Of course since it was so hot, Mr. Craige would have us sitting on here in the throbbing heat for hours and hours and hours.  Not that cement bleachers in direct sunlight aren’t comfortable when wearing a long gown and a weird square hat – no no, not at all.  That’s the very picture of comfort.  But still, Mr. Craige could get over his cute little power trip and let us go, he has three other whole grades of kids he can still lecture and torment and have under his control.  

Then again, graduation was only several hours away, so might as well torment us while we were still under his grasp.  “Most seniors in high school think graduation is a good thing.  Well it’s not.  Nothing changes.  You still have to report to those in higher authority, you still have responsibilities – in fact you have more responsibilities.  You also have taxes and payments and if you think having a full time job is fun, I can’t wait ‘til you get out there and see how it really is.”  Well fuck us for reaching the twelfth grade and then passing it.  I guess no one in his entire experience as a high school principle had had the audacity to graduate, let alone be any kind of happy about it.  Actually, no one had.  This was his first year principalling a high school – he’d been down at the middle school for at least a decade, and had various other positions before that.


At least I wasn’t the one guilty of smiling or whatever positive gesture made him think we were enjoying the thought of graduating.  Sure I should be happy for leaving this stupid little collection of educational buildings known as Concord High School and the narrow-minded people who regularly frequented them– in fact I was – but what was graduation night anyway?  Ok, I got a piece of paper; I get to party with people I actually will still see all this summer, people I’ve seen many previous summers and falls and winters and springs, and then I get to have a full-time job all summer, I get to be around my nagging parents for two months straight, and my best friend isn’t even talking to me and she’s only two people down on from me in the bleachers.


I’m not talking to her either.  Nope.  She’s not talking to me, I’m not talking to her; this is a good way to end our high school years, right?  I mean, we’re both going to college in a couple months. It’s not like we’d want to have fun together hanging out this summer before all of a sudden not being able to talk to each other on the phone or in person everyday, before we aren’t able to hang out whenever we felt like it, before we won’t be around the same people doing the same things anymore.  Might as start down on the road to not being friends now.  And it’s not like us ignoring each other will make it weird tonight when we both go to the same party, the party at Greg’s lake house. Just because I’m supposed to ride with her, and I can’t drive my car because it’s scheduled to be in the shop by four this afternoon and my parents don’t want me to drive theirs, and she doesn’t have the directions because she’s terrible at directions anyway, and I do have the directions and I can actually effectively follow them – just because we have this symbiotic relationship for getting to Greg’s party doesn’t mean us not talking will be awkward or anything.  Maybe we can find other rides.  Well maybe I can find another ride and she can find another person who knows how to get there.  But last time we did talk, this morning when we first got to school, we were still riding together, and then later on she said something or I said something – SOMEONE said something and then me and her weren’t saying anything – I’m not really sure why we’re not, but it’s a damn good reason.  Just because I can’t remember what we’re fighting about doesn’t mean I don’t have every logical reason to not talk to her.

It’s ok though, since there is no apparent reason for anything Mr. Craige does and he still struts around like he has damn good justification.  For example, keeping us out here in the hot sun not practicing, just melting away in full graduation regalia.  For example, the way he was always so militant about keeping seniors and underclassmen segregated to different Polar Regions of the cafeteria, no intermingling.  This was meant to be one of our rare and very hard to find senior privileges… He was militant about segregation of classes, but then he never even noticed or did anything about our lunch table goofing off.  We regularly held contests to see which one of us could state the name of certain male genitalia the loudest; we stuck our tongues out and made faces at the assistant principals patrolling the lunchroom with walkie-talkies; we informed passersby and each other of having a penisfour on their/our shoulder; we catapulted gooey cafeteria mystery food down to the underclassmen’s tables; once Brian even pulled out a little baggie of pot and passed it over to Jay for him to inspect.  No one – outside our own lunch table members – got upset or interested or stopped us or even visibly noticed.  At least we amused ourselves at lunch.


One time this girl – we called her Furball, which was, believe it or not, a self-appointed nickname – gave us amusement.  Furball was a bit of an uninvited guest to our table because she always came up with the dumbest and most annoying, irrelevant comments, and she wasn’t actually friends with any of us.  At best she was a tolerable-in-extremely-small-doses acquaintance.  But she managed to shut up for a while one day at lunch while Brian told us a story about one of his friends.  “So he saw the empty cop car with its windows rolled down, and of course he had to do something.  He looked around, walked up to it and threw a burning roach through the window into the backseat.”  Then Brian started to giggle and turn red in the face; he could barely get his next words out. “Just imagine what it’d be like for the cops to come back to that smell, and their drug dog would be going crazy, barking and trying to scratch up the car. There was a burning roach in the damn cop car!”  Then he totally lost control to racks of laughter, and the rest of us were laughing too… well, the rest of us except for Furball.  Furball had a puzzled look on her face.  When everyone had calmed down some, she asked, “What had your friend thrown into the car?”

“A burning roach.”

She digested that thought for a couple seconds, then inquired, “Why would you want to burn a roach?”

After a brief moment of shock, the table erupted in laughter again.  Then Julie explained to her that a burning roach wasn’t actually an insect lit on fire….

“Hey, remember when Furball…” I leaned over and started to say, but then I remembered.  Oh yeah.  We aren’t talking.  Kevin, the guy to the immediate right of me, looked at me kind of weird (I guess he thought I was talking to myself) but Lisa, half-obscured from view by both Kevin and Leticia, seemed to take no notice I uttered anything at all.  Ok, so I’ll just sit here looking straight ahead and think about ladybugs or something for the rest of this hellish eternity of graduation practice.

Oops, well, no time to think of ladybugs.  Mr. Craige actually released us.  The senior class, Lisa and I included, surged like one blobby entity from the stadium and filtered into various cars parked in the half-paved parking lot behind the main school building.  With the sunlight glinting off the cars and momentary dizziness from so much heat, I forgot for a couple minutes where I’d parked my car.  I wondered aimlessly amid the potholes and spray paint art that thrived in this parking lot, knowing my magnificent ’87 tan station wagon would make itself visible soon.  

Back when we were sophomores we used to roam around the pot marked parking lot searching for our cars, also.  Of course at that time we didn’t have cars yet; we were just being silly and trying to impress anyone who would happen to notice, which would include no one but ourselves.  I particularly remember one crisp September night after losing another football game.  Not that we really noticed we lost; we just went every Friday night because it was one of the few things we knew to do then.  It was before obtainment of a DL and auto broadened our horizons.  Anyway, that night we were randomly casting around the parking lot, complaining loudly about not being able to locate the cars we didn’t really have, in reality waiting for the parking lot to clear so my parents could come pick us up to take us home to a Blockbuster movie and some popcorn.  Yes, my parents picked us up; yes, we were pathetic.  And we were actually hoping my parents would get us rather soon so we could go to my house and change into some clean clothes.  During the second half of the game, some drunken upperclassmen several rows above us got rowdy and started throwing stuff.  Gravity and bad aim due to intoxication led some of that stuff our way.  There we were, discussing the pros and cons of Greg finding out that Lisa did like him after all, and all of a sudden, SPLAT.  Or maybe, THUMP.  Both actually.  Thump: the thrown hotdog lands on Lisa’s shoulder and bounces onto my lap.  Splat goes the mustard over her Banana Republic shirt and on my LEI pants.  I stood up real quick, and the hotdog fell to the ground.  We both looked up and shot withering glares in the general direction of the tipsy upper-class mob.  “Oh man, there’s mustard all over my new Banana Republic shirt,” said Lisa.

“Yeah, I got some on my pants too.  That was a nice little airborne present.  I wasn’t even that hungry.”  I replied.

“What should I do?  I have another shirt under it, but I don’t want to walk around just wearing one shirt.  I should have brought my long sleeve shirt with me too, but it’s still so warm outside.  What should I do?  Do you have an extra shirt?”

I reached into my pockets and pulled out nothing.  “Nope.  Sorry.  Got any extra pants?”  Lisa was still examining her now yellow-spotted shirt.  I thought I’d help her out.  “Go ahead and take off your shirt; you have another one on under it; it will be ok.”

“Do you think I should…?  Well, ok.”  She pulled off the shirt; another identical Banana Republic shirt was now visible.  I rolled my eyes.  She crossed her arms.  “I don’t like wearing just one shirt.”

The chivalrous girl I was, I took off my windbreaker and offered it to her.  I wasn’t actually cold anyway.  She accepted it, then continued on with her case against letting anyone at all ever let Greg have any sort of inclination that she could maybe possibly like him, since he obviously didn’t like her, and she wasn’t sure she really liked him anyway.


THUMP.  CRACK.  “OWWWWWW!”


Another projectile had landed on us.  This time it was a person.


“Sorry,” the guy slurred, then made his way back to his friends above, leaving us to rub our necks in disbelief.  


“That’s so stupid.  Being hit by a flying hotdog is bad enough, but a flying person…?”  said Lisa angrily.


Then we started to laugh.  “Well at least you didn’t have to take off another shirt.  Anyway.  Of course Greg doesn’t like you, he just talks to you all the time in class and sometimes writes you notes and calls you almost every night on the phone and wants to come to your house to skateboard sometime.”


Lisa was still blushing and denying all evidence half an hour later, when my parents finally pulled up in their mini-van, letting us abandon the pretend search for our Saab convertible and Lexus.

And now there is a car to look for and so I find it, residing in its normal, designated parking space, right next to Lisa’s silver Toyota Corolla.  She’s there fiddling with the keys, about to get in… I think she kinda looked over at me (?)  I want to tell her I actually forgot where my car was and remind her about that football game, but that would mean I’d talk first, and I still had that damn good reason not to talk to her, whatever it was.  So I get in my Chevy and drive home, hoping it doesn’t break down before I can take it in to get fixed in a couple hours.

…………………………………………………………………………….

Now it’s evening and I’m back at school.  My car didn’t break down.  It reached the shop safe and sound, but I still have the dilemma of how to get to Greg’s lake house tonight.  Oh well, I’ll figure that out later, I guess, maybe. I dutifully turn my attention to the scene around me.  Hey, it’s graduation; this should be poignant stuff or something.  The senior class is lined up just outside the football field’s gate, or rather, mobbed up.  I’m closer to the end of the line.  Even though mid-Mays in North Carolina aren’t known for their cool temperatures, at least it’s the evening now, and there’s a slight breeze.  It’s a little more bearable to be immersed in this cultish blue robe, adorned with various important academic stoles and that ridiculous box on my head.  That doesn’t stop Darcy, a half-psycho from our lunch table and a friend of mine since middle school, from squirming around and readjusting first her cap and then her gown, then readjusting her shoe straps, then readjusting her cap again.  She catches me looking at her and sticks out her tongue.  “You’re a big dork in that dumb outfit, Anne!”  she yells at me.   “No, just kidding!  You’re a big dork anyway!”

So I yell back, “Yeah, well, you smell just like cheese!”  And we both burst out laughing at that old joke, earning wow-they-are-still-immature-but-what-can-you-expect-from-them looks from the people around us, except Lisa, who I think is studying the blackberry patches to the side of the road, but I’m not really sure since it’s not like I’m looking over at her coz it’s not like I want to talk to her or anything.

“I’m glad I smell like cheese, coz Todd Eric Matthew really likes some cheese!!  You smell like ham!” retorts Darcy.  

Back our junior year, before Darcy switched from being a grungy, long-haired Nirvana/Smashing Pumpkins/Sonic Youth fanatic to a spiffily dressed, short haired, preppier version of herself, she used to hang out with me and Lisa all the time.  Darcy still hangs out with us sometimes coz she’s basically with the same crowd, but it’s not quite the same.  But around mid-April last year, we were all still hanging out.  Darcy, Lisa and I were going to the North Concord musical about Charlie Brown.  Our motives for going to the musical weren’t actually to enrich our lives and make us more cultured.  We basically had three reasons.  One, we had nothing much else to do in this boring little town.  Two, we wanted to deposit bologna and cheese on Todd Matthew’s car, since Todd always used to tell Greg that he intensely wanted to put bologna on someone’s car. (Greg, by the way, had held the title of Lisa’s boyfriend for four months by this time, which is part of the reason we got to know Todd at all, them being best friends and everything.) We’d actually attempted to do so on April Fool’s Day, but the fools we were, we tried to carry out the plan in broad daylight and got scared off by the possibility of Todd’s mom the librarian being nearby.  The third reason was more Darcy’s reason.

Darcy currently liked Jeremy, this tall, slender theater guy from North who looked kind of like Keanu Reeves and spoke as if every word he said was an extremely profound thought.  She’d liked him before, but stopped when I started doing impressions of how he talked.  Then I started to like him, and he liked me. Nothing really happened with that though, and after awhile he started to like Jessica, who gave him the shaft for Todd.  In fact, Jessica was accompanying Todd to the musical this night, which was how we knew to bring along the bologna and the cheese.  

Except, apparently, we didn’t know to bring the bologna and the cheese.  I had gotten my mom to purchase the lunch meat earlier this weak, just for Todd’s car (she wasn’t aware of my motives).  Unfortunately, I forgot the bologna when I went over to Lisa’s house.  We’re resourceful kids though, so we grabbed some ham from her refrigerator, along with some slices of Kraft Cheese, picked up Darcy and headed out in my trusty station wagon for North High School.  

I was pretty ready to do mischief after a tiring day of nagging parents, pointless homework and annoying fellow high school people, not to mention the stupid guidance counselor who decided to have words with me earlier that day.  He was new; he wasn’t my guidance counselor; I didn’t even remember his name, but he still stopped me in the hallway on my way to US History to give me a lecture.  After a short segue of “Hello, how are you, nice day,” etc, he launched in with, “Listen.  You can stroke you obligations and try to be different from your peers, but the responsibility of your future’s going to find you.”  Then he elucidated on the value of working hard and getting a college education, or at least a GED.  I smiled, nodded, inserted “Oh,” and “I see,” in appropriate places.  When he seemed finished, at least temporarily, I said very politely, “Could you hang on a second, so I can go to my locker real quick and grab a notebook and pencil?  I’d like you to repeat everything you just said, so I can take notes.”  Then I turned around and left.  I should have been used to it by then, but it still pissed me off to get lectures like that from Those In Authority. Obviously my baggy pants and the purple streaks in my hair meant I was a complete moron, but somehow I managed to make straight A’s throughout high school in spite of them.  I told Lisa about the experience, which made her want to take on the world armed with lunch goods also.  Darcy didn’t really care, but hey, she was seeing Jeremy tonight.

We were late in arriving to the musical, so all the cars were already parked and everyone was already inside.  We located Todd’s Pinto, looked around for any witnesses, then whipped out the food products from Lisa’s book bag.  Darcy was in charge of the ham; I handled the cheese; Lisa kept guard and thought of ideas for where to deposit the various goods.  We didn’t want to actually peel the paint off his car, not that’d it’d really make it look any worse, but we didn’t want to be mean or anything.  So after Darcy discovered the doors were unlocked, under Lisa’s advisement, she placed a slice of ham in the center of his steering wheel.  Then she haphazardly tossed two slices in the back and ate the fourth remaining one.  I, meanwhile, meticulously tore the two Kraft singles into tiny strips, which I strew across the top of his car.  Then I shredded the other piece of cheese, spun around and sprinkled it on the car, on the pavement, in Lisa’s hair.  At this point, Lisa decided we’d done enough, and even started to take off some of the cheese from the hood of the car.  “I don’t want him to get mad.  Do you think he’ll get mad?”

“No, man, it’s cheese, how can he get mad?” I said.

Darcy also got a little nervous and started searching for the two slices of ham she’d flung in the back of the car.  She retrieved one, but the other one had disappeared into the bowls of the backseat, possibly never to return again.  

“That’s gonna smell bad some day,” I observed.  Lisa laughed.

“What should we do?” asked Darcy, worriedly.

“Go.  Now.” 

Lisa took my advice and started walking to my car, but Darcy protested loudly, since she still hadn’t seen Jeremy.  So we paid five dollars each for tickets, which they were about to run out of, watched Jeremy in his Snoopy outfit sing a solo slightly off-key, and made a run for it two minutes before intermission.  We’d manage to scare ourselves during the entire fifteen minutes we actually sat in the auditorium, turning Todd from one of our friends who could take a joke into a deranged psychopath with a strong aversion to ham, cheese, and dumbass girls.  We climbed into my station wagon and sped off to the Smelly Cat, the coffee shop downtown.  A clean escape.

Well, not exactly clean.  Todd and Jessica eventually came downtown; Todd chased us around awhile, and a week later after school I returned to my car to find it decorated with various signs proclaiming in pastel letters “Cheese,” and “Ham,”  (complete with illustrations) and “Want Some Loving Only 25 Cents.”

So after Darcy says that, I stick my tongue out at her.  Lisa is still studying the blackberries; apparently she hadn’t heard our conversation – even though Darcy and I had been yelling – or she wasn’t very impressed by it.  Whatever.

The band’s playing now, dissonantly, and the mob transforms into a line and we march up to our seats in the bleachers of the stadium.  Speakers extol praise and advise, kids begin to cross the stage acquiring a flower and a piece of paper, the audience cheers and snaps pictures, Mr. Craige endures the whole thing with a fake smile pasted on his face.  So this is graduation. I fiddle with the paper I pulled from my pocket within my gown, the paper with directions on it, waiting for my turn.  Dan Roberts’s name is called, my cue to lead my row down to the platform.  Once down there, I scan the stadium above looking for my friends Roger and Stacey, who promised they’d come and take pictures.  I find them a couple rows above the senior class section, standing and yelling and waving.  About ten of my relatives, including my parents but not my brother who lives in Kansas, are also waving and snapping photos.  I turn around and exchange a couple more weird faces with Darcy, who’s at the very end of the row.  My name’s called; I graduate.  Walking slowly to the stairs to return to my seat, I look back to try to smile at Lisa as she crosses the stage – after all, we’re graduating, I shouldn’t still hold a grudge, right? – but she isn’t looking my way at all.  Ok.  I go back and sit down.  

About twenty minutes, the whole thing is over.  People are crying; people are hugging; very few people are tossing their caps cautiously in the air.  I make my way out of the stadium to mingle in the mob below.  Once down there, Lisa walks over in my direction, but I turn around as if I didn’t notice, completely running into Jeremy.  We hug, talk and catch up briefly – yeah, I’m glad to have graduated; yeah, he still likes UNC G - then I excuse myself to try to find my relatives, even though I pretty much think the task is impossible, which it proves to be.  I saw them earlier today anyway, and I’ll see them again tomorrow.  Mostly I’m looking for someone to give me a ride to Greg’s.  Jeremy wouldn’t be going anyway.  Roger and Stacey probably are, but they were planning on cutting out after Lisa and I got our diplomas to avoid traffic, and Roger’s driving is somewhat bloodcurdling at times.  Greg himself would be gone already over to prepare the place a little first; no one else would be heading straight there, I’d feel weird riding with him and besides, I’m kinda hungry.  It was kinda cool though, that he still wanted Lisa and I to come over for the party and that she wanted to also, since they went through a nasty break up a month and a half after the Ham and Cheese Escapade, got back together this past fall, then broke up again, with finality this time.  

So who did that leave to give me a ride?  The crowd’s starting to thin out.  I dash into the school building real quick to retrieve my book bag and deposit my gown, etc. inside.  I duck several emotional, crying girls (yeah, so sad, no more high school, we’ll have to do something dumb like go to college and live without parents interfering into every aspect of our lives now) hug and say goodbye to a couple of my favorite teachers, then hurry back out to continue the quest for a ride.  The parking lot is much more drained of people and cars now.  I stand at the end of the walkway, pondering my fate, and if I have a quarter and a dime to make a pathetic call to my parents to have them pick me up.  Yep, there goes Darcy’s car speeding out the parking lot.  Damn I should have talked to her about it while we were standing in line.  Why didn’t I think of it then?  Or actually, I kinda did think about it, but I didn’t act on it.  Then I look over to a row of parking spaces to my right, and lo and behold, Bailey Davidson is standing by his car, still talking to some underclassmen from West HS.  Bailey was my friend last year and last summer, but then his local band Trash Cats became hot shit around town, and he began to shun us in favor of the more Gap and Old Navy oriented kids.  But he’d still be going to Greg’s party.  Maybe he could give me a ride.  I start to wander over there, then quicken my pace so he won’t escape me too.  But he and his friends pile in the car and zoom away just as I get ten feet away.  Um, oh well.  I turn around and head back to the walkway, feeling much like a loser.  Time to call my parents, I guess.  But before walking over to the pay phones, I stand there at the end of the walkway a couple minutes, looking out at the parking lot, which had been jammed pack just half an hour ago but is now deserted except for maybe a dozen cars parked here and there.  Everyone managed to have been obscured by the writhing crowd of people before I ran in the building to take off my gown, now no one is left.  So much for graduation night being a special night of hanging out with the old gang one last time and all that cliché stuff. I crumple up the directions to Greg’s.  Then a silver Toyota Corolla pulls up right beside the walkway; I step back, afraid for my toes. 

“Um, are those the directions?”

I look down at the paper.  “Well, yeah….” I smooth it out.  “It’s still readable, kinda.  I like my paper to have wrinkles like that.  It’s more artistic.”

“Mmm.  Well, are we going?”

“Yeah, I guess. Everyone else is gone.  I’m hungry, and I think Bailey Davidson just shunned me.”

“Oh shit, that’s awful.  You’re not coping, I guess.”

I smile.  “Could you possibly cope with that? I don’t think so.”  I walk over to the other side of the car, get in, kick the assortment of empty pop bottles and discarded candy wrappers on the floor and toss my book bag in the backseat.  “Are you hungry?”

“Of course I’m hungry. Want to stop by McDonald’s?”

“Ok.  Then off to Greg’s, man.  Hey guess what?  I talked to Jeremy tonight.”

“Well, don’t tell Darcy that, she’ll get jealous.  Speaking of jealous, you’ll be jealous to know I caught a glimpse Todd Eric Matthew in the stands.”

“Eating cheese?”

“No, just ham.”

And me and my best friend Lisa drive off, away from the collection of educational buildings known as Concord High School, talking again without mentioning we ever weren’t.  We had a damn good reason for keeping our silence, whatever the reason was, but the reason’s gone now, and so are we.

