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The Spring






SITTING in his usual lunchtime spot in the shade of one of the
big oak trees that sometimes made the campus seem like such an inviting
place, Jason didn’t notice that his body was draped in a random pattern
of light and shadow. The warm sun, now at its highest point in the sky,
poured down its light, bathing most of the world in brightness. Even the
oak trees, with their new springtime leaves now almost fully formed,
couldn’t deflect it all, and the sunlight was fragmented into a thousand
shards of light, each illuminating a little piece of earth. The sunshine and
shade made some blades of grass glow while others remained the same
dull green, and insects blinked and sparkled as they buzzed back and
forth. The light, both scattered and direct, fell on the clusters of other
teenagers eating their lunches in the warm springtime air. Their laughter
and conversation created a sense of unity whete the sunshine couldn't
reach. In this optimistic season, when the rest of the world strove to
become as one in the light, Jason alone resisted.

He sat with his back against the wall of the auditorium building.
This was his regular spot, chosen because it was in the shade at this hour
of the day. The trunk of the oak tree was a few feet in front of him, not
close enough to conceal him from his classmates, but near enough to
offer him a sense of security and shelter. His backpack that had been
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slung over his shoulder was now set beside him. He opened the bag of
chips that he had bought from one of the vending machines in the
gymnasium and quickly popped a chip in his mouth, fixing his eyes back
towards the way he had just come: towards the corner of the auditorium,
beyond which stood the flagpole and the entrance to the main school
building.

He decided that if Keith wanted to act like a jerk, then so be it.
Jason had sat in this spot since his sophomore year and he would do the
same today. Nothing would be different except that for the third day in a
row, he sat alone. Until recently, he and his best friend Keith had always
sat in this same place and ate lunch together. But on Monday, they had
an argument that quickly turned bitter, and in response, Keith didn’t
show up for lunch on Tuesday. He was still on campus, of course (Jason
sometimes saw him between classes), but today was Thursday and they
hadn’t spoken to each other since their argument. Apparently Keith had
decided he didn’t want to spend his lunch hours with Jason anymore.

They had argued before—and sometimes Keith had stormed off
in anger—but Jason couldn’t remember a time when they had been apart
for this long. Jason thought that Keith was just being stubborn, and
Jason knew that if Keith were to return right now, there would be no
questions asked and all would be forgiven. A few people came around
the corner, either on their way from class or looking for a place outside
to sit and eat, but Keith was not among them. Jason ate his chips slowly
and continued to watch, and wait, but still there was no Keith. When he
finished his bag of chips, Jason got up, threw the bag into the nearest
trash can, and returned to his place against the wall. Fine, he thought to
himself, 7 Keith wants to sit somewhere else, that's all right with me.

Fortunately, Jason had come prepared for this. Opening a pocket
in his backpack, he pulled out his mp3 player and his headphones. On
Tuesday, he had been caught off guard by Keith's departure and had sat
through an entire lunch hour with nothing to do. He didn’t want that to
happen again, so on Wednesday he had brought his mp3 player to school
so he could pass the time listening to music, and today he had brought it
again. He put on the headphones and turned the player on. Taking one
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last look towards the corner of the auditorium, he saw no one appear, so
he pressed "Play" and a voice sang into his ears:
If everyone on Earth died right now
Except me
I'd be the happiest man on Earth.

The voice belonged to a singer named Charley Z. He had been
Jason's favorite singer ever since Jason discovered his music two years
ago. Since then, no other singer or band had been able to compare.
These songs spoke to Jason, like no other songs ever had. He could
relate to these lyrics. He understood them. They were about his life and
his struggles. These were songs about trying to find a place independent
of society and apart from the mindless crowds who needed community
and belonging for its own sake. Chatley Z taught that independence and
self-reliance were the greatest virtues. Jason had learned from Chatley Z
that the world can be a cruel and lonely place, that the only person he
could depend on was himself, and that friendship was fleeting and
illusory at best—his recent experience with Keith proved that. And as for
love . . . well, that seemed too remote and alien even to consider.

Jason lost himself in reverie but was pulled back to earth when
the song came to its slow and somber end:

If everyone on Earth died right now
Except me
I'd be the saddest man on Earth.
Jason smiled. Who needed Keith? This wasn't so bad: listening to Chatley
Z, sitting in the fresh air, watching the birds fly down from the trees to
search for food in the grass. Jason decided he was happy.

In between songs, he heard a familiar voice. He turned his head
and saw his friend Jimmy and a boy named Brian walking his way. Jason
hadn't known Jimmy for as long as he had known Keith, but right now
Jimmy seemed like more of a friend than Keith. Jimmy always sat outside
at a nearby table with some other students from the senior class. Jason
and Keith had never mixed with Jimmy's circle of friends, but they saw
enough of each other to expect each other's presence. As Jimmy
approached, he stared at Jason and noticed that, once again, the boy with
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the mp3 player was sitting alone. As he and Brian passed, Jimmy stopped,
and Jason turned off his music. Jimmy smiled and said, "Hey, Jason, is
Keith not gonna show up today?"

Jason looked around him, pretending to notice his solitude for
the first time. "It doesn't look like it," he replied.

Jimmy shrugged, still smiling, "Oh well, no big loss." Jimmy and
Keith had never really gotten along, although Jason didn't know why.
Everyone else seemed to like Jimmy; he was very approachable and
always seemed to have a positive attitude about everything. Jason never
understood what it was in his two friends' personalities that conflicted.

"Who ate you listening to?" Jimmy asked, pointing to Jason's mp3
player.

"Charley Z!" Jason said proudly.

Jimmy's smile turned into a mix of disgust and amusement.
Jimmy was no fan of Chatley Z, and Jason knew it. "Man, you need to
listen to some rea/ music for a change."

Brian went on towards their table, and Jimmy started to follow,
but then he turned around and said, "Oh, I almost forgot—Emma and 1
need a ride home this afternoon. Will you wait for us?"

"Sure," Jason said, "I'll wait."

"Thanks."

Jason pressed the "Play" button again and behaved as though he
were enjoying his music a little too much. Jimmy just smiled and shook
his head. He followed Brian to their table, which was closer to the rear of
the auditorium building. The rest of Jimmy's regular circle of friends were
there already: Brian, four girls, and one other boy. Jason knew them all by
name, but he wasn't friends with any of them, just Jimmy.

As Jason sat and listened to the music, his eyes would settle on
Jimmy and his friends from time to time. Jason wondered what he must
look like to them as he sat all alone. He probably looked like a loser, like
he didn't have any friends at all. Jason knew that wasn't true, but what
else could people assume? This part of the campus beside the auditorium
wasn't very busy, even though there were a few students having lunch at

the other nearby picnic tables or on the lawn. But sometimes students,
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on their way from one building to another, or custodians patrolling the
campus, would pass by. If Jason didn't know them, then he ignored
them, but if he saw someone he knew, he suddenly felt embarrassed.
What was worse, no one even looked at him when they walked by. They
ignored him, and their disinterest made it seem like there was something
in Jason's situation—his isolation—that just wasn't right and seemed
strange.

Although he tried to concentrate on his music, Jason’s attention
was drawn again and again to Jimmy and his friends. They were all
laughing now as someone, probably Jimmy, said something funny. After
a moment, two members of the group, a guy and a girl, broke away from
the others and sat on the lawn a few feet away from the table. After a
moment of talking quietly to each other, they began to kiss. As Jason
watched them, he decided he wasn't going to spend the rest of his senior
year of high school sitting by himself during lunch—that would be like
letting Keith win. If Keith wanted to act like a stubborn jerk, then Jason
would let him, but he wouldn't let Keith dictate how he spent his lunch
periods. Tomorrow would be different.

The lunch hour passed quickly, and finally Charley Z’s singing
was interrupted by the sound of the bell, summoning the students back
to class. Jason turned off his mp3 player and returned it to his backpack.
He stood up, brushed the dirt and grass off of his jeans, and followed the

other students back indoors.



Two

WHEN school was dismissed that afternoon, Jason was in such
a hurry to go home that he didn't bother to visit his locker to check to
see if he had any homework. Outside the main doors of the school
building, underneath the flagpole, Jason found Emma waiting for him.
Emma was Jimmy's younger sister; she was sixteen and a sophomore this
year. She looked a lot like Jimmy—the same blonde hair, the same hazel-
colored eyes, and the same friendly smile, although her smile wasn't
permanently fixed to her face like her brother’s seemed to be. With
Jimmy, one never knew for certain whether the good attitude he put
forth was genuine, but there was a sincerity in Emma's smile that only
made her natural kindness and warmth all the more impressive.

Jason and Emma had always gotten along well. Just as Jimmy was
popular and well-liked among the senior class, so was Emma very
popular among the sophomores, and she never had any trouble selecting
a boyfriend from among her many admirers. Jason often recognized her
in the hallways, walking hand in hand with her latest boyfriend, but the
only times Jason ever spoke to her was when he gave her and her brother
rides to and from school.

When Jason approached het, she smiled and said, "Hi! Jimmy will

be along in a minute."
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Jason just stood by and nodded, watching the doors and the
stream of students exiting the building.

Jimmy and Emma didn't ride with Jason everyday. Jimmy had a
car, an old clunker that, although in very poor condition, still ran, but
when Jimmy's father was out of town on business, Jimmy and Emma
rode with Jason. Last year, Jimmy and Emma's mother passed away after
a long bout with cancer. Because their father's business obligations
required him to travel around the country frequently, Jimmy and Emma
were often left to themselves. Whenever their father went out of town,
he asked Jimmy not to drive the car except to work or in case of an
emergency. Their father was afraid that Jimmy (or Emma, who had
recently earned her own driver's license) might get into a setious catr
accident while he was away. A year ago when Jason and Jimmy had been
closer friends than they were now, Jimmy had come to Jason first when
looking for a ride to school. Jason agreed, and this arrangement had
become a habit. Jason didn't mind, because it guaranteed that he still kept
in touch with Jimmy even though they had drifted apart, and it was
always nice to see Emma too.

Obviously, the death of their mother had an effect on the
siblings. For about a month after his mothet's death, Jason had noticed
that Jimmy was withdrawn and depressed, but over time his usual
cheerfulness returned. Jimmy had always been kind of a clown and quick
to laugh and smile, but over the past year, Jason noticed the smiles
seemed to have become permanent. As for Emma, Jason had only met
her a few times before her mother died. Once she and Jimmy started
riding with Jason, and Jason got to know her a little better, he found
Emma to be far more mature than her age suggested. After all, with her
mother gone, she had a great deal more responsibility heaped upon her
shoulders, and she almost became like a parent to Jimmy, especially when
their father was away.

Jason and Emma had only been waiting for a minute before Jason
heard Emma mutter, "C'mon, Jimmy, hurry up." Her words magically
produced their intended effect as Jimmy at last emerged from the main

school building. He wasn't alone: a girl was walking by his side and
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eagerly listening to him tell a joke. Jason didn't know her name; she
looked like a junior. Like his sister, Jimmy was popular with the opposite
sex, but it seemed like neither Jimmy nor Emma could ever develop a
relationship that lasted longer than a month or two.

Jason could never understand what it was that attracted gitls to
Jimmy. Maybe it was his smile, or his accessible personality. But all that
was superficial, and perhaps his lack of depth was the reason why girls
didn't stay with him for very long. Of course, that explanation didn't
solve the mystery of Emma's brief relationships since there was
substance beneath her exterior, a beauty and warmth that wasn't just a
mask. Perhaps, Jason concluded, such brief relationships were all just a
part of being a teenager in high school.

Jimmy saw his friend and his sister waiting for him under the
flagpole, so he said goodbye to the girl by his side and approached. He
didn't stop, but simply walked past them towards the parking lot. He
pretended not to see Jason and Emma at first, but then he said with a
smile, "Well, c'mon! What are you waiting for?"

Neither Jason nor Emma replied as they followed Jimmy out past
the school bus depot and into the students' parking lot. Jimmy quickly
realized he didn't know where Jason had parked so he slowed down and
let his friend lead the way. The three of them zig-zagged between the cars
still parked and those that were trying to leave until they found Jason's
car. His was an older model, not quite as old as Jimmy’s, but certainly not
as impressive as some of the sports cars and SUVs that the wealthier
students drove. As Jason unlocked the driver's side door, Jimmy and
Emma stood on the other side of the car, waiting patiently and squinting
in the bright sunshine. When all the doors were unlocked, Jimmy sat in
the front seat and Emma sat in the back. Emma fastened her seat belt,
but Jimmy didn't bother.

Jason started the engine and asked, "So how did you guys get to
school this morning?"

"Our dad drove us," Jimmy replied. "His flight didn't leave till
noon."

"Where is he this week?"
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"He's . . . he's . . . I don't remember." Jimmy looked back to
Emma for help.

"He's in Los Angeles," she answered.

"Oh, yeah, that's right. L.A."

Before Jason backed out of the parking space, he turned on the
air conditioner. Meanwhile, Jimmy started twisting the radio dial,
searching for no particular station.

"Wait, Jimmy! I have some music," Emma said, reaching into her
backpack and pulling out her own mp3 player.

"So what?" Jimmy teased. "We want to listen to the radio today,
right Jason?"

Jason shrugged as he backed out of the parking space.

"But it's my turn today!" Emma insisted. The three students had
very different tastes in music, so Jason, in an attempt to maintain peace
and order in his car, had decided long ago that they each take turns. It
had been three weeks since Emma had last ridden in his car, and Jason
was surprised to find that Emma remembered today was her turn.

With her mp3 player turned on and a playlist selected, Emma
leaned forward and held out her player in her hand so the boys in the
front seat could reach it. "Plug it in," she ordered Jimmy.

"No."

Jason took the player and connected it to the cassette adapter in
the tape deck. "It's her day," Jason said, trying to be nice. He looked at
her in the rear-view mirror and could see her smiling.

The sound of Emma’s music immediately filled the car, but
before the band even started singing, Jimmy groaned and said, "Oh God,
not again! This is all you've been listening to since last weekend!"

"Well too bad. I like it!"

Jason didn't recognize the song and asked who the band was.

"It's the Suspicious Janitors!" Emma said with pride.

Jimmy groaned again. Jason just smiled; he had heard of the
Suspicious Janitors before. They were like so many other garage bands,
who, by some amazing stroke of luck, had landed a deal with a record

company and were now played on every radio station in the country.
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Jason had heard some of their previous singles and thought they were all
right, but he couldn't identify with their lyrics.

"Do you like the Janitors?" Emma asked Jason.

"They're OK."

"You wouldn't think so if you had a little sister playing their
music all the time," Jimmy said. "I thought they were all right at first too,
but I can't stand them anymore."

"Well Jason and I like it," Emma teased, "so you're out-
numbered."

"Jason doesn't like it. He only likes Chatley Z!"

Jason remained silent; he couldn't argue with the truth.

"I think Chatley Z is all right," Emma said, defending her driver.
"But what would you rather listen to, Jimmy? Chatley Z or the Suspicious
Janitors?"

"If those were my only choices, I think I'd rather walk home."

The first song ended and the second began. The new song had a
heavy bass riff and Jason’s car trembled noticeably to the sound. Jason
and his passengers still weren't out of the school parking lot yet. Traffic
was backed up as some five hundred cars tried to leave the campus at the
same time. Jason was inching nearer to the exit, though, and he expected
they would be off the campus before the end of this song, unless it was
really short.

The new song had ushered in a lull in the conversation. Emma
sat whispering the lyrics to the song and tapping her foot to the beat.
Jimmy looked out of the window to his right. He wanted to roll the
window down, it was so hot in the car, but Jason had the air conditioner
set on full blast, and it wouldn't help to open a window. Jimmy adjusted
the air conditioner vents, trying to get more cold air to come out, but
nothing he did worked. Jimmy said to Jason, "You need to do something
about this air conditioner. I think it's broken." Then he smiled.

"We'll be all right once we get out of the parking lot," Jason said.
"It works better when the car is in motion."

Jimmy nodded and then looked out the window again. Their car

slowly approached the avenue which served as the western border of the
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campus, an avenue that was already busy with traffic, and Jason started
watching for a chance to turn right. Jimmy, looking at the cars that drove
up and down the avenue, saw a blue sports car speed past. "Whoa! Look
at that car!" he said, leaning forward.

Jason wanted to look, but he couldn't watch for an opening in the
traffic and follow the sports car at the same time so he missed it. Emma
saw it, though, and said, "Yeah, that's nice."

Jimmy turned in his seat so he could face his sister as he dreamed,
"I want a car like that. I'll bet it's got an air conditioner that works!"

Jason found an opening in the traffic and took advantage of it.
He hadn't heard what Jimmy said, but Emma did, and again she defended
her driver: "Shut up, Jimmy. Jason'll probably kick you out of the car if
you keep insulting him like that."

Jimmy smiled and patted Jason on the shoulder. "I'm just teasing
him, and he knows it. This car may be a piece of crap, but it's a better
piece of crap than my car. At least I know this car won't fall apart on the
way to school."

A third song started. It had a catchy guitar riff that caught Jason's
attention. He tried to listen to the song while Jimmy and Emma talked.

"Dad didn't leave us much to eat this time did he?" Jimmy asked.

"No," his sister replied. "But he left some money with me and
said I could go to the store if we needed anything."

"We probably will by the end of the weekend. Do you want me to
drive you?"

"No, I can handle it. Dad said he'd be back Sunday evening.
Maybe I'll fix him dinner on Sunday."

"Suck up."

"I'm not sucking up—I'm just being nice. Dad doesn't get a lot of
good meals with Mom gone and all his traveling."

"Well, I'll make a list of the food I want."

"Fine."

They were silent for a moment and Jason listened to the rest of
the song without interruption as he drove. When it was over, Jimmy said,

"I'm so sick of that song. Their new album wouldn't be so bad if that
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song wasn't on it."

Jimmy and Emma's house was closer to the high school than
Jason's house was, so their trip didn't take very long. Jason steered
through the familiar tree-lined suburban streets until he found his
passengers' home. He pulled alongside the curb and parked the car
without turning off the engine. Jason unplugged Emma's mp3 player
from the car stereo and handed it to her. "Thanks," she said. The brother
and sister gathered their belongings and climbed out of the car. Emma
said, "And thanks for the ride!" Jason was quick to tell her goodbye.

Jimmy said, "Remember, we need a ride tomorrow morning, too.
My dad will be back by Monday, so you don't have to worry about next
week."

"Sure, no problem."

"Thanks, Jason." He shut the door before Jason could say good-
bye. Jason watched Emma as she unlocked the front door. Jimmy ran up
behind her and chased her inside.

As Jason drove away, he thought about his friendship with Jimmy
and wondered why it wasn't as close as it had been last year. The high
point of their friendship had come last summer when the two of them
were almost inseparable, going to the mall or driving around town. But
ever since their senior year started, they hadn't seen very much of each
other. At times it seemed that if it were not for the fact that Jimmy and
Emma needed to catch rides from him from time to time, he probably
wouldn't talk to Jimmy at all. The school year was ending and with it
their high school careers. In a few months, they would be in college and
might never see each other again. Jason realized that if his friendship with
Keith really was finished, then that meant Jimmy was now his best friend.

Jason again resolved not to spend his last few weeks of high
school sitting alone outside at lunch all by himself. Chatley Z taught that
one's personal independence from the demands and expectations of
others is among the most important things one can achieve. Jason

wouldn't let Keith win. Tomorrow he would definitely make a change.



Three

JASON remembered to pick up Jimmy and Emma the next
morning. Unlike the previous afternoon, all was quiet in the car as they
drove to school under a pale sky. This quiet was nothing unusual, for
Jason knew that the brother and sister were never in a mood to talk until
they reached the campus. Today was Jason's turn to select the music, and
once again, he played Charley Z, but he kept the volume down, and the
singet's crooning sounded soft and sentimental as a result:

And what does she see, that distant star,
When she looks this way at me?
Is there nothing here but emptiness,
Or does my light bridge the void as well?

Traffic on the streets was always heavier in the mornings than in
the afternoons since Jason had to compete with the adults in the city who
were on their way to work. In spite of this, their trip to school always
took less time because Jason didn't have to fight to get into the parking
lot like he had to fight to get out of it in the afternoons. On this day,
Jason found that he was running a little earlier than usual even though he
had gone out of his way to pick up Jimmy and Emma. The time was
almost 7:45, and there were plenty of spaces available in the parking lot.
Jason parked in a much better space than where he had parked yesterday.
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He stopped the car and turned off the engine. Jimmy and Emma
sluggishly gathered their belongings and climbed out of the car. They
closed their doors and silently trudged through the parking lot towards
the school. But Jason was in a hurry, in such a hurry that he forgot his
mp3 player, leaving it locked in the car as he ran to catch up with Jimmy.
He grabbed Jimmy's shoulder and said, "Jimmy, wait a second." Jimmy
stopped, and Jason stole a glance at Emma, who kept walking. When she
was a few feet further away, the two boys started walking again and Jason
said, "I guess you're gonna have lunch again with that crowd you hang
out with, huh?"

Jimmy smiled for the first time that morning as the loose gravel
on the pavement crunched and snapped under their feet. "Yeah, where
else would I go?"

"Nowhere. That's cool. But I was just wondering . . . well, do you
mind if I hang out with you and your friends today?"

Jimmy hadn't been expecting this, but with the apparent end of
Jason and Keith's friendship, it wasn't a complete surprise. He looked in
the direction of the table where he and his friends ate lunch, although he
couldn't see it from the parking lot. He shrugged, "I don't know. It's fine
with me. If you want to be bored out of your mind, go ahead. I don't
think anyone will complain."

Jason, who was looking at the ground, almost said that he'd rather
be bored with other people than be bored alone, but he caught himself
and asked instead, "Is that a Yes?"

Jimmy nodded. They approached the empty bus depot where a
few kids loitered in clusters, talking to themselves quietly. Emma had
disappeared, and it was here that Jason and Jimmy parted, for Jason
usually hung out with Keith in the morning and Jimmy went in search of
his other friends. Since Jason wasn’t interested in looking for Keith
anymore, he considered following Jimmy, but he didn't want to look like
some lost puppy so Jason went up to the front of the school doors and
stood by himself, patiently waiting for the bell to ring and the doors to
open.

Later that day, when the lunch hour started, Jason hurried
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through the crowded hallways towards Jimmy's locker. Jason didn't
bother to bring his backpack (he still hadn’t realized that he left his mp3
player behind in the car). All he had was himself and some change in his
pocket with which to buy lunch. Jason caught Jimmy just as he was
closing his locker. Jason said hello and found Jimmy in a more sociable
mood than he had been that morning. Jimmy asked, "So what's the deal
with you and Keith anyway? Why did he ditch you like that?"

Jason shrugged slightly, but Jimmy was looking towards the end
of the hall and didn't see the gesture. "We just had an argument. He
always thinks he's right about everything. You know how he is—you've
met him."

"I guess. So do you guys hate each other now or something?"

Jason shrugged again but again Jimmy didn't see it. "I don't know.
I was kind of getting tired of him anyway. All we seem to do anymore is
argue. Besides, school will be over soon, and we aren't going to the same
university. I guess it had to end sooner or later."

"Where is he eating lunch now?"

"I don't know. Some remote hiding place, I guess."

As they made their way outside, they passed a crowd of gitls
walking in the opposite direction. Two of the girls, juniors both, said
hello to Jimmy. He returned the greeting but didn't stop to talk to them.
The boys walked outside where the sun was shining, and Jason could see
that Jimmy was smiling. They walked to the gymnasium where there were
some vending machines just inside the boys' locker room. It was here
that Jimmy and Jason bought their lunches. Jimmy bought some chips
and a coke. Jason only purchased chips. "Another healthy lunch!" Jimmy
declared with a cynical grin. They also met Brian, the boy Jimmy was
walking with yesterday. Brian didn't seem at all surprised to find Jason
with Jimmy. Jimmy and Brian said hello to each other and started talking
as they walked back outside and headed for the far side of the
auditorium.

As they passed the flagpole in front of the auditorium, Jason
suddenly felt ignored, but he didn't try to impose himself on the two
boys. They turned the corner and passed the spot where Jason had sat
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for lunch the day before and where he and Keith had once sat on a
regular basis, but Jason didn't look at it. Instead, he felt a small sense of
triumph as he approached the table where Jimmy's friends sat. He wished
Keith would return today, just so he could see that his plan to punish
Jason by leaving him all alone had failed. But Keith didn't return that day,
and Jason had to introduce himself to a new set of people.

Three of Jimmy's friends, all gitls, were waiting for them. They
had already started eating their lunch and they were talking to each other.
Their table was a standard picnic table, with a bench on either side. The
table had once been painted crimson, one of the school colors, but much
of the paint had since peeled and flaked away, leaving behind a greenish-
brown wooden surface. The table itself rested on a narrow stretch of
grass in between the concrete walkway which surrounded the auditorium
and a chain-link fence that separated this part of the campus from the
phys. ed. playing fields. Immediately beyond the fence was a baseball
field—left field to be exact—but phys. ed. wasn't in session this hout so
no one had to worry about getting struck on the head by a home run hit.
The table was partly shaded by a tall oak tree at the end of the table
closest to the concrete walkway.

Like the boys, the three girls sitting at the table were also
members of the senior class. On one side of the table two gitls were
huddled over an open notebook, working on one of the gitls' homework.
The blonde-haired girl sitting closest to the tree was named Andrea. She
and Jason had gone to the same middle school, and they had shared a
couple of classes during their sophomore and junior years of high school,
but they didn't know each other very well. Andrea was popular and well-
liked among her classmates, though. It was her homework that she and
the girl sitting next to her were working on, and neither of them noticed
the boys as they approached. The look of frustration on their faces
indicated that their attention was directed at Andrea’s homework.

The girl who was trying to help Andrea was named Stacey. Jason
had never shared a class with Stacey, but he knew exactly who she was.
Everyone knew Stacey thanks to an ugly rumor that had been circulating
about her since their freshman year. Variations on the rumor were many,
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and it was possible that none of them were true, but nevertheless she had
been cruelly teased and ostracized throughout her high school career,
with her harshest tormentors giving her the epithet "Veggie Girl". Jason
hadn’t heard anyone repeat the story in quite a while, but it had become
such common knowledge among the student population that maybe it
was no longer necessary to repeat it. Jason had never spoken to Stacey
before, or even gotten as physically close to her as he was now, and so he
knew little else about her.

Jimmy sat across from Andrea and Brian sat on Jimmy's side of
the table. In between them sat the third girl. Her name was April, and she
attracted Jason's attention more than any one else at the table, not
because they shared classes, but because Jason had had a crush on her in
the ninth grade. He was over it now, though; the lyrics of Charley Z had
taught him that there are better things to do in life than fawn over girls
and make oneself miserable in the process. April just watched with quiet
interest as Stacey tried to help Andrea. Jimmy and Brian also watched as
they started eating. Jason, who didn't yet feel comfortable as part of the
group, simply leaned against the tree at the head of the table and opened
his bag of chips.

"I don't know about that," Andrea was saying. "I thought surplus
should be below the equilibrium point because it means less people are
buying."

Stacey shook her head, upsetting her wavy brown hair that was
done up in the latest style. "No, trust me—it's above the point."

"Why?"

"I don't know why. I just remember it is."

Andrea stared at her notebook and muttered, "I wish I had
brought my economics book to lunch. This homework is due next
period." She looked up and seemed to see Jimmy and Brian for the first
time. "Do either of you guys know anything about this?"

Jimmy put up his hands and smiled. "Don't ask me. I made a D
on my last economics test."

Brian said with surprise, "You made a D on that test? You're not

going to be graduating with us if you keep that up."
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"Hey, I only know the zmportant stuffl"

Andrea returned Jimmy's smile and said, "Jimmy, you don't know
anything!"

Stacey tapped Andrea on the arm to return her attention to the
business at hand, and said again, "Annie, it's above the point."

"Well, OK . . ." Andrea said as she wrote the answer down on a
sheet of notebook paper. "But it's your fault if I get it wrong." She
sighed, closed her notebook, and then looked at Brian. "Hi Brian," she
said.

Brian had just taken a big bite out of his candy bar and was
unable to talk so instead he waved his hand and smiled. Jason didn't
really know much about Brian, except that he was a senior, like the rest
of them, and he was a friend of Jimmy's. Jimmy mentioned Brian to
Jason every once in a while, but only to repeat a joke or something else
that Brian had told him. Jason noticed that, as a rule, Jimmy usually didn't
talk about his circle of friends. It made Jason doubt that Jimmy had ever
mentioned Jzz when he spent time with #bezz. Brian, in his T-shirt and
baseball cap, looked like a typical high school boy. He was shorter than
average, though, but when sitting down like this, the difference between
his height and, for example, Jimmy’s wasn't obvious.

Jason began to feel a little uncomfortable standing against the
tree, eating his chips, watching over the table like some statue or
figurehead. This was a loneliness even worse than what he felt when he
sat by himself, for this was a loneliness anong people: "The Loneliness of the
Spectator," to quote the title of one of Charley Z's albums.

Jimmy hadn't said anything to Jason—or even looked at him—
since they joined the girls at the table. It was Andrea, no longer distracted
by her homework, who finally welcomed Jason to the group.

"Oh, hi," she said. "Sorry, I didn't see you standing there."

"It happens all the time," Jason said, a little nervously. All the
faces at the table were turned towards him now. Stacey smiled in
amusement. April looked at him for a second and then turned and started
talking to Brian.

Andrea spoke again, "Your name is . . . Jason, right?"
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"Yeah."

"Yeah, I remember you. You used to sit over there with that
other guy," she gestured in the direction of Jason's old spot against the
side of the auditorium. "What was his name?—XKeith, that's it."

"Yeah," Jimmy said teasingly. "Keith dumped him or something,
so now he wants to hang out with us."

"I wouldn’t say 'dumped'. . ." Jason said.

"Well, you can eat lunch with us," Andrea said cheerfully. "Why
don't you sit down?"

Jason didn't know where to sit. There was room at the other end
of the table, but he'd either have to sit next to Stacey or Brian, and he
didn't think he knew either of them well enough to sit next to them. If he
was going to sit, he would rather sit next to Jimmy, but Jimmy was on the
end. Leaning against the tree was as close as he could get so he chose to
remain where he was: "That’s OK, I’ll stand for now."

Andrea didn't ask him to sit down again, and she looked to her
tablemates for a change in the subject of conversation. Brian, having
finished his candy bar, said to Andrea, "Are you and Greg going out this
weekend?"

April gave Brian a nudge with her elbow which told him that he
shouldn't have asked that question, but everyone else at the table was
interested in their friend's relationship so they fixed their attention on her
and waited for Andrea's reply. She said, "Probably not. We haven't talked
at all since last week."

"What happened with you two?" Stacey asked. "A couple of
weeks ago you guys were madly in love, and now you barely see each
other anymore."

Brian smiled and said to Jimmy, "She almost goes through
boyfriends as fast as you go through girlfriends, Jimmy. Speaking of
which, where’s Brittany anyway?"

"Shut up," Jimmy said, trying to punch his friend in the shoulder,
but he couldn't quite reach him with April in his way.

Jason was watching them and missed what Andrea's reply to

Stacey's question was. He didn't know anything about Andrea's apparent
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relationship with Greg; he wasn't even sure if he knew who Greg was.
Had another boy been sitting at this table recently? He couldn’t
remember.

Some movement in the distance behind Andrea caught Jimmy’s
eye. "Well," he said, "forget about your heartbreak—here come some real
lovebirds."

Everyone turned to look, including Jason. From around the rear
of the auditorium came Trey and Rachel, holding hands as they
approached. This was the couple that Jason had seen sitting in the grass
yesterday.

Out of all of the members of this clique, Jason had known Rachel
the longest. They had shared the same fourth grade class years ago, and
even then Rachel had always been one of the smartest students. Back
then, other kids—especially the boys—were a little intimidated by her
intelligence, and the girls sometimes teased her for her glasses and the
conservative dresses that she always wore. As she went on to middle
school and then high school, she remained enrolled in the advanced
placement courses, but she began to shed her nerdy image and her long,
beautiful, dark hair caught the eye of more than a few boys in her classes.
It wasn’t until her sophomore year of high school, however, that
someone finally mustered the courage to ask her out on a date. When she
said Yes to Trey, their relationship was born.

Perhaps it was because Jason had known Rachel since the fourth
grade that he could never quite wrap his mind around the idea of Rachel
and Trey as a couple. As far as he was concerned, they were two
completely different people. Trey had always been one of the most feared
bullies in school (he even picked on Jason a few times), and now that he
was a senior, no one was willing to challenge him—even the jocks on the
football team knew better than to get in his way. He wasn't popular
among the school administration either, with grungy clothes, pierced ears
and nose, a small tattoo on his neck, and heavy army surplus boots that
declared his presence when he walked down the hall. Once, last year, he
even dyed his hair blue, but when the principal saw it Trey was
suspended and told not to return until he fixed it. When he did return
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two days later, his head was completely shaved, making him look even
more intimidating than before.

The unlikely couple sat down at the far end of the table. Rachel
sat next to Brian and Trey sat across from her, far to Stacey's left. Trey
had few connections with the other people at the table—he only sat here
because Rachel was an old friend of Andrea's going back to their middle
school days. If the truth were told, he didn't really like any of them very
much. Trey thought Jimmy was an airhead, Brian a short little runt,
Andrea was too whiny, Stacey—well, everyone knew about the Veggie
Gitl, and now he saw that Jason, a wimp he used to pick on, had joined
the group. In an attempt to restore his sense of his own reputation, he
pulled out a pack of cigarettes and lit one. Smoking wasn't allowed on
campus, but that didn't matter to Trey.

Rachel seemed happy and didn't notice the smoke. After she said
hello to her friends at the table, she said to Andrea, "Trey and I got
tickets for the Mad Devils' concert on the tenth. Are you and Greg
going?"

Andrea shook her head and said, "No, Greg's not into that kind
of music."

"That's too bad; it's gonna be a cool show." Rachel said,
unwrapping a package of bite-size donuts that she had just bought from
the vending machines.

Andrea nodded but Brian turned to Rachel and said, "I've got the
Devils' last album. It was really loud—I like it a lot."

Rachel looked surprised. "I didn't know you liked the Mad Devils!
Are you going to the concert?"

"I wish," he said as he shook his head. "I couldn't get the money
for the tickets."

"That's too bad," Rachel said. Trey watched them and blew
smoke in Brian's direction, but a breeze caught it before it reached him.

Andrea asked Rachel, "Have you heard from the university yet?"

Rachel said she hadn't. "And I'm dying to find out if I got in. I
hope they don’t reject me!"

"They won't reject you," Andrea assured her.
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"I hope you're right." She turned to her boyfriend. "Have you
heard from them yet?"

Trey shook his head and brought his cigarette back to his lips.

"Well, I wish they didn't take so long to decide. It seems like
everyone I know has already heard back from at least one school. Maybe
we'll hear from them today."

"Yeah," Trey said, without much concern. "We might. Hurry up
and eat that so we can go sit in the grass."

"OK."

Rachel hurried, and when she was finished, she and Trey left the
table and went to sit in the grass in their usual spot. Almost immediately
they became intimate. Trey held Rachel in his arms and they kissed. Then
they kissed again—and again. Jason, though the farthest person from
them, was standing so that they were directly in his line of sight. He
didn't like people who made out in public. To him, it didn't seem polite.
Jason looked at the students sitting at the table to see if Trey and Rachel
were causing a distraction among them too, but only Brian was stealing
glances at the couple in between sips from his soda. Jason wondered
whether their kissing made Brian uncomfortable in the same way it was
making him. Soon, Jason managed to ignore them altogether.

Instead, his eyes settled on April as she talked to her friends at
the table. April wasn't shy, but Jason realized that he had never heard her
speak so much before. April talked to everyone, she even said a word to
Jason, once or twice, trying to draw him into the group, but Jason just
shrugged or said "I guess so" to whatever April had to say and continued
to lean against the tree. When he finished eating his chips, he threw the
wrapper into a nearby garbage can and continued to stand against the
tree, with his hands hidden deep in his pockets.

As he watched April, he noticed that she didn't have a boyfriend
among this group. Neither Jimmy, nor Brian, and certainly not Trey,
showed that sort of interest in her. Jason considered how easy it would
be, if he found a place in this circle of friends, to talk to her, to get to
know her, to be her friend and maybe a little bit more. But then he
thought about Charley Z, the transience of love, and recalled the tune of
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a song called "I Am Stronger Than Love."

Jason played the song in his head while he watched April talk
with her friends. She was so close and yet still so far away. At last the bell
rang and lunch officially ended. Trey and Rachel got up from the ground
and brushed the grass off of each other. Andrea picked up her notebook
and began to worry again about her homework. Stacey walked with her
back to the school building, assuring her friend that everything would be
all right. Jimmy and Brian walked together, talking, and Jason followed a
few steps behind them. April was at his side, but neither of them said a

word.
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EARLY Monday morning, Emma watched her brother as he
searched unsuccessfully for his car keys. When his back was turned, she
laughed at him.

"Hurry up, Jimmy!" Emma teased. "We're going to be late!"

Jimmy didn't say anything in reply as he rummaged for the third
time through the stack of newspapers and magazines that had
accumulated on the coffee table while their father had been out of town.
Emma would have thrown the pile away, but she knew that her father
sometimes liked to read the newspapers when he got back from his
business trips. Seeing the stack made Emma uncomfortable, though.
Keeping the house clean was a responsibility that she imposed upon
herself now that her mother was gone. It was up to her to remind Jimmy,
and sometimes even her father, to clean up after themselves. With their
father out of town so often, Emma had to take care of her older brother,
and she didn't know what he would do without her. His idea of fixing
dinner was to order food from a drive-thru on his way home from work.
He never made his bed unless his sister reminded him, and without her,
he was content to let the whole house deteriorate into a pigsty.

Jimmy came into the kitchen where Emma was waiting and began

searching the clean, bare countertops for his keys. Emma said, "I've
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already looked in here, Jimmy. Why don't you check your bedroom
again?"

"I've checked it three times!" he replied in frustration as he took
his search into the dining room.

Emma looked at the clock above the stove and saw that it was
almost 7:35. They still had plenty of time, but if they wanted to get a
decent parking space on campus they would have to hurry. Emma put
her backpack down and went to look in Jimmy's bedroom. Emma did
what she could to keep Jimmy's bedroom clean, but Jimmy was the
sloppiest person she had ever known. This morning, probably because
their father was home, Jimmy had remembered to make his bed, but the
rest of the room was a mess. Emma resisted the urge to straighten things
up and instead she searched Jimmy's bookshelf, around his bed, on his
desk, and in his open bureau drawers for her brothet's keys. Jimmy was
right, his keys weren't here, or if they were, they weren't anywhere in
sight. They might be buried underneath his dirty laundry, but if so,
Jimmy and Emma wouldn't be going to school this morning. There were
some things that Emma refused to clean—or even touch—and Jimmy's
dirty laundry was at the top of that list.

Emma left Jimmy's room and pecked into her fathet's bedroom.
Her father was in the bathroom, shaving his face with his electric razor.
Emma quietly and quickly took a look around but couldn't find Jimmy's
keys here either. When she returned to the living room, she found her
brother searching through the mess on the coffee table for the fourth
time. Emma's patience was spent. "Come on, Jimmy," she pleaded. "You
drove the car yesterday. Where did you put your keys when you got
home? Think!"

Her words triggered the memory cells in Jimmy's brain, and
Emma swore she could almost see a light bulb flash above his head. He
made a beeline for the television set, looked on top of it, found nothing,
then looked on the floor between the television and the wall and finally
he found his keys. He picked them up and jingled them on the end of his
finger. "Let's go!" he said.

They hurried out the front door, Emma pausing just long enough
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to shout, "Bye Dad!" The buzzing of the electric razor stopped and they
heard their father wish them a good day at school. Jimmy locked the
door behind him and then walked out to the driveway where his sister
waited for him to unlock the car. The family had a two-car garage, but
Jimmy's car was always left out on the driveway because there was only
enough room in the garage for their father's car. The rest of the space
was occupied by boxes and old furniture which had collected over the
years. Leaving Jimmy's car outside all year round didn't help its condition,
and his dad told him that if he wanted to clean out the garage so that
there was space for his car, too, he could. Jimmy always said he would get
around to it someday, but his procrastination kept his car parked on the
driveway.

When Jimmy unlocked the doors, they got in. Jimmy almost
always drove when they traveled to school; it was his car after all. A few
months ago, when his sister had just earned her driver's license, he gave
in to her pleading to be allowed to drive the car to and from school a few
times. But as soon as the novelty of the experience wore off, Emma
conceded the duty of driving back to her brother.

The liveliness and communicativeness they always showed when
riding with Jason was usually absent when Jimmy drove. Unless they had
something truly important to say to each other, which wasn't often, they
kept silent. The only sounds to be heard that morning, besides the sound
of the eighteen-year-old engine straining to make the trip to school one
more time, was the car radio, tuned to one of the few stations that the
old radio could still receive.

Jimmy took a roundabout route that allowed him to avoid a lot of
the heavy traffic that Jason had to navigate when he took them to school.
Less traffic gave Jimmy the opportunity to speed through the streets
("speeding," in the case of Jimmy's car, being a relative term). Jimmy told
Jason about this alternate route once, but the two boys argued over
whether it really was faster than Jason's route. Jason didn't think so, and
although Emma agreed with Jimmy that their route really was faster,
Jason stubbornly refused to take it.

Jimmy floored the accelerator as he drove, and the poor engine
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sputtered in protest. Emma, with her seat belt on, clutched her seat and
watched the road ahead with apprehension. Jimmy, as always, didn't
bother with his seat belt. He joked that, even when speeding, his car still
didn't go fast enough to justify the use of a seatbelt. It was just less than
ten minutes till eight when they approached the campus, but they found
they had arrived too late: the students' parking lot was full. Mondays were
always like that. On Fridays, one could sometimes arrive at 8:00 exactly
and still probably find a place on campus to park, but everybody always
seemed eager to get to school on time on Mondays.

There was an apartment complex adjacent to the school campus,
and it was a favorite place for late-comers like Jimmy to park. The
residents of the apartments, many of them already on their way to work
by this time, left plenty of empty parking spaces. The management of the
apartment complex didn't like students parking on their property, but
they rarely cracked down on the trespassers. Most students didn't see a
problem with it, for by the time the residents of the apartment complex
came home from work late in the afternoon, school was already out and
the students and their cars were long gone. Jimmy parked his car, and
then he and his sister started the long walk towards the main school
building.

It was 7:55 when Jimmy reached the flagpole, and the first
familiar face he saw belonged to Jason. The boy was standing alone amid
the gathering mass of his schoolmates, leaning against a railing
underneath the flagpole, seemingly staring off into space. Jason was
actually surveying the noisy crowd with his eyes but not really looking for
anyone in particular. He recognized some fellow seniors, but no one he
knew particularly well. Keith, of course, was nowhere to be seen. This
area, below the flagpole, was where he and Keith used to spend their
mornings before the first bell rang. Jason guessed Keith was probably
down in the cafeteria, doing his best to remove any trace of himself from
Jason's daily routine. Jason tried to imagine what that would be like:
changing all of your daily habits just to avoid one person. He wondered
how far Keith would be willing to go. They didn't share any classes this
semester, but if they did, would Keith go so far as to try to transfer out



28 | The Spring

of the class into another one? It was a ridiculous idea, but Jason bitterly
decided that Keith would be dumb enough to try it.

Moments earlier, Jason had watched as a group of four guys from
the school Junior R.O.T.C., one of them carrying the American flag,
walked to the flagpole, and solemnly, with great ceremony, proceeded to
tie the flag to the pole and raise it up. Jason seemed to be the only one
who paid any attention to them, as everyone else had seen these boys do
this every morning of the year. Even those students within arm's length
of the R.O.T.C. boys appeared oblivious to the action beside them. Jason
watched as the flag was hoisted up, slowly, creakingly. Before he could
watch it ascend to the very top, though, his eyes darted back down and
caught sight of April.

Jason couldn't remember the last time he had seen her here in the
mornings, on this side of the campus. She wasn't alone like Jason was;
she stood on the other side of the flagpole, right outside the auditorium
doors, talking with a few other girls, though not the girls that she sat with
during lunch. Jason recognized them as seniors, but he didn't know any
of their names. There wasn't any indication that she was aware of Jason
watching her; she was too busy talking to her friends, so Jason felt
comfortable watching her from afar, feeling safe and anonymous.

Standing there, watching April, Jason had a feeling of déja vu.
Three years earlier, when he was a freshman, he remembered April used
to stand here every morning, in the same spot where she was now, and
wait for school to start. April had been alone most of the time.
Sometimes, she would be visited by a friend, but usually not. Jason also
had stood alone since his bus brought him to school eatlier than Keith's.
Ninth grade was a time when Jason was most susceptible to the sort of
emotions he now tried to repress. He hadn't discovered Chatley Z's
music yet and the singet's philosophy of individuality was an unknown
concept in his life. So when he noticed this girl named April (although he
didn't learn her name until their sophomore year), pretty and likable,
waiting for someone, a friend or a stranger, to approach her and say
hello, Jason felt an almost uncontrollable urge to be that someone, but

for whatever reason—whether a lack of confidence or an uncertainty of
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what to say to this girl who was virtually a stranger—he never did.

Since those days in ninth grade, Jason had chalked that
experience up as simply a crush, and nothing more. And since he had
discovered the music of Charley Z, the entire incident had seemed so
trivial and inconsequential. We always want to do the things we never want to do,
Chatley Z sang, and Jason had decided that love, which always
threatened heartbreak and rejection and pain, was something he didn't
want to do. But now that April was back in his life, as a real presence
everyday at lunch, she seemed to represent something more for him—
something so compelling and at the same time disturbing, something that
competed with the philosophy of Chatley Z. In Chatley Z, Jason found a
system of beliefs and identity that could be understood and articulated;
with April there was only a blind confusion, a slow, groping journey
towards something mysterious yet irresistible. At first, Jason had thought
his feelings were a resurgence of his old crush, or maybe even a sense of
true love, but now he didn't think so. If anything, she made Jason long
for those more recent days when he and Keith sat together against the
side of the auditorium building, far from April's presence.

So for the second time in four years, Jason found his attention
captivated by this girl named April. The first time was nothing more than
a reaction caused by his teenage hormones; this time her effect on him
was far more insidious, something instinctual, something he couldn't
define or touch, but something that was as true as anything Charley Z
ever sang.

"What's up?" Jimmy suddenly appeared in front of him and
blocked his view of April. Jason was glad to see his friend.

"Hey."

"So are you gonna stand with us again at lunch today?" Jimmy
teased.

"Yeah, I guess, if that's all right."

Jimmy shrugged. "It makes no difference to me. But if you do
hang around us you'll have to speak up more. You're gonna creep
everybody out if you just stand there and don't say or do anything."

Jason smiled at the thought and said, "I'll try."
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They didn't get a chance to talk for very long, for the bell soon
rang. Jason and Jimmy entered the building together, and as they did,

Jason looked around for April, but she was already lost in the crowd.

On their way to the cafeteria after third period, Stacey said to
Andrea, "Did you see my new shoes? My mom and I went to the mall
this weekend and I talked her into buying them—and you know how
hard that can be!" The blonde-haired girl looked at Stacey’s new shoes,
but she didn't say anything.

Andrea's mood, which had been happy for most of last week, had
appatently soured over the weekend, and Stacey couldn't help but notice
it. Normally outgoing, today Andrea was pensive and gloomy. As they
walked downstairs to the cafeteria, Stacey asked Andrea, "So how was
your weekend?"

The austere expression on Andrea's face remained unchanged.
Her reply was a simple, "Fine."

Stacey knew what the problem was: Greg. She also knew that if
Andrea had been able to classify her weekend as "Fine" then the
expected break-up between the two must not have occurred. Still, things
had reached a crisis in the relationship and Stacey knew it. Stacey had
never had a boyfriend herself, but based on what she observed from her
friends' relationships, she had learned to sense when things were going all
right and when they weren't. She suspected Greg wanted to break-up
with Andrea, and if he hadn't done it this weekend, then he would soon.
Andrea probably knew that too.

The two gitls got in the snack bar line, bought their junk food
and sodas, and left the cafeteria. They went outside and followed the
tree-shaded walkway that linked the cafeteria patio to the front of the
school, where the auditorium and their usual table was located.

Once outside, Stacey asked, "Did you talk to Greg this weekend?"

Andrea didn't answer immediately and there was enough time for
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a certain amount of suspense to build. Finally she said, "Once, Saturday
afternoon. I called him and we talked for a few minutes."

"What did he say?"

Andrea shrugged, "Not much. I asked him if he wanted to go out,
but he said he had to work. I suggested Sunday, and he said he couldn't."

Stacey was silent, expecting more.

"We didn't break up, if that's what you want to know."

Stacey was embarrassed but didn't say anything. Andrea, though,
was beginning to experience that feeling of hopelessness and despair one
always feels when one senses a relationship has come to an unexpected
end. Although she and Greg hadn’t been going out for very long, they
had gone to the prom together two weeks ago, and Andrea felt like there
was a special bond between them. She considered him her friend and
Andrea was willing to go to any lengths to make her friendships last. This
time, however, Andrea wasn’t sure what she should do. As they walked in
and out of the trees' shadows, in and out of the sunlight, Andrea said,
"Maybe I should talk to him today."

"Hasn't he tried to talk to yo#?" Stacey asked.

Andrea shook her head. "I haven't seen him at all. I went by his
locker a few times, but he wasn't there. I wish we had a class together. If
we're gonna work things out, we'll need to have a long conversation."

A long conversation offered hope for a reconciliation, and
Andrea realized that this lunch hour offered the amount of time she
would need to get to the root of their problem, whatever it was. Andrea
knew where Greg ate lunch: he and a few other guys shared a table back
in the cafeteria. All she had to do was decide to go find him, and they
could talk.

Perhaps Greg was as worried as she was, and maybe there was a
chance they could resolve whatever problems Greg thought they were
having. On the other hand, if she did go see him, things might go badly
and she might, at last, get dumped. But even if she did get dumped, at
least she would have the certainty of knowing where she stood, instead of
occupying this emotional limbo for who knows how much longer.

Andrea thought the possible embarrassment and pain was worth the
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attempt to hold on to someone who was close to her.

Andrea had all but decided to leave her friends for the hour and
go find Greg as she and Stacey approached their usual table hidden away
on the far side of the auditorium. Andrea saw that most of the group was
already there. Jimmy again sat at the corner of the table—that was his
regular spot. Brian sat next to him and April sat across the table from
Brian. Rachel and Trey hadn't arrived yet, but Andrea noticed that Jason
had decided to join the group again; he leaned against the tree as he had
last Friday.

Andrea and Stacey were welcomed as they approached, but only
Stacey answered their friends' hellos. She politely asked April to move
down the table a little bit so that she could sit next to Andrea. As Stacey
began to sit, she noticed that Andrea was standing still and looking back
the way she came. The direction of her stare made Jason, who was
standing in her line of sight, think she was looking at him, but he soon
realized she wasn't. Her gaze seemed to be through him and not at him.

"Come sit down, Annie," Stacey said. She reached out a hand and
tried to grab her friend by the arm, but Andrea took a step back and
stood beyond Stacey's reach. Andrea clutched her lunch absently and
continued to stare at the corner of the auditorium as if she expected to
see Greg appear. During the last few weeks, Greg would sometimes drop
by to say hello, sometimes spending the whole lunch hour with Andrea
and her circle, but a week had passed and he had not come by. Things
would be so simple if only he would. Stacey repeated, "Sit down!"

Everyone at the table was watching this drama between the two
girls, although no one besides Andrea and Stacey really understood what
was happening. Andrea said to Stacey, "I know where he is. I think I can
find him."

Stacey shook her head emphatically but Andrea wasn't watching.
"Not today—not at lunch. Not with all his friends with him. You’ll make
a fool of yourself. C'mon, sit down."

With their attention focused on Andrea, no one noticed as Rachel
and Trey approached the table from the opposite direction. Jason, since

he had the best view, saw them first. Stacey, whose eyes were looking at
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everyone else's to see if they understood what Andrea was doing or were
willing to help, even looked at Jason and saw his gaze was directed
elsewhere. Stacey turned her head and saw Rachel who now stood next
to the table. Stacey said, "Rachel, make Annie sit down."

Rachel played along, and with a smile on her face, she set her
food down on the table and walked over to where Andrea was standing,
staring like some sort of zombie. Rachel asked, "What's the matter?"

"She's about to make a fool of herself and we have to stop her."

Andrea, oblivious to everyone around her, snapped back into the
present when she felt Rachel's hand take her arm. Andrea at last gave in,
"OK, OK. I'll sit down."

Rachel's grip guided Andrea until she was sitting in her regular
spot across from Jimmy and next to Stacey. Normal conversation
resumed again as Andrea started to eat her lunch. Although she listened
to her friends as they talked, she didn't join in. She kept thinking about
Greg and what she could do or say to him to keep him from breaking up
with her. After Rachel and Trey retired to the lawn, it was Jimmy and
Stacey who led the conversation with some verbal sparring and
bantering. Everyone at the table watched the two of them or took one
side or the other. April supported Stacey and Brian was loyal to Jimmy.
Only Andrea and Jason did not take an active role in the conversation,
one because of her depression, the other because he didn't yet feel like
part of the group. Suddenly, a scream from Stacey caught everyone's
attention. Although sitting across the table, Jimmy had somehow spilled
some of his drink on Stacey's blouse and pants, and she was frantically
trying to wipe it off.

"Jimmy!" she shouted, "look what you did to my clothes!"

Jimmy saw, and he and Brian started laughing hysterically. April
laughed too, and even Andrea cracked a smile. Jimmy said, "I'm sorry.
Really. I didn't mean to do that." But any sincerity in Jimmy's words were
betrayed by his laughter, which grew more intense.

"You are not sorry," Stacey said. She tried to sound angry, but she
too was smiling. She got up from the table so she could get a better view
of herself and where the soda had spilled. April pulled a small paper
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towel from her bag and handed it to Stacey. The laughter from Jimmy
and Brian subsided but then all of a sudden it returned with renewed
vigor, and for the first time, Jason joined in their laughter. Jimmy noticed

and said, "Hey, I think Jason wants a shower too! Heads up!"

Jimmy
raised his soda threateningly and Jason jumped away from the tree and
moved out of Jimmy's range.

Jimmy turned again to Stacey who continued to clean herself.
"You're not doing that right," he said, smiling lasciviously. "Come here
and take off your clothes. We'll clean them for you."

"Oh, you'd like that, wouldn't you?" Stacey asked.

"Of course!"

Brian said to Jimmy in a murmur, but loud enough for everyone
to hear, "Don't encourage her, Jimmy, she might actually do it!"

"Not even in your dreams!" Stacey said as she sat down again.



Five

EVEN though Rachel's parents were so well off that they had
been able to afford a brand new car for their daughter's sixteenth
birthday two years ago, Rachel still preferred to ride in the passenger seat
of Trey's dented and beaten up ten-year-old Dodge. When they were
sophomores, she had offered to drive Trey to school in her new car, but
Trey preferred to do the driving himself, and that was fine with Rachel.
Riding in the passenger seat proved to be one of those simple pleasures
in life that made her feel secure and loved. She never told Trey about
that; she didn't think he'd understand. Actions, not words, were what
Trey admired most, so Rachel communicated her sense of belonging by
smiling whenever he happened to look at her. Here in the car, she would
have even liked to hold his hand, but Trey preferred to keep one hand on
the wheel and the other on the stick.

It was another warm and sunny Monday afternoon as they drove
home from school. Trey aggressively weaved his way through traffic,
muttering curses to the slow drivers who didn't get out of his way. He
wasn't afraid to tailgate other cars or give the finger to any driver who
really irritated him. Rachel always felt safe riding in his car, though. Even
though he drove dangerously, he had never had an accident, and Rachel
didn't believe that he ever would. Trey wouldn't let an accident happen to
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him, and if one did happen, Trey would probably beat the life out of
whoever hit his car.

Rachel sat smoking a cigarette and smiling happily as she watched
Trey drive. The windows were rolled down (the air conditioner had died
last fall) and the smoke from Rachel's cigarette switled around the inside
of the car as fresh air blew in. Trey wanted a cigarette too, but he forgot
to light one before he got into his car, and now he was too busy driving
to light one of his own. He could have asked Rachel to light another—or
he could have borrowed hers, but she looked so beautiful and perfect
sitting in the seat beside him, with her dark hair tossed about wildly by
the wind and the sunlight bathing her in gold, that he didn't want to
disturb her.

As Trey ran a red light, it occurred to him, as it had occurred to
him a hundred times before, how truly perfect Rachel was. She was hot,
smart, and fun to be with, the first and only girl he had ever really loved.
They were different in a lot of ways, but their differences complimented
each other and, Trey thought, made both of them stronger. Not long
after they started going out two years ago, Rachel began adopting Trey's
attitude and look. She had traded in her glasses for contact lenses,
dressed less conservatively, double- then triple-pierced her ears and
pierced her belly button, got a tattoo on the small of her back that her
parents still didn't know about, and even took up smoking. Trey thought
she was the coolest girl in school, and she was all his.

Rachel's effect on Trey was just as profound. Before he met
Rachel, he'd get into fights two or three times a semester. Channeling his
energy towards her kept him out of trouble—maybe he'd only kick
someone's ass once a year, now. Before, school had just been a waste of
time; he didn't see the point. But the opportunity to see Rachel was the
only reason he needed to keep attending. Without her, he might have
dropped out by now; instead, he was set to graduate in May—but
graduation posed a new set of problems for their relationship.

Rachel had applied to Pallas University in the state capital, a
school recognized as the best in the state. Trey knew that Rachel could

probably get in, but a few months ago, Trey had asked Rachel to apply to
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one of the local colleges instead. He was worried that when she got
accepted to Pallas, she would have to move away and they wouldn't be
together anymore. Rachel sensed Trey's worty, so she devised a plan that
would keep them both together. She asked Trey to apply to Pallas
University as well, and Rachel did everything in her power to help him.
She prepared Trey's application herself, using all her creativity and
persuasion to make Trey's academic background more impressive than it
really was. She even wrote his 500-word sample essay for him. All Trey
had to do was sign his name at the end of the application form, affirming
that all the information was true and correct to the best of his knowledge.

Trey really didn't want to go to college. He hated high school, and
he guessed college would only be worse. He only went along with
Rachel’s plan because he was willing to follow Rachel anywhere. What
especially bothered Trey was that Pallas was the only school Rachel
applied to. Rachel told him that ever since the seventh grade, when she
had helped her older brother move to the capital so he could attend the
same school, she had set her sights on it as her goal, too. So for both of
them, it was Pallas University or bust. As Trey turned a corner at a high
rate of speed, the tires screeched and the sun shone right into his eyes.
Even with his sunglasses on, he still squinted and had to put down the
visor so he could see the road ahead.

For Rachel, though, the day was bright and beautiful, matching
her optimistic attitude about the future. She had everything planned.
First, she and Trey would both be accepted into Pallas—of that she was
certain. They would probably live separately in dormitories for their
freshman year while they went to school and worked at part-time jobs.
Hopefully, they could save enough money so that at the end of their
freshman year they could rent a cozy little one-bedroom apartment and
live together. It wouldn't matter if the apartment were run-down or
newly furnished; she would be happy living anywhere with Trey. And
someday, either before or after they graduated from college (whenever
the time was right), they would get married.

When they reached Rachel's house, Trey parked in the driveway
and turned off the car. Rachel's father didn't like Trey to park on the
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driveway; he complained that Trey's old car left oil stains on the concrete.
Trey, however, thought that the reason was really because the guy didn't
like him and wanted to keep him and his car as far from his house as
possible rather than because of any concern for oil stains. Out of spite,
Trey made a point to always park on the driveway.

Neither of Rachel's parents ever got home from work before six,
so she and Trey always had the house to themselves for two or three
hours. They made it a kind of tradition for Trey to hang out there when
neither of them had to go to work. Sometimes they continued their
kissing that had started from lunch; other times they just hung out and
talked or watched TV or played music. Trey used to love coming over to
Rachel's house in the afternoons—it had once been his favorite patrt of
the day. But lately Trey dreaded it because this was the time of year when
colleges and universities were notifying applicants of their acceptance or
rejection. Many people at school had already received letters, and he
knew the letters from Pallas could arrive any day now.

When they got out of the car, Rachel asked Trey to check the
mailbox while she went and unlocked the front door of the house. It was
almost 3:30 now, and the mailman was due. He didn't always come at the
exact same time every day, so the only way to find out whether he had
come was to open the mailbox and look inside. Trey stood in front of the
box, hesitated, and then opened it. He was relieved to find the box
empty, but that only meant that the mailman hadn't come yet. Rachel's
family always got some mail everyday, even if it was just junk mail, so an
empty box meant that he had to wait and worry for a little while longer.

Trey walked up the sidewalk to the front door. It was open, and
Rachel had gone inside, but before Trey could enter the house too,
Rachel appeared at the door with two sodas from the refrigerator.

"Any mail yet?" she asked, handing a can to her boyfriend.

Trey shook his head no.

"Well, then let's sit out front and wait," she said happily. She was
in a good mood, her face beaming as bright as the sun was shining. She
sat down on the top step of the porch, but she was so excited that she

couldn't keep still. Trey wished he could reflect her excitement and
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happiness, but he just sat calmly beside her.

If they had to sit outside and wait for any length of time, Rachel
decided that today was the perfect day for it. There was beauty and life
up and down the street in this upper-class neighborhood. All the trees
were still and green, and lovely, well-manicured lawns carpeted the
properties. Flowers planted around the homes and along the sidewalks
and driveways were in bloom and their colors dazzled her eyes. Even the
flowers that her parents planted had blossomed into an array of golds
and purples, releasing a sweet perfume that hung lazily in the atmosphere
around the house and the two eighteen-year-olds. Everything was spring.
Everything was new and fresh and full of hope.

As much as Rachel enjoyed sitting outside in the warm, bright
sunlight, she would have enjoyed it even more if she already knew the
university's response. A watched mailbox is never filled, and Rachel
watched hers intently and impatiently, every second feeling like an
eternity. The minutes seemed even longer because Trey sat so quietly
next to her, sipping his soda and saying nothing. She thought Trey was
just as anxious as she was, and in a way, that was true. But Trey wasn't
anxious for the same reason. He wanted her letter to be a rejection,
because he knew deep down that he was destined for a rejection letter
himself. He didn't like the idea of some nerd in some university office in
the state capital having the power to separate him from the girl he loved.
Rachel loved him, he knew that, but he also knew her well enough to
know that she wouldn't say no to an offer to go to her dream school,
even if that meant leaving him behind. Trey felt powetless, sitting on that
porch step, staring down the street, waiting for the mailman to deliver
the message that his relationship with Rachel was over. They could talk
about how their love was so strong that a sixty-five mile separation
wouldn't change anything, but Trey knew better. As soon as she left town
and left Trey behind, it would all be over. Trey wished he could take this
moment, here on the porch with Rachel, and extend it forever, so that
they would always be together and would not have to face the future that
conspired to drive them apart. Trey put his arm around Rachel and held

her close to him. Rachel didn't resist, and she rested her head on his
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shoulder as she continued to look down the street.

They waited silently. The only sounds to be heard were the birds
singing in the trees and the endless tiny explosions of countless bubbles
in their soda cans. No more than thirty minutes passed between the time
they sat down on the porch until the mailman started up the street,
slowly opening, loading, and closing each mailbox. Rachel saw him first,
and Trey sat petrified while Rachel broke from Trey's arm and stood up.
Then she sat down. Then she stood up again. She wanted to run out to
the mailbox and get the mail from the mailman directly, but on the other
hand, she didn't want to embarrass herself in her eagerness, so she sat
down again and stayed there, her legs and body twitching nervously as
the two of them watched the mailman stop in front of Rachel's house,
open the box, fill it, close it, and then drive on to the next house.

As the mailman drove away, Rachel couldn't contain herself any
longer, and she jumped off the porch step and sprinted to the street.
Slowly, Trey stood up and followed her but before he even got halfway
there, Rachel returned with a handful of letters. She stood in front of
Trey, handing him the junk mail and letters addressed to her parents as
she sorted through the stack. At last, she found the letter she had been
waiting for.

"Omigod! Here it is!" she exclaimed, her hands trembling. "I can't
open it, you do it." She started to hand Trey the letter, but then she took
it back, "No, I should look at it ... no,you...no...."

Trey grabbed the letter from her. "Ill read it," he said, and he
started to open it roughly.

Rachel panicked, "No! You might rip it!" She pulled it away from
him (almost ripping the letter herself) and opened it carefully. Rachel
unfolded the letter inside and looked at it, but it took her a moment to
remember how to read. In all the excitement, the words on the page
might as well have been written in some long-forgotten language.

But all Rachel needed to read was the first paragraph. The letter
began by thanking her for her interest in Pallas University. Then, " Affer
reviewing your admission application and accompanying documents, we are very

Ppleased to offer you admission into our school."
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Rachel shricked. Not knowing what the letter said, Trey didn't
know whether the news was good or bad, but then Rachel began to jump
and leap around and the biggest smile Trey had ever seen appeared on

I" and she ran

her face. Rachel shouted, "They accepted me! I'm in! I'm in
for the house. "C'mon!" she shouted, "I'm in! I'm in!"

Trey followed her inside, with far less enthusiasm than she was
showing, and closed the door behind him. He found Rachel in the living
room, jumping and dancing to the rhythm of her own ecstasy. Trey sat
down on the sofa and watched her. In spite of everything, he couldn't
help but smile. Her joy was infectious enough to even penetrate the shell
of misery that had surrounded Trey.

Rachel danced closer to Trey and dropped the letter in his lap so
he could read it, too. As he read, she danced over to the stereo and
turned on the radio, hoping to give some musical foundation to her
movements. She didn't know what station the radio was set to, and she
didn't care, just so long as music came out of the speakers. Music did
come out, but it was music from a radio commercial, a generic form of
pop-rock that served as background music while some deep-voiced
announcer urged the listening audience to buy potato chips. Every so
often, there was a crunching sound, presumably someone biting into and
enjoying a chip. Rachel had heard this commercial before and she knew
when the crunches would occur. When they did, she arched her back and
threw her arms into the air. All the while, she continued to chant in a
sing-song voice, "I'm in! I'm in! I'm in!"

Rachel watched Trey as he read the letter slowly. She wanted him
to dance with her, but he didn't move from the sofa. At last, Rachel
plopped down next to him, just as the commercial break ended and a real
song began to play on the radio. Rachel looked at Trey's face, studied it,
and tried to guess what he was thinking. She breathed hard, panting after
all that jumping and dancing. Finally, she leaned in and kissed Trey
quickly on the corner of his mouth, at the point where his lips became
his cheek. Trey finally looked at her.

"Isn't it wonderful?" Rachel asked. "I feel so . . . so . .. relieved. It's

like a weight has been lifted. I've wortied about this application all year,
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and now I know I'm in! I can finally relax now. I can get through these
last few weeks of school without any worry or trouble."

Trey looked at her and envied her. She could relax, but he had a
feeling that his worry was just beginning.

"Well," Rachel asked, "what's wrong?"

"Nothing's wrong," he said flatly. "I knew you'd get accepted, and
you did."

Rachel knew something was wrong and she figured out what it
was. She sat up on the sofa and looked Ttrey right in the eyes. "And yox
will get accepted too. I know you will. I mean, your application was
practically identical to mine. Maybe your grades haven't been as good,
but I think when the admissions people read that essay I wrote for you,
they'll let you in. You know what? I bet your acceptance letter is sitting in
your mailbox right now."

That was a thought—not that he would get an acceptance letter,
but that he would learn of his rejection on the same day that Rachel
learned of her acceptance. "Maybe," he said.

Rachel sighed happily and leaned back, resting her head on Trey's
shoulder. She stared up at the ceiling and dreamed. "It's gonna be so
much fun. You and me at the university! You know, we won't have to
worry about our parents or anyone always asking us where we are or
what we've been doing. We can have freedom to do what we want
whenever we want. And when we get our own apartment . . . God, the
future just seems so wide open . .. ."

Trey was watching her while she talked, and as her voice trailed
off, her eyes still staring at the blank ceiling above them, Trey whispered
in her ear, "I love you."

Rachel lifted her head so she could look at him again. Smiling, the
happiest girl in the world gave Trey a kiss on his lips.

Trey drove home recklessly after he left Rachel's house that
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afternoon. He felt no concern for his life or safety at all anymore. If he
got into an accident or merely caused one, it wouldn't matter. If some
cop pulled him over and gave him a ticket—or worse—he wouldn't care.
Deep down, Trey wanted something to happen, something so terrible that
he could use it as an excuse for why he wouldn't be able to go to the
university, rather than being denied by some piece of paper. He couldn't
stand the thought that his fate was in the hands of strangers. He'd rather
swerve head-on into another car and kill himself than let someone tell
him that Rachel would be leaving town without him.

Fortunately, Trey made it home all right. Whether by divine
guidance or a lack of will on his part to kill himself, the worst injury Trey
experienced on his way home was to his ego when another driver gave
Trey the finger for cutting him off. Trey parked his car by the curb in
front of his house and sat there with the engine still running and the
stereo turned up as loud as he could stand it. He sat with his angry eyes
staring at the top of the steering wheel. At last he turned off the engine
and removed the keys from the ignition. Then he made a fist around the
keys and slammed his right hand repeatedly and savagely into the top of
the steering wheel. Then with his left hand he pounded the inside of the
door of his car.

With his anger somewhat diminished, he climbed out of his car.
He left his backpack in the backseat. He couldn’t remember if he had
homework or not, but even if he did, he wasn't going to do it tonight.
Screw school, he thought.

The mailbox stood between him and the front door of his home.
His parents never got home until around seven, and since it wasn't yet
six, he knew the mail was still sitting inside the box, waiting for someone
to remove it. Trey decided he'd get it and look to see if his letter from the
university had come yet, like Rachel predicted it would. Trey opened the
box, pulled out the stack of mail and sifted through it. There was a bill, a
couple of letters to his mother, plenty of junk mail, but nothing for Trey.
This reprieve only made him feel angrier. He already knew what the
decision would be, so why did they take so long to send him a letter? The
very fact that Rachel had her response and he didn't seemed to be proof
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that he didn't make it. Perhaps they sent the acceptance letters out first
and the rejections later.

Trey put the mail back into the box, closed it, and punched the
side of the box with his fist, causing a slight indentation. He went inside
his house, knowing that when Rachel called him that night to ask
whether he got his letter, he would have to tell her no and then listen to
her try to reassure him that everything would be all right. But Trey
wondered how much Rachel really knew. She had been wrong when she
predicted his letter would arrive today; what other predictions of hers

would also be proved wrong?
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MONDAY had been the first day of April—April Fools' Day—
so Stacey had to endure the day with more than her usual dread.
Amazingly, early that morning, she didn't even realize what day it was
until the end of her first period class when she had to sign her name and
write the date at the top of a written assignment that she had to turn in.
From that moment on, she presented an outward facade of security and
confidence while inside she expected something terrible to happen to her
every minute. She always had to put up with teasing and insults at school,
but she also expected April Fools' Day to be even worse. On that day
everybody had license to play pranks on one another, and what better
target than the Veggie Girl?

Her worst April Fools' Day had come during her sophomore year
when a boy from her geometry class, a boy whom she secretly liked,
approached her in the hall after class and told her he liked her. Then,
when he saw that she fell for his trick, he yelled "April Fools'!" and
laughed in her face. His laughter was echoed in the hall by his friends
who had surreptitiously gathered nearby to witness the unexpectedly
successful hoax. Word spread quickly that day about the how the Veggie
Gitl was tricked into thinking that some boy liked her, and the taunts and

laughter continued into the evening when Stacey received no less than a
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dozen prank calls from various boys who tried to repeat the first boy's
success.

But this year, April Fools' Day came and went like any other
Monday. Stacey endured the usual ridicule from bullies that she received
everyday, of course, but other than that, nothing happened. Perhaps she
was the only one who realized it was April Fools' Day, or maybe her
classmates were more mature than they had been two years ago.
Whatever, Stacey cynically observed that her classmates didn't need a
holiday to make fun of her. It was open season on the Veggie Girl all
year round.

Now, at least, was Tuesday, the second day of April, and Stacey
could relax. As she drove to school that morning she thought about
Andrea's recent problems with Greg, but mostly she thought about
Jimmy. It hadn't occutred to Stacey until yesterday at lunch that Jimmy
was a true friend to her, in spite of their horsing around. He teased her,
but she had never known him to make fun of her in any malicious sort of
way. When Jimmy and Brian first began spending their lunch hours with
Andrea, April, and herself late last year, Stacey didn't want them around.
She didn't know either boy very well and she expected they might make
fun of her and shun her like all the other boys at school did. Their
actions proved her wrong, though, and while they did tease her as they
did yesterday, she knew it was all in friendly fun. Still, Stacey found it
hard to trust Jimmy completely, and this morning she wondered why that
was. Jimmy was funny and nice and cute. Why not give him a chance?

Stacey arrived on campus a little earlier than usual, and she found
a great parking space not far from the front of the school. Instead of
going to the cafeteria where she usually spent her mornings with Andrea,
she walked towards the flagpole where she knew Jimmy liked to wait for
school to begin. As a rule, Stacey preferred not to wait for school to start
here in front of the main doors. Too many people gathered here and
there were too many opportunities for someone to say something rude to
her. She couldn't be sure that the laughter and whispering she heard
while she waited wasn't directed at her. In the cafeteria, she could at least

sit at a table, out of the way, and wait for another miserable day to start.
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Stacey wandered around slowly in between the main school
building and the auditorium. A lot of people were already gathered there,
waiting for the school day to begin, but Jimmy wasn't among them so
Stacey stood near the corner of the auditorium and looked back out at
the parking lot. She didn't know what kind of car Jimmy drove to school,
nor was she even sure that Jimmy drove to school. She thought she
remembered Jimmy once say that he sometimes caught a ride from
someone. Stacey didn't know if that was still true or not, so she watched
every car that parked in the students' parking lot and studied every driver
and every passenget.

It wasn't easy. As 8:00 grew nearer, more and more cars streamed
into the students' parking lot and it filled up fast. As they atrived, they
were forced to park farther and farther away from where Stacey was
standing, making it harder for her to see the faces of the boys as they
climbed out of their cars. Any boy with blond hair was immediately
suspected of being Jimmy, and Stacey watched each blond intently until
he came close enough for her to see whether it was the boy she was
waiting for. Again and again, however, she was disappointed, and she
quickly grew impatient. The lot was almost full, and Stacey hoped Jimmy
wouldn't be forced to park off campus.

When Jimmy did finally arrive, Stacey recognized him
immediately. Although his car was parked far away, she could sense it
was him as soon as he climbed out of the driver's seat. The only trouble
was that Jimmy wasn't alone in his car. The passenger door opened and
Stacey saw a girl get out. Stacey immediately began to wish and hope that
this wasn't Jimmy after all, but as the couple made their way through the
crowded parking lot, Stacey could not deny what she saw. Her heart fell,
but still she kept her eyes locked on them. The couple talked to each
other as they approached, and when they reached the bus depot, they
parted. The girl walked in the direction of the cafeteria patio while Jimmy
continued on towards the front of the main building where Stacey was
standing, but Stacey no longer felt as excited as she had been. She knew
she shouldn't be surprised at what she had just seen. Jimmy had many
girlfriends, and that gitl was probably just his latest. Stacey didn't
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recognize her, so she probably wasn't even a senior. Maybe a junior, or
even a sophomore. Stacey doubted any sophomore girl could defend
against Jimmy's winning smile, nor would any girl even want to try.

The crowd in front of the main doors had swelled by this time, so
Jimmy didn't see Stacey until he was just a few feet away from her. When
he did finally notice her, he saw that she was looking right at him, so he
quickly tried to pretend like he hadn't seen her and passed by. But Stacey,
swallowing her pride and risking humiliation, followed him. Jimmy led
her away from the main doors and towards the entrance to the
gymnasium where a somewhat smaller crowd had gathered. Stacey,
anxious to talk to him, ran up from behind and gave him a shove. Jimmy
stumbled forward, using the hands that had been stuck indifferently in
his jeans' pockets to help him regain his balance. His backpack fell off his
shoulder, but he caught it on his elbow. He turned around and said,
almost angrily, "Hey, what did you do that for?"

"That's for ignoring me," Stacey answered, forcing a smile on her
face—the same sort of smile that came so naturally to Jimmy.

"I didn't ignore you—I just didn't see you," Jimmy lied. He knew
that Stacey knew that he had seen her, but he never passed up an
opportunity to tease someone.

"You didn't see me, huh?" Stacey asked skeptically.

"No, I mean, who can see you when you're standing over there in
front of the auditorium doors, behind that crowd of people.”

Stacey smiled, this time for real. "I'll bet your mind was too
preoccupied with other things."

"Like what?"

"Like that girl I saw you with just now."

A puzzled expression appeared on Jimmy's face, but Stacey
couldn't tell whether it was real or not. "Girl? What girl?"

"You know who I'm talking about, you jerk." She gave him
another shove, this time to his chest, and Jimmy pretended to lose his
balance and stumble backwards. "That girl who was in your car."

The puzzled expression on Jimmy's face remained while he gazed
in the direction of the parking lot. The lot was now full, and students
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were forced to find a place to park off campus. "Oh, #hat gitl," he said,
finally realizing who Stacey meant. "That's just my sister—and I've never
been preoccupied with her."

Inside, Stacey breathed a sigh of relief, but outwardly, she
continued to pretend to be annoyed with Jimmy. "You never told me you
had a sister."

"You never asked."

"What's the point? You never tell anybody anything anyway."

"I'm telling you now."

"What's her name?"

"Who?"

"Your sister!" Out of frustration, she tried to push Jimmy again,
but he stepped backwards and she only pushed air.

"Emma."

"Really? That's a pretty name."

"Yeah, a lot prettier than 'Stacey'."

"Shut up!"

Jimmy eased up on his teasing, but he still gave Stacey a hard
time. She tried to pry more personal information out of him about his
relationship with his sister, but Jimmy resisted, subtly, and ultimately he
began asking questions about his inquisitor, in an attempt to deflect her
questions, but Stacey was only too happy to answer and she gladly told
him anything he wanted to know. Jimmy really wasn't interested in what
he learned, so when he realized that Stacey didn't mind talking about
herself, his interrogation ceased. This left Stacey frustrated, but she
wasn't angry with him. She knew he was just being playful, and he was,
but not quite in the way Stacey wanted him to be playful.

The sound of a dropped textbook smacking the concrete
walkway shattered the moment that Jimmy and Stacey shared. Nearby, a
circle of girls giggled loudly. Behind Stacey, some sophomore boy was
boasting loudly that his parents were going to buy him a new sports car
for his upcoming sixteenth birthday, but the boy's friends, sophomores
all, accused him of dreaming. It suddenly occurred to Jimmy that he was

standing in front of the whole world talking to Stacey, and he
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immediately felt very uncomfortable. He worried that somebody who
didn't like him might see Stacey with him and might start spreading some
ridiculous rumors. Jimmy looked at his watch and saw that three minutes
remained before the first bell of the day rang. Jimmy took a step
backwards, putting some space in between him and Stacey. He didn't
want to be rude to her, and he hoped she didn't notice, but she did, and
she took a step forward. Again Jimmy stepped back, and again Stacey
stepped forward. Jimmy tried to step back again, but Stacey reached out
and grabbed his arm.

"You big jerk!" she laughed, undaunted by the crowd around her
the way Jimmy was. "What are you running away for?"

Jimmy smiled. "I'm not running anywhere. Why are you trying to
stand so close?"

"Because you keep stepping back."

"Because you're standing too close."

Stacey, grinning now instead of laughing, reluctantly released
Jimmy's arm and took a small step backwards, a compromise to Jimmy's
need for space. Jimmy accepted it, although he was still a little too close
to Stacey for his own comfort. If only Brian or Andrea—or even Jason—
were here, then it wouldn't be so uncomfortable. He could tolerate being
seen with Stacey if they were both part of a larger group, but standing by
themselves, Stacey's presence smothered him.

As for Stacey, she was too excited to even notice that there was
anybody else in the world besides Jimmy and herself. She found herself
entranced by Jimmy's smile, trying to understand it, trying to see through
it. That smile of his prevented everyone from knowing what he was really
thinking. Stacey wanted to believe that he considered her his friend,
unconditionally and without regard for what other people thought about
her. An unconditional acceptance was what Stacey considered to be the
sigh of true friendship. Jimmy's behavior, which might have been
insulting to anyone else, was, for Stacey, a normal part of her life as the
biggest outcast in school. What more could she expect?

"So what do you think about Annie and Gregr" Stacey asked.
"Do you think they'll break up? They've only been going out for a few
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weeks."

"Has it been that long?" Jimmy asked, although his voice
conveyed indifference.

Stacey said, "I think Annie's pretty upset about it, but they were a
cute couple. And you know it's all Greg's fault. He's probably gone after
some bimbo freshman. Only a jerk would dump Annie."

"I wouldn't know," Jimmy said. He did have sympathy for
Andrea's situation with Greg, but he didn't want to stand here and gossip
about it. Besides, pretending not to be concerned was sure to annoy
Stacey, and Jimmy decided that if he was going to be uncomfortable,
then he would make Stacey uncomfortable too by not giving her the
satisfaction of an enjoyable conversation. Stacey picked up on his
apparent indifference, but had a feeling that he was faking it so she
decided to call his bluff. She took another step back and turned away in
haughty disgust (and to hide the smile that started to form on her face).
She said, with false anger, "God, Jimmy, you don't care about anything
do you?"

Jimmy was fooled. The tone in Stacey's voice seemed to indicate
that she wasn't at all surprised by his attitude. In an attempt to convince
Stacey that he really did have concern for what happened to Andrea, but
at the same time not wanting to extend the conversation in that direction
any longer, he said, simply, "I care."

Stacey had him and she knew it. She purged her smile and
replaced it with a frown before she took two steps forward and got into
his face and said angrily, "No you don't! You say you do, but you don't!
Life is just a big joke for you, and people are just toys for you to
manipulate and make fun ofl You don't cate about anybody!" She
worried that she might have sounded too melodramatic, but Jimmy
bought it all and believed that Stacey really meant what she said. Jimmy
was dumbfounded. He wondered if that was really how Stacey saw him.
He didn't want to be thought of in that way, but before he could defend
himself Stacey attacked again: "You know, Annie considers you her
friend, but I guess you're really not. She and Greg are having a hard time

and you won't even give her a little sympathy. You always—"
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She was interrupted by the bell which beckoned to the students
outside to come to class. As the doors opened and students slowly
marched inside, Stacey and Jimmy stood silently, staring at each other.
Jimmy mumbled, "I really do care."

Stacey suddenly laughed and said, "I know, Jimmy. See you later,
OK? Bye!" She quickly turned and hurried off to class before Jimmy
could react.

Again Jimmy was caught off guard. He quickly realized that
Stacey had only been kidding with him, but still he worried that someone
might get the impression that he didn't care, so as he walked to class, he
smiled again, said hello to his friends as he passed them in the hallways.
He promised himself that he would show more compassion towards
Andrea from now on. For the first half of the school day, thoughts of

Andrea occupied his mind.

Today was the second day of April, the day after April Fools'
Day, and Andrea spent the morning wishing the joke was on her.

Like Stacey, Andrea hadn't even realized it had been April Fools'
Day until late yesterday afternoon when she was already home from
school watching television. Then, on one of the celebrity and
entertainment gossip programs that she liked to watch, it was mentioned.
At first, Andrea was a little surprised that she hadn't seen any pranks
pulled at school on Monday. To her knowledge, there was nothing done
to take advantage of the one day of the year it was acceptable to play
tricks. But Andrea knew she was a senior in high school—practically an
adult—and her classmates were probably more interested in behaving as
maturely as possible. April Fools' Day pranks were OK in elementary
school and maybe in middle school, but high school? No way. People
had more important things to worry about, things like jobs and cars and
getting into college. No one cared about childish holidays anymore.

But Andrea would have thought it all right if one particular prank
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was pulled on her, and when she realized it was April Fools' Day, she
spent the rest of the evening hoping it would happen. She hoped that
Greg would give her a call, or drop by her house, and tell her that their
recent problems, their estrangement, was not what it had seemed. It had
all been an illusion, a misunderstanding, and now he was going to make
things up to her. Then they could laugh about the heartache and worry,
the pain and the fear that Andrea had experienced.

"

But Greg never appeared to shout "April Fools' Day!" in his

cheery voice that she loved. He didn't appear at all. Andrea knew she
couldn't blame it on Greg's "maturity", because the last couple of weeks
were evidence that he lacked it. This wasn't a joke and it wasn't a game; it
was real and it was happening.

So the next day, Andrea resigned herself to reality and abandoned
the hope she had carried with her to this point. She wouldn't be looking
for Greg today; she wouldn't consider going to his table and begging to
speak with him. She would try to let him go. It was the hardest thing in
the world for Andrea to do, this letting go, but she had no other choice.
The love and friendship she thought they shared, the compassion and the
caring, all the emotions she had experienced were dried up, she thought,
like a wilted flower. She wished that Greg would have spoken to her,
though. She didn't know if it would be easier to have him say goodbye to
her face, but at least there would be a little dignity—and hopefully some
closure.

On Tuesday, Andrea made sure to avoid all the places in the
school where she knew she would find Greg: his locker, his usual routes
to and from classes, and as they went to the snack bar line for lunch,
Andrea goaded Stacey along, telling her to hurry and buy something so
they could get out of the cafeteria before she saw Greg. She didn't want
to see him talking to his friends when he used to talk to her, walking with
other girls when he used to walk with her. She would set him free and
make herself miserable, but she would make it up to her other friends.
She might have lost Greg, but she was going to make sure she didn't lose
anyone else.

Andrea and Stacey hurried out of the cafeteria and walked quickly
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towards the auditorium. Stacey really didn't know what the rush was all
about, but she silently guessed that it had something to do with Greg.
Stacey noticed that Andrea didn't seem angry or depressed or in any way
upset like she had been yesterday. She was smiling and talking freely, and
Stacey didn't understand why. Still, she encouraged Andrea, and listened
while Andrea did most of the talking.

"God, it's another pretty day! There's not a cloud in the sky.
Don't you like days like this?"

"Sure, I guess," Stacey said, playing along.

"Well, I do. This is the reason why I like to eat lunch outside—
days like this! I wish we didn't have to have classes this afternoon. Why
can't they just cancel the rest of the day and let us stay out here?"

"So how has your day been?" Stacey asked, though she had a
feeling she knew the answer already.

"It's been great! I feel great. And guess what, I got my economics
homework back yesterday—you know, the stuff that I was working on
last week?"

Stacey nodded.

"I made an Al Finally, I make an A in that class! I didn't answer
all the questions right but all the ones you helped me with I got right.
You know, I think if I make a good a grade on the next test, I'll owe it to
you."

Stacey objected. "You won't owe it to me. Just study and you'll be
all right."

"Yeah, but you helped me study."

"All I did was teach you the relation between equilibrium and
supply and demand—and I remember you didn't understand what I was
saying."

"Oh, I understood it—eventually. Before I turned the homework
in I looked it over, and I thought about what you had said. And suddenly
it made sense! If you hadn't helped me, I still wouldn't understand it. I
owe you one. If you ever need a favor, just ask."

Stacey just smiled politely, amused by the way her friend was

overreacting. When they came within view of their table, they saw it was
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deserted.

"I guess we're the first ones here," Andrea said.

"And no wonder, considering how you were in such a rush to get
through the snack bar line," Stacey replied happily. "At least we can enjoy
a moment of peace before Jimmy arrives."

"You two were all over each other yesterday. What's going on?"
Andrea asked as the girls sat down in their usual places at the table.

Stacey blushed and said, "Nothing. He's just a jerk sometimes and
I try to give him a taste of his own medicine."

Andrea took a bite out of her candy bar, chewed it, and said,
"Yeah, I guess he does desetrve it. Here he comes—get ready for round
twol" She smiled.

Stacey watched as Jimmy, Brian, and Jason approached the table
and sat down. April joined them a minute later.

Andrea watched as Jason took his usual position—Ieaning against
the tree that provided shelter for the table. She asked him, "Why do you
always stand there like that? Sit down—there's plenty of room."

Jason looked nervously at the group of friends smiling at him.
Jimmy was the first to second Andrea's invitation. "Yeah," he said. "Sit
down. You look stupid standing there like that."

"C'mon!" Stacey joined.

Brian pounded the empty spot next to him with his fist and said,
"Here's a place for you. Have a seat."

April just gigeled.

But Jason was reluctant. "No, thanks," he said. "I like to stand
during lunch."

That was a lie, of course, but only Jimmy knew Jason well enough
to see through it. Jimmy said, "You never used to stand when you hung
out with Keith. There's probably a permanent dent in the ground over
there where you two parked your butts everyday."

"Sit down!" the group began to shout, but Jason still resisted so
Andrea got up from the table and grabbed Jason's arm, just as Rachel had
grabbed her arm yesterday. Andrea realized now that this was where she

belonged, and she wanted Jason to feel that same sense of belonging. If
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nothing else, Jason certainly felt the strength of Andrea's grip and her
determination to make him sit at the table so he allowed himself to be
dragged around to the other side where he was set next to Brian.
"There," Andrea declared. "You're one of us now."

Jason didn't feel like one of them, though, nor did he want to. He
felt more uncomfortable than ever, even more than when he sat alone
against the side of the auditorium with only his mp3 player to keep him
company. He now sat directly across from April. He could see her steal
glances at him while she ate and talked to her friends. Of all the places to
spend lunch on campus, why did she have to spend her lunch hours at
this particular table? She was popular and had lots of friends, so why
couldn't she find another clique to eat lunch with? Jason's distress was
interrupted by the clinking of metal boot buckles and he looked up to see
Trey and Rachel approach. He hoped this lunch hour wouldn't get any
worse than it already was.



Seven

RACHEL could barely contain her excitement as she and Trey
walked to the table. Had she not been holding Trey's hand, she would
have run ahead of him, and since Trey was lagging behind, she looked
like she was pulling Trey forward. She wanted to let his hand go and run
on ahead, but Trey gripped her hand strongly and refused to release her.
She guessed Trey was teasing her because he knew how eager she was to
tell her friends the good news about her acceptance letter. The night
before, after Trey went home, she called some of her relatives, including
her older brother, and told them about the letter, but she wanted to wait
and tell Andrea and her other friends at lunch in person. Her patience
was stretched past its limit, and with her friends in sight she could hold
back no longer. "Hurry up—what are you waiting for?" she asked Trey as
she dragged him along.

Trey knew that he was about to witness another explosion of joy
and celebration from Rachel. He had never seen her as happy as she had
been in the last twenty-four hours, and he was surprised at how lonely
her happiness was making him. When they reached the table, Trey let her
hand go and started to take a seat at the end of the table, but today he
found that loser Jason, who had started hanging out with them, was no

longer leaning against the tree but was sitting next to Brian. Trey didn't
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want to sit next to him, so he stepped away from the table and sat down
on the lawn by himself, facing away from the table while still able to hear
all of Rachel's exclamations.

"Hey everybody!" the dark-haired gitl said excitedly. "Guess what
happened to me yesterday!"

Her friends at the table could tell she was happy about
something, but no one could immediately guess why. Then all of a
sudden, it occurred to Andrea:

"Omigod! You got accepted?!"

Rachel’s face looked like it was going to burst with joy as the
word "Yes!" squeaked out of her mouth.

Immediately, all the girls at the table screamed and jumped up,
each wanting to be the first to embrace her friend. The three boys
remained sitting and just watched. Jimmy shook his head and laughed at
how the girls were reacting. He wondered how they could get so excited
over something like an acceptance letter. Nobody screamed and hugged
him when he got accepted—not that he wanted them to. Jason watched
with a gaze of indifference. He could understand how they might be so
excited, but it really wasn't any of his business. He was just happy that
April left her place at the table to give her friend a hug. Only Brian
seemed to really care about this happy news. He watched Rachel with a
big grin on his face. He wished he could hug Rachel too, but with Trey
sitting a few feet away he didn't dare. Instead, he stayed seated, and when
Andrea, Stacey, and April parted from their elated friend and sat back
down again, he said, "Congratulations, Rachel!"

She heard him as she sat down at the end of the table and replied,
"Thanks. I'm so happy!"

"I knew you could do it!" Andrea said. "Pallas is such a hard
school to get into, but I knew that they'd accept you. They'd never let e
in, that's for sure."

Trey just sat on the lawn, drinking his soda. Except for Rachel, he
suddenly hated the whole lot of them. They were just a bunch of freaks
and losers; he wished Rachel wouldn't spend her lunch hours with them.

For the last couple of years he had endured it silently, because he loved
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Rachel and would rather sit among these dorks with her than among his
own friends without her. Now, though, he felt completely alone.

Trey turned around and stared at Rachel, refusing to take his eyes
off her. The hot sun's rays that he felt bearing down couldn't match the
angry heat that had been swelling within him all morning. As he drove
her to school, and as they walked together in the hallways, her plans for
next fall were the only things she wanted to talk about. Every
"Congratulations!" she received from her classmates and friends felt to
Trey like another punch in his gut. He couldn't stand it anymore and he
wanted to release his anger somehow, but all he could do was stare at her
and her friends at the table, and wait for her to come back to him.

His wait was longer than he thought it would be. Neatly twenty
minutes passed before she finally left the table and sat down with Trey in
the grass. She hadn't even opened the package of miniature donuts she
bought for lunch from the vending machine. Trey, of course, had long
since finished eating and now sat smoking a cigarette. Rachel opened her
package of donuts, popped the first one into her mouth, chewed it,
swallowed, and asked, "You've been quiet today—what's the matter?"

"Nothing."

"Are you worried about whether you're going to be accepted or
not?"

Trey didn't answer.

Rachel smiled and took Trey's hand into her own. He didn't want
to let her hold him, but her grip was just as strong as his was twenty
minutes ago. "Don't worry. 1 believe in you. We're both going to be
accepted—you'll see."

"What if I'm not? I mean, what if I get rejected—"

"They won't reject you."

"—But what 7> Then what? What'll happen to us?"

Rachel popped another donut into her mouth and thought about
Trey's question as she chewed. When she swallowed, she replied, "You'll
get in. I can feel it."

Trey simply did not share her optimism, and feeling frustrated, he

sat and moped for the remainder of the lunch hour. Rachel sat silently
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next to him, confused about Trey's attitude. She really believed that Trey
would be accepted. All of her future plans, which she envisioned so
cleatly, depended on it. She hoped Trey's letter would come today. She
needed to see it almost as much as she had needed to see her own letter
so that she wouldn't have anything more to worty about.

But today, worry wasn't Rachel's dominant emotion. When the
bell rang, ending lunch, Rachel was happy again, and looked forward to
sharing her good news with her few friends and acquaintances who still
hadn't heard. As she and Trey stood up from their place on the lawn,
Stacey came over to give Rachel another hug.

"I bet you're thrilled to get out of this crappy town," Stacey said
to Rachel. "Won't it be fun to start all over somewhere elser"

Trey wanted to tell Stacey to go to hell. He accompanied Rachel
only as far as the main building, where the two of them entered through
the main doors on their way to their lockers. But as soon as they were
inside, Trey wanted to get away from Rachel before he heard anyone else
congratulate her. He said goodbye to her and lost himself in the crowd at
the first available opportunity. Rachel let him go, sensing how upset he
was. She wished there was something she could say to make him feel
better.

That afternoon, Trey dropped Rachel off at her house and
declined her invitation to come inside. Rachel got out of the car but
before she closed the door, she reminded him to call her if he got a letter
from the university. "Whether it's good news or bad," she said. Trey
grunted in reply and drove off.

As he traveled the two miles which separated his neighborhood
from Rachel's, he had a feeling that his letter was in the mailbox waiting
for him. It just had to be. And even though it now sat there unopened, in
that hot, black box, Trey already knew what it said. He parked his car in
front of his house, calmly removed himself and his backpack from the
car and walked to the mailbox. He opened it. There was a lot of mail
today. As usual, most of it was junk mail, but within the stack, he found
one letter which was addressed to him, in the same kind of envelope with

the same return address printed in the same blue ink as Rachel's
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acceptance letter. He put the rest of the mail back into the mailbox and
carried the single letter in and his backpack up the steps to the front
door. He unlocked the door slowly and went inside, dropping his
backpack on the floor right inside the door, in the same spot where his
mother had yelled at him a thousand times not to leave it.

Inside, he tossed the letter on the couch in the living room and
went to the kitchen to get something to eat. After a moment of
indecision he finally chose a soda and nothing else. He took it to the
living room where he sat down on the couch next to the letter. On a
small table next to the couch he found the remote control for the
television, and he used it to surf the channels. All the while, his thoughts
were on the letter. He knew what it was and what it said, so he didn't feel
any desire to open it. What was the point? He believed it would be the
death blow to his relationship with Rachel, and by ignoring the letter,
letting it sit unanswered on the couch beside him, he could let their
relationship last for just a little bit longer. Trey finally settled on MTV
and watched a stupid reality show for about twenty minutes. The girls on
the show had gone to a club and were dancing to the latest pop hits. Trey
watched the girls dance, especially one girl who looked a lot like Rachel,
but Rachel was much better looking. At 4:00 exactly, the telephone rang.
Trey knew it was Rachel, calling him to ask whether his letter had arrived
or not. Yeah, he would say, ##'s here. No, he didn't know whether he was accepted
or rejected. Because he hadn't opened the letter yet. He didn't know why he hadn't
opened it. It would have been a dumb conversation, so Trey didn't move
from the couch. After fourteen rings, the caller gave up.

When Trey was sure the phone had stopped ringing, he picked up
the letter next to him and, without actually looking at it, ripped it open.
Inside, there was only a single piece of paper. Trey unfolded it, looked at
it, and read it:

"Thank you for applying . . ." it began. Trey knew he was rejected.

"Each year, we receive tens of thousands of applications . . ." There was no
doubt about it.

" After carefully considering your application, we regret that we cannot admit
you at this time." So that was that.
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Trey turned off the television and got up from the couch. He
carried the letter and its torn envelope back to his room. He turned on
his stereo and found the latest Mad Devils CD already in the machine.
He pressed "Play" and turned the volume up, even louder than he usually
played it. Then he took a few steps backwards and collapsed on his bed,
leaving the letter and its torn envelope to rest on his chest. In a very
small sense, he was relieved. He really didn't want to go to college and
face four or five more years of school. He gave up on high school long
ago, and with only two months left before graduation, he was glad that it
was almost over. But he might have endured another few years of stupid
classes and stupid teachers and stupid tests if Rachel would be there with
him. It wasn't meant to be, though. Rachel was moving on with her life,
moving to another city. Trey would be stuck here—in this crappy town,
as Stacey called it.

The Mad Devils' screaming lyrics and their roaring guitars, those
things which held them in common with every other punk band, were
more intense with the volume turned up, and they amplified Trey's
feelings of anger and disappointment. This music was just what he
wanted right now. These songs of alienation and meaningless fury never
rang more true than now, but had anyone looked into his bedroom, one
would think that the music wasn't having an effect on the boy at all. He
still lay on his bed, face up and motionless. Not even his feet moved to
the rhythm of the music. Underneath it all, though, Trey was not calm.
Underneath the indifferent exterior his muscles were stiff, his jaw was
clenched, and both rows of teeth were pressed hard together. His eyes
stared straight up at the ceiling and stared hard at the plaster. He
breathed rapidly; the air flowing in and out of his nostrils might have
been heard had the music not been so loud. Underneath his facade was
rage: repressed and restrained for as long as he had loved Rachel. Now
Trey lay on his bed trying to think of a reason why he should continue to
hold it in. He wanted to let it all out, but instead he embraced the fury
that he had shunned these past three years and enjoyed the sensation. As
each minute passed, his rage multiplied, and Trey felt a peculiar sense of

freedom that he had not felt in a long time. Song after song of the Mad
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Devils' album came and went but Trey continued to lie on the bed, his
body motionless, except for the beads of sweat that were starting to roll
down his forehead and temples.

The last song on the CD ended, and when silence returned to the
bedroom, Trey slowly got up from his bed and started to walk over to his
stereo, as if to change the CD or perhaps play it again. But Trey never
made it as far as the stereo. A wooden chair stood in his way, and for that
offense, Trey grabbed it, picked it up over his head, and threw it violently
down onto the floor, breaking one of the rear legs instantly. It felt good
to release some of the anger inside him, but he didn't stop there—he
didn't want to. Next he attacked his desk and brushed off the lamp, a
clock, his telephone, and a few papers with phone numbers and other
notes that had been collecting there for months. These all fell to the floor
in a crash and a flutter. There was a window nearby so he reached for the
blinds and tried to rip them off, but he couldn't get a good grip, and all
he did was bend and break a few of the individual panels. He ran back to
his bed and kicked it, sending the mattress sliding off the bed and onto
the floor, then he gave the box spring a good kick, but it was solid
enough to resist him and didn't go very far. He ran to his closet and here
he found a wealth of damage waiting to be done. He started by tearing
his clothes off the hangers and throwing them to the floor, then he
grabbed things off of the shelves and threw them out into his bedroom.
When all the shelves were cleared, he charged back into his bedroom and
began to beat on his dresser and his desk. He kicked the walls and broke
through the plaster in a couple of places. At last, when his energy and his
emotions were finally spent, he sunk to the floor, helpless and afraid, and

curled up into a ball. He cried for the first time in years.

Trey suffered the usual wrath from his parents once they
discovered what he had done to his room. Their tirade and shouting,

even the hard slap his mother delivered across his face wasn't anything he
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hadn't experienced before. He also thought his father would beat him
too, but to his surprise, the old guy restrained himself; it was a good
thing, Trey thought later, because for once, he might have been in the
mood to fight back, and then things would have really escalated out of
control. Trey half expected them to throw him out of the house, but
instead, they said that he would pay for all of the damages himself and
sent him away to what was left of his room without dinner. Trey
shrugged off his obligation to pay for the damage, and as far as dinner
was concerned, all he had to do to feed his hunger was slip out of his
bedroom window and walk a quarter of a mile to a nearby fast food
restaurant.

His parents didn't even ask him why he had done what he had
done. That probably hurt more than his mothet's slap. Trey had thrown
many such tantrums when he was younger, before he met Rachel, so
many that his parents didn't care what his reasons were anymore. There
was nothing they could do about it anyway; beatings, groundings,
punishments of all sorts never worked on Trey, so all they could do was
make him pay for the damage he caused. As Trey sat alone in a half-
empty fast food restaurant eating a hamburger and drinking a coke, he
regretted one thing about not going to Pallas: it meant he couldn't easily
get away from his parents. He was looking forward to moving out after
he graduated and hoping to somehow move in with Rachel, but that
didn't seem possible anymore.

When he came back home that evening, around 8:00, he slipped
back into his window in time to hear the phone ring elsewhere in the
house. His own phone still lay silently on the floor of his bedroom, the
cord torn from the jack. Trey stood still and listened as his father
answered the phone and told the caller that Trey could not come to the
phone tonight. Trey knew it was Rachel calling, and he smiled at the
irony that his father, in an attempt to punish Trey further, had actually
done Trey a favor by not letting him talk to her. Trey rebuilt his bed and
lay down, almost in the same position he has been in a few hours earlier
before he erupted. No, he didn't want to talk to Rachel. He was through
with her now. Perhaps they could go on pretending to be together for the
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rest of the spring and all summer, but next fall, when Rachel left for
Pallas, it would all be over. It would be easier just to end it now, and
begin to forget about her. He thought a lot about his future that evening,
and Rachel was no longer a part of it.

The next morning, before Trey left for school, he crept into the
kitchen while his parents were getting ready to go to work and dialed
Rachel's cell phone number. She must have been waiting right beside it,
perhaps still expecting Trey to call, because she answered her phone
almost immediately. In an eager voice, she asked, "Hello, Trey?"

"Yeah, it's me," he said quickly, not wanting to hear Rachel's
voice any more than was necessary. "Listen, I can't pick you up this
morning, all right? You'll have to drive your own car today."

"Well, OK," Rachel said slowly. "What happened, did your car
break down again? Should I come get you?"

"No, don't worry about me," Trey replied, impatiently. "I just
can't pick you up this morning. I gotta go. Bye." He hung up the
telephone before Rachel could say another word, then he picked up his
backpack on his way out the door and got into his car.

Trey didn't go directly to school. He really didn't want to go at all,
so he drove around the neighborhood and considered skipping school
for the day. The only problem was, he didn't know what he would do or
where he would go if he did skip class. He was so used to planning his
activities with the idea that Rachel would be with him. Now that she
wasn't, he felt lost. So at five minutes before 8:00, he decided he'd go to
school, and with any luck, he would be able to avoid Rachel. Although he
didn't care about being tardy, he drove quickly, speeding in and out of
lanes as he manecuvered through the traffic. He knew the students'
parking lot would be full by this time so he parked in the lot of a bank
which was located just across the street from the school campus. There
he encountered other students who were genuinely in a hurry to get to
school. Trey was cut off from a parking space by a sophomore, who,
acting totally without malice towards Trey, had simply been able to get to
the spot before the senior. But Trey was looking for any excuse to bully

or terrify anyone who crossed his path, so Trey quickly parked his car,
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and with his engine still running, he jumped out and ran to the
sophomore who was just getting out. Trey grabbed him and threw him
roughly against the side of the boy’s car. Trey yelled at him with a flurry
of curses and a furious tone of voice before Trey punched the kid hard in
the chest. Then he released his grip and the unlucky boy grabbed his
books and ran for the school. Trey just laughed as he walked back to his
car. That had cheered him up. He turned off his car, but left his backpack
inside. He wasn't going to school to learn anymore, so he didn't think it
was necessary to bring his books. While the other late-comers scurried
across the busy avenue, in a futile attempt to avoid being tardy, Trey took
his time, and when he finally walked through the door of his classroom,
he was already ten minutes late.

He sat at his desk in the back of the class and put his head down.
He didn't bother to listen to the teacher lecture like the rest of the class,
and the teacher didn't do anything about Trey's behavior since it was late
in the school year and all of Trey's teachers understood that some days
he was willing to work and other days he wasn't. There was no point in
nagging him to pay attention since that would only make him cause
trouble among the other students, so his teachers just let him alone. This
teacher had thirty-five other students in the class to teach and didn't have
the time to worry about just one.

Silent, with his head down on the desk, Trey didn't cause any
distraction so he disappeared from the consciousness of the rest of the
class. There were always boys who also sat in the back who tried to get
on Trey's good side by being friendly or imitating Trey's indifferent
attitude towards school. Trey was a rebel, a guy who had been able to
defy the institution of public education by participating in it as little as
possible. He wasn't actually liked by everyone, he wasn't popular;
students either feared him or envied the fear that he inspired from
others. Trey wasn't afraid of anyone, so if his classmates weren't trying to
get on his good side, they just left him alone. Today, Trey's body
language made it very clear that he wanted to be left alone, so he was, by
the teacher and the rest of the class.

When the bell rang, ending the first period of the day, Trey
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hesitated, and continued to sit with his head in his folded arms.
Depressed and tired, his body loathed to move, so he remained like he
was for a moment longer. As the rest of the class left the room, Trey
slowly picked his head up and watched them. Finally, he too got up, and
since he hadn't brought any books with him to class, he just walked right
out.

But once he was outside in the crowded hallway, he wished he
had moved faster because Rachel was standing right outside the door
waiting for him. Trey suddenly regretted having come to school. He
should have known Rachel would find him, but since he couldn't hide
from her forever, he would have to tell her everything right now, even
though it was the last thing in the world he wanted to do. He gave her a
look and walked past her, joining the crowd of students that moved
sluggishly through the halls.

Rachel followed him and said, "I didn't know if you were coming
to school today or not. You didn't say much on the phone this morning."
She waited for Trey to say something in reply, but he didn't so she went
on, "I drove my car this morning. It's been a long time since I've been in
the driver's seat. You always drive me everywhere I need to go." She
smiled at him appreciatively, but Trey ignored her.

Rachel could see that he wasn't in a good mood this morning and
naturally she wanted to know why. "What's the matter?" she asked.

"Nothing's the matter."

"Something's the matter. Did you and your parents have another
fight last night? I tried to call but your dad said that you couldn't come to
the phone."

Trey shrugged, "Yeah, he's like that."

The flow of students came to a standstill as all the classes emptied
and the student body filled the halls. Their faces looked sleepy and
mindless, their mouths shut, but elsewhere in the halls, dozens of voices
could be heard, creating a din which wrapped around Trey. The hallway
was congested and a little too claustrophobic, so he pushed his way past
the other students. Rachel followed close behind in his wake.

"I was calling to ask you whether or not you got your letter from
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the university, but I guess you didn't." She still believed that Trey was
going to be accepted, and since he was in such a glum mood, he must not
have gotten the letter yet. She was surprised when she heard Trey say,
over the noise in the hallway, "Yeah, I got it." The congestion started to
clear and suddenly, there was plenty of room for Trey to walk without
having to shove an underclassman out of his way. He wasn't really sure
where he was going. He passed by the door to his second period
classroom without going inside. He wanted to get rid of Rachel. He
suddenly felt annoyed with the way she was following him through the
hall, asking questions. He knew that she'd follow him almost anywhere,
even into his next class, until she was finished talking to him.

"You did?! Well did you get accepted?"

"No."

Trey's answer took a few seconds to register in Rachel's brain.
Her first instinct was to suspect that Trey was just kidding, that either he
hadn't gotten his letter yet, or that he had gotten it and had been
accepted but was just teasing her. But she quickly realized that Trey
wasn't kidding—and a rejection would explain his bad mood.

"Are you serious?" she said at last. "Those sons of—I!" Trey
started to move away, but she grabbed his arm and tried to get him to
stop. The best she could do, though, was only slow him down a little bit.
"Wait a minute!" she said, her voice desperate. "What are you going to
do? What are we going to do?"

Trey growled, "I can tell you what we're gonna to do. You are
gonna go to college, and I am gonna stay here." At the same time, Trey
finally found an escape from his pursuer: as they passed the boys'
restroom, Trey broke free from Rachel's grip and hurried inside, and just
to make sure Rachel wouldn't stand outside and wait for him, Trey
remained behind the door for almost fifteen minutes after the bell rang
announcing the start of the second period of the day.

Rachel left Trey alone until lunchtime, when she hoped he would
be in a better mood. They routinely met at Rachel's locker before they
went to buy lunch, but when Rachel didn't find Trey waiting for her, she

went looking for him. She checked his locker, and then walked around
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the halls for a few minutes as students hurried to the cafeteria or outside.
She had had two hours to think about this terrible situation that they
were now in, and Rachel wanted to tell Trey that everything was all right,
that they would find some solution that could accommodate them both.
She wanted to be sympathetic, to give Trey a hug and a kiss and try to
make him feel better, but Trey was nowhere to be found. She wasn't even
certain that he was still at school. For all she knew he might have left
after that first period and gone home. She thought about calling him on
her cell phone, but she remembered that she hadn't been able to contact
him yesterday, and he may not want to answer the phone now.

So for the first time since tenth grade, Rachel went to lunch
alone. She didn't bother to go to the snack bar, she just walked out the
front doors of the school and around the corner of the auditorium,
keeping her eyes open for Trey. She hoped to see him at the table, but
she was disappointed. All of her old friends were already there, though.
Jimmy and Stacey were talking and laughing across the table. Brian and
April were arguing playfully. Jason, once again standing against the tree
after spending one day at the table, was staring blankly at the group
seated before him. Amid them all sat Andrea, quietly eating her lunch.

Andrea was the first to see Rachel, but Andrea almost didn't
recognize her friend without Trey by her side. The two had been linked
for so long in her imagination that they had become Rachel-and-Trey,
Trey-and-Rachel. Now it was just Rachel, and Andrea wanted to find out
why. When Rachel sat down at the end of the table, next to Brian,
Andrea asked, over the noise of the others, "Where's Trey?"

The others at the table, now noticing Trey's absence too, became
quiet and looked at Rachel who smiled, as though his absence were no
big deal, and said, "Oh, he's somewhere. He's just depressed today and
wants to be by himself."

"Why? What happened?" Andrea asked.

Rachel shrugged, "He got his letter from the university yesterday.
They rejected him."

The news had a sobering effect on her friends. It was true that

not everyone could honestly say they liked Trey, but they all felt genuine



70 | The Spring

sympathy at his plight. They had all suffered the same agonizing wait for
colleges to either accept or reject them in the last few weeks. They had
each been accepted somewhere by this point, but they knew it could just
as easily have gone the other way, and any of them could be in Trey's
shoes now, with a future even more uncertain than ever. Getting rejected
might not be the end of the world, but it's pretty bad.

Andrea was the first to actually say something, "Jeez, Rachel, I'm
sorry. What are you two going to do?"

Rachel looked down at the table and said, "I don't know, but I'm
not wortied. We'll work something out. It's OK."

"That's right," Andrea agreed, trying to match Rachel's feigned
optimism. "Maybe he can apply for the spring semester . . ."

"Or get admitted conditionally," Jimmy helped.

"Or go to a junior college," Stacey said. "Pallas isn't the only
college in the capital.”

Everyone sitting at the table began to consider the possibilities.
Even Jason had a word to say. Rachel started to feel a little better, but
she wished Trey were present to hear this. He needed to be cheered up
more than she did. Rachel wondered where he was and when she'd be

able to talk to him again.



Eight

THAT Wednesday afternoon, Andrea came home to find her
little brother gone. A hastily scribbled—almost illegible—note on the
refrigerator revealed that her little brother had gone over to a friend's
house. This left Andrea in the quiet and empty house by herself where
every move seemed magnified and every sound seemed amplified. Her
mother, divorced now for almost ten years, was at work and wouldn't be
home until six. The empty house made Andrea feel lonely, so instead of
remaining in the kitchen or watching TV in the living room, she just went
straight to her bedroom. But here she found even more reminders of
loneliness, such as the photographs of herself with her friends tacked to
her bedroom wall. Greg was in several of these pictures, and it was his
image that she was looking at. She hadn't taken down any of his pictures
because she still had hope that their problems, whatever they were, could
be fixed. She reached out and touched a picture that her mother had
taken of her and Greg on prom night. They both looked so perfect that
she couldn't imagine that she could ever replace it with another, happier
picture. She didn't want to imagine that her relationship with Greg had
come to an end.

Andrea sat down on her bed for a moment, but she couldn't

stand the silence that filled the room so she got up and turned on her
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stereo. She tuned the radio to the first random station she came to, but
she didn't turn the volume up. She didn't want to hear the music just for
the sake of listening to it; she just wanted something to chase away the
silence, and the country music she heard accomplished that, although it
did nothing to brighten her mood.

Andrea started thinking about Rachel and the absence of Trey
from the group. It occurred to her that she didn't really know Trey. He
had been going out with one of Andrea's best friends for most of their
high school career, and yet Andrea never got to know him very well. Of
course, Trey wasn't a very sociable person, and Andrea got the feeling
that he never really felt too comfortable spending his lunch hour with
Rachel's other friends. Nevertheless, Andrea had always considered him a
part of her own circle of friends, and the concern she felt for his absence
that day was combined with her sympathy for Rachel, causing her to feel
depressed.

She felt sorry that Trey had received a rejection letter, and she felt
sorry that he and Rachel would not be going to Pallas University together
next fall. Andrea thought they made a good couple, Rachel and Trey,
even though in many ways they were different from each other. But
Andrea firmly believed that even opposites attract, and in the case of
those two, they both seemed to offer what the other one lacked. Rachel
had intelligence and understanding; Trey had strength and passion.
Andrea decided that it would be a real shame, for both of them, if they
broke up.

Her sympathy was interrupted by her cell phone's ringtone.
Andrea always expected to get phone calls in the evening from her
friends. Sometimes she would get five or six different calls in one night.
She never wanted anyone to feel neglected so she tried to give equal time
to everybody who called her, even if they didn't have much to say besides
"Hello." Andrea didn't want to keep the caller waiting past the second
ring, so in a quick succession of movements, she turned off her stereo
and answered the phone. She was still feeling a little down after thinking
about Rachel's problems with Trey so her voice sounded a little flat when
she asked, "Hello?"
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There was a short pause on the other end of the line before
Andrea heard a male voice say, "Annie?"

It was Greg—Andrea recognized his voice immediately. All of a
sudden she felt nervous and uneasy. She had wanted to talk to Greg so
badly these last few days, but now that she had him on the telephone, she
found that she didn't know what to say. Her only reply was, "Yeah, it's
me. Hi Greg."

Greg sounded just as nervous as Andrea was at that moment. "I
guess you're a little surprised to hear me call."

Andrea shrugged and smiled, not caring that Greg couldn't see
her. "Yeah. Long time, no heat."

"I'm sorry about that. I guess it wasn't very nice of me to be
avoiding you lately."

So, he really had been avoiding her. That didn't bode well, nor did
his apparent willingness to admit it. Andrea thought that if he did still
catre, he could at least make up some excuse for why he hadn't seen or
talked to her all week.

"I suppose I should have called you," he said, the nervousness in
his voice growing stronger with every word.

"You could have talked to me at school," Andrea said. As she
remembered the last few days she had spent in misery and worry, she
began to get a little angry, but she suppressed it, in the distant hope that
maybe Greg was calling to make amends.

"I know, and like I said, I'm sorry about that. Actually, you know,
it's kind of funny in a way because there is something that I've been
needing to tell you all week."

Andrea became frightened, and what little hope she had fled her.
Greg was going to break up with her; it was certain. Hoping to stall, she
interrupted him, "Oh! and I've got something to tell you too."

Greg almost sounded relieved to be interrupted, but he was a
little irritated too, "OK. What's that?"

"Well, do you remember Rachel?"

"Your friend Rachel? Yeah I remember her. What about her?"

"Well, she found out a couple of days ago that she's been
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accepted to Pallas University."

"That's good news," Greg said, doing his best to sound
interested. He really wasn't, and in fact Andrea wasn't eager to discuss
this subject with him either, but it was fresh on her mind. Greg added,
"It's supposed to be a hard school to get into."

"Yeabh, it is, but that's not all. You know her boyftiend, Trey?"

"Yeah, I know him. He's in one of my classes."

"Well he applied to Pallas too, but he got rejected. He's been real
upset about it. He didn't even join Rachel for lunch today." Greg didn't
reply, so Andrea continued. "I don't know what's going to happen with
them. I hope they don't break up. I always thought they were a cute
couple. . . ." Andrea trailed off, distracted by her own words. There was
silence on both ends of the line for a moment as Andrea and Greg
considered what to say next.

"Annie—"

"Greg—"

"—What?"

"—Huh?"

"You were about to say something, go ahead."

"Oh . . . well," Andrea mumbled. "I was just thinking for a
minute about our first date. Do you remember that?"

"Of course, it wasn't really very long ago."

"No, I guess not," Andrea said. "But remember how it started out
so perfect? We got all dressed up and you took me to that nice restaurant
—no one has ever done that for me before. The food was delicious, the
whole mood was romantic, and then when dinner was over and we left
the restaurant, neither of us could remember where we parked the car!"

On the other end of the line, Andrea heard Greg laugh. It was the
first time he had sounded loose and comfortable during the call, and it
made Andrea feel better too, like things could be the way they were
before. It was all so easy; if they both put a little bit of effort into it,
everything could be just like before. She spoke up with renewed
confidence and continued, "Remember how we parked on the third level

of that downtown parking garage but we thought we had parked on the
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second level? We couldn't find your car and you thought it was stolen.
Then we ran back to the restaurant and told everybody we could find
what had happened and you kept asking for a phone so you could call the
police. I was almost ready to cry because I felt so bad for you. And then
it finally occurred to you that maybe we hadn't looked on the right level,
so we went back and there was the car, right where we had left it. We
were both so embarrassed!"

Greg hadn't said a word while Andrea retold the story, and
Andrea didn't know for sure whether Greg was even listening, but his
reply gave her a reason to be optimistic. "Yeah, that was pretty
embarrassing," Greg said. "That definitely wasn't my finest hout."
Andrea could sense that he was smiling on his end.

"But everything turned out all right," Andrea suggested.

"Yeah. And do you know what else? That night I saw for myself
what a good friend you can be. You stood by me and helped me the
whole time, and when we found the car you didn't laugh at me or make
fun of me."

"Oh, I wouldn't have done that," Andrea said modestly. "It was a
simple mistake, and besides, I thought it was on the second level too."

"But you were still a good friend," Greg insisted, "and that's why
I feel like a jerk for avoiding you these last few days—and for why I
called you."

Andrea grimaced. Her best attempt to delay the inevitable had
failed. Greg was still determined to tell her, but Andrea wasn't about to
help him. She played dumb and asked, "What did you want to tell me?"

"Well . . ." Greg was obviously struggling with his words, and it
made Andrea feel a little better to know that this wasn't coming easy for
him. "Annie—Andrea, I don't . . . I don't think we should date each
other anymore."

"Oh."

"Look, don't take it personally," Greg hutrried to say. "I really like
you a lot, but I just don't think we're right for each other. I just wanted to
call and let you know—I mean, I felt bad about avoiding you lately. You
don't deserve to be treated like that."
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"I understand," Andrea said, without understanding what she was
saying. She suddenly felt numb. She could still hear Greg's voice, but he
sounded like he was a million miles away.

"Are you sure?" Now that Greg said what he had called to say, he
was searching for the fastest way to say goodbye and hang up the phone.
It had been almost as unpleasant an experience for him as it was for
Andrea, but he still tried to sound positive. "Look, we can still be friends.
We'll still see each other at school and in the halls. There's no reason why
we can't still say hello and talk sometimes, you know?"

As earnest as Greg tried to make his words sound, he didn't
believe them, and Andrea, listening to him on the other end of the line
could hear the insincerity in his voice. But whether Greg really meant
what he said about them still being friends was irrelevant. She had a lot
of friends and she had seen couples break up before—that’s high school,
it happens all the time. But even when people parted on good terms, it
usually meant the end of their friendship. Pride and ego too often got
mixed into the formula, and since breaking up is such an embarrassing
ordeal, the easiest thing to do is just to ignore the other person when
they meet. Andrea knew she would certainly see Greg again, eventually,
and when they met, they would probably pretend like they had never
even known each other. But Andrea didn't tell Greg any of this; she
didn't feel like delivering a speech, so she just said, "Yeah, sure. We can
still be friends."

There was a pause in the conversation that was painful and
seemed to last forever, but it was finally broken by Greg, "Well, I gotta
go. I'll talk to you later. Goodbye, Andrea."

Andrea didn't say goodbye, it was the one thing she never wanted
to say to anyone. She heard a click which told her Greg had hung up the
phone, and then came the dial tone pronouncing the death of her
relationship with Greg. As Andrea hung up, she suddenly began to
wonder about all her other friends and acquaintances she had made in
high school. Would those relationships all end up like her relationship
with Greg? Two weeks ago, Andrea might have called Greg her best

friend, and she felt closer to him than to anyone else. Now, just a few
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days later, it was all over. If this relationship, this friendship, was so
fragile, what did that say about her other friendships with Rachel and
Jimmy and Stacey and the rest? Were they going to end like this too? She
felt frightened as she realized just how close to losing all of them she
really was. In two months they would be graduating, and next fall they
would all be going off to different colleges either here or out of town,
and she would lose touch with them; one by one they would call her on
the phone and say goodbye to her like Greg just did, maybe not parting
out of ill will or because of any insurmountable differences, but because
that was a natural phase of life. Her childhood was at an end, and swept
away with her younger years would be all of those friendships she
cherished. Andrea couldn't help but cry. She wanted so badly to hold on

to them all, to just a few, or even to only one.

There was a tension between Brian and Jimmy on Thursday as
the two boys left their lockers and went to lunch. Brian was in a hurry to
get to the table, in so much of a hurry, in fact, that he was even willing to
forgo eating lunch that day so he wouldn't waste any time wandering to
the gym to get something to eat. He communicated none of this to
Jimmy, however, and Jimmy didn't suspect anything was the matter with
his friend. Jimmy, not in any hurry himself, took his time, much to
Brian's distress. Brian might have just abandoned him, and hurried on
ahead, excusing himself with a friendly, "See you at the table!" so that
Jimmy's feelings wouldn't be hurt by a rude departure, except that Jimmy
was intent on talking to Brian as they walked to the gym. Brian couldn't
simply walk away from his friend in the middle of a conversation for
what seemed to be no good reason. With his mind focused solely on
getting to the table as quickly as possible, Brian didn't really pay attention
to what Jimmy said, offering a "Yeah" or an "Uh huh" every once in a
while. Just inside the entrance to the gymnasium building, Jimmy stood

for a minute in front of the snack machine, making his selection before
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putting his money in and pressing the buttons. A bag of chips fell to the
bottom of the machine and Jimmy pulled it out. As soon as Jimmy had
his lunch, Brian started to leave, but Jimmy stood where he was. His
patience stretched to the limit, Brian asked, "C'mon, Jimmy, what are you
waiting for?"

"I'm waiting for Jason."

"Why?"

"Why not?" Jimmy replied with a smile, stepping slowly to a wall
and leaning against it. "We haven't been waiting for him lately."

Brian wondered why he had to pick today to start being nice to
the guy who wasn't really a part of their group at all. "Why does he sit
with us everyday?"

"He doesn't always sit with us," Jimmy replied with a smile.
"Sometimes he leans against the tree."

Brian really didn't like Jason. As Jimmy said, the guy just leaned
against the tree instead of sitting down at the table, creeping them all out.
Only occasionally did he ever say anything, and if he did it was usually
directed towards Jimmy. Brian decided he wasn't going to wait long for
Jason. If the guy didn't show up in exactly thirty seconds, Brian would go
on alone and let Jimmy wait for his buddy Jason all by himself. Silently,
he started counting,.

Brian was disappointed when he saw Jason enter the gym before
Brian reached thirty. Now he had to wait as Jason bought his own lunch
from the vending machines before the three of them could go on to the
table. When they left the gym, Jason and Jimmy lagged behind, talking to
each other while Brian, walking faster, gained distance from them. When
he turned the corner of the auditorium, he was disappointed to find only
April and Stacey sitting at the table. Rachel wasn't there yet.

As the three boys approached, they noticed the two gitls were
looking unusually solemn today. As the boys took their places (Jimmy
and Brian at the table, Jason against the tree), Jimmy asked, "What
happened, did somebody die?"

"Haven't you heard about Annie yet?" Stacey asked.

Jimmy and Brian looked at each other. Jimmy said, "I haven't
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seen her this morning." Brian hadn't either. Jason looked on and listened.

"Well," Stacey explained, bitterness and indignation sneaking into
her voice, "Greg called Annie yesterday and he dumped her. Can you
believe it? He didn't even have the guts to tell her to her face!" For
Stacey, this was yet another display of the inherent cruelty of humanity,
another in a long list of such displays that she had witnessed in the last
few years.

Jimmy stared down at the table and tried to appear as solemn as
the girls had been. He wasn't particularly angry or upset, though, for he
had dumped many girls before—and a few had even dumped him. But
he guessed it must always be harder on girls than it is for guys, so he did
have some sympathy for his friend Andrea. Jason, being the newcomer,
wasn't as attached as the others were to Andrea, so the news didn't hit
him very hard. He was, however, reminded of some Charley Z lyrics that
seemed pertinent to this situation:

I've been wanting to tell you a secret I have:
You've seen it in the distance I've put in between us.
Jason wondered why anyone would want to put themselves in a
vulnerable position of being in love when they knew how much pain it
might cause.

Brian was full of compassion, but most of it was directed towards
Rachel. Brian thought it must be humiliating for someone to face her
friends once they know they have been dumped. He wondered if that
was how Rachel felt, and if so, he wanted to help. He watched the corner
of the auditorium closely, and he was the first to spot Andrea and Rachel,
walking together. "Here she comes," he said.

Both girls looked dejected. Andrea's usual cheerful demeanor was
replaced with downcast eyes and a frown, but while everyone else kept
their attention on Andrea, Brian's gaze drifted to Rachel. She was dressed
very casually today, wearing tennis shoes and jeans and a green T-shirt.
Her hair was tied in a loose tail and she was wearing thick-rimmed
glasses. Brian couldn't remember the last time he had seen Rachel wear
her glasses.

The two gitls stood at the head of the table, next to Jason
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(making him clearly uncomfortable). Andrea looked at her friends and
saw the sympathy on their faces. "I guess you've heard," she said.

Stacey stood up and said, "Yeah, we've heard. Why don't you
come sit over here, Annie." She and April made some room in between
themselves for Andrea who sat down while Rachel went to the end of the
table and sat next to Brian. Rachel let her right arm support her head as
she looked in Andrea's direction. She noticed Brian was staring at her.

"What?" she asked him.

Brian smiled and tapped his right temple with his finger.

"Oh, my glasses?" She pulled them off her face so she could look
at them. They were old and ugly and Rachel wondered what she was
thinking when she had picked out the frames. "I don't know. I didn't feel
like wearing my contacts this morning."

"That's cool," Brian said. "You look good in glasses."

"Really?" she asked, putting the glasses back on her face with a
skeptical smile. "I do not. I look like a geek. But who cares, right?"

Brian detected some listlessness in her voice. He guessed that she
was still depressed about Trey. Brian was dying to learn what their status
was, but he didn't dare ask her. He thought that if he didn't say anything
about Trey, then maybe Rachel wouldn't think about him.

Meanwhile, the others at the table were fawning over Andrea,
trying to make her feel better. Andrea really didn't want to talk to
anybody today, not even her friends. She didn't like answering the
questions they asked, questions that must be asked to satisfy the group's
curiosity: What exactly had Greg said to her? What did she say to him?
Had she seen him since yesterday? Was she really through with him
forever? Was there anything that her friends could do? She would have
preferred they leave her alone, but deep down she was touched by the
attention they were showing her.

Andrea decided she had the sweetest friends in the world, even if

they were a little nosy. Eventually, they were even able to make her smile.
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ON WEDNESDAY and Thursday, Stacey hoped to lure Jimmy
into another round of banter and playful teasing like they had shared on
Tuesday. To her disappointment, she was unsuccessful, so unsuccessful
that she never even exchanged one word with him.

Wednesday morning, Stacey waited in the same spot in front of
the auditorium where she had stood on Tuesday. Now that she knew
what Jimmy's car looked like, she didn't have to strain her eyes examining
every driver and passenger of every car. But knowing which car was
Jimmy's only made her feel impatient. On Tuesday, every car had offered
the chance for hope. On Wednesday, every car that was not Jimmy's only
left Stacey whispering, "Where are you, Jimmy?"

Minutes ticked by and the parking lot slowly filled to its capacity.
Jimmy wasn't as eatly as he had been Tuesday, and his car didn't pull into
the parking lot until ten minutes till 8:00. Then Jimmy walked so slowly
through the maze of cars that two or three more minutes passed before
he reached the bus depot. By that time, his sister had already gone on to
the cafeteria.

Jimmy started to join the crowd in front of the main doors like he
usually did, but when he got as far as the flagpole he stopped, turned

around, and started walking the other way. Stacey watched as he
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wandered in the direction of the cafeteria patio. Curious to know where
he was going, and eager to talk to him again, Stacey followed him. As she
struggled through the dense crowd of students waiting for the day to
begin, she felt a sense of urgency. Time was slipping away, and if she
didn't catch up to him, she wouldn't have a chance to talk to him before
school started.

Stacey saw no sign that Jimmy knew she was following him. He
never looked back, but as Stacey quickened her pace to catch up to him,
he also began walking faster. Jimmy led her down to the patio where she
thought he would enter the cafeteria. Perbaps he's looking for me, she hoped.
But instead of entering the cafeteria, he walked past the doors and went
around the other side of the building where he followed another concrete
walkway that led him back to the front of the school. Stacey walked
faster and tried to catch up, but she never came within twenty feet of
him. Then the bell rang and Stacey lost him in the crowd as he entered
the main building and went to class.

Thursday morning, Stacey again waited near the auditorium and
watched the cars arrive, one by one. Her determination went unrewarded,
however, when the last of the spaces in the students' lot was taken and
Jimmy's car had not yet arrived. Stacey continued to wait and watch until
she finally saw Jimmy and his sister who had been forced to park off
campus. Stacey still had hope that she might talk to him, but before
Jimmy even reached the bus depot, the bell rang, and Stacey had to go to
class.

Stacey still saw Jimmy at lunchtime, but her midday encounters
were much less exciting than her experience of Tuesday morning. At
lunch, Stacey was forced to share Jimmy with Brian and Andrea. Stacey
wanted to be alone with him so she could have his full attention.

She was frustrated, and she started to trealize that she couldn't
count on Jimmy to make anything happen. If anybody was going to act, it
would have to be her, and Thursday was as excellent an opportunity as
any. Sunday was Easter, which meant Friday was a day off. Easter
weekend was the last big holiday on the school calendar before

graduation. The school year was coming to a close, and Stacey believed
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that Jimmy might be her last opportunity for some sort of normalcy and
happiness before she left high school forever.

Rachel's problems with Trey, and Greg's dumping of Andrea also
weighed heavily on Stacey's mind. She never thought she would see the
day when both Andrea and Rachel would be without boyfriends. They
were both well-liked, pretty, smart, and had good reputations, but now
they were alone. Stacey, who never believed she would have a boyfriend
in high school, now saw an opportunity to move up the social ladder
even as her two friends were on the way down. Wouldn't it be something
if, for just one day at least, she could have a boyfriend while Andrea and
Rachel went without? The thought inspired Stacey, and by the end of the
day she decided that she would do something she thought she would
never dare to do—or even be able to do—until she left high school.

When the final bell rang at 3:00 and school was dismissed, Stacey
could be seen moving swiftly, through the crowded hallways. She never
strode proudly or tried to attract attention to herself. Doing so would
only invite taunts, insults, or knowing stares from her classmates. It was
always better just to try to blend into the crowd and not be noticed. She
didn't always succeed, but sometimes she did. After making a quick stop
at her locker for her homework, Stacey hurried to Jimmy's locker. She
knew exactly where it was although she had never spent any time in front
of it. Sometimes, as she traveled from one class to another, she would see
him there, talking to one of his girlfriends or to Brian. Before, she had
never taken much notice of Jimmy, but things had changed, and all week
long, Stacey had made a point to walk past Jimmy's locker as often as she
could, just to see if he was there.

To Stacey's delight, she found Jimmy at his locker, and what's
more, he was alone. Jimmy exchanged the books he didn't need for those
he did, and when everything was in order, he slammed the locker door
shut, slung his backpack over his shoulder, and turned to see Stacey
approaching him. Stacey hadn't been nervous about confronting Jimmy
this afternoon, but when she saw him looking at her, she began to
second-guess herself. She realized that the next few minutes would not
be at all like the friendly teasing and flirting she had engaged in this week.
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Stacey was about to put her emotions on the line, and that made her
afraid. After years of verbal abuse from her classmates, Stacey had almost
gotten used to all the mean things that teenagers can say and do, but she
didn't know how she would handle a rejection from this boy, whom she
considered more than a friend.

Jimmy had no idea what was about to happen. He thought Stacey
was a pretty girl, and if she wasn't so ostracized, having her around so
much wouldn't be so bad, but he felt uncomfortable being seen with her
in front of so many of his peers. Luckily, his classmates were in a rush to
get started on their three-day holiday weekend, and the crowded hallways
emptied quickly. Jimmy had always promised himself that he would never
let Stacey know how he felt about her and try to treat her with respect
without revealing the discomfort that she sometimes caused him.
Perhaps he was too successful in his efforts.

Jimmy guessed Stacey was coming to tease him some more, so he
launched a preemptive strike: "Oh no, it's you! Go away!" Jimmy put up
his hands as if to shield himself from her, but through his hands Stacey

'"

could see his smile, so she wasn't offended.

"Cut it out, Jimmy. I just want to talk to you."

"What about?" the boy asked. Stacey smiled inwardly and
wondered how Jimmy could be so naive sometimes. If only he knew
what she wanted. Both of them started walking towards the main doors
of the school, but they walked very slowly. Stacey wanted to prolong this
conversation for as long as possible so she could build up her confidence
to ask the question that now echoed in her mind. As for Jimmy, he
walked slowly because he would rather talk to Stacey in this emptying
hallway than outside where the entire student body could see them
together.

Stacey began, "Didn't you tell me once that you had Mr. Thomas
for geology class last year?"

"Probably," Jimmy said. "At any rate, it's true. I made a C in that
class. I didn't like it."

"Well I've got him for physics this year," Stacey said. "And he is

so bizarrel When you were in his class, would he go off on weird tangents
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all the time?"

Jimmy smiled at the memory. Several instances of Mr. Thomas
living up to his legendary reputation as a teacher incapable of staying
focused on one train of thought for more than five minutes came to
Jimmy's mind. "Yeah, I remember. Is he still like that this year?"

"He's even worse! I just came from his class where we spent the
last hour talking about the different movies that have been released this
spring."

Jimmy laughed, "A whole hour?"

"Yes! I couldn't believe it! And the worst part is my class takes
advantage of him so easily."

"What happened?"

"Well, Mr. Thomas was taking roll, and you know how he likes to
call everybody's name out and make them say 'Here'? Well, he started
calling names like he usually does, and when he got to Billy Green's
name, Kevin West suddenly asked Mr. Thomas if he had seen the new
movie starring Jeremzy Green. And it all started from there."

Still smiling, Jimmy said with approval, "Kevin's pretty quick. I
wouldn't have thought of that."

"Yeah, Mr. Thomas wouldn't even have finished calling roll if the
girl who collects the attendance slips for the final period hadn't knocked
on the door. Anyway, Mr. Thomas had seen the movie last weekend and
so he started to tell us all about it." Nervously, Stacey clutched the straps
of her backpack as she paused, not so much to let Jimmy respond, but
because she was planning what she was going to say next.

Jimmy took advantage of her silence. They weren't very far from
the main doors, and he could hear the voices of several hundred students
on the other side. "Wow," he sighed, shaking his head, and with a tone of
voice that he hoped would indicate to Stacey that their conversation was
at an end, he said, "So you ended up doing nothing at all in class today.
That's funny."

Stacey picked up on what Jimmy's voice was trying to
communicate, so she walked even more slowly and said, "So, have you
seen that new Jere