when her father wasn’t
around, was she ever allowed to talk about her birthmother.
Godfather and his sister, Aunt Mandy, would share pictures and
stories with Robin. They had known her mother from when they were
little to her passing. They knew all sorts of things about her.
They talked about her mother freely. On occasion, Aunt Mandy had
gotten choked up. “Oh, Robin. Honey, I’m so sorry,” she would
say.

“It’s okay, Aunt Mandy,” Robin would reply,
which only seemed to distress her aunt even more.

“I, um, took the liberty,” continued Jeff,
“of reading it.”

“You read this?”

He chuckled. “Trust me, if Meg knew I’d read
her private diary, she’d kill me. But I wanted to know what you
were going to find out.”

“Censor it, you mean?”

“Well,” he reddened slightly. “I gave it to
you intact. I just…didn’t want there to be any…surprises. Actually,
it was kind of fun going down memory lane from your mom’s
perspective. I thought I might explain to you first what your mom
meant by ‘new blood’ though.”

“New blood?”

“Yeah. You know, your mom, Aunt Mandy, and I
grew up in Lyons, back when it was a small town. Between us, we
knew everybody. I would have guys over all the time, and your mom
and Aunt Mandy would be right in there, playing football or
baseball, or whatever us guys decided to do. When we got to high
school, your mom didn’t feel like dating any of those guys. ‘How
can I date somebody I used to beat up?’” he used a falsetto voice,
mimicking her mother. “But, when I was a senior and your mom and
Aunt Mandy were juniors, our small high school consolidated with
two other school districts to make one large school system. That’s
why the Lyons School District is so big. Hence, ‘new blood.’ Some
new guys for Megan to meet. That’s why she bought the diary. She
felt she was finally going to have something to write about.”

“Did she?”

Robin thought his face suddenly looked sad.
As he took a sip of water and avoided looking into her eyes, he
nodded. “Oh, yeah.”



Chapter 3


1966

Megan studied herself in the mirror, first
without makeup and then with. Her chestnut hair was long and curled
nicely on its own at the ends. Her face had a few freckles, but she
liked them. “A hint of tease” she had read somewhere. Megan
immediately latched onto the phrase, since she couldn’t get rid of
them anyway. Green eyes and well, what could she say about her
body? “Short but tough” was the boys’ unanimous description. She
definitely looked more feminine with the makeup.

She considered her best friend, Mandy.
Stringy blonde hair and the skinniest legs you ever saw. A long
face on a long frame. Megan couldn’t understand why the guys
thought Mandy “had filled out nicely.”

“So,” Megan asked the mirror, “why did Mandy
have more dates than I did last year?” Not that she had had a lot,
but…Mandy isn’t as picky as I am. She isn’t holding out for the
perfect man to walk her way. Megan wasn’t even jealous about
the number of dates Mandy had—they were with “nobodies”—however,
she had to admit to a twinge of envy when they argued about Mandy’s
steady through the summer. “How can you go out with him? I bloodied
his nose!”

“You did that years ago, Meg! Besides, you
definitely couldn’t bloody his nose today. You’re not even tall
enough to reach it! And let me tell you,” Mandy got a dreamy look
in her eyes, “can he kiss. I mean, my stomach was doing
flip-flops.”

“Ew, yuck! My stomach’s doing flip-flops,
too—as in barf!” Meg had had her share of kisses, though none she
could brag about. How dare Mandy have a real good kisser! And in
Joey, yet! Now she was jealous.

Megan snapped her fingers. A diary! I
need a diary. This is my year to shine and I want to remember all
of it.

September 4, 1966: My dreams have come true!
My wish has been granted! New blood! Finally, the chance to meet
some new guys! I lost ten pounds over the summer, Mom let me get my
hair styled, and I did my nails. I think I’ve talked her into
allowing me to wear makeup this year, too. I am all set for school
tomorrow—“Opening Day” (now I know why hunters are so happy to hear
those words). Surely there has to be some new guys that are
good-looking, possibly with some intelligence, and somebody who can
beat me in arm wrestling (I can’t very well respect a guy that I am
capable of beating up). Jonesy and Mandy will pick me up first
thing in the morning! Brand-new school—here I come.

 


* * *

 


On the first day of school, Megan checked
out every new guy. On the whole, the other two school districts had
a lot of good-looking boys to pick from. This should be a fun
year. I will have to ask Jonesy to introduce me to the football
players.

And then, suddenly interrupting her
daydream, Adonis appeared. He was walking down the hall towards
her. Megan couldn’t take her eyes off him. The other boys were
good-looking—but…So intently was she staring, that she lost her
grip on her books and they all hit the floor. Embarrassed, she
quickly bent down to pick them up, as other students also helped
her. As Megan reached for some loose papers, long legs stepped over
them. She glanced up to see him staring down at her. Their eyes met
and then…he kept on walking.

September 5, 1966: I saw him today. The man
of my dreams! Tall, blonde, built, short hair, which I don’t care
for, but that only means he’s a football player! Yes! I know he saw
me! He’s just beautiful. I have to be in the same spot tomorrow so
that our eyes can meet again.

September 12, 1966: So far I have not seen
“Him” again. Where can he be? Was it just a fluke that I saw him
that first day? I was so glad that we had a big new school and now
it may prove my undoing! What if I never see him again? He has to
be here. He also has to be a football player. Friday Mandy and I
are going to the football game. Hopefully, I’ll see him then. I
know Jonesy would introduce us, but I don’t want to be set up. I
want a guy of my own. Jonesy has a habit of assuming I don’t mind
always “filling in” for one of his friends when they can’t get a
date.

My other sore subject with Jonesy is the
co-captain. When we were a small school we had one captain. Jonesy
would have been it this year. But, now that we are bigger, they
decided to have two co-captains. And, from what I have heard about
this guy, he has to be the “all brawn, no brains” type. He eats and
sleeps football. Jonesy says he’s an All-American and he doesn’t
mind sharing the title—he’s happy he still has a title. I don’t
care what Jonesy says. He should have that title all to himself.
So…I want to see who this Michael MacKenzie is, so I can snub him.
Jonesy found this humorous: “You’re going to snub him? That’s
funny. Do you know anything about the guy?” No. Apparently, he’s
pretty good at snubbing people himself. Keeps to himself mostly,
although Jonesy says he can be decent and a lot of fun when he’s
not in one of his moods. But, by and large, Jonesy says the guys
steer clear of him. I guess he’s pretty big and our guys are glad
they don’t have to play against him. Jonesy says MacKenzie is never
going to notice me, for me to snub him. Still, I want to see what
this creep looks like.

Also, I need to see “my guy” and find out
his name, without anybody suspecting that I have a crush on him. He
is without a doubt the most handsome guy I have ever seen.

 


* * *

 


The girls were at the Hill’s house, getting
ready to go to the football game. Jonesy had left ages ago. Mandy
had a date and Megan was helping her put her makeup on. Megan could
have had a date, too; and it was beyond Jonesy as to why she had
said no.

“He needs a date for the dance. You need a
date. I don’t see—”

“I do not need a date for the dance!” she
had yelled indignantly.

“Who asked you out?” asked Jonesy, not
realizing how he sounded. He was simply curious. Now he was getting
the look. “What? I just asked a simple question.”

“Nobody. But I don’t need you setting me up
all the time like…like, like I’m desperate.” There, she’d said
it.

“Nobody thinks you’re desperate,” he said
confidently, “they just think you’re dateless.” Meg glared at him,
so he left.

 


* * *

 


The two girls sat behind the football
players. Meg scanned them endlessly. She knew who Michael MacKenzie
was right away as the announcer said his name over and over again.
Honest to Pete! Is he the only one playing? Excuse me, Jonesy
was the one who threw him the ball.

Mandy leaned into her. “I think somebody is
watching you.”

“Who?”

“Jim Wagner.”

“Who?”

“You don’t know who Jim is?” Megan shook her
head. “He’s really cute. Look, over there.”

They both tried to casually glance over to
the right. “The one who just turned around. Number 48.”

“He did look cute, from what I saw. He
couldn’t have been staring at me though.”

“Yeah, I think he was. I talked to him a
little bit yesterday. Seems really nice.”

“He’s in one of your classes?”

“No, he was over to the house. A bunch of
the players were.”

Megan gave her a full stare. “You are my
best friend and you didn’t call me?”

Mandy looked down. “Jonesy wouldn’t let
me.”

If truth be told, Megan would have called
Jonesy her best friend, so she was stunned at hearing this. She
finally found her voice. “Why?”

“Because…” Mandy continued to stare at the
people in front of them, “Michael MacKenzie was there and Jonesy
was afraid you might say something to him.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know; but you’ve been pretty vocal
about wanting to tell the guy off. He didn’t bump Jonesy out of
being captain. The administration decided they wanted two
co-captains. He and Jonesy were elected. You act like we’re the
head school and we’ve allowed these visitors to come here. We,” she
put her hands out, “are three separate schools that are now under
one roof. We’re all here equally, even though we brought in the
most students. It doesn’t bother Jonesy. Why does it bother
you?”

Megan stared at her. “I guess I hadn’t
looked at it that way. I mean, we donated the land…it’s called
Lyons High, just like it’s always been. I just hadn’t looked at it
that way before.” But, I am really sick of hearing Michael
MacKenzie’s name…again.

“And,” Mandy chuckled, “the other reason is,
I think Jonesy’s a little bit afraid of him. He really didn’t want
to have to defend you if you said or did something that ticked the
guy off.”

They looked at each other and started to
laugh. At six foot, one hundred eighty pounds, and very popular,
they had never known Jonesy to be afraid of anybody. “I really
think Jim is trying to get your attention,” said Mandy.

“Oh my God! There he is,” Megan said
excitedly, sitting up straight.

“Who?”

“Who? Huh? What?” How could Mandy miss Mr.
Adonis? There he was, standing next to Jonesy. They were both
talking with the coach.

After several moments of silence, Mandy
said, “I don’t think your heart is racing for Jonesy, so…are you by
any chance interested in the tall blonde next to him?”

“Oh God, Mandy, he’s the one I saw in the
hall last week. He’s gorgeous, don’t you think? I haven’t seen him
since then. If Jonesy’s going to set me up, he can set me up with
him.”

“Ah, you’re not gonna like this.”

“No…” Megan looked at Mandy, “…don’t tell me
that he was my date for tonight?”

“Well—”

“No!” she yelled loud enough so that several
people turned their way. “Oh, why didn’t I ask Jonesy who he was
setting me up with before I blew up at him?”

“Meg—”

“Oh, it doesn’t matter. I still don’t know
his name. But you do, don’t ya?”

“Yeah.”

“Well?” she nearly screamed again.

“That’s—”

But Meg had turned around to look at him
again. He was just putting his helmet back on as he jogged onto the
field. “Oh, no.” Along with the player’s number, the co-captains
had the honor of having their last names emblazoned on the back of
their jerseys. “That’s not—”

“Michael MacKenzie,” said Mandy. “On the
bright side, he wasn’t your date.”

September 15, 1966: Last night was our
football game. What can I say? We won and I found out who the
co-captain is. What a disappointment. My dream guy is the same guy
I’ve sworn to snub: Michael MacKenzie.

 


* * *

 


“Excuse me. It’s Megan, right?”

She looked up. “Yeah. Um, Jim…Wagner,
right?” He smiled, obviously pleased that she knew who he was. I
have absolutely no idea why this guy is at my classroom
door.

“Last week I asked Jonesy to introduce us,
so I could ask you out. Instead he told me he’d just set us up.
Apparently you didn’t like that idea so…I’m here to ask if you’d
like to go out with me this Saturday.”

“Oh.” She stood there for several seconds.
Gosh, a real live date. He’s actually pretty cute. A football
player. I could do worse. “Okay.” Mandy was right, he was
trying to get my attention on Friday night.

“We don’t have practice after school today,
just a meeting. Would you like a ride home? Give us a chance to get
to know each other?”

Not have to ride the bus home? Yes!
“Okay.”

“The meeting will last about a half hour. If
you want to meet me at the locker room door, I’ll be out as soon as
it’s over.”

“Okay.”

 


* * *

 


Megan was standing outside the boys’ locker
room at the appointed time when someone opened a door, letting in a
blast of air from outside. The breeze that came down the hallway
felt cold on her bare legs, so she tried to move away from it at
the same time the locker room door opened. She collided with the
first guy out. “I’m sor—” She turned to see Michael MacKenzie
staring down at her.

“What is your problem?” he asked her.

“I…I…what?” she was too stunned to get
anything more out.

“The first day of school you nearly broke my
neck, dumping all your books at my feet. You were staring at me so
hard I thought my fly was open.” Her jaw dropped. “And now you’re
here and you just happen to bump into me. I’ll tell ya right now:
I’m not interested, honey.”

Her jaw was still hanging open as he turned
to walk away. Nobody talks to me that way! “You conceited
horse’s ass! I’m not here for you!”

He turned around, gave her a look that could
kill, and started back towards her. Megan was not sure what he had
planned for her, but she stood her ground. She had never backed
down from anyone and she wasn’t going to start now. Suddenly she
felt a presence beside her. “She’s here for me.”

Michael stopped and looked at Jim. He
glanced back and forth between the two of them. Slowly the anger
left him. “Sorry,” he said to Jim, and then he looked at Megan. He
seemed to be mulling something over. What? “I’m sorry I
spoke to you that way.” He walked off.

Megan realized she had been holding her
breath. Until a few moments ago, she had not realized how big and
solid Michael was. Although she was glad she had stood up to him,
he had unnerved her. “You okay?” she heard Jim ask. They started
walking down the hallway.

“Yeah, I just…never met anybody like him.”
She looked at Jim with renewed interest. “I thought a lot of the
guys were scared of him. You didn’t seem to be.”

He opened the door for her and they walked
out to the parking lot. “Michael and I are neighbors. We used to be
good friends.”

“Used to be?”

He nodded. “He has a lot of family problems.
Mainly his dad, who is drunk most of the time. I don’t know what it
is. His dad just doesn’t seem to like him. A few years back,
Michael was out of school for a week. His brothers said he was
sick. They were real hush-hush and acted odd about it. When Michael
came back, he was a different person. Didn’t want to hang out,
didn’t laugh, didn’t smile. He just focused on athletics, football
primarily, and he’s just kept his distance from everybody since
then. He really hasn’t spoken much to me—or to anybody, for that
matter. I can still remember when he was a lot of fun.”

“I doubt that,” muttered Megan.

Jim chuckled. “I know what you mean, but
it’s true. Now, tell me about you.”

September 18, 1966: I met a new guy in
school today: Jim Wagner. He seems really nice, cute. I have a date
with him on Saturday. I guess I’m excited. He drove me home. I am
so disappointed in “my guy”. He’s so good-looking and as I found
out today, very rude.

At least I stood up to him, which is more
than I can say about a lot of the guys.



Chapter 4


September 19, 1966: Why does that SOB
Michael keep coming to mind? He is rude, conceited, arrogant, and
gorgeous. When he was looking at me, just before he apologized, I
felt like I was seeing someone totally different. Like, I was
seeing the real person. That his rudeness was the acting part. What
makes a person be that nasty? I’ve heard some of the girls who have
gone to school with him all these years talking. They too said he
used to be a lot of fun, when they were younger. How does a person
change like that?

Jim seems like a nice guy. He walked me to a
couple of my classes today and I’m actually looking forward to
going out with him on Saturday. The guys have an away football game
and he won’t be home much before midnight on Friday, which is why
we’re not going out then.

how is this possible? she screamed inside.
how? megan always enjoyed study hall—but now this! Her friend Trish
sat kitty-corner from her, near the back of the room. Megan had
just finished telling Trish about her encounter with “that
conceited SOB of a co-captain”, when Michael MacKenzie himself
sauntered into the room, tossed a piece of paper at Miss Quinn
without even looking at her, and then turned to some of the guys
who asked him what he was doing there. “Got kicked out of the other
study hall and sent down here.”

The guys hooted. Michael laughed with them
and Megan felt her heart skip a beat. He is so gorgeous when he
smiles. He is arrogant. He’s an ass. Okay, he’s good-looking; get
over it. That’s all he’s got to offer. But, somewhere deep down
inside, she believed otherwise. Something about when he had looked
at her outside the locker room door…it was as if his mask had
fallen away for one brief instant.

Michael saw her. The surprise on his face
quickly vanished and his eyes narrowed. Most everyone in the room
had heard about their encounter.

“Welcome to our study hall, Michael,” said
Miss Quinn. “You can have the cherished seat behind Miss
Becktame.”

There was a hush in the room as Michael
calmly turned towards Miss Quinn and, with mock expression, said,
“And who might that be?” Little ripples of laughter went through
the room.

Miss Quinn smiled back and pointed down the
row saying, “Oh, my mistake. I thought you two had already
met.”

Now there was feigned coughing mixed in with
the suppressed laughter. As Michael moved towards her, Meg could
feel her face growing warmer by the second. She heard Trish mutter,
“Uh-oh.” Yeah, uh-oh is right.

Michael slammed his books down behind her,
which made her jump. “I told you she was in for it now,” someone
whispered.

By the end of the study period Megan hadn’t
turned a single page of her book.

September 20, 1966: I cannot believe my
luck! Michael got booted out of his other study hall and was sent
to mine! And guess where Miss Quinn put him? Right behind me. You
should have seen the look he gave me. Six of the football players
are also in there and you could hear them snickering. How am I
supposed to concentrate with him sitting behind me all year? This
is just great.

September 24, 1966: I went out with Jim on
Saturday. He’s really pretty cute and very nice. We went to the
show and grabbed a burger afterwards. We made out in the driveway,
until Mom realized I was home and started flashing the outside
light at us. That was embarrassing! But, he asked me to the dance
next Friday after the game. I said yes, of course.

A few days had passed and everyone was
disappointed that nothing had come of Meg and Michael sitting by
each other. Those who had placed bets as to who would start
something first had given up on making easy money. It was pretty
much forgotten—except by one person—Meg.

It was bad enough that every other day he
sat behind her and ignored her. At least before, it was just his
looks that had gotten to her. Now it was his constant pencil
tapping. Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. Did he ever use the
stupid thing?

At first, Meg thought it was a nervous habit
of his and that eventually he would either stop or she’d get used
to it—but she was now convinced Michael was doing it simply to bug
her. And he was succeeding, which really burned her.

Meg had an assignment due next hour, and she
knew she’d never get it done with him making noise behind her.

“Would you please stop that?” she
whispered.

The pencil stopped in midair. “What?” Total
innocence.

“You know what!” she hissed. “Your
pencil.”

“That bothers you?”

“Yes!”

“Finally.” He continued tapping and went
back to reading.

Meg smoldered in front of him. She saw her
chance when Miss Quinn left the room. As everybody started talking,
she whirled around in her chair. “I’m warning you to stop the
pencil tapping. I can’t concentrate.”

“And what are you gonna do about it? Sic Jim
on me?”

Growing up, she had played football,
baseball, wrestled, and bloodied a few noses. She had been a
regular tomboy. Meg hadn’t needed anybody to defend her then, and
she didn’t need anybody to defend her now. She balled up her fist
and brought it to his attention. “I can take care of myself! Stop
the tapping!” She was furious.

“Meg,” Trish warned. This was not the guy to
pick on. What was Meg thinking? Trish knew Meg had heard the
stories about him: he was mean and nasty. Everybody, including the
football players, left Michael alone.

“Uh-oh.” He pretended to be scared and
stopped. Meg sighed and turned back around. Thirty seconds later,
the tapping started up again—louder and more furious. Soon,
students began to place their bets. Then, Miss Quinn returned.

She found what she was looking for and left
again.

Megan whipped around in her seat, ripped the
pencil out of his hand, and snapped it in two. She slammed the two
pieces back down on his desk. “I warned you,” she glared at
him.

Michael was too astonished to say anything.
Trish slapped both hands over her mouth. The room had gone
completely quiet. “I suggest you turn around,” he finally said.

Meg wasn’t about to let him tell her what to
do, so she continued to remain turned in her seat and stared at him
as coldly as she could. “Miss Becktame, what are you doing?” yelled
Miss Quinn. “You know my rules. No talking. You will stay after
school one day next week. Now, turn around.” Meg quickly did as she
was told and tried to concentrate.

Michael, who had been lazily stretched out
in his chair, sat up. Meg heard him move as he leaned on his desk.
“I warned you,” he whispered.

She placed her hand behind her head and gave
him the finger. She heard him chuckle and say, “I love a
challenge.”

Meg sat up straight in her chair. What
the heck did that mean? Maybe this time I went too far.

September 27, 1966: I have had it with
pretty boy MacKenzie sitting behind me in study hall. The guy
drives me nuts. I fixed him today, though. He had better understand
who he’s dealing with. I’m not afraid of him, like most of the
school is. I can be mean, too. You should have seen the look on his
face today when I snapped his pencil in two.

September 29, 1966: I met Jim after the
football game on Friday (varsity won again!) and we went to the
dance. I looked around, but didn’t see Michael there. That was fine
with me. I had a very pleasant evening with Jim. We made out again
in the driveway.

Mandy had been out most of the week with the
flu. Megan had stayed after for her detention with Miss Quinn and
was just finishing cleaning out the locker she shared with Mandy.
Meg hoped Mandy wouldn’t notice all the papers and gum wrappers she
had thrown out. There, it looks pretty decent. Meg glanced
at her watch. Oh, no. How did thirty minutes go by so fast?
Jonesy was her ride home and he was probably pacing the floor by
now. She was grabbing Mandy’s books and her own when she recognized
Jonesy’s footsteps coming down the hallway. “I’m coming!” she
hollered. Meg hauled out two history books, two English books, one
French book, and a Spanish book.

“Meg,” Jonesy came whirling around the
corner. “I can’t take you home tonight. Sorry. Call your mom and
have her come get you, okay? Thanks. See ya.”

“No! Jonesy, wait! Mom’s gone. She’s
visiting friends for the day. You’re my only ride home.”

He stood there for a second. “If you run
quickly, maybe you can catch up with Jim.” She stood with her
armload of books and looked at him. He started backing away from
her. “I’m really sorry, Meg.”

“Where are you going?” she started to follow
him. “Jonesy, don’t you dare leave me stranded here.” He suddenly
turned and took off running. “Jeffrey Hamilton Hill! I’ll tell your
mother you deserted me!”

“Tell her I won’t be home for dinner,”
echoed down the hall.

The books already felt heavy in her arms.
Surely he isn’t going to leave me here. This is not like Jonesy.
He didn’t even offer to take any of the books. What is up with
him? Meg couldn’t run, but she sped up as best she could.
“Jeff—”

Meg felt the wind get knocked out of her as
she went sprawling backwards, books and papers flying. She sat up,
dazed for a minute, wondering when they had erected a brick wall
around the corner. Then Michael’s face came into focus.

“That was cute,” he sneered. She glared up
at him, waiting for an apology. It never came. He leaned against
the wall, arms folded across his chest, and watched as she picked
up papers, examining each one before putting it back in its place.
Meg was livid. Here she was, on her hands and knees, while he stood
there just watching. And grinning. If he wasn’t gentleman enough to
help, the least he could do was leave! But no, he was enjoying this
way too much. And to think this was his fault. She finally got the
books all stacked and stood up. “Thanks for the help.”

“Was I the one running in the hall? Was I
the one not looking where I was going? Was I the one with an
armload of—”

“Are any of the other guys still around?”
she asked through gritted teeth.

“Nope. I was the last one out.” His
clear-blue eyes seared through her and it slowly dawned on Meg that
they were alone. Mandy had told her that the overall consensus
about why Michael hadn’t hit her for the backtalk and breaking his
pencil wasn’t the fact that she was a girl, but rather that there
were too many witnesses. He had beaten up guys who had said far
less to him. Is he standing around because he has something
nasty planned for me? Meg had just decided she’d better hurry
up and find somebody else in the building, when he walked across
the hallway. She watched him stop at a locker and dial the
combination.

“Is that your locker?” she asked.

“No,” he turned and gave her a look. “My
locker is clear on the other side, so I thought I’d just stop here,
break into somebody else’s locker, and steal their books,” he held
one up to her, “so as to save me the trouble of walking.” He pulled
out his jacket and put it on. “Wow, their jacket is just my size,
too.” He slammed the door shut.

Meg burned; not because he’d been sarcastic
with her but at her own foolishness. In the beginning, when she had
wanted to find out who her Adonis was, she had hurried out of
Jonesy’s car every morning, ran to her locker, leaving Mandy in the
dust, got what she needed for the morning, and had traveled all
over the school in hopes of getting a glimpse of him—and here his
locker was almost directly across from hers.

He came up to her and stopped. “Those books
look heavy. You want some help?”

Well, maybe he isn’t so bad. “Yes,
please.” Michael took the top one and walked off. She should have
known! He was a moron, an idiot! She had let him get the best of
her again.

Michael turned and smiled at her. “I was
just teasing. Here,” he held the book out to her, “I’ll trade
ya.”

Even though his smile seemed genuine, Meg
was now furious. “Forget it!” He had already started to take the
books from her and she jerked them away. No! No! Don’t fall over!
She danced in the hallway, trying to steady the stack of books in
her arms. Meg jammed her chin down on them. Steady, steady. Big
sigh of relief.

“Suit yourself.”

Meg headed for the parking lot. There had to
be somebody else here. She didn’t like hearing Michael directly
behind her.

They reached the parking lot. It was a
depressing and lonely scene. Michael stood beside her and scanned
the vacant lot. “Gosh, I don’t see another soul here,” he
commented, setting the book back on her stack.

Meg nodded her head towards the one car that
was in sight. “Is that rusted heap of junk yours?”

He shook the keys in his hand. “It’ll get me
home.” He walked off. “See ya.”

What am I going to do now? I will ring
Jonesy’s neck. No, I’ll tear him apart limb by limb. Well, I could
wait another couple of hours for Mom to get home. What about asking
Mrs. Hill to come and get me? Then I could really get even with
Jonesy.

Michael pulled up alongside her. He opened
the driver’s door and got out. “Do you want a ride home?”

No, not really. But, what are my options?
Two to three hours waiting for Mom? Call Mrs. Hill, who may or may
not come because Mandy’s sick or…a twenty-minute ride with asshole
here? “With you?” she said nastily.

He put up his hands and got in. No, wait.
I don’t want to sit around here. I’m going to drop these books any
second. Meg hurried over and grabbed the door handle as best
she could. She pulled and strained as the door gave slightly. Two
books fell. She jerked it hard at the same time Michael pushed from
inside. The door flew open. Books and papers once again hit the
ground—but this time the wind took what it could. “No!” she
screamed. Meg ran through the parking lot swearing, grabbing, and
stomping on any piece of paper she could reach. She turned to see
if Michael was helping. No, he was still in the car, laughing. She
watched the rest of the papers dance across the street. Slowly she
returned to the car. Michael was trying his best not to laugh in
front of her, as she had not looked very ladylike in a skirt with
the wind blowing. Meg picked up the books one at a time and tossed
them in the car.

“You do seem to have a problem with books,”
he said. She picked up the last one and sent it flying through the
air, hitting him squarely on the shoulder. He seemed not to
notice.

Meg finally got in and slammed the door. She
was going to boil Jonesy in hot oil. “Ya know,” he said amiably,
“maybe I could save you some books by pointing out that the ones
that have the same cover are what we call duplicates. You
aren’t going to get any more facts out of this history book than
you are the other one.”

“I know that!” she screeched. “Some of these
are Mandy’s, you stupid ass. She’s been out sick all week.”

“You seem to have a bit of a temper.”

“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet. Wait ‘til you
see what I do to Jonesy when I get a hold of him.”

He nodded. “In all fairness, I think I’m to
blame for him leaving you like he did.”

“What are you talking about?” She eyed him
suspiciously.

“Well, he…I…hmm.”

“Let’s not forget that my having to stay
after school today was your fault!”

“No. I told you to turn around. You just
refused to listen to me. I do, however, take responsibility for
Jonesy.”

She had heard stories about Michael: the
gals loved him, the guys feared him. Even Jonesy seemed intimidated
by him. Had they had some falling-out she didn’t know about? She
was too concerned now for Jonesy to argue with him about herself.
“What did you do to Jonesy?”

“I introduced him to Suzann Cochran.”

“Who?”

“Suzann—I know her from my school. But, in
all fairness to me, Jonesy has asked me several times to introduce
him. Today, all three of us just happened to be in the hall at the
same time—and she had told me she was interested, so…sorry.”

She sat back in the seat. “I don’t
understand. If he was taking her home, what was the big deal about
me riding along?”

“No, no,” he shook his head. “I…I think
Jonesy was planning, was hoping for something…more than just taking
her home.”

“A date after school?” To her, dates
were done on the weekend, not during the week—and certainly not in
the middle of the day. “What kind of a date is that? What do you
do? Go for a walk in the park?” She envisioned Jonesy strolling
along with a girl on his arm, like in Victorian times. No, that
wasn’t Jonesy. “The show’s not open. I suppose you could go for
a hamburger.”

He chuckled. “You are such an innocent.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Does the name Suzann Cochran mean anything
to you?”

“No. Should it?”

“She was quite well-known at my old school.
She has become, shall we say popular, here…with the guys.”

He watched Meg mull this over. “Are you
saying that she…?”

“Puts out,” he filled in.

“Well, thank you for introducing Jonesy to
that!”

“Oh,” he looked concerned. “Is this his
first time?”

“My God!” she yelled. “I don’t know! I don’t
want to know! I don’t even want to imagine! I’m sorry you told me!”
She stared out the side window. What did you and Michael talk
about on the way home from school today, dear? Well, we talked
about sex, Mom. Yeah, I’m going to say that to the woman who can’t
even discuss it with me. Thank goodness I’ve got Mrs. Hill. The
first time I have this gorgeous hunk all to myself, we talk about
sex. Or, would it be more accurate if I told everyone we talked
about Jonesy having sex?

He pulled into her driveway. “I don’t know
what you’re getting upset about. I mean, it’s not like it’s going
to happen to you.”

Slowly Meg turned to face him. She gave
Michael as cold a stare as she could. “Of course not,” she said
softly. “Nobody would ever find me attractive enough to want to do
anything with me.”

“Okay, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean, I
didn’t mean to insinuate…that…that you weren’t attractive…” What
is she doing to me? I’ve always had the upper hand with girls.
He couldn’t think straight. “I don’t want you to think that I’m
interested in you.”

She grabbed the door handle and shoved. The
door didn’t budge. She continued pulling on the handle and slamming
her shoulder into the door while she yelled, “You pompous son of
a—! You think I’m interested in you and you’re letting me down
easy? You sit behind me in study hall and bug the living daylights
out of me—and for that I’m supposed to find you irresistible? I am
dating Jim Wagner, in case nobody informed you. I find him cute,
well-mannered, and he’s nice to me.” She slammed her shoulder into
the door again. As he reached over, Meg balled up her fist and
shook it at him, “Don’t come near me.”

“I was only going to help—”

“Shut up! You conceited, arrogant piece of
dog tur—” the door flew open and she tumbled onto the stone
driveway. Meg landed on her side. Ow! She looked at her hand and
arm. Blood oozed out. One foot was still in the car and she was
sure her thigh looked like her hand and arm. Meg glanced at Michael
and saw him staring out the front window with his right hand held
up over the side of his face.

“I didn’t see anything,” he offered.
What? You didn’t see me tumble out the door and land on my butt?
Let’s add dense and stupid to the list I started. Slowly Meg sat up
and then realized her skirt was around her waist. Oh, no! Could I
be any more humiliated? Clearly he saw everything. I will be the
laughing stock of the school. From beginning to end, this has been
one big mistake. She pulled her foot out of the car and
carefully stood. This was supposed to be her year to shine. This
was her year to meet new blood—to have a boyfriend or just play the
field. Meg had so looked forward to this year, and now she would be
laughed at. She burst into tears. Oh, this is great! NOW my
humiliation is complete.

Michael peeked out from behind his hand.
Seeing her standing, he immediately jumped out of the car. “Let’s
get you in the house,” he moved her aside while he gathered up the
books. They walked up the sidewalk, while Meg fumbled for her house
key. Michael stared at the huge wooden door with the brass knocker.
It looked like something you would see in a movie. He walked in
with her and set the books down on the nearest table.

“You really need to get that cleaned up,” he
said.

“As soon as you leave, I will.”

He looked around. “Where’s your mom?”

“She’s not here.”

“Oh. Do you want me to clean it for
you?”

“Yeah. You’d love that, wouldn’t you?”
Michael didn’t understand why she was yelling at him. He thought he
had been doing the right thing by offering to help. “I’m sure you’d
especially love to clean the back of my thigh because it hurts all
the way up my backside! You know,” she could feel fresh tears
forming, which made her madder still. She didn’t want to give him
any more satisfaction than she had already. “It’s true. That first
day of school, I was gawking at you. You were the most handsome guy
I’d ever laid eyes on. But ya know what? That’s all you have to
offer. You’re rude, you’re arrogant, and you’re conceited. You’ve
got nothing to offer except your looks. Trust me when I say I’m not
interested in you! Now, get out!” she screamed.

“Meg I—”

“Get out!” Using her good hand, she shoved
him out the door and slammed it shut.

October 4, 1966: I don’t know that I can go
to school tomorrow. Jonesy decided he couldn’t take me home after
school for reasons I will not mention here! I will simply say that
I am not speaking to him! I was completely humiliated in front of
Michael. It’s not my fault that his stupid car door wouldn’t open
properly and it dumped me out. He must have loved seeing ALL OF ME!
I’m sure he’s calling every player on the team right now and
telling them everything that happened. I can’t face that.

 


* * *

 


By morning, Meg had decided to face the
music. Might as well get it over with. She couldn’t hide out at
home for the next two years. She called Jonesy to tell him she was
taking the bus. “You don’t want a ride to school?” he asked
incredulously.

“No. I’m so furious with you. Don’t even
speak to me.”

Meg got through the morning without anybody
saying anything or laughing at her. That just meant Michael hadn’t
hurried home and called everybody. Wait until after lunch. She
snubbed Jonesy, who gave her a perplexed look. She wondered what
Michael had dreamed up for her in study hall and thought about not
going. Another first, skipping class. No, she was not giving him
that satisfaction.

She already had her head in a book when he
walked by her in study hall and sat down. She kept waiting for
something, anything, from him. It wasn’t until she was in her next
class that it dawned on her: Michael hadn’t tapped his pencil. In
fact, he had been very quiet.

Jonesy came over to her house after football
practice. “What’s the matter with you?” He couldn’t remember the
last time Megan had been this mad at him.

She was sitting in her bedroom, staring out
the window. “How do you think I got home last night?” she asked
quietly.

“Listen, I’m sorry about that.” He came in
and sat down on the bed across from her. “Did you have to wait long
for your mom?”

He seemed genuine. Could it be possible
that Michael never told anyone? But, why wouldn’t he? “No.
Michael drove me home,” she watched his face carefully.

“Oh, well, that was nice of him. So, what’s
the problem?”

“He didn’t mention it to you? To
anyone?”

He shrugged. “No, not that I’m aware of. He
didn’t…did he do something he shouldn’t have?”

“No. No. I just thought…he might have
mentioned it.”

Jonesy looked at her. “Is there anything I
need to know?”

“No. I’d like a ride in the morning,
okay?”

He got up. “Okay. Meg, if he did
anything—”

She smiled and shook her head. “Everything’s
fine.” But why didn’t Michael tell somebody? Everybody?

October 6, 1966: Jim asked me to go steady
and I said yes. At least this way I won’t be sitting at home on the
weekends. I could do worse.

They had both gotten to study hall early.
Miss Quinn hadn’t arrived yet, so everyone was talking. Megan
turned around and faced Michael. He looked up at her. “You never
told anybody, did you?” she asked.

“Never told anybody what?”

“You know. About giving me a ride home…and
bragging about what happened.”

“What did you think I would brag about? That
I gave you a ride home and made you cry?”

“I’m sure the guys would have gotten a good
laugh out of that.”

“Yes, I’m sure some of them would have; but
it wouldn’t have gone down well with Jim and Jonesy and some of the
other guys you grew up with. I’m not quite the asshole you think I
am. I saw no reason for you to be the joke of the school. I’m sorry
you fell out.”

“Well, it was an accident.”

“Yeah, I know. There’s a little trick to the
door. I was gonna help ya.”

She remembered shoving her fist in his face.
“I’m sorry. And, thank you for not saying anything to anybody.”

“No problem. Listen…” She waited while he
looked down at his book. “I wanted to clear up something with you.
Would it be all right if I came over to your house tonight after
practice?”

“Sure.”

“Miss Quinn.”

Meg quickly turned around, her heart
pounding. Why is he coming over to my house? What in the world
does he have to say to me? And thank you, God, he didn’t tell
anyone—although I still can’t believe it.

 


* * *

 


“Have you lost your mind?” demanded
Mandy.

“What? He’s just coming over to talk.”

“Yeah, I know. And look at you. Changing
your clothes, redoing your hair, your makeup. I thought you said it
wasn’t a date.”

“It’s not. I always change out of my school
clothes.”

“And now, perfume. You don’t do this much
for Jim—who you are going steady with, let’s not forget.”

Meg looked at her. “I have not forgotten,”
she flashed Jim’s ring in Mandy’s face. “I do too get this ready
for him. Has Jonesy mentioned a date with Suzann Cochran to
you?”

“That slut? No,” Mandy made a face. “Jonesy
wouldn’t be caught dead with someone like her. I thought you knew
him better than that.”

“Yeah, I thought I did, too,” muttered
Meg.

“Megan, tell me what’s going on here.”

“I told you. He’s coming over to clear up
something.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know, but I’m dying to find out,”
she held one sweater up against her and then another. She looked at
Mandy questioningly.

“Okay,” Mandy nodded. “You do put makeup and
perfume on for Jim, but you’re never this excited.”

Meg glanced at her and then looked away.
“I’m not excited.”

“When you first saw Michael, all I heard
about was how handsome he was. He was your dream man. The best I
have ever heard you say about Jim is that he’s nice.”

“I think he’s cute.”

“There are a lot of girls who would love to
be in your shoes. But Jim doesn’t do anything for you, does
he?”

“I’m going steady with him.”

“But he doesn’t do anything for you, does
he? No, it’s the arrogant, conceited idiot. I don’t understand
you.” Meg didn’t answer. “I’m going to leave before Michael gets
here. Call me after he leaves. I want to know what he wanted to
talk to you about.”

Meg sank down on the bed and surveyed her
room. Mandy was right. There were clothes thrown all over from her
going through her closet and dresser. She had tried extra hard to
get the makeup just right. What is it about Michael that makes
my stomach always do flip-flops? The few times he had smiled at
her, she had been glad she was sitting down. Meg broke away from
her thoughts the second she heard a car coming up the driveway. She
flew down the stairs and then stopped. No, she really didn’t act
this way for Jim. She waited for the knock at the door and then
took her time getting there.

“Hi.”

“Hi,” she stepped out and shut the door.
“Nobody’s home, so I’m not allowed to have guys in the house. Want
to go for a walk in the woods?”

“Okay.” As they meandered through the trees,
they both looked in opposite directions. Neither one spoke. This
is not what I call a comfortable silence. When is he going to tell
me what he came over for? He stopped walking and cleared his
throat. Ah, here it comes.

Michael took a deep breath. “Listen, about
the other day. When I said…” he stopped and she looked at him.
“When I said, ‘It’s not gonna happen to you,’ I wasn’t implying
what you think I was implying. I mean, we’d been talking about
Suzann and Jonesy and I didn’t want you to think that I’d offered
to take you home for some ulterior motive, like I know Jonesy had
Suzann.” She could see him start to redden and he shook his head.
“I’m not any good at this.” He abruptly turned and started back
through the trees.

“Michael,” she had to run to keep up with
him. “That was really sweet of you.”

“Oh, God. You’re not going to tell anybody
that, are you?” he looked horrified.

She laughed. “Who would believe me?”

He smiled. “I guess I have kind of a rough
reputation.”

“You know, when you smile—” There’s a
shift in the universe. All right. Get over this guy right now. He
is not the one for you. Admit you have a crush on him and get over
it. “—you look nice. You should do it more often.”

“Gnaw, my mother always tells me that. Not
gonna happen.”

“Come on,” she motioned with her hand and
started down the trail.

He stood uncertainly. “What?”

“Come on.” Seeing him hesitate, she smiled.
“Maybe I have an ulterior motive.”

“Yeah, you did say you found me awfully
handsome.”

“No, just handsome, not awfully
handsome.”

“Oh, I see,” slowly he followed her. They
eventually came to a stream. Michael saw a wool blanket hanging on
a tree branch. Megan reached up and pulled it down. She gave it a
few shakes and spread it out on the ground.

“Sit,” she patted the spot next to her. He
sat down reluctantly. She could sense his uneasiness. “My parents
own fifty acres here, but it’s my woods. My folks don’t come out
here at all. I can tell you the names of all the trees and plants.
I have most of the animals named.” She talked quietly. “There’s a
rabbit…see how the leaves rustle? I bet there’s a little vole or
snake—”

“A vole? You mean mole?”

“No, a vole. Moles tend to stay underground.
Voles are similar to mice.”

“Okay, but I don’t see any leaves
rustling.”

“Right there.” He looked where she was
pointing, but shook his head. She got up and carefully made her way
over. “There, see.” He watched as a snake made its way across.

“Eagle eyes, huh?”

She shrugged and sat down again. He watched
her as she looked around. “I come here a lot; particularly when I’m
upset. When I need to relax. When I want to just be by myself. It’s
a nice peaceful and restful place to be. I thought maybe,” she
turned and looked at him, “you needed that.”

They stared at each other. Suddenly he stood
up. “I need to get home.” He took off at a fast pace. Upon reaching
his car, he looked behind him. Meg had not followed him. He got in
and sat for a few seconds. What are you thinking, MacKenzie?
What are you doing? What is the Number One Rule that you have lived
by for four years? Never get close to anyone. Don’t let anybody in.
It has served you well, don’t blow it now. You know how Jim feels
about her. He was your best friend once. If nothing else, don’t do
this to him. But when have you ever met anyone who stood up to
you?
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