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The Playground 

Mac 

 

Fourteen Years Ago 

 

There comes a time in every little girl’s life when she has to ask herself a very important 

question: do I run or do I fight? While fighting might never be ideal, running was never an option when 

your dad was one of the town’s biggest hard-asses, your oldest brother one of its known troublemakers, 

and you had a family reputation to uphold. Well, admittedly, I didn’t think much about that when I was 

in third grade, but I chose to show my fangs all the same—I chose to fight, or at least threaten it. 

I might’ve been young on that cool October afternoon, but I’ve always been bold. When some 

kid threw a piece of lunch meat at the small, blonde girl sitting at the end of my table, I had something to 

say about it. She’d been timid since first grade, and I saw loneliness in her eyes that reminded me of 

myself sometimes, even if I refused to show it. So, when her brown eyes grew the widest I’d ever seen, 

and her cheeks reddened, bright as a crossing guard sign, I knew it was only a matter of seconds before 

she broke down in front of everyone in the cafeteria, and I couldn’t allow that. Not when I could do 

something to help her. 

Call it self-preservation, having grown up with a bully for an older brother, but fighting back was 

in my blood, and I couldn’t allow the blonde girl who was always on the outskirts, always quiet, to feel 

alone against that freckle-faced ass-hat who was harassing her. So, I stood up and cursed the eight-year-

old twerp. 

“Ricky Icky, you’re such a jerk!” I shouted. The rickety metal table shook when I jolted to my 

feet. 

Ricky was one of those spoiled kids whose mom always packed him a meat and cheese 

sandwich, no crust, along with a bag of chips, sliced fruit—not the fruit cup kind—and a juice box. 

Every. Single. Day.  

I tried not to hold it against him, even though I’d been making my own lunch for months. It 

always consisted of a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, string cheese, and a soda pop. The same thing 

every single day, crust and all. “What the hell’s your problem, anyway? Are you such a spoiled mama’s 

boy you don’t know how to play nice with others?” 

The blonde girl stared at me in amazement, her cheeks red.  
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I scowled at Ricky, channeling my older brother’s meanness and dirty looks so that Ricky would 

know how serious I was. “If you ever throw anything at—” I looked at the blonde girl. “What’s your 

name again? Sarah?” 

“S”—she cleared her throat—“Samantha.” 

I looked back at Ricky. “If you ever do anything to Sam again, I’ll punch you so hard your 

nose’ll bleed.” 

“You can’t hurt me,” he bit back.  

I leaned forward. “You wanna bet? I have an older brother, what do you got? A mommy who 

still wipes your butt for you? Oooh, I’m so scared,” I deadpan. It was a safe threat because Ricky lived 

on my street, so I knew he didn’t have any siblings. Not to mention, I wasn’t the only one who thought 

my brother was a jerk. David was a big guy, already in middle school, and he had a lot of friends who 

wore dark, scary clothing with chains and spikes and had crazy hair. Even I was scared of most of them. 

“Shut up,” Ricky grumbled, but I knew he wouldn’t pick on Sam again. He mumbled something 

else as he collected his lunch box and jacket, and his scrawny little friend followed him out of the 

cafeteria.  

The rest of the table went back to eating their fruit snacks and talking about their Halloween 

plans, but I looked at Sam, then at a piece of what looked like bologna laying on the table in front of her. 

“Next time he does that, throw it back in his face,” I told her. “That’s what I’d do.” 

Sam’s brow crinkled before she nodded. I doubted she’d do it, though, even if it would make him 

think twice about throwing anything at her again. She might’ve squeaked out a thank you, but I was too 

busy being grateful myself—grateful that my impulsiveness didn’t backfire horribly. The last thing I 

wanted to have to do was ask David to beat up an eight-year-old. He would’ve laughed in my face.  

I zipped up my sweatshirt and picked up my sandwich. The bread was stale. Great. 

Sam didn’t say anything else, but I felt her eyes on me as I finished eating my lunch in silence. 

I’m not sure when I stopped hanging out with Claire and Anna Marie, exactly, but I only missed them 

sometimes. Like when strange girls were watching me and there was no one to talk to, to distract me.  

“You’re staring,” I said without looking at Sam. 

“Sorry,” she muttered and stared down at her lunch.  

I glanced over at the table next to mine, at Claire and Anna Marie talking with the new girl, 

Bethany. We used to be inseparable, at least until my mom ruined everything.  

At first, my friends looked at me with sympathy when they found out what happened, which I 
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didn’t like. Eventually, they stopped understanding me at all, said that I had changed, which was fine. I 

wasn’t even sure I liked them anymore anyway, and we drifted apart.  

Instead of thinking about it, I savored my string cheese one thready piece at a time.  

When I finally finished, I tossed my paper bag and trash into the garbage can and headed out 

toward the playground. In my backpack, I’d brought one of the magazines from the shop to read, which 

would keep me busy until the bell rang and we went back to class.  

There was a pitter-patter behind me in the breezeway, but I pretended not to notice. Sam didn’t 

say anything either as she followed me toward the playground. Her silence wasn’t surprising, but she’d 

never followed me around before. When I reached the blacktop, I turned around, confused. She wrapped 

her arms around herself, but I stood there, waiting impatiently for her to say something. 

Her cheeks were still a little red, and after a few heartbeats, I couldn’t stand it anymore. “Well?” 

Resting my hand on my hip, I studied her jeans and boots. I’d never seen someone wear muddy boots to 

school before. 

Sam swallowed. “I just wanted to say thanks,” she finally said. 

I shrugged, like it was no big deal. “Ricky’s like that with everyone. He’s an asshole.” 

Her eyes widened at my cursing. “Not with you.” 

“Ha. He stole my bike last summer.” 

“He did?” 

“Yep. He’ll never do it again, but like I told you, he’s an asshole.”  

Sam smiled a little for the first time, and her brown eyes crinkled in the corners. She didn’t say 

anything else though. Instead, she looked down at her feet and picked at the crack in the walkway with 

her toe.  

“Why are your boots so dirty?” I asked. “Did you walk to school in the mud or something?” 

Sam stared at her feet, then looked at me with a crumpled brow. “It’s from the ranch,” she said, 

so matter of fact. I helped my dad at the garage sometimes, but I didn’t wear greasy clothes to school. I 

shrugged and let it go. 

“So.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you, you know, talk and stuff?” I looked at 

her skeptically. “You might make a few friends if you did.” 

“You don’t have any friends.” 

I narrowed my eyes at her.  

Sam’s expression wilted, and she fidgeted with the hem of her pleated shirt, contemplating 
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something before she finally managed to say, “What’s the point?” 

“What do you mean, ‘what’s the point’? To communicate, obviously. To not seem like a weirdo 

so boys like Ricky won’t push you around.” 

Sam shrugged. “No one listens.” 

“Well,” I said, rolling my eyes. “Maybe if you talked louder than a whisper they might actually 

hear you—” 

But Sam was shaking her head before I could finish. Her eyes turned shiny again, and I thought 

she might really cry this time. “She’s gone, even though I begged her to stay.” 

“What are you talking about? Who is?” I couldn’t help the knot that formed in my stomach and 

moved up into my throat.  

“My mom.” 

“What happened to her?” I whispered. 

Sam didn’t look at me when she finally spoke. “She died.” 

Those two words broke something inside me. A crack deepened in my heart, letting out a pain 

I’d become so good at ignoring all those months.  

Sam’s mom died, mine chose to leave.  

I looked over at the weed-covered soccer field, over at the playground and the monkey bars, then 

back down at the asphalt, not wanting Sam to know that I knew how she felt. Sort of. “Oh,” I said 

dumbly. There was nothing else I could say. Everyone was always sorry and it never helped anyone, so I 

didn’t bother saying it. “That sucks.” 

Tears filled the creases of her eyes, and just as Sam turned to leave—or maybe run away— I told 

her something I hadn’t said out loud to anyone. “My mom’s gone too.”  

She looked back at me, wiping the tears from her eyes. “She is?” 

Uncertain why I’d told her that, I nodded once. “She left. I’m sure you already knew that—

everyone seems to.” 

Sam shook her head and turned to face me fully. “I didn’t.” 

“Yeah, well, that’s a surprise. And she did. Just disappeared one night. She totally sucks.” 

Sam and I stood in silence, with only the sound of kids laughing and screaming on the 

playground to fill our ears.  

“Anyway—” I was ready to walk away, but a male voice startled me. 

“Hey!” a boy called down the breezeway, followed by booming laughter. Both Sam and I looked 
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over to see two fifth graders walking toward us.  

“You sure ripped that kid a new one,” said the dark haired one. His grin was wide and his hazel 

eyes smiled with it. “That’s the best thing I’ve seen all week—all month, actually.” He shoved his 

friend’s shoulder with amusement and looked back at us, registering our confusion.  

Fifth and sixth graders had a different lunch hour. And they definitely didn’t talk to third graders. 

“I was sneaking into the cafeteria to steal a cookie and saw the whole thing. It was epic.” He 

lifted up the palm of his hand, waiting for something, then his amused expression faded and he rolled his 

eyes. “All right, no high-five then. Way to leave a guy hanging,” he grumbled and shoved his hands in 

his pant pockets.  

“We better get to class,” the boy beside him said. His eyes were bright blue, his hair short and 

blonde. They were both really cute. 

The smiley one nodded to his blue-eyed friend. “This is my paranoid buddy, Josh. I’m Nick.”  

Josh gave us a slow wave before his eyes narrowed on me, singling me out. “Doesn’t your dad 

work at that car place?” he asked. 

I was going to nod, when Sam said, “Yeah, he owns it.” 

Looking at her, I frowned. “How do you know that?” 

“I might not talk a lot but I’m not stupid,” she said, causing Nick to chuckle, and I almost smiled. 

“You live next to Josh, right?” Nick looked at Sam. 

She shrugged. “I don’t know.” 

“Yeah, she does,” Josh said, sounding a little impatient. “I’ve seen you and your dad driving up 

the road. I live on the other side of the lake.” The conversation was getting more interesting by the 

minute, and I tried not to let my eyes dart too frantically back and forth. Fifth graders were talking to 

us—cute ones. Boys. 

Sam frowned. “I thought mean Mr. Reilly lived in that house. My dad says he’s sad and angry all 

the time and I should never bother him.” 

Nick and Josh exchanged an awkward look. “Yeah,” Josh said. “He is angry all the time.” He 

nudged Nick. “And I really don’t want to get in trouble.” This time, Josh’s words were more urgent. 

“All right,” Nick groaned, like talking to third graders was the most normal thing in the world. 

“See ya around.”  

“Bye!” I chirped as my backpack slipped off my shoulder. Sam and I watched them head back 

toward the portable classrooms, where the higher grades were, in silence.  
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When they were out of earshot, I turned to Sam. “Josh is your neighbor, and you never said 

anything?” 

Sam looked confused and opened her mouth to say something, but I pulled her with me as I 

walked toward the playground. “Come on.” 

“What—where are we going?” 

“To the swings. You’re going to tell me everything you know about Josh and Mr. Reilly. I’m 

fascinated.” 

“But I don’t know anything about him—” 

“He’s the cutest, most popular boy at this school and you live right next to him. I need all of the 

details.” Although I did think Josh Reilly was cute, I mostly just wanted to talk to Sam more, plus, I was 

always in need of a new distraction. Sam and the boys seemed like just the thing.  

“We’re going to make it our mission to find out more about them,” I told her. “You live next 

door to Josh—they both go to this school, and they both seem cool. None of the guys in our grade are 

cool.”  

“That’s true,” Sam said, and the instant she did, I knew she was onboard. She might’ve been a 

complete stranger, but there was something about her that was comforting.  

“So, this is what we’re going to do . . .” 

I never really knew if it was my false bravado mixed with her timid personality or if it was that 

we both shared some unspoken kinship given our motherless upbringing that made us such fast 

friends, but as I tugged her adamantly along that day, the relief in her eyes endeared me to her 

then and there. An unexpected weight lifted from my heart, too, and she’s been my best friend 

ever since. 


