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I
The Incident
The bell sounded and Lori heard the other girls stampede from the locker room. She finished brushing her hair and contemplated tying it up again. Now hanging past the top of her jeans, it tended to get caught on objects if she didn’t control the waves. She had maintained long hair since childhood, and despite her swimming, Lori entertained no thoughts of cutting it. The waves became very prominent when short and made her hair even more difficult to manage.
Electing to leave it free, she placed the brush in her locker and slammed the door. The last to leave the girl’s locker room, Lori discovered the halls crowded with students rushing to reach the next class. She still had plenty of time but needed the calculus book from her hall locker. Taking the back stairway, she bounded up to the second floor.
Several friends said hello to her along the way and Lori responded with a big smile. She arrived at the same time as her friend, Maria. She appeared flustered, but smiled at Lori before opening the adjoining locker. Shy and nervous by nature, Maria was having a difficult time adjusting to the new school year. She became upset so easily. Lori decided to speak with Maria later and pulled out her math book.
Suddenly two boys brushed past her and stood menacingly over Maria. Lori recognized Joe and Devon from the previous year as bullies who liked to physically dominate others. Apparently, Maria had unwittingly placed herself in their path, for they began taunting Lori’s friend.
“So what’s the problem? Afraid to speak up now that there’s no one to protect you?” Joe snarled maliciously, grabbing Maria’s locker door.
Lori slowly closed her locker, fearfully watching the scene unfold. Her friend tried to ignore the boys, keeping her head low. Devon spun Maria around and forcibly pushed her against the lockers. Maria let out a cry of distress and dropped the books in her hand.
Aware of the danger, but determined to assist her friend, Lori reacted quickly. Clenching her fist so that the middle knuckle protruded, she resorted to a basic self-defense move learned from a swimmer friend. Both boys had their backs to her, providing Lori an easy target, and she delivered her kidney punch. First Devon, then Joe, howled in pain and bent over double. Lori stepped in front of Maria, who gasped at her friend’s boldness. She had no idea what to do next, but they would not hurt Maria if Lori could prevent it.
Devon straightened first and lunged forward as if to seize Lori. Joe grabbed his shirt and held fast, preventing Devon from reaching his target. His eyes were not on the girls and Lori followed Joe’s gaze. A teacher walked rapidly toward them, obviously drawn to the commotion.
“Is there a problem?” demanded Mr. Jacobs, stopping directly in front of the boys.
Joe and Devon stood to their full height, chests out threateningly. The teacher did not appear at all intimidated, though. Joe glanced at Lori, hate pulsating from his eyes, and shook his head.
“No problem,” he said through clenched teeth, slowly dragging Devon from the scene.
Lori anxiously watched their retreat. The angry backward glances promised trouble later, but for now, Joe and Devon were gone. She knelt to assist Maria with her books and paper.
“Are you girls all right?” asked Mr. Jacobs.
“We’re okay,” said Lori, looking up and nodding in appreciation. “Thank you.”
Once alone, Maria took a deep breath and covered her eyes. “Oh my God, Lori, thank you,” she gasped, her voice quivering.
“You’re okay now,” assured Lori, helping her friend to her feet. Maria still trembled. “Those guys are just jerks. Don’t let them scare you.”
“You really surprised them!” cried Maria, straightening her books. She pushed the dark hair away from her face, revealing wide brown eyes.
“Can you get to class by yourself?”
Maria assured her she would manage. Lori left for her next class, still trembling from the adrenaline rush. Upon reaching the classroom, she did her best to put the incident out of her mind.
Lori’s other close friend, Sarah, joined them at lunchtime. She made a big fuss over the brave defense of her friend. Lori downplayed the praise, still upset she had resorted to violence to solve the situation. It went against her nature.
“Lori, what else were you gonna do?” asked Sarah, finishing her drink.
“I don’t know,” Lori admitted. “Hopefully they won’t do it again. I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.”
“I know you don’t believe it, but there are evil people in this world,” said Sarah, pointing her finger at Lori. “Joe and Devon deserved far worse!”
She leapt from her chair, a wad of trash in her hands. Lori felt amused by her friend’s tough attitude. Had she been present, Sarah would have been right in the middle of the tussle.
A loud outburst of laughter emanated from another table. Lori glanced over her shoulder and noticed the football players laughing. They represented some of the most popular kids in school, involved in many sports as well as with many girls. Several young women were currently enjoying lunch with the boys and everyone appeared in on the joke.
“Eyeing the football players,” said Sarah in a singsong voice as she returned to the table.
“They were laughing,” said Lori, quickly averting her gaze.
“Hey, some of those guys are cute! You’d look really good with one of them,” Sarah replied, flipping around her chair. She straddled the chair and leaned forward.
“Sarah!” Lori softly protested.
Two boys from her history class approached, forestalling Sarah’s response. Neither young man would survive a day on the football team, or do well at any sport for that matter. However, they were very polite and always acted friendly toward Lori. She smiled warmly at the boys while Sarah just rolled her eyes.
“Hi Lori,” the shorter of the two nervously stammered. “Um, what pages were we supposed to have read?”
“Up to page sixty-five, Taylor,” she told him.
“Okay! Thanks, Lori,” Taylor replied. They stared at her for a moment before beating a hasty retreat.
Sarah let out a cry of exasperation. “Any excuse to talk to you! Those guys are dorks!”
“Taylor and Hayden are nice,” began Lori.
The ringing of the school bell cut off her words. Across the cafeteria, moans greeted the signal. Sarah leapt to her feet and forcefully slammed her chair under the table.
“Well, you should be talking to guys like those football players, not nobody losers!” she cried. Without waiting, she headed for the stairs.
Moving slower than her friend, Lori followed behind with Maria. When the three reached the bottom of the stairs, they discovered a group of football players surging up the steps. Sarah glanced once at Lori before boldly falling in step with the boys. Maria and Lori waited until the athletes had passed before climbing the staircase.
“Sarah means well,” said Maria quietly.
“I know she does,” Lori said patiently. “That’s why it doesn’t bother me.”
She gathered her books and went to the next class. Lori’s mind continued to mull over Sarah’s words. Her friend had good intentions. Sarah dated many boys and said it bothered her that Maria and Lori made no effort to find a boyfriend. Maria was just too incredibly shy; boys tended not to notice her. Sometimes Lori felt they did not see her, either. She had many male friends, but few had ever asked her out on a date. Sarah always said it was because Lori did not know how to entice them and didn’t even try. Feeling bold after the morning’s incident, Lori vowed she would work on that issue this year.
She caught up with Sarah in between classes. On their way to history class, Lori promised her friend she would make herself more approachable. She had no idea how to accomplish this task, but making the decision to do so was a start.
“There you go!” Sarah cried enthusiastically. “You need to go out with someone who can match your looks, though. No schmucks!”
“Well, right now I need to go to the bathroom. Can you take my book to class?” Lori asked.
“Better hurry,” Sarah urged, accepting her textbook.
Lori hastened to the end of the hall. The crowd was thinning and she knew she needed to hurry. The bell would ring very soon.
As she exited the bathroom, Lori felt someone grab her arm. Startled, she looked up into Devon’s face. Lori tried to pull away, but he held tight and forced her into the wall by the boy’s bathroom. Joe appeared in front of her from the other side.
“We’d like a word with you,” he snarled, a twisted smile on his lips.
They shoved her into the alcove leading to the boy’s bathroom. Joe opened the door and Devon pushed her into the room, his hand still gripping her arm. Lori struggled to escape, her mind racing. She watched fearfully as Joe pulled an object from his pocket.
“We’d like to repay the favor,” Devon hissed in her ear.
Suddenly he wrapped his arms around Lori and forced her to the floor. As they hit the ground, Lori let out a startled cry. She found herself on her right side, facing the wall. Curling her knees up to her chest for protection, she desperately tried to free her arms. Joe grabbed her side and brought the object he held to her back, pressing it painfully into her exposed skin. She gasped for air and wriggled frantically. However, her movement only caused the object to scrape painfully across her skin. Devon laughed maliciously in her ear, delighting in watching her entire body shudder. Panic rising in her chest, Lori tried again to pull away before the boys decided to hurt her elsewhere as well.
Joe and Devon were so absorbed with Lori that they failed to notice the bathroom door open. The school’s quarterback had watched the scene unfold from across the hall. Impatiently waiting for his girlfriend, Jamie, to retrieve her books, the struggle by the bathrooms had caught Jason’s attention. When Joe and Devon pulled Lori into the boy’s room, he had decided to investigate. Handing his book to Jamie, he had told her not to wait and followed them into the bathroom. The scene before him startled the young quarterback.
Snapping into action, Jason roughly grabbed Joe and slammed him against the wall. The metal rod he had used on Lori flew across the room. Devon released her, but before he could react, Jason sent him flying across the bathroom into Joe. They struggled to their feet, Joe holding the back of his head.
“What the hell are you doing?” yelled Jason, placing himself between the boys and Lori. Still lying on the floor, she turned herself over to watch.
“None of your business!” Devon growled. He glanced at Joe, who appeared very unsteady on his feet.
“Well, I’m making it my business,” Jason stated. “What the hell do you think you’re doing beating up on a girl? You want a real fight, I’ll give you one!”
Devon seemed ready to go after him, but Joe slapped his chest, momentarily holding back his friend. The bell rang loudly and the boys exchanged glances. Moving slowly, Joe opened the door. He savagely yanked Devon’s sleeve and they departed, still glaring at Jason. He returned their angry stares until the door closed behind them. Immediately his attention turned to Lori, who struggled to stand.
“Hey,” he said, reaching out to help. “Are you all right?”
She gasped as he placed a hand across her back. Pulling away his hand, Jason realized there was blood on his palm. Steadying Lori against the sink, he pivoted her body to better view her back. Her white shirt revealed a faint smear of blood across her lower back.
“Hang on” he said, placing her hands on the rim of the sink.
Darting into a stall, Jason grabbed a large handful of toilet paper. Wrapping it around his hand, he returned and placed it just underneath her shirt and on the small of her back. Lori flinched and tried to pull away from the painful pressure. Jason steadied her with his body and she leaned against him.
“I know it hurts, but you’re bleeding.”
He tried to catch her eyes, but Lori’s face was turned away from him. Her labored breath echoed loudly in the empty bathroom and her knuckles appeared white as she gripped the edge of the sink. Through his fingertips, Jason could feel her trembling like a leaf.
“Are you hurt anywhere else?” he asked.
“No,” Lori replied, finding her voice at last. “I’ll be okay.”
“Okay?” demanded Jason, glancing at the bloody tissue in his hand. “You need to see the nurse.”
“No.”
“No? Why not?”
“Because they’ll get in trouble and everyone will know. I don’t want the attention,” she said.
“The attention...” he began, incredulous.
“It’ll just cause more problems. I don’t want anyone to know!” Lori protested, raising her voice.
Jason shook his head in confusion, not understanding her refusal to seek assistance. He looked around, trying to decide what to do with the injured girl. His eyes fell on the blunt instrument Joe had used, now lying in the corner. Jason wondered why they would hurt such a pretty girl. It occurred to him that he didn’t even know her name. He felt sure he remembered her picture from last year’s yearbook. Using his free hand to pull aside her hair, Jason finally caught a glimpse of her face just as a single tear slid down her cheek.
“You’re on the swim team, aren’t you?” he asked softly.
She nodded without raising her eyes. The girl continued to tremble in his arms.
“What’s your name?”
“Lori,” she whispered.
“Well, Lori, you really need to have someone look at this. And another shirt, because the blood is noticeable,” he said. Jason quietly thought for a moment. “We’re beside the locker rooms. Let me slip next door and get the first aid kit out of the coach’s office and a clean shirt from my locker. You stay right here, okay?”
She looked up hesitantly and decided to trust Jason. “Okay.”
He pulled the tissue away from her back and part stuck to her now dry wounds. Wadding it in his hand, Jason gave her arm a squeeze.
“I’ll be right back.”
Jason paused long enough to pick up the short metal piece on the floor and took it with him. He emerged from the bathroom and walked quickly to the locker room. Two boys brushed past him, scurrying to get to their gym class. Stepping inside, Jason surveyed the quiet locker room. No one else appeared to be present. Glancing into the coach’s office, he realized Coach Holt was at his desk. Jason hesitated for a moment before making his decision. Anxiously, he knocked on the door. The football coach looked up and gestured for him to enter.
“Coach, I need your help,” said Jason breathlessly.
He told the coach what had just occurred and showed him the bloody tissue and the metal rod. Jason asked if he could borrow the first aid kit.
“No, I’ll take care of that,” said the coach, rising to his feet. “Who is she?”
“Name’s Lori. She’s on the swim team.”
Coach Holt’s eyes grew wide. “Lori Anders? Jason, bring her in right now!”
Jason returned to the bathroom, hoping she had not departed during his absence. He discovered Lori standing in front of the mirror and peering at her back. He startled her with his abrupt entrance.
“Sorry,” he said, approaching her quickly. “Come on, we’re going to the coach’s office.”
“Why?” she asked, alarmed by this development.
He grabbed her hand. “It’s okay. He won’t tell anyone. But he wants to see you.”
She hesitated, her eyes full of fear. “Come on,” he said, gently pulling Lori toward the door. “He just wants to make sure you’re okay.”
Lori allowed herself to be led out of the bathroom and into the locker room. Despite her pain and uncertainty, an amusing thought crossed her mind. She had never seen the boy’s locker room, certainly not with the football team’s star quarterback holding her hand.
Jason led her into the office. The coach was rummaging through the medicine locker. He looked over his shoulder and smiled.
“Hi, Lori,” he said. “I hear we’ve had a bad experience.”
“Yes,” she answered shyly.
“Why don’t you sit up here on the platform so I can take a look at you?”
She walked over to the padded table next to the first aid cabinet. Jason helped her up onto the soft surface and turned her backside toward the coach. She pulled her long hair forward and out of the way and gripped the edge of the cushion.
“Lean forward a little,” said Coach Holt, his usual roughness absent. With gloved hands, he pushed her shirt aside and gently examined her back. “Well, it’s not as bad as it seems. Shallow cuts. Hope you’ve had a tetanus shot recently. I will have to clean them out though. May hurt a little.”
Lori nodded. Jason covered her hand with his, gently reassuring her. He had to admire her bravery. Most girls would have been hysterical after such an ordeal. Lori was handling herself very well.
Coach Holt soaked some gauze in antiseptic and began to clean her wounds. She flinched and sucked in her breath. Jason moved directly in front of her, taking both of her hands in his.
“Hey,” he said softly. “Look at me. Concentrate on me.”
She lifted her head and met his eyes for the first time. Lori slowly released her breath and the intensity of her expression faded. Jason found himself staring at the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. Her eyes were an incredible blue, their innocence almost captivating. Lori appeared astonished to be looking at Jason and he smiled.
“That’s better,” he said. Jason decided to distract her with conversation. “What do you swim?”
She seemed surprised by his question. “The 100 and 200, freestyle.”
“Are you good?” he asked.
“Is she good?” guffawed the coach. “She holds the school record for both!”
“Really?” Jason asked incredulously.
“Yeah,” she answered, managing a weak smile.
“I didn’t know that. Guess I should come out to a swim meet this year.”
“You should,” she said quickly.
Jason’s smile grew. “I’ll have to,” he said, rubbing the back of her hands with his thumbs. He was beginning to like this girl.
His eyes went to the mass of hair hanging over her right shoulder. “How do you get all that hair up under one of those little caps?”
“It’s not easy,” she answered, her smile growing.
“Jason,” said Coach Holt. “I need you to hold this.”
Stepping to the side, Jason reached around Lori. The coach pushed Jason’s hand up against a large piece of gauze covering her back.
“Hold,” he said, turning to retrieve the bandages. When the coach was ready, Jason slowly lowered the gauze. The coach proceeded to cover the cuts, gently blotting the wound one last time.
“That should do it,” he said, throwing the bloody scraps into the trash and removing his gloves. “You said she could use one of your shirts?”
“Yeah, let me get it.”
While Jason went to his gym locker, Coach Holt helped her down from the platform. “Lori,” he said in a serious voice, “I am going to have a talk with the boys who did this to you. I appreciate your willingness to let it go. But this is a criminal act. I won’t involve anyone else, but these boys will be dealt with. Understood?”
She nodded. “Yes. Thank you Coach Holt.”
“Anytime, Lori.”
Jason returned with a blue t-shirt and handed it to Lori. “Here. It’s probably a little big for you, but I promise it’s clean.”
“Thanks,” she said, clutching the shirt and smiling warmly at Jason.
“You can change here in the bathroom,” the coach said, gesturing toward the boy’s locker room.
When she had departed, Jason shook his head. “I can’t believe she doesn’t want to turn those guys in!”
“I can,” Coach Holt said, closing the medicine cabinet and returning to his desk. “She’s a rather shy girl,” he continued, leaning back in his chair, “or perhaps I should say reserved. Doesn’t like attention. But she has a great attitude and a positive outlook on life and people. Lori has a way of making people feel better about themselves. Hang around her a while and you’ll see what I mean.”
“Maybe I’ll just do that,” said Jason.
A few moments later, Lori returned. Jason’s shirt appeared huge on her thin frame, hanging almost to her knees. Her own shirt was wadded up tightly in her hand. Glancing at her new shirt, she regarded Jason anxiously.
“Just a little big,” she said with all seriousness and then smiled wryly. She held out her own shirt. “Can I throw this away? It’s trashed now.”
“I’ll take it,” said Mr. Holt. “Going straight home?”
When she nodded, he continued. “Two things then. One, put ice on your back immediately and stay out of the water tonight. That’s an order!” He pulled a small pad of forms out of his drawer. “And two, would you like me to write you an excuse for being out of class?”
‘Yes, please,” she said.
“I’ll walk you to your car,” offered Jason.
“Oh, you don’t have to.”
“I want to,” he countered.
Coach Holt finished writing the excuse. He ripped the slip off the pad and handed it to Lori.
“Probably a good idea. Those two boys might wait for you.” The coach eyed Jason questioningly. “Are you going to class or coming back here?”
“I’ll come back.”
The coach reached over and patted Lori on the arm. “You, stay safe.”
“Thank you,” Lori said softly.
Jason escorted her from the coach’s office and held open the locker room door. They peered down the hallway, but there was no activity.
“I need to go to my locker,” she said in a hushed voice.
“Okay, lead the way.”
They walked quietly down the hall and up the first set of stairs. Two short halls later, they arrived at her locker. The commons was just visible from where they stood. Most of the seniors had lockers overlooking the commons and cafeteria. Jason and his friend’s lockers resided in the very center of the action.
Lori pulled out her book bag and stuffed two textbooks inside. She set it at her feet and reached for her car keys and a small wallet. Jason picked up her bag, his eye still on the empty hallway.
“You didn’t have anything with you when they cornered you in the bathroom, did you?” he asked.
“No,” she whispered, gently closing her locker door. “My friend, Sarah, had my book. She’ll hang on to it for me.”
“Okay. Where are you parked?”
She indicated the direction and Jason gestured for her to lead the way. Lori selected a path that would get them quickly out of the school. There was less chance of being observed outside. Once down a back stairway, they quietly exited the building and breathed a sigh of relief.
Jason slung her bag over his shoulder and fell in step beside Lori. Her stride was long and purposeful, and he was pleased to note that she stood at a good height for him. At six-foot-one and still growing, he tended to tower over girls. She was only five, maybe six inches shorter.
“You going to be okay?” he asked.
“I’ll be fine,” she answered.
Jason smiled. “My shirt really does look good on you.”
His observation caused her to laugh. Lori’s laughter was melodic and very pleasing to the ears. With a breeze blowing, her hair flowed out behind her like a scarf. This pulled it away from her pretty face and he could clearly see the laughter in her eyes.
“I’m Jason Phillips, by the way,” he said suddenly as he realized he had failed to introduce himself.
“I know,” she answered, casting a sideways glance at Jason. “I know who you are.”
“Oh, you do? Well, then you have me at a disadvantage, because I don’t know anything about you. Where do you live?”
“Chancellor Street,” she answered.
“Redwood Park area, huh?” he asked, impressed. “Some nice houses there.”
She glanced at him. “Where do you live?”
He shifted the pack on his shoulder. “On Malcolm, just down the street from Friendship Park. My dad built the house over ten years ago. If it were up to him, we’d have moved into something better by now, but my mom loves the place.”
They were now crossing the parking lot. Lori walked up to a convertible blue Mustang and beeped the alarm twice with her key chain. She opened the door and Jason leaned in to place her bag on the passenger seat. Lori climbed into her vehicle, gingerly easing her back into the seat. Smiling at Jason as he peered inside, she searched for the right words to convey her gratitude. She had not imagined he would be so thoughtful and kind to a stranger.
“Thank you,” she finally managed to say.
He reached in and squeezed her left hand. “You’re welcome. Always wanted to save a damsel in distress. Maybe I could check on you later. Which house on Chancellor?”
Surprised, she had to think a moment before she could give him the street address. Jason smiled triumphantly and nodded.
“All right then,” he said, releasing Lori’s hand. “Bye.”
“Bye.”
Jason thought about her as he walked toward the locker rooms. He vaguely recalled having Lori in a few classes over the years, but could not understand why he had never noticed her before today. Their circle of friends was obviously different. Considering her gorgeous appearance, Lori should have caught his attention, though.
He returned to Coach Holt’s office. Jason sat down on a stool by the door, his mind still digesting the afternoon’s events.
“Walk Lori to her car?” asked the coach, not looking up from his paperwork.
“Yes,” answered Jason, leaning back against the wall. “So, what else can you tell me about her?”
Mr. Holt smiled. “You fancy Lori, huh?”
Jason just grinned. “She’s pretty. Don’t think I’ve ever met her before though.”
“Surprised you’ve never had the same weightlifting class together,” the coach commented. Completing his paperwork, he turned to face Jason and leaned back in his oversized chair.
“I have her third period for weight training. Hardest working person in the class. Do you know what that girl does seven days a week? She does an hour and a half of jogging and swimming before coming to school, either with her trainer or on her own. She’s taken my weight class every year, so there’s another hour. Then after school, she swims three or more hours. Has for years.”
Jason was awestruck. “Wow! That’s impressive.”
“That’s why she’s the best at what she does. Lori could go to the Olympics in four years. With her dedication, I know she’ll make it.” He paused, watching Jason mull over this information.
“Now, that may not be the answer you were seeking, but she’s a sweet girl. Doubt you could do better.”
“Well, I’ll just have to ask her out then,” said Jason decisively, letting his stool drop to the floor. “Hey, while we have a minute, I wanted to ask about a play we did yesterday.”
* * *
Lori came home to an empty house, for which she felt grateful. Her father was away on business for a few days and her mother wouldn’t be home for hours. The real estate business kept her mother out late almost every night. She had decided not to tell her parents about the incident at school. While she had a few hours to herself, Lori washed Jason’s shirt and put ice on her back.
When Sarah came by after school, she told her best friend what had happened. Enraged, Sarah claimed she was ready to take on Joe and Devon all by herself. She was never afraid to scrap with anyone, either physically or vocally. Sarah’s anger subsided when Lori told her about Jason. Much to her amusement, her friend acted more excited about their meeting than Lori. Despite a crush she had on him in tenth grade, Lori wanted to remain realistic. He had simply come to her rescue. Once she returned his shirt, she would not see him again.
After pacifying Sarah, Lori attempted a few leg and arm exercises. It felt awkward not to swim today. Mindful of her back, she did a light workout. After her shower, she peered at her wounds in the mirror. The ice had helped the swelling, although there would still be bruises. In a week, it would be gone.
She went upstairs to do her homework after dinner. She had just printed the last page of a history report when the doorbell rang. Her back felt stiff from sitting so long and she descended the stairs slowly. Before opening the door, she glanced out the side window and held her breath when she caught sight of a football jersey. Lori quickly opened the door, not wanting to keep him waiting any longer. Jason stood on the porch smiling at her, his hands in his pockets.
“Hi,” he said.
“Hi,” she answered, her eyes wide.
“How are you feeling?”
“Sore, but I’ll live. Um, do you want to come in?” she asked nervously.
“Sure. Thanks.”
He stepped through the double doors and into the large entryway. Jason glanced up at the chandeliers and large winding staircase. Lori closed the door, her eyes never leaving her visitor.
“Nice house,” he said, turning to face Lori.
“We got it mostly for the pool.”
“The pool?” he asked.
“It’s an oversized, indoor pool. Want to see it?”
“Please,” he answered, genuinely interested.
He followed her down a large hallway, turning right into the kitchen and dining nook. The back wall was all glass and a side door led into the pool area. Lori opened the door and they stepped inside.
Jason was impressed. Immediately in front and to the left sat a large sunken Jacuzzi big enough for eight people. To the right was an enclosed exercise room, complete with a TV mounted on the wall. He could see several weight machines and a treadmill inside. Before them and completely surrounded by a glass wall was the largest pool he had ever seen in a home. A lighted wooden handrail ran the entire way around on the inside of the room. The lights from inside the pool cast a shimmering glow on the ceiling and the scene had a surreal quality. Jason could hear soft music and noticed speakers mounted at intervals along the top of the wall. A sliding door just past the Jacuzzi led outdoors to a deck that wrapped around the far end of the house.
“All this for you?”
“My parents use it, too,” Lori said, feeling self-conscious. “But it’s mostly for me.”
“Your parents must really believe in you,” he said, watching her with interest. “Are they home?”
“No. My mom owns a real estate agency and she’s out with clients tonight, and my dad’s out of town this week.”
“So you’re by yourself? No brothers or sisters?” he inquired.
“No,” she said. “I’m an only kid, too.”
Jason laughed. “See? That’s why I’m here. You still know more about me than I know about you.”
“I think you’re catching up,” said Lori, opening the door into the breakfast nook.
As they passed through the kitchen, Lori asked, “Do you want something to drink?”
“No thanks, I’m okay,” he answered, peering down the long, dark hallway. “How big is this place?”
“I don’t remember how big the downstairs is, but my living area upstairs is over 2500 square feet.”
Jason stopped. “How big is your room?” he asked incredulously.
“Well, it’s not really all mine. There’s a guest bedroom and bath I never use. But the game room is mine…”
She trailed off, feeling a little embarrassed. Jason still had not moved so she decided upon a different approach.
“Do you shoot pool?” Lori eagerly asked.
“Yes.”
“Come on, then.”
She moved slowly up the stairs. Jason was patient and followed behind Lori. At the top of the landing, she turned left, walking past the small guest room and into an immense room with a high ceiling. The right side of the room had a full size pool table, complete with a fancy bar lamp. The walls were lined with books, forming a sizeable library. In the far right corner sat a small bar with three round stools. The window by the bar had a padded seat for reading, while the window opposite the doorway held a computer and desk. To their left was a big screen TV facing a couch and two chairs, angled for the best view. Smaller windows with closed blinds flanked the large television. On either side were two smaller TV’s, each with a gaming system attached. The entire room was done in deep oak and decorated like a log cabin.
“Oh wow, this is great!” exclaimed Jason.
“Yeah, it’s perfect for entertaining friends,” said Lori, although she’d only had the swim team over one time.
Jason walked across the room to the couch, eyeing the TVs. “You play video games?”
“Sure,” she said boldly. “When my father’s home, he plays, too.”
“Who wins?”
“He usually does! I think he needs someone new to play against.”
“Maybe I’ll have to challenge him, then,” Jason declared as he approached her. Pausing in front of Lori, he reached for her left hand. “You know, you’re not what I expected.”
“Neither are you,” she answered quickly. His hand was distracting as his thumb gently rubbed hers.
“Is that good or bad?” he asked.
“Good.”
He smiled. “You know, I really would like to get to know you better. If that’s all right with you.”
Lori’s heart pounded nervously. “Sure.”
He took a half step closer. “You’re very beautiful. Did you know that?” he asked, his left hand coming up to brush aside her hair. Jason didn’t wait for a reply and bent to kiss her.
Like waking from a dream, Lori opened her eyes as they parted. Jason was just inches away, his left hand alongside her face. A thousand pleasant thoughts sprang to mind and she slowly smiled. Seeing her joyful response pleased Jason. He stroked her cheek one more time before letting his hand fall. Still holding her other hand, he returned her smile.
“And you have a pretty smile,” he observed.
“Thank you,” Lori managed to say.
Glancing around the room, he noticed the clock on the wall. It was nearly nine o’clock and growing dark outside.
“I guess I should go,” he said reluctantly. “Sorry I couldn’t come by sooner.”
“That’s okay. Wait, let me get your shirt.”
He released her hand and followed Lori down the hallway and into another large room. Stepping just inside the doorframe, Jason knew this had to be her bedroom. The decorations were similar to the game room, with many pictures of animals on the wall. He glanced to his left and saw an open door leading to a private bath. To the immediate right, the room formed an alcove for the bed. The entire wall to the left appeared to be a closet.
She returned holding his folded shirt. “I washed it,” she said, handing it to Jason. “Thanks for letting me borrow it.”
“No problem,” he said.
Jason reluctantly followed Lori downstairs. He maneuvered to reach the bottom of the stairs first and assisted her down the last couple of steps.
“You sure you’ll be okay?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’ll work it out tomorrow.” She paused at the door. “I really do want to thank you. I’m sorry you had to get involved.”
“I’m not,” he said, giving her hand a squeeze. Reluctantly releasing Lori, he opened the door and stepped out on the porch. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”
She nodded. “Bye.”
Closing the door, Lori stood there a moment taking several deep breaths. Stunned by his appearance, her feelings were in a state of happy turmoil. The moment she heard his car pull away, she raced upstairs as fast as she could to call Sarah. News of her unexpected visitor would stun her best friend.
Jason felt elated as well. The evening had begun on a rather sour note at Jamie’s house. Actually, it had started on his way to football practice. Jamie had been angry that Jason ditched her before their last class. Fortunately his best friend, Matt, had retrieved his book. Still fuming, Jamie had jumped him when he emerged from the locker room. He already felt annoyed with her petty behavior during the past few weeks. She drained Jason’s energy. Knowing she would make a big scene, Jason has brushed aside her complaints, unwilling to deal with Jamie.
On his way to see Lori, he had stopped at Jamie’s house. They had only been dating a few weeks, but he could tolerate it no longer. She had sensed the purpose of his purpose and made it incredibly unpleasant. He tried to be nice, but she had been horrible about the whole situation. By the time he finally departed, Jason had felt incredibly angry and drove around for twenty minutes trying to erase the poisonous exchange.
Seeing Lori had raised his spirits. Many things about her fascinated him, from her gorgeous face to her gentle disposition. He had not intended to kiss her just yet, but the moment felt right. She had not appeared to mind, either. Jason would talk again with her tomorrow and perhaps ask her out on a date. If it still felt right after that, he planned to ask Lori to be his girlfriend.
II
The Day After
Lori felt twice as sore in the morning. The stiffness in her back slowed her progress and she arrived at school just in time for her first class. Maria shared her second class and immediately began to apologize, believing herself at fault for Joe and Devon’s attack on Lori. She was distraught to the point of tears, and Lori attempted to convince Maria it was not her fault while consoling her friend as well.
By the time they returned to their lockers for break, Maria finally stopped apologizing. Sarah teased Lori about her previous night’s visitor and tried to give her pointers. Maria casually asked if her advice had worked on Sarah’s last boyfriend and the two of them fell into a heated exchange.
Lori slowly sat down in front of her open locker, still feeling her injuries. She wanted to escape their angry conversation. Pulling out her English book, she pretended to ignore her friends.
Suddenly, their voices ceased. Lori was only vaguely aware of this until Sarah kicked her shoe. Looking up to see what she wanted, Lori realized Jason was present and watching her.
“Hi,” she said, closing the book in her hand.
“Hi. Wasn’t sure you were going to be here today,” he said.
Lori saw Sarah make a face and realized she needed introduce her companions before they embarrassed her. “Jason, these are my friends Sarah and Maria.”
He nodded. “You sit behind me in third period,” he said to Sarah.
“That’s right!’” she said boldly.
Trust Sarah never to lose her tongue, Lori thought to herself. With Jason’s attention diverted, she discreetly shoved the book into her locker. Sarah glanced at her and then slammed her locker.
“Let’s go Maria,” she said, grabbing her hand.
Somehow, Maria managed to pull her purse out of her locker without Sarah slamming it on her friend’s hand. They walked down the hall, glancing back over their shoulders and whispering. Jason hardly even noticed their departure.
Relieved they were gone, Lori sighed. She started to rise, but Jason gestured for her to remain seated. He sat next to her, his knees bent and back against the lockers.
“No, you sit,” he said. Jason reached for her hand. “Hurting today, huh?”
“Yeah,” she reluctantly admitted. “But I still worked out this morning, which is why I was late.”
“And why you hurt so bad now,” he said, squeezing her hand for effect. “I wanted to tell you that you don’t have to worry about those two jerks bothering any of you again.”
“Why? What happened?”
“They have gym at the same time I do, but with a different teacher. Before they left the locker room, a couple friends and I put some fear into them. Would’ve liked to beat the crap out of them. But we didn’t,” he said quickly. “Just pushed them around a bit. Anyway, when class ended, Coach Holt called them into his office. He was still yelling at them when I left. Trust me, Coach can be real intimidating when he wants. I doubt they’ll mess with you again.”
“Thanks. But I think you scared them pretty good yesterday.”
He flashed her a boyish grin. “Yeah, I did, didn’t I? Well, they deserved to get their heads beaten and they will if they ever touch you again.”
Lori had to smile. She could not have anyone better watching out for her than Jason.
“Anyway,” he continued, “I want you to come sit with me at lunchtime.”
“Sure,” she replied. “Just don’t laugh at my lunch.”
“Why would I laugh at your lunch?”
“I usually have just an energy shake and a piece of fruit,” she said wryly. “Sarah calls it a health snack.”
“Well, don’t laugh at how much food I put away and you can eat whatever you want,” he said, rising to his feet. “I’ll see you then.”
“Okay,” she answered.
She watched him walk down the hall and around the corner. Lori sat there for a moment, letting her heart rate return to normal. This was incredible. Just yesterday at lunch, Sarah had prompted her to get to know the football players. Now she was going to be sitting with the quarterback!
* * *
Sarah and Maria sent her over to Jason’s table at lunchtime with many words of encouragement. Lori felt bad for leaving them, but Sarah insisted. She pointed Lori in the right direction and gave her friend a shove. Sarah then took Maria and vanished into the crowd.
Jason had a seat waiting for Lori. There were five other boys at the table, every one of them eating like there was no tomorrow. Three girls joined them, two of whom were definitely coupled with someone at the table. Even as Jason introduced his friends, Lori realized that she knew most of them. His best friend, Matt, had even been her chemistry lab partner the previous year. This put Lori at ease and bolstered her confidence.
At first, she simply listened, not wanting to jump in on other people’s familiar conversations. Eventually, Lori asked the girl across from her a question, easily enticing Heather to talk about basketball. Matt chatted with her as well. She remembered his friendly disposition and was quite willing to rehash past science incidents. Most of the conversation centered on football or the morning’s classes.
Several times during lunch, Jason reached under the table to hold her hand or to touch her knee. Whether a demonstration of affection or a gesture of reassurance, Lori could not be sure, but she appreciated the strength she gathered every time she felt Jason’s hand. She made sure to save her biggest smiles for him as well.
When the bell sounded, everyone arose and moved toward the stairs. In the middle of an intense discussion with Matt, Jason continued to hold her hand as they walked. When they reached the top of the stairs, Jason turned to face Lori.
“Can I see you again tonight?” he asked hopefully.
“Sure,” she answered.
“If you give me your number, I’ll call first this time.”
Lori slowly recited her cell phone number. “I swim until six, though.”
“I’ll call after six then,” he said with a smile. Jason hesitated, toying with the idea of kissing her again. The steady stream of people moving around them discouraged that course of action and he simply released her hand.
When she arrived at her locker, Sarah awaited Lori. “Hey!” her friend cried, closing her locker and grinning eagerly. “Well, how did it go?”
“Fine,” answered Lori, turning the tumbler on her locker.
“Just fine?” asked Sarah in her most persuasive tone.
Lori opened her locker. “It went great,” she laughed, pulling out her books. “Jason asked to see me again tonight.”
“I hope you said yes!”
“Of course I said yes, Sarah.”
“Good! I’ll want a full report tomorrow,” her friend instructed, turning to leave. “And pictures!”
* * *
Lori was eager for Jason’s call, but it thrilled her just as much to get back into the water. She had been swimming since the age of three and the water was definitely her comfort zone. Her rhythm felt off when she first slipped into the pool, which bothered Lori. Once her muscles began to cooperate, Lori put herself through a grueling workout.
She did not want to miss Jason’s phone call, though and pulled herself out of the pool at five-thirty. She toweled off her body and padded into the kitchen. Aware of the housekeeper’s visit that morning, Lori hoped the woman had prepared her a simple dinner. Pleased to discover a large pasta salad just for her in the refrigerator, she pulled it out immediately. As she finished her dinner, the door leading to the garage swung open. Her mother strode purposefully into the kitchen, her arms loaded with paperwork. Surprised to see her mother so early, Lori assumed she just passing through on her way to her next appointment.
Dropping her load on the island counter, her mother slapped down her keys and took a deep breath. She adjusted her sharp blue dress, maintaining a high level of professionalism even in her own house. Her short hair was still curled to perfection, every strand in place. As much time as Lori’s her mother dedicated to her work, she could not be constantly fixing her hair. Lori thought she spent too much time at her office, but her father insisted her mother was happiest when working. Sometimes Lori had to wonder, for even she took time to relax now and then. Rhonda Anders, however, never seemed to relax.
“Hi Mom,” said Lori brightly.
“Good evening, dear,” she answered, glancing up from her papers. “Have a good day?”
It was just the usual nightly conversation, but Lori decided to give her a real answer tonight. “I had a great day,” she said, slowly emphasizing every word.
Her mother absently reached for the mail. “What was so great about it?”
“A guy,” said Lori, taking the last bite of pasta to hide her smile.
“A guy? Who is he?” Rhonda asked, giving Lori her complete attention at last.
Lori finished chewing and set her bowl in the sink. “His name is Jason Phillips. He’s the quarterback on our football team.”
“Phillips,” her mother said thoughtfully. “As in Phillips Construction?”
“I believe so. Lives over on Malcolm.”
Her mother nodded approvingly. “I’ve dealt with them before. Good family. Is Jason a decent kid? Get good grades?”
“Mom!” said Lori, exasperated.
“Just want my daughter to date someone worthy of her!”
“He more than qualifies. And,” she added quietly, “he wants to see me tonight.”
Rhonda scooped up the rest of the mail and her papers. “Just make sure he comes in so I can meet him.”
Her mother’s focus shifted to the items in her hand as she strode down the hall to her office. Lori eagerly went upstairs to shower and change.
On a typical weekday evening, she never bothered to dry her hair. She might tie it back or wrap it up in a towel, but rarely did she put forth much effort. Tonight however, she took special care to dry it completely. Her hair hung to her waist, the length pulling the curls into gentle waves. Even after years of swimming, Lori preferred long hair. It was perhaps her only vanity.
Her phone rang just as she finished dressing. Glancing at the caller ID, she knew this was her awaited call.
“Hi,” she said expectantly into the receiver.
“Lori? Hi. I guess you know who this is then.”
“Yes I do,” she answered, still trying to free her hair from the back of her shirt.
“Are you through with your workout?” asked Jason.
“All done!”
“Great. Thought you might like to go out for a cola or something. Can I pick you up in fifteen minutes?”
“Yes,” Lori replied, glancing at her schoolbooks. Her homework tonight was light and could be done later.
“Okay, see you in little bit.”
Lori grabbed her cell phone and keys and jammed them into her jean pockets. She picked up her wallet and paused in front of the full-length mirror. Lori stared at her reflection and took a deep breath.
Jason Phillips was coming for her! One of the most popular boys at school was taking her out for a soda. She felt like a kid at Christmas. Lori hoped she would not appear too eager. Sarah’s enthusiasm had seemed childish yesterday, but now she felt a little giddy, too.
She went downstairs, her bounding limited by her sore back. Walking down the hall to her mother’s office, Lori almost ran into Rhonda as she emerged holding her phone.
“He’ll be here in a couple minutes!” Lori cried, unable to conceal her joy.
“Well, I’ll get the door when he arrives,” her mother said, handing her the receiver. “Your father would like to say hello.”
Rhonda strolled to the kitchen and Lori anxiously held the phone to her ear. “Daddy? Hi!” she exclaimed, leaning against the wall.
“Hi, Pumpkin! I hear we have a date tonight!” he replied, obviously aware of the situation.
“He’s just taking me out for a soda.”
“That’s called a date, Hon,” said her father warmly. “So, tell me about Prince Charming!”
As Lori described Jason, she wished she could tell her father about yesterday afternoon. He would be impressed with Jason’s brave actions.
“Hope I get to meet him soon,” her father said wistfully.
“When are you coming home?” Lori asked. She missed him terribly when her father traveled. Unfortunately, his business trips occurred quite often.
“Tomorrow,” he answered. “It’ll probably be late.”
“I’ll wait up!” she promised.
The chime of the front doorbell sounded loudly. “Daddy, I’m sorry, but I gotta go,” she said quickly, taking a step toward the entryway. Her mother proceeded to answer the front door and Lori prayed she would not embarrass her daughter.
Her father laughed. “Okay then, you have a good time tonight. I love you!”
“I love you, too,” said Lori, trying to peer around the corner without being seen. She could hear Jason’s voice. “Bye, Daddy.”
Her mother had invited him inside and asked about his father’s line of work. Judging from her tone, she approved of the young man here to retrieve her daughter. Lori stepped around the corner, receiver still in hand. Jason was politely answering her mother’s question when he caught sight of Lori and smiled. Returning his grin, she joined them and handed her mother the phone.
“You kids have a good time,” said Rhonda, excusing herself. “It was nice to meet you, Jason.”
“Nice to meet you, ‘mam,” he answered quickly, holding the door open for Lori. “Ready?”
“Yes!”
They stepped outside and walked down the steps to his car. His metallic-silver BMW convertible shone brightly in the circular drive. He held the door for her, playing every part the gentleman, and Lori slid into the passenger seat. The dark interior was a sharp contrast to the outside. It was very clean too, which impressed her more than the make and model.
Jason jumped into the driver’s seat and started his car. “Thought we’d go to Max’s Grille. Dinner crowd should be clearing out and we can get a booth.”
“Sounds good.”
The restaurant was not far away and Jason wasted no time getting them to their destination. The parking lot was only half full and he parked near the entrance. He helped Lori out of the car and escorted her to the door, nearly placing a hand on her lower back. He caught himself just in time and moved his hand to her shoulder.
Once inside, they were directed immediately to a small booth. The table and seats were rounded, allowing couples to sit side by side. Obviously Jason had this feature in mind when selecting the restaurant and sat close to Lori. The waitress tried to talk them into dessert, but they settled for soft drinks. The girl appeared disappointed, but whisked away to retrieve their sodas.
Lori flipped the drink coaster in her hand, eyeing the delectable desserts pictured on either side. Jason leaned closer and asked if she was sure she didn’t want something else besides a diet cola.
“Oh, no,” she said with a laugh, dropping the coaster. “I think it’s been years since I had pure chocolate.”
“No chocolate?” he asked in mock horror.
She shook her head. “I try to eat healthy. Can’t do what I do weighing 200 pounds.”
“Hard to do what I do if you don’t!”
Lori laughed. Placing her elbows on the edge of the table, she decided to take the first plunge. “So, how long have you been playing football?”
“Since sixth grade,” he said, leaning forward on the table. “I’d always played Little League baseball before that. Thought I was going to be in the Major League. But my dad encouraged me to try out for football and the rest is history.”
“Were you really good at it?” she asked.
“No, actually I wasn’t!” he laughed, recalling his first season. “And I didn’t play quarterback, I was on the line. And wasn’t crazy about being hit all the time.”
“So what did you do?”
“Well, my dad practiced with me, throwing the ball and stuff. I did like to throw and it just took some time to get used to throwing the football. I eventually got better and tried out for quarterback in seventh grade. By eighth, I was starting.”
“You still play baseball though, right?”
Just then, the server returned with their drinks. They each took a sip before continuing their conversation.
“Yes, I still love baseball. But I’m going to college on a football scholarship.”
“Wow,” she said. “Want to go pro?”
He nodded. “Yes, I do.”
“If that’s what you really want, then I know you will.”
“What about you?” he asked, reaching over to take her hand. “I understand you’re aiming for the Olympics.”
Lori straightened her shoulders. “Yes, in four years. And I’m going to win the gold.”
Jason smiled. “That’s pretty bold.”
“Why play if it’s not to win?” Lori asked. “If you’re not going to give it your all and expect to be victorious, then you won’t! I never go into a race hoping to win or worse, thinking I won’t! I expect to improve my time and come in first – every time.”
“So it’s all in the attitude, huh?”
“Attitude is most of it,” Lori laughed. “Wish it was all of it!”
He smiled, his thumb rubbing her hand. “Coach told me how hard you work. How long have you been swimming?”
“I had lessons when I was just three. My dad said I took to the water like a fish and they’ve never been able to get me out. Our first house had a small pool. I’d come home from school and swim every day. As soon as I was old enough to enter competition, my parents encouraged me. And I did well.”
She took a sip of her diet cola, thinking back to her early swim meets. “My parents were happy I had something to focus on. They hired a trainer when I was ten. I’ve worked out almost every day since then. Right now I spend five days a week with my current trainer, Judy, and the rest of the time I’m on my own.”
Lori paused, aware of what Jason was thinking. “I guess it’s been pretty much my entire life!”
“Well, now I know where you’ve been hiding,” he said. “But you haven’t always lived in Greenville, have you?”
“No. We moved here the summer before seventh grade. That’s when we found the house with the great pool,” she said with a grin. “What about you?”
“Lived here my whole life. Most of my family is here, too. My little cousin, Jennifer, goes to our school. She’s in tenth, I think.”
“You said your dad built the house you live in?” she asked, feeling completely relaxed in his presence now.
They spent the next two hours getting to know one another. Lori enjoyed discovering the young man she had known only from a distance. He had always appeared bigger than life, almost untouchable. Here in the restaurant, though, Jason was a real person. He was warm and funny and very engaging. She felt as comfortable talking to him as Sarah or Maria. Jason appeared to enjoy her many questions, too. Once they moved from facts to opinions, they found their views on the world to be similar. Lori delighted in the connection they were making verbally, not to mention physically. Jason maintained contact with her throughout the evening and certainly knew how to disarm Lori. His fingers, surprisingly soft and gentle, stroked her hand or shoulder at every chance.
Jason also enjoyed himself. At first he had simply been enamored by her looks, but quickly discovered there was a sharp, intelligent young woman within Lori. When on the subject of swimming, she sounded passionate and devoted to her lifelong dream. Most of the time she was light and joyful, her uplifting spirit positively contagious. Jason found it pleasant to talk with someone who did not complain all the time.
It still confounded Jason that he had not noticed her before yesterday. He only vaguely recalled her from one of his classes last year, perhaps because she normally wore her hair in a ponytail. Lori’s hair appeared prettiest hanging loosely over her shoulders, the locks framing her beautiful face. Lori might not have been quite tall enough to model, but she was certainly shaped properly. She was athletic, with the legs of a swimmer, but her features were still delicate and graceful. Unlike most female athletes, Lori looked more like a woman than a tomboy.
They could have sat there all night, but eventually Jason caught a passing waiter and asked for the time.
“Nine-thirty,” he answered.
They exchanged surprised glances. “I’m sorry, I had no idea we’d been here that long!” Jason said, sliding out of the booth. He held out his hand and assisted Lori to her feet.
“That’s okay,” she laughed. “I didn’t either!”
They had just pulled into her neighborhood when Jason said, “You know, I really enjoyed tonight.”
“So did I,” she replied, hoping it would not be the last time.
“And I wanted to ask if you would join me Friday night. A few of us were going to hit a movie and then hang out afterwards, maybe get some pizza.”
“Sure! Sounds like fun.”
Jason pulled into her driveway, circling around to the front steps. The white house almost appeared to glow in the night. The porch lights were on, but the real radiance came from the small spotlights placed at intervals around the massive house. Except for the main entrance, most of the windows were dark. Lori suspected her mother was probably still at work in her office.
Jason turned off the motor and turned to face Lori. His hand wrapped around hers, fingers entwined tightly.
“Actually, what I really wanted to ask was if you’d be my girlfriend,” he said, his expression almost anxious.
“Me?” she asked in surprise.
“Yes, you,” answered Jason, leaning closer. “Will you be my girlfriend?”
“Yes!” Lori said quickly.
He smiled and bent forward to kiss her. This time she was prepared and leaned in to meet him. His free hand quickly moved to the side of her face. Her grip on his hand tightened as this kiss lasted longer than the first. When they parted, her eyes locked on his and Lori smiled. Returning her smile, he kissed her one more time. Jason grabbed his keys and got out to walk her to the door.
Once on the porch, he stole another kiss from Lori before allowing her inside. She said goodnight and watched from the side window as his car rolled down the driveway. Lori stood there for a few minutes, her mind still reeling. Tonight had been incredible, and she couldn’t wait for tomorrow!
III
First Few Weeks
Enjoying a boyfriend at school was a new experience for Lori.
She had only dated a few times and mostly with boys she encountered through swimming. The summer before her junior year had been spent with a young trainer at the pool. Lori had never considered him her boyfriend, though. Scott had been spending his last summer before college gaining experience as a trainer and helped Lori tremendously. He had been one of those free spirits, very happy go lucky and tremendous fun to be around. She still kept in contact with him and enjoyed Scott’s stories about California.
No one at her school had ever asked her out until now. She had watched Sarah and all of her boyfriends with mild envy. Sarah was never long in between boys though, and rarely stayed with anyone past two months. Lori had decided that Sarah did not like commitment but feared being alone, too. Unfortunately, Lori’s swimming schedule meant she was frequently by herself, whether she liked it or not.
Jason came by her locker during the morning break. When the bell rang, he walked Lori to her gym class and kissed her goodbye. Several girls noticed and she was barraged with questions in the locker room. Lori felt grateful to escape to the weight room, where the class was predominantly boys. They were less likely to inquire about her new boyfriend. Several were on the football team, however, and Lori did overhear a couple of them talking about the quarterback’s new girl.
Fortunately, no one inquired about Jason at lunch. Several people stopped to talk with him to get a good look at the girl he now dated. Lori buried her anxiety and just smiled. The scrutiny couldn’t last forever, she reasoned.
At the end of the school day, she and Sarah exited the last class together. When they reached their lockers, her friend commented on the buzz around school. Lori cringed, afraid the constant feedback might overwhelm Jason.
“Oh, Sarah, everyone’s been asking me questions all day!” she moaned. “They’re all shocked he’s going out with me.”
“Are you kidding?” asked Sarah, opening her locker. “Lori, I haven’t heard anything like that! God, maybe the girls are envious, but you should hear the guys!”
“What do you mean?”
Before Sarah could answer, Lori felt a hand on her arm.
“Hey!” said Jason, pulling her in for a kiss. “I hoped to catch you! Listen, I’ve got to help Matt with something tonight. Okay if I call you afterwards?”
“That’d be fine,” Lori said, hiding her disappointment with a smile.
“Talk to you tonight then,” he said, kissing her one more time before heading to football practice.
When he departed, Sarah winked at her. Lori wished she felt the same confidence. It felt as if the pressure from everyone today was too great for their relationship to last.
Jason had indeed received many comments regarding his new girlfriend, but none negative. Nearly half of the school had informed him he now dated the sweetest, most beautiful girl in the world. Boys he did not even know were congratulating him. Jason wondered again where Lori had been hiding all this time.
“You were too wrapped up last year with Rachel to notice!” Matt told him that night. “And I know Rachel went to New York to model, but Lori’s prettier than her by a long shot!”
“Why didn’t you ever ask her out then?” asked Jason. “Didn’t you guys have Chemistry together?”
“Well, I wanted to, but she showed zero interest. You sure got her attention, though!”
“Probably just gratitude,” Jason said with a shrug.
However, her delight to hear his voice that night sounded genuine. Jason found himself talking with Lori for over an hour. The longer they conversed, the greater his intrigue became with this spirited girl. Lori would be an enjoyable mystery to unravel. After the comments today, Jason knew that this one was special. Apparently everyone considered her untouchable, but he had proved it possible to ask out one Lori Anders.
* * *
Friday night he arrived early at Lori’s house. She had informed him that her father was home and would probably want to meet her new boyfriend. So it came as no surprise Jason when Lori’s father answered the door.
“Well, hello!” he said, smiling broadly. “You must be Jason!”
“Yes, good evening, Mr. Anders,” answered Jason, offering his hand.
Lori’s father had a firm grip. Jason knew her father held a position of power in a large corporation and suspected he could be quite ruthless when it came to business. However, there was no trace of severity in the man before him. His eyes suggested a boyish sense of humor at odds with his late-thirties appearance. Apparently Mr. Anders shared his daughter’s sunny disposition.
“Come in! And please, can call me Phil,” he said, stepping aside.
When Jason was safely in the foyer, Phil closed the door. Winking mischievously, he leaned on the rails of the stairway and peered upstairs.
“Lori!” he called.
They heard her muffled reply and her father chuckled. Before either could speak, she appeared and bounced down the stairs. Jason smiled as he watched her descend, her long hair swaying gracefully.
“I’m ready!” Lori said as she reached the bottom step.
“I’m sure you’ll have a great night!” said her father. “Where are you going again?”
“We’re meeting some friends at the movie theatre, then going for pizza afterwards,” explained Jason.
“Very good!” Phil said, nodding approvingly. He opened the door and leaned over to give Lori a kiss on the cheek. “Goodnight, Pumpkin. Be home by dawn, okay?”
Jason shook his hand again and escorted Lori to the car. Once inside, he eyed her questioningly. “Dawn? Is he kidding?”
She smiled and held up her hand. “He’s kidding. My father’s never serious!”
“Too bad,” said Jason with a wink as he started the car.
They caught up with everyone in the theatre lobby. Jason purchased their tickets and splurged for drinks and popcorn. Chris and his girlfriend were already waiting, as were Steve, Paul, Josh and Tina. Matt and Heather arrived late and had to locate them in the dark theatre. Lori found herself sandwiched between Jason and Matt, who seemed incapable of holding still. The movie was substandard, so the distractions around her were more entertaining than the film itself. With Jason holding her hand throughout the movie, Lori scarcely noticed the commotion.
Afterwards, they went out for pizza, still rehashing the movie’s terrible plot. Lori was amused by their friendly banter. At one point, Chris even tried to reenact a scene from the movie atop his chair and nearly lost his balance. When the pizza arrived, six large pies covered on the table. At first Lori doubted they could eat it all. However, six growing young men were able to devour the pizza in record time. She took just three slices for herself and only Heather was able to match the boys slice for slice.
“Did you want any more?” Jason asked as he pulled one of the last pieces onto his plate.
“No, I’m fine,” said Lori. Any more pizza and it would seriously throw off her eating habits.
“After a while they stop offering and you’ll just have to fight for it,” said Heather, grabbing the last pepperoni. Protesting that accusation, Matt leaned over and took a bite out of her pizza as Heather held it up to her mouth. She quickly pulled away and bit into her slice.
“Pig!” Heather mumbled through her pizza.
Around eleven o’clock, Josh took Tina home. Everyone began to disperse after that and Lori felt disappointed the evening was coming to an end. Steve and Paul locked arms and jokingly walked each other out of the restaurant and Chris egged them on from behind. Jason escorted Lori slowly from the restaurant.
“We still getting together tomorrow at the park?” asked Matt as they joined the others outside.
“Yeah, as far as I know,” said Jason, his fingers curled around Lori’s. “Am I bringing the football?”
Matt brushed the hair away from his eyes. “I’ll bring mine, too.”
“See you then!”
They said goodnight and strolled toward the car. Steve and Paul were still clowning around in the parking lot, reluctant to leave. Matt joined them with Heather riding on his back, her laughter echoing loudly across the parking lot.
“Are you ready to go home?” asked Jason, opening the car door for Lori. She hesitated and gave him a sly smile.
“No,” she answered truthfully.
Jason appeared pleasantly surprised. “Well, okay then. Let’s not.”
He slid into the driver’s seat car and sat there for a moment. Lori regarded him expectantly, her eyes bright. He smiled knowingly and started the engine.
“We’ll just go for a drive,” he said. “I’ll show you a couple places.”
They pulled out of the parking lot, honking the horn at Matt. Everyone waved as they drove off into the night.
“Are Matt and Heather… ?” Lori began, still not sure what to make of their relationship.
Jason shook his head. “No. They grew up next door to each other, so they’ve been friends for years. Sometimes they go out, but it’s never serious.”
“They certainly get along well,” commented Lori.
“I don’t think Heather is right for Matt. She can be so dominating and feisty sometimes. Think he wants someone who shares his sense of humor. And she’s got to be shorter than him!”
Lori smiled at his last comment. Heather was a tall girl and she probably intimidated most boys. She thought for a moment and decided to ask a bold question.
“What do you want?”
“Me?” exclaimed Jason, laughing in surprise. He shifted in his seat, searching for an answer. “I don’t know. Someone beautiful,” he said, rubbing her knee and giving her a big smile. “Someone who’s not bossy. Someone sweet.”
They pulled up to a red light and he leaned over to kiss Lori. “Your turn,” he chuckled. “What do you want?”
Lori needed no time to think of an answer. “A hero,” she said simply.
“A hero?”
“Yes, a hero. Someone who will be there for me, take care of me,” she said wistfully, her voice tinged with just a hint of sorrow.
“You seem pretty independent to me,” said Jason. “Besides, that’s a mighty tall order. Think you can find a guy like that?”
“I think so,” she replied, refraining from giving him a complete answer.
Eventually they pulled into a nice neighborhood and he pointed to his house as they slowly rolled past. It was a large, two-story home with a separate three-car garage. This neighborhood was perhaps a few years older than Lori’s, but still very nice. Several blocks later, he drove past the homes of Matt and Heather. He continued heading south toward her neighborhood and eventually pulled up to a large park. Lori had never been out this way and didn’t even know the park existed. Jason pulled his car into the small parking lot, pleased no one else was present. He glanced at the clock before turning off the engine. It was only eleven-thirty.
“This is where we play on Saturdays,” he explained, easing his seat back a few inches. “Sometimes we all come down here and just hang out.”
Placing his arm around Lori, he pulled her closer. Jason kissed her several times, his hands slowly rubbing her back and arms. She responded wholeheartedly to his kisses, but her hands remained in her lap. Eventually he leaned back and reached for her right hand, raising it to his lips. Lori’s eyes never left his as Jason gently kissed her fingers. Still holding her hand, he pulled it in to his chest and continued to kiss her.
Finally, he pulled away and smiled. “What time should I have you home?” Jason asked in a low voice.
“Probably midnight,” she answered regrettably.
He sighed. “I liked dawn better,” he told her, kissing Lori one more time.
Readjusting his seat, he started the car. Within a few minutes, he arrived at Lori’s house. Jason got out to walk her to the door, his fingers entwined with hers. When they reached the front porch, he paused.
“How’s your back?” he asked, gently placing his hand her upper back.
“Much better. I hardly even noticed it tonight.”
“Good,” he said, slipping his other arm around her as well. His hold forced Lori to rest her hands on his shoulders, her eyes locked with Jason’s.
“Those guys ever come near you again, I’ll hurt them and bad,” he said in a firm voice.
As she returned his kiss, Lori did not doubt his words. After tonight, she felt surer about their relationship, too. She was gaining confidence.
“I’d like to see you tomorrow night, if that’s okay,” Jason said, closely watching her face. “Just the two of us. Maybe make up for the awful movie tonight.”
Lori smiled. “We could rent one. You’re welcome to come here and watch it in the game room.”
“That sounds good. I’ll call you tomorrow afternoon then.”
“I’ll be home after four,” she said. Saturday afternoons were always spent shopping with Sarah and Maria. This weekend there would be much to discuss, too!
“All right. Goodnight,” he said, kissing her one last time.
He waited until she was safely inside before getting in his car. As he pulled out of the driveway, Jason smiled to himself. He was really beginning to like this girl.
* * *
Lori had a good time shopping with her friends, but Saturday night made her weekend special. Jason called from the video store and had her select the movie. She opted for something funny and lighthearted. It was too soon for a romantic movie, and they had just seen a bad action flick. Before watching the movie, he challenged Lori to a game of pool. He won three out of five rounds and bested her when they turned to video games. When she put in the racing game, Jason’s winning streak abruptly ended. The final lap concluded when he hugged her so tight she could no longer control her vehicle and crashed.
Sunday afternoon, she went to lunch with her father. They always shared a meal once a week and had done so for many years. Lori enjoyed the quality time with her father. She felt closer to him than her mother and never hesitated to discuss her problems and concerns. Lori purposely avoided the situation that had brought Jason into her life and she felt a twinge of guilt. She did not like hiding things from her father, but Joe and Devon’s behavior would have infuriated him. Jason had taken care of the situation, however, and she felt confident nothing more would come from the incident.
The following week brimmed with anticipation. Friday was the first football game and the guys were pumped for the event. Lori had attended a few home games over the years, mostly at the insistence of Sarah who just wanted to check out the boys. Lori quickly realized she would attend all of them this year. It would be inappropriate for the quarterback’s girlfriend to be absent.
As the week progressed, Jason’s affection toward her did not diminish. He always held her hand, whether walking her to class or just talking with friends. Physical demonstration was not an issue with Jason, and he had obviously grown up with loving hugs and touching from his parents and family. Until now, Lori had not realized how much contact she truly desired and relished the attention.
By Thursday, Lori talked Sarah and Maria into joining them for lunch. She did not want to exclude her best friends from her life. Maria sat quietly in her seat, afraid to speak to anyone, but Sarah held no such inhibitions. Fortunately, she put a rein on her tongue and kept her opinionated comments to a minimum. The group already boasted a boisterous Heather and did not need another outspoken young lady.
Friday afternoon, they ate outside on the grass. Matt had run to McDonald’s and brought back food for everyone. Lori consumed her normal lunch, but she did eat a couple of Jason’s French fries. The guys were primed for their game that night and threw the football around after lunch. Lori chatted with Heather and Tina as they watched the boys run around on the lawn. Tina was just telling them about a concert she wanted to see when Heather suddenly reached out her arms.
“Heads up!” she yelled as the football fell into her hands. She pulled it to her body and laughed. “Who missed that catch?”
Matt held up his hands. “Throw it here!”
Heather smiled wickedly. “You want the ball?” she taunted, sliding it under her shirt. “Come and get it!”
Lori and Tina jumped out of the way. Matt charged Heather and they rolled across the grass. Somehow Heather managed to keep the ball from him. She broke his grasp and tossed the ball at Lori.
“Take it and run!” she cried, laughing as Matt fell on her again.
Lori caught the ball and looked up to see Jason coming toward her. She decided to show him she was no easy target. Quickly she turned and took off running at full speed. Jason ran after her, but she had a good head start. Soon they were near the empty tennis courts. Lori opened the gate and ran toward the other side, putting as much distance between her and Jason as possible. He charged straight at the net and jumped over it, closing the distance between them. Lori darted down the court, exiting through a second gate, and she could hear Jason not far behind.
From there, it was only a short distance to the fence around the football field and track. Lori ran down the length, her legs pumping hard. Hours of swimming and jogging had made her a very fast runner. Jason realized that unless he poured it on really soon, he would never catch her. He managed to close the gap between them as she rounded the corner. Reaching out, he grasped her right arm. Sensing capture was eminent, Lori immediately slowed per pace. She did not want to be tackled like one of the football players. Jason waited until they had nearly come to a complete stop before picking her up from behind.
“My God, you’re like a cheetah!” he panted, setting her feet on the ground. “The guys would’ve never let me live it down had you got away!”
“I run several miles a day, you know!” cried Lori through her laughter.
“I guess!” he said, taking the football from her grasp. Smiling, he grabbed her hand. “Come on!”
When they returned, the boys did give Jason grief for taking so long to catch Lori. Heather laughed and gave her a high-five.
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