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The afternoon bell signals that it’s time for the students to go home. As the stampede 

echos through the halls and out the doors, a student is lying at his desk, asleep. Somehow, he 

slept through the loud tone and drooled ever so peacefully on his chin. Martin Lucero Queen, a 

student at Juniper High School, had come to his sleeping friend’s homeroom after gym class. 

With his dark skin and tightly tied dreads glistening with sweat, Martin asked the student’s 

teacher Mr. Stevens about his homework for the coming night when a woman’s voice boomed 

over the intercom. The student stirred, halfway between being awake and asleep.  

“Would Don Tracy please report to the secretary’s office. Don Tracy to the secretary’s 

office. Thank you.” 

“Wait what. Why do I have to go there?” the sleepy student asked Mr. Stevens. 

“Not sure, nobody let me know ahead of time. But you better get going, practice was 

moved to 3 and it’s already 2:30. Maybe you should get more sleep at night hm?” 

“No can do Stevens, honors, dual enrollment, and football keep me booked until 2 every 

night.” 

“Is that how kids say Call of Duty nowadays?”  
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“Nah Mistah Stevens, Donnie is a good noodle.” Martin said with a smile that was ripe 

with sarcasm.  

As the two friends walked out of Mr. Stevens room and down the long hallway in West Wing 

toward the secretary’s office, Don wondered what could be the reasoning behind his visit. He 

looked at the time. 2:35. Only 25 minutes until they had to be on the practice field. His steps 

became hurried as he finally reached the office.  

“Yo Donnie, I’ll meet you there bro. I gotta hit the showers real quick.” said Martin. 

“Alright, I’ll be in.” Don replied. 

Through the glass window, Miss Bellevue, the young and gorgeous school secretary, smiled at 

him and put her pointer finger up as if to signal ‘one moment please’. She disappeared around a 

corner and Don stood at the window, tapping his foot impatiently. She finally came back, her 

blonde curls bouncing with each heel click. She handed him a familiar looking athletic bag 

through the one way slot built into the glass window.  

“Thanks Miss Bellevue, gotta run!” he said, already sprinting in the other direction.  

Now he remembered why he was called down. His mother had done his no-contact football 

laundry the day before and today was Don’s pre-game practice. He made it to the locker room 

with 18 minutes to spare, not too bad. When Don opened up his athletic bag he was horrified by 

what he saw. His mom had packed him all the right stuff, except for the shirt. Instead of the plain 

grey tee the football players normally wore, it was a large rainbow tie dye shirt that was a whole 

size too small. Don looked in the mirror.  

“AHHH! I look like a fucking flower girl!” he yelled.  
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In that moment, Don heard an unsettling sound coming from the shower area. Yelling voices 

grew louder as he got closer. Then he heard a familiar voice in the chaos. 

“Come on man, chill! I’m tryna get ready, same as ya’ll. Yooo, come on Eddy man, give 

it back. Yo, give it back!” yelled Martin.  

Eddy Hallen was a varsity lineman. He was built like a train car and probably weighed close to 

the same. His awful haircut resembled an army crew cut but looked like it was done with safety 

scissors. Eddy was not someone you wanted problems with. Sometimes the varsity boys, the 

loose cannon ones at least, would terrorize the younger players. Even Don himself had 

reluctantly participated more than once, now that he too was a senior. Images of freshman kids 

all twisted and contorted on the floor of the locker room, with whispers of a promise of more 

pain if they spoke a word about it, filled Don’s eyes and ears. He remembered being one of those 

kids. Nowadays, he just perpetuated the cycle of hazing in order to survive. Don tried to fit in 

with the guys and let the big mouths do the big talking. He knew if he ever spoke out of line it 

would be him on the receiving end. Don hated that he was now one of them and even though he 

constantly fought for their approval, he hated every second of it. But this time was different. 

Normally Don would stand back and observe, afraid to be targeted. But Martin was his best 

friend. Not only was he his best friend but Martin had it rough at home. His Mother and Father 

were in a three-way relationship with heroin and it often led to outbursts and neglect. Don 

thought about the times where Martin would come to Don’s for dinner, hiding bruises and burns 

on his skin. Martin never overstayed his welcome and never spoke out of turn in the Tracy 

household. He had just turned 16 too, he was still a kid. Don knew what he had to do. 
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“Hey man, you guys need to stop. We got practice in 10 minutes and Q needs to get 

ready.” Don said, proud of his strong voice. 

“Awwww man, here comes JV back at it with the leadership. Nice shirt faggot.” said Luc 

Romero, the varsity safety. 

Everyone around started laughing. Don could feel his face getting red. Luc’s smile glowed along 

with his serpentine eyes, giving the illusion of hunger for the next kill. He was surprised when 

Don spoke again. 

“I’m just trying to help my friend out man, wouldn’t you do the same? You don’t have to 

be such a dick all the time.”  

Don knew he said too much. But the focus had officially shifted from Martin to him, which is 

exactly what he wanted. Don prepared for what was coming his way, or at least he thought he 

did. SMACK. Don’s vision went black and everything was blurry. He focused on the only thing 

he could see, a square of dark blue. As his vision readjusted he realized he was staring at the tiled 

floor of the locker room showers. He looked up and saw Eddy Hallen standing behind where he 

had just been. When he turned, the side of his head exploded with pain. Now the crowd started to 

clear out, but Eddy, Luc, and two others stayed. They circled Don like vultures.  

“Did you just call my teammate a dick? Now why would you go and do that? You know 

my job is to protect my teammates.” said Eddy with a sick smile. 

“I bet I know why Big Ed, I bet he’s insecure about his dick, as small as it is, so he calls 

people names. Is that it Don?” asked Luc. 

“Fuck off Luc.” Don said. 
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A kick from Eddy straight into Don’s stomach knocked all of his air out of his lungs. Don gasped 

for air as Luc spoke, wanting Don to admit that he was superior.  

“I’ll ask again, and then we’ll be all square. That’s it right Don? It’s because you have a 

small dick?”  

Don closed his eyes and imagined he was somewhere else. Somewhere where he could be strong 

and had his own gang of thugs to beat up on these guys. He snapped back to reality and didn’t 

say a word. Big mistake. 

“Alright guys, he doesn’t wanna talk. Let’s find out for ourselves.”  

Luc stomped on Don’s face, again giving him blurred vision and stars. He felt the four guys 

tearing at his clothes. As they tore his clothes off, they gave him shot after shot after shot. His 

ribs, his kidneys, his face, his stomach. He was in such searing pain that he couldn’t even feel all 

of the painful sensations happening to his body. Then the guys dropped him in the shower and 

turned it on freezing cold. Don laid there completely stripped naked, unable to move from the 

pain. Through his swollen eyes he could see them with their phones pointed at him. They were 

laughing like hyenas as they humiliated him.  

“Here’s one for the Gram aaaand one for Snap. There we go Donnie boy, good pose! 

Work it!” one of them laughed.  

“Shit, guys we gotta go or Coach is gonna be pissed!” 

Luc approached Don, his whispers like sharpened blades scratching each other. 

“Listen to me Tracy. Listen real good. If you tell ANYONE about this. I will burn your 

house down and make sure your family is inside. Then Q after that, though he’d probably be 

better off anyways. But don’t you worry Donnie, it’ll just be our little secret.”  
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He finally left. Don laid there for what felt like hours, the whole time being soaked with cold 

water. He didn’t even bother going to the practice field. He knew his football career was over. 

His heart was so broken and beaten by his teammates that all he could do was sulk away. Don 

didn’t bother to grab anything but his clothes and backpack and he limped all the way home.  

 

That night, Don didn’t leave his bedroom. He told his mom he got really beat up today...in 

football practice. She half tended to him and half talked on the phone with a client and he didn’t 

say a word about what had really happened. He felt too much shame and embarassment and he 

knew it would just keep happening if he said anything. That was Luc’s promise. When his 

mother finally left the room, Don started crying. He knew he was trapped without any options 

and that the next time he’d have to face his classmates he would be humiliated even further. Don 

cried and cried and didn’t stop until he finally fell asleep. He woke up the next morning and 

found the pictures taken of him beat up and naked by his teammates spread all over social media 

by anonymous accounts. He knew he couldn’t go to school again. He turned off his phone and 

stayed home. He told his mom it was because he was sore. She was so distracted with work that 

she didn’t even think twice about the marks in places unreachable with football pads on. The tan 

walls of the bedroom became the only source of comfort and peace that Don could maintain. He 

was terrified of stepping outside of his own home, fearing isolation and harassment. The only 

one who Don spent any time with during his time off from school was his dog Kimbo. Kimbo 

was a Dutch Shepard that his father had saved and trained for the K9 unit, since his dad was a 

huge part of the Baltimore Police Department. Kimbo was home while Don’s father was away 

training the next generation of officers at Police Academys all over Maryland. Kimbo licked 
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Don’s cuts and bruises and stayed by his side the entire time, his dark coat of fur soft to the 

touch. When he knew his mother had left for a long shift at her office and that he’d be home 

alone for several hours, Don snuck into his parents bedroom and went under their bed. He knew 

he would find a small black backpack and when he felt it touch his fingertips he desperately 

snatched it up. He took the silver and black object that was inside and he put the bag back. He 

opened up the object, making sure it was fully functional. It was. He checked to make sure all of 

the pieces fit together correctly. They did. Don had felt trapped in his own mind for too long, 

haunted by what was done to him. He no longer wanted to think about what was happening, what 

had happened, and especially not what was going to happen. Tomorrow would be a normal 

Friday at Juniper High School, with the first semester in full swing. Don planned on this being 

his final day of school. 

 

That night, Don dreamt of a memory that was long kept behind the curtains of his mind. A 

simple image really. There was a small boy with brown hair and brown eyes that changed color 

in the reflection of the sun. Don. A short distance away was an even smaller boy with black hair 

and black eyes, his dark skin caked with dirt. Martin. The backyard was a place where they could 

pretend and ironically, it was usually where they felt most alive. They clicked toy revolvers at 

each other, laughing and screaming. Don remembered his mom telling him to go easy on Martin 

because his parents were going through a lot, so whenever Martin’s eyes looked sad behind his 

glasses, Don always did something funny or stupid to make Martin forget. The dream continued, 

replaying these moments long forgotten until an alarm clock pulled Don back into his putrid 

existence.  
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Don pulled the silver and black object from his backpack. It was time. Time to hand deliver 

karma’s sweet kiss, to get a vengeance that he craved so deep within his being. Don’s hand 

squeezed the grip of the weapon as anger and frustration began to well up inside of him. 

“It’s time.” Don whispered to himself.  

Hearing the words out loud took him by surprise. Was that really his voice? It was his voice 

crying out and pleading with those boys when he was vulnerable, that’s for damn sure. They 

didn’t hear him then, so he wouldn’t listen for their pleas now. A million images flashed through 

Don’s bloodshot eyes, which were rimmed in a dark shadow. The shadow hid the streaks of gold 

in his brown eyes and replaced them with black slits. Sleep wasn’t something Don could do at 

this point, the sounds and the images haunted him whenever he closed his eyes. It had been days 

but it was okay. He would sleep soon. ‘Then it would be better’. Somehow he knew this was 

nothing but a cold hearted lie. Within his conflicted mind, the realization of bewilderment and 

anger resonated and sent tremors through his body. His teammates, kids he knew for over ten 

years. How could they hurt him so bad? All he ever wanted was just to fall into stride with the 

other kids on his team and be happy. In a few minutes, everyone else would feel the same pain. 

Don entered the school through the door in the East Wing and down the hall into the back 

entrance of the men’s locker room. Then he walked out of the locker room and down the short 

hallway to the AV Room, a place where the Juniper High athletic teams of the past and present 

had held countless team meetings, film sessions, and Saturday night movies. Don closed his eyes 

and took one last shaky breath, drawn from deep inside his lungs. The tremors slowed until they 

were gone. Don dreamt of being in a different place. A place of peace and quiet serenity. When 
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he slowly urged his eyes open, reality set in. The thick oak door stood in front of him. One 

obstacle between him and his demons. He could feel the cold stainless steel of the pistol in his 

hand. The voices from inside the room escaped from under the door in wisps, a word here, a 

word there. Just enough to make the tremors come back. Don reached for the door with a 

trembling hand but before Don’s grip found the handle, the door was opened just a crack. Just 

enough for a slender, dark-skinned boy to slide through. His eyes met Don’s, speaking in ways 

that words couldn’t. 

“Yo Donnie, where you been man? I have been worried sick about-” asked Martin. 

Martin’s eyes fell to Don’s hand. The silver and black Ruger SR1911 gleamed menacingly, 

reflecting off Martin’s glasses and into Don’s eyes. Don put it behind his back, but it was too 

late. Martin took a step back, unsure. His voice shook as he croaked his question to Don. 

“D-Don...what are you- what are you doing man?” Martin said. 

The question hung in the air for a moment before Don responded in a straightforward tone.  

“I have to do this Q. It’s too late. I have to do this.” 

Unbeknownst to the two, eyes wandered and words echoed to an eavesdropping student. The 

students phone dialed 911, reporting severe danger at Juniper High School. 

“Whatchu sayin’ Don? It ain’t too late man I’m here for you. I’m right here. We can turn 

around and get the fuck up outta here right now. C’mon bro… you don’t have to do this. It can’t 

be too late, not yet. You got so much potential left in you bro, it can’t end here.” 

Tears filled Don’s eyes as his handle on the gun grew tighter. As he began to speak, the tremors 

turned to winces of painful truth.  
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“Q... I-I-I can’t. I can’t go back. Not after this. Not after what they did. They d-don’t 

deserve to be alive anymore. They took away my life so now- now I have to take theirs too. They 

don’t deserve it Q.” 

Don’s words hung in the air like smoke.  

“But you do Don. You do. This isn’t the way to solve this shit. Just give me the gun man. 

Let’s go home. Let’s both walk away from this. Screw those dudes and what they did. It 

should’ve been me man. You saved my ass when it should’ve been me!” 

“But it wasn’t you Q, it was me! You don’t know how this feels. I don’t know what to do 

or what to say or how to think… it just- it hurts so bad man. I have to make it go away.” 

“You’re my brother D, I got your back and you know that. That’s on everything. Ain’t no 

damn jockey boys gonna change that. Now you listen to me bro… please, PLEASE, just hand 

me the gun and let’s go home. Please Don. Don’t do this.”  

Don’s eyes burned with an unimaginable fire. The flow of pain from his eyes refused to stop and 

his heart felt like it was being ripped out and squashed under combat boots. He lifted the gun 

toward Martin with his hand on the grip. For a moment his hand remained there, completely 

motionless. The guilt and sadness that was standing atop Don’s shoulders melted away as Martin 

slowly took the gun. 

“Q… I am s-s-so s-sorry.” Don said as he broke into tears. 

“It’s okay Donnie, it’s gonna be okay man. It isn’t your fault. Yo, look at me.” 

Don turned his fleeting gaze to Martin. 

“It’s not your fault.”  

Martin’s eyes were sad behind his glasses, but he still smiled. Don would never forget that smile. 
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BOOM. The locker room door was kicked in as several men in blue kevlar suits barged in, gun 

barrels pointed in all directions. It all happened so fast. Martin threw his hands in the air but the 

gun in his hand triggered a response in the officers embedded deep within them. Their trained 

eyes saw nothing but gleaming silver. Martin was shot dead before his body hit the floor. Don’s 

eyes fixated on the forming pool of red. The disbelief, the denial of what had just happened, 

began to arise. His heart stopped, time stopped, his lungs stopped, everything stopped. Don went 

somewhere else in his mind. A place far, far away from where he was. He fell into an ocean of 

red and swam down as far as he could before his oxygen grew short. When he could no longer 

breathe, he tried to swim to the top but his ankles were bound. His arms were weak. He fought 

the binds and tried to ascend to the oxygen at the surface, but he couldn’t. He was in agony, 

trying desperately not to let the red water into his lungs. Would this be how it would end? In this 

ocean of scarlet red? Yes. Don decided this is how it would end. He was okay with it. He was 

okay. Don gave in and let the red water into his lungs. It tasted like metal and something else he 

couldn’t quite place. In that moment, Don came to. Every word that followed bounced around 

Don’s head. His ears throbbed and stung, ringing loudly. 

“Don! Hey kid, wake up. Are you hurt? I said are you hurt? My name is Tim Lafayette, 

I’m a police officer. I’m very close with your father. Don’t worry okay, we’ll get this sorted out 

and get you home as soon as we can. You’re safe now.” 

“Where-Where’s Martin?” asked Don in a daze. 

“We got him Don. Nobody else got hurt all thanks to you kid, you’re a real hero.” 
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A hero. The words echoed in Don’s ears. A hero. A hero. Don looked at Officer Lafayette. He 

looked deep into his eyes. Much deeper than the ocean of red that had stained Don’s skin 

forever. 

“Don’t worry kid, it’s not your fault.” 
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