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March 21st. The morning looked bright and full of promise for the day ahead-empty and meaningless promise. There was precious little time to waste, so I stood and greeted my shower with a yawn. There were only nine days left.


The cafeteria was quiet that sunny morning as I arrived. ‘Stephanie isn’t here…’ I dismissed the thought as quickly as it formed and wondered why Stephanie wasn’t there. Angela however, was a different story.
“Andre! Andre, get over here!”

In her own quirky little way she screamed for me in her panicked voice. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“I just found out something! Are you going out with this girl named Tracey from the middle school?”

‘She knows!’

“No, umm, I don’t know a Tracey.”

“Then who do you and JoAnn usually talk about?”

“Umm…never mind that.”

“Well then you might want to talk to JoAnn about it then, because she’s telling everyone you’re dating that Tracey girl.”

‘Does everyone know?!’

“Where are they?!” I asked her.

“I don’t know now, but they were here about fifteen minutes ago.”

I took to running frantically down the hall searching for them. Every classroom, every hall, upstairs and down, nothing. Out of pure desperation I ran across the street to a place called ‘the wall’, where the smokers and pot heads of the school met everyday. . I ran to them streaming fiery anger and demanded to know what they had been saying about me around school.

“Tracey told us to say that stuff!” Megan pleaded.

“Yeah, I mean, we just like, told everyone else, you know?” JoAnn added.

“Why?”

“Why not?” she continued. “Don’t you want everyone else to know about the girl you love?”

“What the hell are you trying to do?”

“Are you ashamed of Tracey?”

‘Remember the plan!’

“Well…no.”

“Then how do you feel about her?” Megan asked.

I was taken aback by her question. I wasn’t a practiced liar and had no story ready to tell either of them about how I ‘truly’ felt about Tracey. My voice sputtered to bring words to the edge of my lips that they’d believe- that they’d take in as the truth…

“Do you like her or not?!” Megan demanded.

Pressed for answers, I blurted my first thought.

“I love her! There you go, I love her. I said it. Happy?”

“That’s all we wanted to hear,” JoAnn said as they both stood and walked away. 

‘It doesn’t matter if everyone knows about Tracey…it won’t matter in a few day s…’
That afternoon at home, I called Chelsea, since she always had something to say about everything.

“So how are you holding up?” she asked. 

“Reasonably well, but is Luce alright? I mean, how has she been?”

“To tell you the truth, I haven’t talked to her much since Sunday morning.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, nothing deep, just saying hi in the hall or whatever; this whole thing with Jerry has everyone pissed at her.”
“And that’s exactly why I called you. We need to talk about things.”

“But I don’t have time right now.”

“Not now, in person, and privately.”

“The earliest I could do it is tomorrow-how early can you be at church?”

“As early as I have to be.”

“Good, then we’ll say 6:30- half an hour before church starts.”

“Meet by the playground and we’ll talk there.”

I hung up the phone and called Tina. There were some issues with her that needed to be settled.

“So you’re coming over here?” Tina asked.

“Exactly; there are some things we need to talk about.”

“Like the letter you sent me?”

“Yes, and the one you sent me, too.”

“Then I guess I’ll see you in a little while.”

Inside an hour I was walking down Tina’s street, four miles away from my house. I couldn’t help but feel as I did walking toward Tracey’s house, only there was no disconcerting feeling of disaster. ‘She’s the only one I can talk to without getting her involved in this mess…she might not judge me for it…I hope she won’t…’ Standing on her front porch, I gathered a deep breath and pressed the button for the doorbell, hoping her face would greet me on the other side of the door.
“You look tired,” she said opening the door.

“A lot has happened to make me feel tired.”

We walked through the house to her room, where I sat on her bed next to her.

“So what exactly has happened?” she asked.

“From the beginning?”

“Yes, from the beginning.”

“My original girlfriend, Angela, left me a little after Military Ball, and I was depressed enough about that before this girl Tracey got obsessed with me and I had to deal with her on my back. I got together with Lucy, and I loved that, except this asshole Jerry stole her from me and now she’s pissed at me. Tracey’s friends think I love her and it really doesn’t look like any of this will get any better.”

“So sorry, Andre.”

“Yeah, well, it won’t matter soon. But I do have one more problem.”

“What is it?”

“Remember the letter I wrote you? Have you read it yet?”

She stood and walked to her desk drawer and pulled out the letter.
“I haven’t read it yet, actually,” she said.

“Good, then read it now.”

“But-but-”

“‘But’ nothing, just read it!”

Tina was a very shy person and drawn into herself. She was always quiet and talked softly, almost ambient in her presence. Our friendship stretched back to seventh grade three years before and though I had told her nearly everything, she’d never known she was reading in that letter. I watched her read the letter, showing virtually no change in expression other than pure curiosity. When she finished, she looked up with her beat red face, flushed with something hovering between embarrassment and awkwardness. It took her a few minutes, but she found the words she meant to say.
“There’s something I have to tell you, now that I’ve read that letter,” she began. “Have you read mine yet?”

I pulled her letter to me out of my pocket. “I will now if you want me to.”

She nodded in agreement and I began reading.


“Andre-

I have something important I have to tell you, that I’ve been meaning to tell you for a long time now. Ever since eighth grade and the dance at the end of that year, I’ve really had a crush on you, but with the way I am, I’ve been too afraid to admit it to your face. That’s why I’m writing you this letter. I hope you understand how I feel.



     Love,





Tina”

I had only to look up into her eyes. “I do feel the same way,” I responded.

“I know. I just read it in your letter.”

“So we both have crushes on each other, right?”

“Yeah…it’s a little weird.”

“I knew there was something special about you that caught my attention,” I began, “something I couldn’t really ignore. It’s just that I’ve never had the…the-”

“-courage to admit it, you mean?” she finished my sentence. “It was the same way with me, too.”

My gaze focused on her eyes as our faces grew closer and closer to one another. It was impossible to stop that kiss. There was nothing to do but lose myself in the ecstasy of the moment. I wanted so badly to be with Tina, to stay with her.
‘But I love Lucy…’

I broke the kiss and grabbed her firmly by her shoulders.

“So what now?” she asked frantically. “We know we like each other, so what now?”
“Things are very…frustrating for me right now. We can’t be together yet, and you may not understand that now, but you will at the end of the month, I promise.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’ll see, just wait for it.”

“I understand.”

March 22nd. The day began as any other that week, and nothing even mildly eventful happened at school. After school at the playground at church was my concern. Keeping up with Lucy and Jerry was important, and Chelsea was my only lifeline to do that. The downside was that she was very scandalous and had a tendency to spread news of something happening through her mouth. I wanted to use that to my advantage, use her as a way to tell Lucy how much I cared about her. If I told Chelsea everything, she’d turn right around and tell Lucy the exact same thing, or so I planned. That’s why I had to talk to her that day.

I walked around the church that afternoon to the playground, tucked away behind rows of long and wiry trees. Chelsea sat swinging in the passing breeze looking in the opposite direction from me. My steps became softer as I tried to surprise her, but dry leaves don’t mask footsteps very well. 

“You’re early,” she said.

“That’s the point isn’t it, Chels?”

I took my place on the swing next to her. “So what’s been happening?” she asked.

Grasping for a lie, I replied, “Nothing important, but I have been thinking about exactly why Jerry did what he did.”

“And you’ve come up with what?”

“That it was all planned to happen like it did, every bit of it.”

“What?”

“Jerry planned to take Lucy from me. Look at it this way- he went out with you, Jessica, and Lucy all inside of a month. He used you and Jessica, and he’s still using Lucy.”

“What’d he use us for?”

“Just to see how far he could get with any of you.”

“How do you know any of that is true?”

“Run with me here; he sees that I’m uncomfortable with Lucy and him flirting, so he takes advantage of it. He knows full well that I’ll get pissed about it, that Lucy won’t like me being pissed, and that he’ll look much better than me in the end.”

“He couldn’t have planned all of this; he’s not that smart.”

“From there he tries to look like he wants to help Lucy, right when she’s most vulnerable. She brings up the idea of breakup and he says ‘it’s the best thing to do’ to keep from hurting her.”

“No way.”

“She breaks up with me, and he moves in for the kill that night at her house.”

“And you really believe that’s what happened?”

“Damn right I do! There’s no possible other way it could have happened! Luce is not the kind of person to do something like this; especially if she knows it’ll hurt someone, and I didn’t want it to happen, so what the hell else do I have to go on?”

“Even if you are right, how are you going to prove it to Lucy?”

I stood and began pacing around the swings, gesturing wildly as I explained what I thought. “I don’t have to prove it to her-Jerry will screw up and do it for me soon.”
“You mean he’ll like, cheat on her or something?”

“If he hasn’t already.”

“We have to do something about this. We have to tell Lucy.”

“She won’t believe us.”

“Why not?”

“I’m the ex-boyfriend-that means I’ll do anything to get her back, including lie about her new boyfriend.”

“And me?”

“You’re still talking with me, and you took my side right off the bat that night after the fight.”

“And he’s been doing this to girls for seven years? Why didn’t you try to stop him before?”

“It never meant as much to me as it does now. I knew the girls, but I was never involved with any of them, and-”

“-and it was never someone you cared about, right?” she said.

“Right.”

“Do you think you love her, Andre?”

“I know I do, I know I love her.”

“Then you have to tell her that!”

“Not now, not after everything that’s happened. It would only make things worse.”

“Why do you think hat?”
“I don’t think it would, I know it would.”
A muffled scream erupted from the parking lot accompanied shortly after by the slam of a car door. Jerry was chasing Lucy across the parking lot, reaching for her.

“What time is it?” Chelsea asked.

“Around 7:00; maybe you should go into the church now.”

As she stood from her swing to leave, she asked, “Aren’t you coming?”
“I’ll be in there in a minute,” I replied pensively.
I watched her leave for the youth hall as I sat there quietly wondering about my future in the next hour. I finally had the chance to get my little conspiracy theory out to everyone-through Chelsea. Seeing Lucy and Jerry together was inspiration enough to press on with my plan to change how things were at the time. I was never an idealist and always buried myself in the murky details of reality. Perhaps it was that quality, myself being mired in details, which brought me to my ruin.
I pulled myself together to enter the youth hall. I knew I had no time to sulk or appear weakened in any way; I had to look perfectly fine in front of Lucy, absolute and unbreakable composure. I was a few minutes late on purpose so Lucy would have no choice but to notice my entrance. Neither she nor Jerry expected me to be there that night. ‘Tonight has to be flawless,’ I thought, ‘a clean example of how strong I really want them to think I am. Everyone here has to believe every look, every word I say if they’re all going to turn against Jerry before tonight is over. But what if Luce gets mad? Or what if they get mad at Luce too?’ I knew it couldn’t turn out that way, where people were angry at Lucy for what happened. She didn’t deserve that. My vengeance was reserved solely for Jerry.

I could see Jerry walking from the youth building to the sanctuary under the covered walkway, drumsticks held tightly in hand. The youth praise band, which was really more a collection of tone-deaf amateur musicians, had practice before church began. ‘Maybe I’ll get a chance to talk to Lucy alone…’  As I walked in the youth hall, Chelsea was running out of the room to chase down Jerry, dragging Lucy along with her. Jerry heard them calling his name, and he turned only to see where they were, and continued on with his back to them. Chelsea and Lucy slowed then stopped in their tracks and returned to the youth building carrying confused and puzzled looks on their faces. ‘What was that about?’ I thought.
I took a seat near Lucy’s purse and carefully preserved my victimized face for Lucy to notice. I could hear Chelsea chattering wildly about how Jerry was ignoring Lucy. ‘What did he do to her?’ Lucy walked deep in thought, clearly upset by Jerry’s behavior. When the two of them noticed me sitting there, Chelsea’s bantering fell silent and Lucy was frozen in place. Jessica, who had been sitting near the pool table, moved to stand next to Chelsea. I sat silently, eyes to the floor, trying desperately to keep my composure. No one dared to break the awkward silence until Lucy spoke up. “Are you mad at me?” she asked me. “Can you ever forgive me? Please?”

I turned my head slowly toward her and responded in a raspy voice, “I was never mad at you.”

“Then why is any of this happening?”

“Because…because it has to.”

“Why?” she whined, tears welling in her eyes.

I hesitated before I answered. Lucy was showing deep emotion and concern because of me. It was almost too much to handle at the moment. ‘She still cares…I hope she still cares…’

“One of the best ways to bring about change in life is through tragedy, sadly enough,” I began. “You don’t understand what that means do you?”
“No, but am I supposed to?”

“Not yet.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Before I answered, I tried to memorize the faces of everyone in that room, to keep one last image of their faces with me. They were all mentally buried in their own problems and thoughts, questioning the rising black tide of ‘what ifs’ around them. I had no real problem with any of them until I came back to Lucy and those deep hazel eyes. Seeing my reflection in her eyes moved me to tears, but I fought them back and prepared to leave.
“You’ll find out exactly what that means soon enough,” I said to her. 

March 23rd. I left school that day for Tracey’s house. I sat posed in comfort while she ranted and raved about her day at school.
“…and at lunch, this guy stood up and his girlfriend was like, ‘I saw you with that girl last night!’ Oh, God, it was funny and you had to be there!”

“Mmm-hmm,” I replied uninterested. 

“You don’t sound really enthused!”

“No…should I?”

“Whatever; did anything happen with you today?”

“Ummm…no.”

“Come on, something had to happen to you!”

“Nothing happened, alright?” I shot back angrily.

“Well…I did something today!”
“I await your words with breathless anticipation.”

“I told everyone at my school about us!”

‘Shit! Lucy might know about her…’

“Does ‘everyone’ include Lucy?”

“No, I didn’t talk to her today, but I did tell Jessica!”

‘That’s right, Jesse and Tracey are friends…or at least they act like it…’

“Who did you tell then?”

“Alice, Tabitha, Veronica and all my other friends!”

She went on and listed other friends as I sat there clueless, occasionally uttering a practiced ‘yeah, I know her’ or something similar. Then Tracey got my attention again. “Let’s go back to my room,” she said. “We can…talk a little more there.”

We walked back to her room, where she gestured for me to sit on her bed. She turned out the lights and carefully made her way to a spot next to me, her hand gliding across my brazen face and arms. She moved slowly down my chest to my stomach and began working on unbuttoning my pants. I knew what was coming, and I wanted to fight it, but I didn’t. ‘She could set her own trap,’ I thought. ‘It’ll be perfect in six days.’ My hands held her arms firmly until I felt her remove her shirt. I laid back and let her slide my pants off, thinking to myself, ‘The lengths I’m willing to go to for this plan…’
March 24th. I woke up struggling to remember when I left Tracey’s house the night before. That question, which stared at me from the ceiling only a few dark minutes earlier, found its answer in a phone call that morning. I knew it could only be Tracey that would call me at 6:37 a.m. 
“What the hell is wrong with you?” I asked.

“Hey, baby!” she replied restlessly.

“What?”

“Last night really meant a lot to me, it really did Andre! I’m so excited about it!”

“Excited about what? What happened last night?”
“You mean you don’t remember? You’re kidding, right?”

“Don’t answer questions with questions-what happened?”

“You really don’t remember?” she said seductively.

“Quit fucking with me; what happened?!”

“Oh, God, fine, I’ll play your little game. You and me slept together! Yeah, that’s right! We did it like, four times!”

I was overcome by an urge to vomit on the floor, sickened at my apparent actions with Tracey. I gave my virginity to the one girl I hated. What a life it was.

School that Friday was harder than most others. I was still reeling from Tracey the night before, though I didn’t actually remember any of it. My trembling pace brought me to the cafeteria again, as with every other morning. ‘So many mornings I’ve spent in this cafeteria,’ I thought to myself. ‘Every morning of every day for so damn long…and it all means nothing.’ Facing Angela and everyone else wasn’t easy, and JoAnn presented almost impossible problems.
“So you and Tracey finally…did it?” she asked excitedly.

“God, I can’t believe you really did it with her!” Megan added.

“Why do either of you care?” I inquired.
“She told us last night right after you left!” Megan said.

‘She’ll tell all of her school again…’

I shrank back from them in an aftershock of disgust. I had only to act as if I cared about that night with Tracey. They had to believe that I liked her, no matter what.

“So am I next?” Megan asked sarcastically. Her derision was a little disturbing. I had become a whore, a horrible plaything for everyone’s amusement. “Tomorrow at midnight, but bring red boots,” I replied to Megan, nearly smiling. Their laughter drowned my silent cries for help.

I left both of them for Angela shortly after. Her and Stephanie were conspiring and chatting away about their lives in total ignorance of the world around them. I sat down quietly, trying not to interrupt them, but they stopped and turned to talk to me.

“So what’s happening?” Stephanie began. “You’re being so quiet this morning.”

“Nothing.”

“You’re lying, I know it!” Angela said. “Something is bothering you and you don’t want to tell us, do you?”

“Why would I lie?”

“Because you have something to hide.”

Stephanie glared derisively at me, waiting for my reply to Angela.
“You don’t know that.”

“Oh, don’t I?” she began. “What about this girl Tracey; what can you tell me about her?”

“‘Good morning, Andre! How are you today?’” I shot back. “Whatever happened to that kind of greeting?”

“Oxymoron.”

“What now?”

“I was saying that ‘good morning’ is an oxymoron.”

“Whatever.”

“Anyway, tell us about Tracey!” Stephanie interjected.
“What about her?”
“Anything, just tell us!”

“Umm, I heard from Megan this morning when she walked in that you and that girl Tracey kind of…uh…slept together?” Angela asked.

“Is that true?” Stephanie inserted.

‘Everyone will know…’

JoAnn and Megan both were close enough to hear us talking. I leaned over the table toward Angela and motioned for Stephanie to listen as I said “No, it isn’t.”

“I didn’t think it was!” Stephanie said loudly.

“Yeah, me neither!” Angela continued.

“Yeah, well, just don’t let Megan and JoAnn know that you know they were lying, okay?”

“Why not?”

“You’ll understand soon.”

The weekend passed without incident, with only the chirping birds and leaves rustling in the wind to mark the passage of time. Monday and Tuesday I said nothing to anyone, which surely made them curious. I waited for Wednesday, March 29th, the last day before finishing my plan. ‘This has to mean something…’
School that morning was different. The faces of the people I passed as I walked through the halls toward the cafeteria weren’t empty and drained as I had seen them before; they were flushed with vibrant and passionate life. Their smiles were bright and strong and they filled the air with a contagious excitement, smiles which were alien to my face. Smiles that lied. Smiles that exuded ignorance.
In the cafeteria I sat with Angela and Roger as they talked about band. I sat lost in their conversation captivated at the world around me, etching the faces of the people and their expressions in my memory. I reached over to embrace Angela, to hold her in my arms again as I had that night at Military Ball.
“What was that for?” she asked.

“Don’t ask; just live in the moment,” I replied.

I waved for Stephanie to come to the table and I hugged her too. That morning was one replete with warm embraces with the people I cared for. It created a very animated atmosphere for us all, and everyone that day asked why I was being so emotional. I couldn’t possibly answer them, knowing what they’d find out later on. After leaving everyone at school curious about my behavior, church was even better. 
The echoed chaos of the youth hall found me searching for Lucy and Jerry, who were both hidden behind a wall next to the pool table. Unlike last Wednesday the conversations continued as I walked in. Jessica sprinted across the room to me, dragging Chelsea with her.
“Andre! You’re going out with Tracey?! Is that true?!” Chelsea blurted out.

‘They can’t know the truth…’

“No, but where did you hear that?”

“Oh, God, thank you!” Jessica exclaimed “She told us that the other day! She was telling everyone!”

“Whatever, Andre, we need to talk to you,” Chelsea said.

I was led away to the room on the other side of the youth hall, where Chelsea closed the door behind Jessica and me.

“So what is it?” I asked.

“I was thinking about what we talked about on Wednesday, about what you think Jerry did to get Lucy from you,” Chelsea began, “and you’re right. It was all planned, every bit of it, but Lucy would have had to be involved with it for it to work. I mean, there is no way Jerry could really bet that Lucy would go with him.”

“No, but he knows me well enough,” I replied. “That’s all he needed.”

“What are you saying?”

“He knows that Lucy doesn’t want to be in the middle of a fight like that and he knew that I’d give him a fight. That’s all he needed.”

“But Lucy-”

“She was not involved with this! It was all Jerry, only him!”

“What if she was?” Jessica asked. “You can’t ignore that idea.”
My lips froze as words failed to break into the world outside my mind. ‘She can’t do that to me…she’s so wonderful; she wouldn’t do that…’ I thought. I shrank back into a crooked stance, using the back of a nearby chair for support 
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