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Chapter One: JAMES

There is a time for departure

Even when there’s no certain place to go.

Tennessee Williams

Today had to be the day.

He knew it the moment he awakened, before his
rough, callused feet even reached the floor. James Campbell
stretched his long lanky arms up in the air and then back over his
head as he expelled a deep sigh.

He couldn’t put it off one more day. The
decision was now definite. It had to be done. He had kind of a
beginning plan, at least for the first few days and then … and then
… well … he would figure out something.

James realized that he needed to be
physically and mentally in shape for the unknowing road that he was
about to take. He had been taking care of himself as best he knew
how, leaving out sugar from his diet and eating plenty of protein
and vegetables.

He could do it. His tall reedy body was
strong, thanks to jogging, working at Shop and Save and also
keeping the yard up to par. There was always weeding and pruning to
be done and of course, in Florida summers, the lawn needs a trim
every three or four days.

As he donned a dark green tee-shirt, his
muscular arms and Texas shoulders reminded him to go up one size
next time he bought a shirt.

Mentally, he was prepared. Even though his
mother was always telling him that he wouldn’t amount to anything,
he had to prove her wrong … he just had to … yes, today it will
happen.

“I swear it will happen today” he affirmed
loudly as he reached for his faded jeans.

As he pulled his jeans up, he caught a
glimpse of himself in the mirror. His short chestnut hair
complemented his hazel eyes. He knew he inherited his father’s hair
color. He had ears that were flat to his face like his
father’s.

He often studied the only slightly crumpled
picture of his father, Michael Campbell, that he owned. He
carefully put the 5x7 in a small plain black frame. Although he
didn’t remember too much about his father, he did recall how strong
he was. He remembered riding on his back when they would play on
the floor and how he would effortlessly lift heavy objects. To
James, the color black meant strength. The little black frame he
picked up at a garage sale was just perfect.

He bounded downstairs, taking every other
step and feeling lighter, since the decision had been made. Now,
all he had to do was to tell her.

Much to his surprise, she was waiting at the
bottom of the steps, holding up a package of unopened Top Flight
Golf Balls.

Her silky pink gown was covered by a long
matching pink robe that had tiny little rose buds on the long
sleeves. As usual, even early in the morning, every strand of her
honey-colored hair was in perfect medium curls. Her mouth was set
in complete fury and her blue eyes wildly popped out from beneath
her wire-rimmed glasses.

“James Michael Campbell, I can’t believe that
you spent good money on these silly little GOLF BALLS … GOLF! You
can’t play golf. That takes brains and coordination. You don’t have
either. Where would you get such a crazy idea? You’re such a
dreamer.”

A sudden chill hung in the air as Victoria
Campbell’s shiny red lips parted with electric fury. Her forehead
held a deep frown.

She held the golf balls out away from her, as
if they were a slimy poisonous snake.

“Coach Maynard said I had a natural
swing.”

“The only natural thing about you is your
ability to make me crazy. I don’t know how much more I can take.
Anybody that would spend forty bucks on a flea bag mutt has got to
be a little touched in the coconut. You’ll never have anything
because you can’t hold on to your money.”

“That’s the key, Mom. It is money that I
earned.

“How many times do I have to tell you to
address me as Victoria and not MOM?”

“OK. Victoria, it was my money. I usually
turn my pay check over to you … but this time I wanted to help that
poor out-of-luck stray. The dog had no one but me to help him and I
knew his leg was broken. It was a no-brainer to me.”

He stuck the veterinarian bill in his back
pocket and tried to ignore the burning, tingling feeling in his
neck.

He could still picture Rex, lying by his food
dish waiting for his dinner, tail wagging at exactly 3:00p.m. He
had dark brown pleading eyes and a coarse taffy-colored coat.

James’ mind drifted to the park, late one
afternoon when he found the bony mutt, lying in the hot Florida sun
and whimpering. He had wondered how many people had walked by the
poor animal and just shrugged.

“Victoria, if you know where Rex is, spill
it.”

She let an evil-sounding laugh escape.

“I’ll never tell you where that mutt is.”

Victoria sighed and slowed her speaking as if
she were talking to a toddler.

”Now where is your pay check?”

“In my pocket.”

“Do I have to beg for it? I have nothing to
wear. Do you think I can do my charity work if I look like a
charity case myself? You know, you’ve got yourself all mixed up.
Instead of the Vet bill, I should have had a new dress. You’re such
a dreamer. You don’t even know what’s important. How’re you ever
gonna have anything, as long as you pick up strays and spend money
on animals and golf? You’ll never amount to a row of pins. You just
don’t have it, James. Why can’t you be at least good for something?
From now on, the check goes on my dresser, immediately, Got it?
“

Her v-shaped face that was flawlessly made-up
was changing to red as a smile of contempt followed.

The burning in his neck felt on fire as he
met her wild, eyes.

Holding out her palms she glared at him and
was breathless with rage.

“Come on, you know Victoria knows best. The
food that you eat around here is costing me a small fortune.”

“Well, guess what, you can keep your lousy
food and I’ll keep my paycheck.”

Trying to think clearly, James made his way
to his bedroom, past the “exit” sign that hung on his bedroom
door.

He shoved some underwear, two pairs of shorts
and a few tee-shirts in his back pack. He grabbed his wallet and
the black-framed picture of his father. He briefly scanned the
tan-colored walls. He spied “The Golfer’s Mind,” his latest book
from the “Use it and Lose it Bookstore” and reverently placed it in
his bag.

Victoria stood barely in the bedroom door,
one hand holding on to the door facing.

“Soooo, where do you think you are going?”
She said this with a smile of defiance, while looking at her long
scarlet fingernails.

“I’m outta HERE that’s for darn sure.”



James rubbed his neck as he felt the burning
surge again. He had always believed that he should take care of
Victoria. After all, she was his mother and did provide him with
food and a roof over his head. Somehow though, this time, it was
different.

He clumsily grabbed his back pack while
trying to push aside the feelings of unreality that overcame him.
He passed Victoria without looking up.

He could hear her following him, her tall
frame almost in a trot. When she caught up with him, she grabbed
him by his shirt collar.

“Haven’t I always put a firm roof over your
worthless head of hair? Since your Dad died, I’ve had to put up
with you all by myself. It hasn’t been exactly a trip to paradise,
you know. I can see that you don’t have any appreciation for
anything I have done.”

When James still did not respond, Victoria’s
voice softened and held an edge of selfish desperation.

“You’ll be back. You don’t have the guts to
make it on your own.”

She let go of his shirt and pushed him in the
chest.

The long strides James took quickly brought
him to his favorite part of the Park. He didn’t even remember
putting one foot in front of the other but guessed it was just
habit that took over like a car with cruise control.

He breathed deeply and slowly extended his
arms. He tried to will his shaking body to be still, but the
chilling words of Victoria rang in his ears over and over, like a
recording. The silence of the park seemed unbearably loud, as he
realized what had just happened. Even though he knew today was the
day to escape, it left him shaken.

James sat on the bench-type swing that faced
Chandler Bay bracing his head between the palms of his hands. He
noted a baby alligator surfacing every now and then. Heck, even a
baby alligator doesn’t need anyone, he thought as he stared at the
swirling water.

He didn’t know how long he had been sitting
in the swing. He looked at his watch and couldn’t believe that it
was 6:00 p.m. He didn’t feel much like eating but knew he had to
keep up his strength.

He felt in his faded blue back pack and
pulled out the peanuts that Nicole Trump had given him. The 16
ounce package was bright red with peanuts randomly scattered all
over the front and back. The label read NICOLE’S NIBLES. She was
always handing out peanuts at school. Nick Trump owned Trump Foods,
which was one of the leading snack companies in Florida.

James had overheard Nicole one day at school
laughing and saying she was named “Nicole” after Nick. He couldn’t
imagine how it would feel to have a snack food named after you.
Nicole Trump must be one spoiled, rotten chick. She is a babe.
That’s for sure but she’s way, way out of my league.

James didn’t really have a complete plan but
knew that he would never go back to the house that he was so
utterly unwelcome. It was obvious to him that Victoria never wanted
to be a mother. Early on, she had told him NOT to call her mother
or mom.

He guessed that before nightfall when the
park closed, he could make himself scarce. If ever there was enough
trees and brush to hide, it was here. Then, when the park ranger
left, he would have it all to himself.

The park was just across the street from his
subdivision, but Victoria would probably think he was with one of
his friends. Besides, she had never come to this beautiful park in
all the years that they lived adjacent to it. He could picture that
faraway look as she would mumble, ”that park is just filled with
ticks and other varmints and besides I don’t have the energy to
walk over there. You just think life is one big play ground don’t
you?”

James lit up a cigarette, closed his eyes and
tried to wipe that picture out of his mind.

Magnolia Park was just like its name. It
proudly displayed beautiful magnolia trees. When they bloomed, the
showy fragrant white flower revealed its elegance and simplicity.
Why couldn’t life be simple and elegant like the Magnolia
Trees?

He caught a glimpse of a green truck coming
towards him. As the truck got closer, he saw on the side of the
truck, “Park Ranger.” He ran and hid behind some thick palmetto
brush. As soon as the truck passed, he carefully came out of the
brush and looked both ways. Wherever he had to lay his head down
would be better than that frigid house.

Why does she hate me so much? What happened
to make us come to this point in our lives? Did I do something to
her that I can’t remember?

James woke the next morning to the humming of
a speed boat on Chandler Bay. He knew that the Bay emptied into the
open gulf. If ever he needed to sneak out of the park, that would
be a possibility. For now, he felt invisible here at the park.

He also knew that the school bell would be
ringing about now. Everyone would scurry to get to their classes.
He always tried to blend in with others but his clothes that were
bought from the thrift store somehow didn’t always have a lot of
style. Sometimes he could manage to buy a couple of pants and a
tee-shirt from Walmart. He was glad he had the after school job at
Shop and Save. The overtime came in handy when he needed shoes. He
found some white Nikes with black trim on sale and hoped that would
at least make him less conspicuous. However, that didn’t seem to
work. It really didn’t matter if he graduated this year or not.

James pulled out “A Golfer’s Career” by Jared
Avery and decided if he could read about one of his idols, he could
relax more and maybe come up with a plan. He knew he couldn’t stay
here day after day but still needed time to think.

“There’s never been a golfer like Jared. He’s
a great guy. I’ve read that very book twice already.”

James looked up to a stocky forty-something
man. His glasses framed pale blue eyes that were on fire with
enthusiasm. He held a pitching wedge in his right hand. His
premature white hair was topped with a green baseball cap.

”Yes, from what I’ve read, he is a great guy
as well as a super golfer” James answered as he closed the
book.

“I saw Jared about five years ago at the
Senior TPC in Tampa. I was on the front row at the 5th hole. After
his shot, I shouted, ‘good one, Jared.’ I want you to know he
turned and looked me right square in the eyes and nodded his head
in appreciation. Then, after the tournament, I waited for him at
the eighteenth green. He remembered me and said, ‘thanks for the
encouragement.’ We talked for a few seconds and then he autographed
the inside of my blue cap.”

“Wow, that sounds exciting. Would like to
meet him, myself.” James felt alive again. “Wanna sit down?”

The stocky man with a white beard sat down
and offered his hand. “My name’s Jess Stephenson. Some people call
me Santa Claus because … well, you get it, don’t you?” He proudly
stroked his white beard.

“I come to the park almost every day to
practice my chipping over on that baseball field. Are you a
golfer?”

“I’m a rookie. I used to work part-time at
the West Winds Golf Course. When the course was almost empty, I
would putt and fool around there, some.” One of the golf pros
taught me a few things. Sometimes I even got to hit some balls on
the driving range.”

A broad smile of surprise formed on his face
as he announced, ”I’m the owner of that golf course. The reason I
come here to practice is to get away from the everyday headaches
that go along with ownership. Kid, if you want to, come anytime,
I’ll personally help you with your golf. We’ll see what you’ve got
in the line of talent. I like to see a golfer turn into a real
golfer. OK?”

James could hardly fathom what just happened.
He needed someone to tell him once and for all if he had any talent
for golf. He tried to find a normal-sounding voice when he answered
a simple “thank you.”

Jess Stephenson put his card in James’ hand
and was off as quickly as he appeared leaving behind a hint of
something good about to happen.

The hours turned to days. James lived off
snacks from the hot dog cart that passed through daily. There were
some grapefruit trees in a vacant lot adjacent to the park. The
juicy flesh of the yellow fruit was tasty.

At night he would wash up in the park
restroom and rinse out clothes.

He was getting so good at dodging the park
ranger that he felt like superman. He couldn’t let Victoria find
him. He was under age and knew he never wanted to go back to that
house. The only reason she may try to find him is because she
claimed almost his whole paycheck every week that he had earned.
She always knew the exact day he got paid and made sure that he did
his “Christian duty” for a widowed mother.

James was doing sit-ups when a voice that
trailed through the air sounded vaguely familiar. He sat up and
followed the sound like a bloodhound. The female voice gradually
faded. He finished his push-ups and thrust his shirt off for some
serious jogging. He had to stay strong and figure out what his next
move would be. He had managed to call Shop and Save and tell them
he wouldn’t be in for quite a while.

“James, James Campbell is that you?”

James’ stomach did a complete turn as he
stopped and turned abruptly towards the voice. He tried to speak
but between being out of breath from the jogging and surprise
visitor, he stood motionless.

A big booming voice came out of a petite
frame.

James’ hands started to feel clammy as he
realized he was in the company of Nicole Trump.

She had on denim shorts and a plain red
halter top. The simple clothes made her look older than her
seventeen years. The plain outfit also brought more attention to
her tanned oval face.

“I hardly recognized you with the beard.
Where have you been? I haven’t seen you at school lately. Are you
sick?”

“Uh, no, uh well, kinda. He ran his hand over
his chin, feeling his beard. Guess I do look pretty bad. I uh just
uh it was something personal and I was a little sick, I guess”

Her blue almond shaped eyes drew together in
a puzzled look.

The mass of bronze-gold hair bounced as she
hurried toward him. She pushed back a curl that had slipped out of
her red baseball cap and put her hands on her hips. “Well, are you
or aren’t you sick?” What are you doing here?”

She looked deeply into his eyes and stripped
him of all lies that he was about to tell.

“Well, I don’t think I can tell you. It
sounds sort of silly. I don’t think you would understand.”

“Oh, I get it. You’re just like the others.
You think I’m some rich chick that never has any problems and that
lives in some paradise world that is perfect.”

James backed away from her, holding his palms
up in a surrender position.

“Why do you have to be so direct? What
business is this of yours?”

“I would never find out the truth if I wasn’t
direct. Try me, I just double, double dare you to try me. I hate
being rich. Everyone thinks that I’m some sort of princess or
something.”

Her eyes were so intrusive that he felt that
she could see every thought he had.

She sat her petite body on the ground; her
legs crossed and shot him a daring look that couldn’t be
refused.

The next hour James told her everything,
beginning when his father had died. It generously spilled over as
if he had been hypnotized.

Nicole’s almond-shaped blue eyes clouded as
her brows drew together in an agonized expression.

“That’s verbal abuse. What a bummer ...” her
voice trailed away.”

“Nicole, you probably think I’m a loser or
something. I hope you won’t advertise this around. I uh, I
shouldn’t have told you. I don’t know why I told you.” His voice
faded.

He could feel his heart pounding and his face
hot with humiliation.

Nicole jumped to her feet. Her features
contorted with shock and anger. By now her blue eyes were so
electrifying, he thought for a moment she was going to slug
him.

“Listen here, James Campbell. You are going
to let me help you. First of all, I am bringing you a decent dinner
tomorrow. And second,” she hesitated, “and second, we’ll eat
together and come up with something.”

“Is this some form of entertainment for you?”
I’m the guy that eats lunch by himself every single day. Remember
that? You can’t change my hell hole of a life, anyway.”

Nicole grabbed the cigarette from his mouth.
She tossed it on the ground and stomped on it viciously.

“You are a creep! A real creep!. No wonder
you eat lunch by yourself. Why did I think you were worth talking
to? You can just stay in the park until you, uh, until you look
like one of those … those … squirrels.”

She walked away so fast that her hips swung
even more deliberately. For the first time in days, James felt the
corners of his mouth widen in a smile.

The next morning James awoke to children’s
voices singing, “Jesus Loves Me.” He remembered singing that song
years ago when Victoria decided to send him to Vacation Bible
School. He could still almost feel her fingers pressing into his
shoulders as she shoved him into the green repainted school
bus.

“This is just like summer camp, only we don’t
have to pay, see? Don’t tell me you’re scared of going somewhere
you haven’t been before. None of those silly tears. Boys aren’t
supposed to cry. Besides, don’t you think I need some peace and
quiet?”

He just had to learn how to turn off the past
and look forward.

I’ll just take a jog, so I won’t have to
listen to some preacher shout about sin.

“Hey James.”

He couldn’t believe his eyes. There she was
perched on top of the picnic table holding a big straw basket, like
someone from the fifties. She is just an empty-headed rich blonde
that doesn’t have anything better to do, or worse yet, I am her
charity case. Come on now, James, you have to be nice or she’ll
spill the beans and then where will you go?
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