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Opening Statement

 To The Grand Rapids
Times and concerned citizens:

Eddie Waters was not and is not a criminal.
Yes, everything that happened to him was his fault, to some extent,
as a result of poor judgment, but to blame him solely would be an
oversimplification. Countless rumors have been circulated in
regards to Waters’ case. Some people have said Eddie Waters was a
deviant, a rebel, a bad seed. Others have said he was simply
mischievous. Others still have said Eddie Waters was bound to be a
failure; he was a drain on society, a thorn in everyone’s side from
the very beginning, and they always “knew it would be so.” A few
folks have even taken it a step further and proclaimed Eddie Waters
was something more; they have said he was supernaturally evil,
demon-possessed, perhaps even partly the devil himself. But all of
these conclusions have been reached hastily, for Eddie Waters’ case
has not yet been heard.

It is possible Eddie Waters was delinquent by
nature. He was foolish - I will grant that - and he was naïve, no
doubt. But, for that, who among us could not be condemned? Who
among us has not, unwittingly, made mistakes? Who among us has not,
even with fair warning, made poor decisions?

A parent says to a child, “Be careful. The
fire is hot.” But how many children do not learn their lesson until
it’s too late, until a burned finger instinctively retreats? Only
then does a child become cautious around heat. And how is such a
child handled? The parent begrudgingly says, “Now, you’ve learned
your lesson.” Obviously, it would have been better for the child to
heed the warning in the first place. Even so, the self-inflicted
wound is punishment enough. Therefore, in naiveté lies not only the
problem, but also the solution: forgiveness.

I believe Eddie was a victim. He was a victim
not only of a manipulative individual in Norma Baker, but also of a
culture of ignorance, a culture blinded by fantasies and fallacies.
Lies, big and small, are told every day to “rationalize” reality,
but those lies are dangerous, even more dangerous than the reality
those lies intend to hide. A culture so manipulated by rhetoric and
massaged by propaganda cannot see reality, can it?

It seems everyone believes they are entitled
to their interpretation of the Waters’ case, but most of those
opinions are formed from misinformation. Some lack evidence all
together. As Eddie’s best friend, and as someone who is privy to
the true details, it is my duty to set the record straight. Once
Eddie’s side of the story has been told, an informed discussion can
resume, and then you may decide for yourself whether or not Eddie
Waters is guilty of any crimes.

At that point, if you choose not to consider
all the angles - if you choose, rather, to disregard this,
satisfied with your ignorance - important questions must be asked.
For the Times, what would happen to your credibility, your
code of ethics and your responsibility to the public? I understand
that this will, most likely, be discarded without a second glance
or even a hint of guilt. After all, who would be responsible for
such negligence? Would it be the staffer that receives this? No.
That would not be fair. You, staffer, do not get paid enough for
that. So, staffer, be sure to pass this on to your supervisor in
order to keep your own hands clean, because you’d be surprised what
you may be held accountable for someday. If you don’t believe me,
ask Eddie.

And for you, general citizen, if this reaches
you, how would you be any less guilty than Eddie Waters if you
disregard information that is at your disposal? Please remember one
thing: Eddie Waters did not get a fair warning. He did not have the
opportunity to evaluate the reality of his circumstances and to
make an informed, thoughtful decision. He was in troubled
waters.

Finally, the purpose of this is not, as some
might speculate, an attempt to exonerate Eddie Waters of the
charges against him for aiding Norma Baker. That is, after all,
what he did. It’s an attempt to correct the public’s
misunderstandings of what Eddie thought he was doing. The
following is a collection of firsthand accounts, either mine or
others from those close to Eddie during the period in question. All
the details, events and conversations repeated here are - either
factually or conceptually - done so with the utmost regard for
truth and integrity, to the best of my ability.

I would like to thank everyone who cooperated
with my investigation, whose full names have been changed and/or
withheld for their protection, particularly those labeled as Maria,
Brad, Eva, Sam, David and Shirley. I have set down these accounts
in direct contrast to the profligate accounts promoted in the media
to offer you a fair chance to evaluate both sides of the story and
to maintain my own credibility - a virtue to which the media
appears to lack all subscription. Thank you in advance to those of
you who give this the attention it deserves.

 


Sincerely,

Citizen “Cid” Goodman

 



 The Grand Rapids
Times

Escapee Baffles Local Police

Authorities Fumble Investigation

In a statement to the press, Grand Rapids
Police confirmed that Norma Baker, twenty-four, escaped from the
Fifth Street Women’s Correctional Facility (WCF) in downtown Grand
Rapids. Baker escaped several weeks ago through a tunnel found in
the prison’s pantry where she was on a work assignment. Authorities
claimed to have kept information about Baker’s escape confidential
in order to prevent public-wide panic. Sources confirmed the
statement, adding, “We consider Baker to be harmless.”

Baker was convicted of murdering her
stepfather, Gene Mortenson, in Jigsaw, Michigan, in 2000. Mortenson
was a well-respected attorney, and the community was deeply
saddened by the loss. Throughout the trial, Baker maintained that
she acted in self-defense, suggesting Mortenson was sexually
abusive. She served seven years at WCF before escaping in
mid-June.

After an extensive search, detectives were
unable to apprehend the fugitive. The Police Department is now the
subject of scrutiny. According to authorities, an internal
investigation is underway to determine whether or not the
department followed protocol.

Anyone with information regarding the
whereabouts of Norma Baker is asked to contact the Grand Rapids
Police Department immediately.

 



 Exhibit One: Education

I met Eddie Waters on the first day of
college. It was late afternoon by the time I arrived at what would
be our dorm room. I found him passed out in a desk chair, drooling
all over, with a book opened flat on his belly. He was there alone.
He drove himself to school, car packed to the hilt. And there I was
with my parents and twin sisters in tow, arguing and carrying on.
Eddie told me he’d been there since the early morning. I asked him
why all of his belongings were stacked to the ceiling on one side
of the room. He said he thought he’d wait until I got there to
decide how to make arrangements. He was thoughtful and caring like
that.

During orientation week, before classes
started, Eddie and I were hanging out in our room watching a
rom-com starring Ben Stiller and Jennifer Aniston when we heard two
girls talking in the hallway.

I nudged Eddie with my elbow, nodding toward
the door.

“Don’t,” he said.

“You’re good for me,” I said. The girls
walked passed our doorway before I could assess them. “Did you
recognize them?”

“I wasn’t looking,” Eddie said.

“Hello,” I shouted toward the door.

“Stop it, Cid.”

“How you doing?”

Eddie slapped his palm to his forehead and
shook his head.

“What?” A female voice rang throughout the
room. It gave me such a start, I almost fell out of my chair. The
girl now standing in the doorway looked like Sporty Spice. She was
wearing running shoes, athletic pants, and a blue sports bra that
could be seen through her form-fit white t-shirt. Her tight abs
were perceptible through her shirt as well. She was cute, too, with
rounded cheeks and sandy brown hair tied back in a ponytail. Her
fists were planted on her lean hips, elbows facing out - the
commanding posture of one about to make demands. Her blue eyes
sparkled as she smiled.

“What do you want?” said Sporty Spice. I
wanted to retreat. It was safe to assume she’d kicked a few guys’
asses before, but it was too late. “I wanted to ask you a
question,” I said.

“You’re such an idiot,” Eddie said to
himself.

“What?” said Sporty Spice.

“Yes, Cid, what?” Eddie added. “This’ll be
good, I’m sure.”

“Does your boyfriend go to school here too?”
I couldn’t help it. All of the things I could think to say were
either pick-up lines or dirty jokes. I went with a pick-up
line.

“Oh. My. God.” Sporty Spice’s friend, who had
been standing out of sight in the hallway, pushed her way into the
room. The friend was voluptuous, but in a lean way. She was wearing
a skin-tight black tank top and khaki short-shorts. Her apparel
showed all of her curves - taut and tanned legs to shapely hips to
in-your-face breasts. Her hair was long and dark, elongating her
round - not plump - face. Her bra straps, exposed on both
shoulders, were red velvet. “Seriously? I can’t believe it,” she
said.

“Hi, Cecilia,” I said. “It’s Cecilia,
right?”

“You again,” said Cecilia.

“Do you know this guy?” asked Sporty
Spice.

“Sort of. He tried to serenade me on move-in
day in front of everyone. You just don’t know when to stop.”

I hung my head.

“Nope,” Eddie replied. “He’s hopeless.”

“What song did he sing?” asked Sporty
Spice.

“Yes, pray tell, Cid,” said Eddie. “What song
did you sing?”

“‘Cecilia’ by Simon and Garfunkel.”

Eddie and Sporty Spice cracked up.

“You know the song, right?” I said. “Oh,
Cecilia, you’re breaking my heart. You’re shaking my confidence,
baby.”

“Stop,” Sporty Spice begged. “I can’t take
it.”

“Yes, please stop,” said Eddie, standing up
to introduce himself. “I must apologize for my roommate. I’m
Eddie.”

“I’m Alice,” Sporty Spice said.

“And you’re Cecilia, I presume?” asked
Eddie.

“That’s me,” she said.

“And I’m Cid,” I said, following Eddie’s
lead.

“It’s too late to be all proper now,” Cecilia
said.

“And, no, my boyfriend doesn’t go here,”
Alice added. “He goes to Virginia Tech. Count yourself lucky.”

Cecilia said, “Now that you know, you’re
probably going to be all, ‘I’m just interested in having a
conversation and making friends.’ Aren’t you, Billy Idol?”

“I won’t even try with you,” I said. “I
already learned my lesson.”

“It was nice to meet you, Eddie,” Cecilia
said. “I’m sorry about your luck with the roommate lottery. I would
check with the Housing Department to see about a switch if I was
you.” She pulled on Alice’s arm as she moved to the door. “We
better get going. Maybe we’ll see you around.”

“It was nice to meet you too,” Alice said,
stumbling backwards as Cecilia pulled her out of the room.

“Women,” I said, shaking my head.

A moment later, I noticed Eddie was still
looking toward the hallway instead of watching the movie.

“Got something on your mind?” I said.

“No. Nothing,” Eddie said.

“What can I say? I’m a matchmaker.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I’m just saying.”

“What are you saying, Cid?”

“Nothing.”

“That would be nice for a change.”

“I’m just saying, I’ll probably tell this
story at your wedding. That’s all.”

“You’re so overdramatic all the time,” Eddie
said.

“I’m a theatre major, Eddie. It’s what we
do.”

“Are you sure you’re not a girl, Cid? Isn’t
that it?” Eddie started putting on his shoes.

“If the shoe fits,” I said.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Okay. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to embarrass
you. Where are you going?”

“To the library.”

“Sure. ‘To the library,’ he says. You’re
going after Alice, aren’t you?”

Eddie picked up his backpack and said, “Some
people care about learning.”

“Hey, man, get the degree, get the job.
Grades don’t matter in the real world.”

“Some people want to succeed in life, Cid. Do
you even know what that means?”

“I know you don’t mean that,” I called after
him as he left the room. “You just have a weird sense of
humor.”

“See you later, Cid.”

#

As it turned out, the key to understanding
Eddie’s behavior throughout his college years could trace roots
back to that meet-cute. Eddie had blinders on. He was focused on
two things: getting good grades and Alice, Sporty Spice.

I remember one day, during the winter
semester, I ran into our dorm room and announced, between gasps for
air, “We’re going sledding down by the river. Get your snow pants
on. Let’s go.”

Eddie was in his famous “studying spot” at
the time. He was up on his bunk with his back against the wall and
his feet hanging over the edge of the bed. He had books and papers
spread out all around him and a laptop resting on his thighs, and
he was typing with determination. Everyone on our floor knew, when
Eddie was in that spot, he wasn’t going anywhere until his homework
was finished.

“No thanks. I can’t,” he said.

“Come on,” I begged. “It’s going to be
insane. Plus, guess who’s coming?”

Eddie stopped working and gave me his
attention. “Who?”

“Alice. I know you want to hang out with her.
Come on, man. Come on, come on, come on, come on!”

“First of all, she’s got a boyfriend, so give
it up. And, I can’t right now. I’m sorry. Next time.”

“First of all.” I mimicked his tone. “Her
boyfriend goes to Virginia Tech. That means he’s probably a way
bigger nerd than you are. And, second, he’s out of the state, which
means normal relationship rules don’t apply. You know that.”

“Thanks, but no thanks.”

“Alright,” I said. “If that doesn’t entice
you, maybe this will.” I reached into my winter jacket and pulled
out a fifth of Jim Beam.

“Cid,” Eddie said, checking the doorway to
make sure nobody was around. “You could get kicked out of school
for that.”

“Come on, Eddie. It’s only alcohol. I’m not
the one bringing the weed.”

“What?”

“Yeah, but you didn’t hear that from me. And
I hear Alice likes to have herself some Jim Beam, too,” I
winked.

“You don’t know anything about Alice,” Eddie
said.

“Maybe she’ll have enough to want some of
your Slim Jim, if you know what I mean.” I slapped Eddie’s dangling
foot.

“I’m going to pretend you’re not making jokes
about rape,” Eddie replied.

“Alright, Eddie,” I said, getting serious.
“What’s your deal, man? Are you telling me a ‘C’ ain’t gonna cut
it? Is that what you’re telling me?”

Eddie resumed typing.

“You’re such a perfectionist.”

Eddie kept working for a moment, then he
stopped, thinking. He said, “The thing is, there are millions of
people just like me - privileged kids growing up in a ‘first world’
nation in warm houses with electricity and televisions, all going
to college. It’s going to be hard to stand out, so I have to do
more. I can’t rely on skating by, getting mediocre grades and a
run-of-the-mill degree. I have to keep my head down and work as
hard as I can. That’s what I can control. As an aspiring actor, you
should understand that.”

I nodded. Eddie got deep sometimes, too deep
for me. He returned to his schoolwork. Jim Beam and I headed for
the sledding hill.

#

Although Eddie was an attractive guy, he was
awkward around girls. He may have come across as uptight or snobby
sometimes, but I think it was more that most girls weren’t Alice.
One time, I talked him into going on a double date with me and
Cecilia and one of Cecilia’s friends, Lucy. Lucy was the kind of
girl who needed to have a boyfriend, and not having had a boyfriend
for a long time, she was getting desperate. Lucy was a girl of
average height and size with strawberry-blonde hair and freckles
that decorated every visible inch of her pink skin. Other than her
high-pitched, nasally voice, I couldn’t see any reason why she
wouldn’t be a good date for Eddie.

I proceeded to persuade Eddie - gently and
civilly - into going on the date with us. For a week, I followed
him around yelling, “Come on, come on, come on, come on!” But that
wasn’t enough to move him. I began to hinder him from doing
anything he wanted to do. He turned on the television. I turned it
off. He turned on the radio. I sang along as loud as I could. At
last, he snapped when he was trying to make a sandwich one day, and
I kept putting away the items he had just gotten out.

“Alright, I’ll do it,” Eddie growled, poking
a mayonnaise-laced butter knife into my chest. “But you’re planning
it. I’m just coming along.”

“Done,” I said.

The following Friday night, when the four of
us were out to dinner, we discovered why Lucy was single. Everyone
placed their drink orders. When the waiter got to Lucy, she asked,
“Where does your coffee come from?”

“I’m not sure,” the waiter replied.

“Is it organic?”

“I think so.”

“You think so? Is it fair trade certified at
least?”

“Fair trade certified?” asked the waiter.

“You know, from coffee growers who pay their
workers a fair price.”

“I don’t know. Our coffee is coffee.”

“Alright,” she said. “Just bring me mineral
water on ice with lemon.”

The waiter brought our drinks and we ordered
our food. Lucy made so many modifications to her order, I’m pretty
sure the dish she wanted doesn’t have a name. Then she jumped right
into conversation, saying, “Eddie, do you pay much attention to
current events?”

Eddie said, “I had a current events class
last semester.”

“I think it’s really important to keep up
with what’s going on in the world,” Lucy continued. “Who do you
like better, Bush or Kerry?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“The election is only a few weeks away.” Lucy
was appalled. “You are going to vote, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am,” said Eddie. “I just want to
make sure I think everything over before I commit to someone. I
think it’s a big decision to make.”

“You’re right. It’s a big decision. You know,
I think political affiliation says a lot about a man.” Lucy winked
at Eddie and stroked her hair. Lucy talked so much and asked so
many questions Eddie didn’t have much of a chance to be awkward,
but conversing with her was like trying to tack into gale-force
winds.

Cecilia suggested that we catch a movie after
dinner and retrieved a pre-prepared list of movie times out of her
purse. “I wanted to see Aliens vs. Predator.” Cecilia
announced the movie title in a booming, low-pitched voice for
dramatic effect. “It’s showing at Rivertown at seven o’clock.”

“I don’t like scary movies,” Lucy said. “You
know that.”

“It’s not exactly scary,” said Cecilia. “What
about-”

Lucy interrupted her. “How about National
Treasure? I’m not sure what it’s about, but Nicolas Cage is in
it. He’s dreamy.”

Nobody cared to disagree with Lucy. Doing so
would only lead to some lengthy discussion of something worthless.
National Treasure turned out to be a disaster.

“What’s happening?” Lucy asked Eddie for the
millionth time.

Eddie shrugged.

“Who’s that guy?”

“…”

“Why did he do that?”

“…”

“Yeah, right, that’s not realistic.”

“…”

“I seriously doubt that would ever
happen.”

“…”

I was glad when it was over - the movie and
the date. As I kissed Cecilia goodnight, I heard Lucy say to Eddie,
“I had a great time tonight. We should do this again.”

Eddie said, “Yeah. That might be nice.”

“Good. Okay, goodnight,” Lucy said, following
Cecilia into their apartment building.

“Did you have a good time tonight?” I asked
Eddie on our way home.

“Are you kidding me? She’s crazy. She’s
literally crazy.”

“Then why did you say you wanted to go out
with her again?”

“What the hell was I supposed to say, Cid?
‘I’m sorry. I had a horrible time, and I would prefer it if we
never ever saw each other again. Okay, crazy-girl?’”

“I don’t think you’d have to say all
that.”

“No,” said Eddie. “I’m not planning to go out
with her again. Did you actually think it went well?”

“No, but I didn’t want to say anything in
case you liked her.”

“Don’t worry about it. She’s a nutcase.”

“What can I say?” I said. “I’m a
matchmaker.”

“You’re a real cupid.”

“That’s right, Cid the Cupid.”

“Maybe you should date Lucy,” Eddie said.
“You’re a nutcase too.”

#

It was easy for Eddie to combine his two
favorite hobbies - studying and studying Alice - because Alice
shared the same drive and they often studied together at the
library. The campus library had tables hidden amongst the book
stacks, isolated to the point where they were difficult to find.
Eddie and Alice spent every weeknight together at a table deep in
the stacks on the third floor, way in the back corner - the
furthest table from the entrance. Most of the students who went to
the library never ventured all the way to the third floor and they
certainly didn’t make it deep enough into the stacks to take Eddie
and Alice’s table. When I went to the library, if I couldn’t find
an open table in the first few minutes my studying was doomed.

It sure was a bitch to get up there if I
needed to talk to Eddie about something. That fool never carried a
cell phone. He said he didn’t want to be distracted from the people
he was with by people he wasn’t with. That was part of a larger
problem we had during our junior year; we had communication gaps.
Even when we all got together, Cecilia and I would have our inside
jokes, and Eddie and Alice would have theirs. Half of the time we
didn’t know what they were talking about, nor they us.

One time, Eddie and Alice showed up to dinner
trying to communicate with each other through a series of farts and
taps - kind of like Morse code or something.

Eddie said, “Fart. Tap. Fart-Tap-Fart.”

Alice said, “Fart. Tap. Tap-Fart-Tap.”

And then Eddie got fake-offended and said,
“How dare you call me an idiot?”

And she said, “What kind of person hates
chocolate milk?”

This would get them into hysterics.

I said to Cecilia, “Do you want to ask or
should I?”

“I will. What the hell are you guys
doing?”

Alice replied, “It’s from a book we’ve been
reading when we procrastinate at the library. Vonnegut’s
Breakfast of Champions. Have you guys ever read it?”

We said no.

“In the book,” Eddie explained, “there’s an
alien creature named Zog who comes to earth to warn
earthlings.”

“He could only communicate through farts and
taps,” Alice added. “We’ve been having fun with it.”

“We see that,” Cecilia said.
“Fascinating.”

Eddie said, “Cid, you should read his books.
You’d like them.”

“Yes,” Alice said. “He’s only the greatest
living American writer.”

I remember that conversation with the tapping
and the farting so vividly now, because of what happened on April
eleventh, 2007 - two and a half weeks before our graduation. That’s
when everything changed. For all of us.

That night I was hanging out at our apartment
with Cecilia. We had just finished watching a movie and we had the
local news on. There was a graphic on the screen of an old man who
kind of looked like Mark Twain. The newscaster’s voice was slow and
deliberate. He said, “Unfortunately, we must end on a sad note
tonight. The New York Times reported today that celebrated
writer Kurt Vonnegut has passed away at the age of eighty-four. His
works include Cat’s Cradle, Hocus Pocus, and
Timequake - among others. He is most well-known for his
novel Slaughterhouse-Five, a harrowing account of surviving
the firebombing of Dresden during World War Two. His death comes
after suffering what doctors are calling, quote, ‘irreparable brain
injuries suffered in a fall at his home,’ unquote.”

Then an image of another man appeared on the
screen. The caption read, in big letters: VONNEGUT DEAD AT
EIGHT-FOUR, NOT TO BE FORGOTTEN. And, in smaller letters: Billy
Phillip, Professor of Literature, NYU.

Professor Phillip said, “I knew Vonnegut
personally. He was the epitome of human potential as a man and a
novelist. He will never be forgotten.”

Eddie came home not long after that.

“Did you hear about Vonnegut?” I asked.

Eddie just looked at me. There must have been
a tone in my voice that said it all. He waited for me to say
it.

“He died today.”

I watched as the news registered on his face.
He stood motionless for a long moment. Then he said, “So it
goes.”

I didn’t understand.

He went into his room and shut the door. When
I went to bed late that night, his light was still on, and I could
hear Eddie typing in random spurts. He was instant-messaging
someone - Alice I assumed.

The next morning, when I got up around
eleven, I ran into Alice and Eddie in the hallway. They were both
wearing black t-shirts with handwritten messages in Wite-Out on the
front that read: SO IT GOES.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Eddie slapped a book into my chest - a
tattered copy of Slaughterhouse-Five - and said, “Will you
get off your ass and read something?” And they left the apartment
without saying more.

That was the first time in a long time that I
saw Eddie and Alice together, but I didn’t see either of them again
for a couple days after that. Eddie didn’t even come home at night.
When he finally re-emerged, he was still wearing the same black
t-shirt. He looked like hell, and he smelled like ass. I told him,
“You’re still wearing that t-shirt.”

He shrugged and sat down on the couch next to
me.

“You look like hell.”

“…”

“And you smell like ass.”

“What’s the point?” he said.

“What are you talking about, man?”

“Vonnegut was right, man. This world is
fucked. We spend our whole lives trying to rationalize a world
that’s unreasonable. What’s the point?”

I didn’t know what to say.

Eddie got up and walked down the hallway
toward his room. He stopped. “I guess Vonnegut was lucky enough to
be successful and recognized in his own time.” He shrugged, then
kicked at the carpet. “But now he’s dead, and nobody cares. We’re
all just machines, going through the motions.”

“So it goes,” I said.

Eddie shook his head.

“I read the book, Eddie,” I said. “I skipped
class. Read it all day. I get it now.”

“It doesn’t even matter,” he said. “What do
we do with it? With life?”

“I don’t know. Do your best, I guess.”

“I guess that’s it. When life gives you
lemons…” Eddie walked into his room, leaving the saying hanging in
the air, incomplete. Before he closed the door, he said, “Cid?”

“Yeah, man?”

“I love you. You know that, right?”

“Yeah, I know. Love you too, bro.”

When Eddie shut the door, a thought flashed
in my head. I saw myself discovering Eddie’s dead body in his room
the next morning. I tried to shake the image out of my mind.
Eddie wouldn’t do that, I thought. He didn’t. But that’s
what happens in those weird moments, when somebody tells you how
they really feel about you, you wonder if it was some kind of
warning. And if you didn’t act on it, you’d have to think about
that moment for the rest of your life, wondering if you could’ve
prevented a tragedy.

#

That was just the beginning of a terrible
week. I didn’t see Eddie again after that until April 16. It was a
Tuesday, and it was cloudy and warm. I was halfway to my first
class before I noticed the campus was deserted. I was dumbstruck,
like a child who lost his parents in Wal-Mart. It wasn’t a holiday.
As far as I knew, classes were still on. I was confused.

I entered the academic building. The hallways
were empty. It was so quiet I could hear my breath echoing off the
walls. All my hair follicles stood en garde. All the lights were on
in the hallways and the classrooms.

When I held my breath, I could hear strange,
muffled noises down the hall. The sounds got louder as I approached
the first classroom. I moved to the opposite wall to see in the
door as I walked, but a janitor’s cart was blocking the entrance. I
stopped. Slowly creeping forward, the janitor came into view,
leaning up against the cart. Behind him, from what I could tell,
the room was packed with students and teachers. Standing room only.
Everyone was silent. Faces were tense. I thought, What the hell
is going on? What am I missing?

There was a television near the front of the
room. I heard a broadcaster say something about death tolls and
uncertainty. I leaned over the janitor’s cart as far as I could so
I could see. I caught a glimpse of the caption on the bottom of the
screen, which read: DEADLY SHOOTING, VIRGINIA TECH.

I squeezed past the cart, praying I wouldn’t
make a sound, and took a place along the wall. Nobody acknowledged
my existence; I was insignificant in comparison to the broadcasted
images. There were no reporters on the screen, only images:
policemen running, firemen running, students running, students
huddling together, students crying, EMT crews running gurneys away
from buildings. The images were a collage of chaos.

I stared in awe, like everyone else. I didn’t
dare speak.

After a moment, the images weren’t even
registering in my brain anymore. I was looking at the screen, but I
wasn’t seeing it. I snapped out of my trance at the sound of a
lighter. A professor standing near the television lit a cigarette.
“My God,” he said.

Everyone seemed to nod in agreement. At that
kind of moment, all bets were off. Nothing in the world seemed to
make any sense anymore. Everything got put on hold and nothing was
more important than consuming the images on the screen - not even a
professor smoking in a classroom on a tobacco-free campus.

Then, I realized the connection: Alice’s
boyfriend goes to Virginia Tech. I left the room. The
connection seemed significant enough to demand attention, but I
couldn’t think of where to go next.

I must find Eddie, I thought.

I ran to the library. The lobby, too, was
deserted. I took the stairs. They say not to use an elevator in
emergencies, I thought. I burst through the doors on the third
floor. My senses were alert. Somehow I knew Eddie and Alice were
there. I could sense their presence. As I ran through the book
stacks, I could hear sounds of people moving with short, quick,
hushed actions, making me run even faster.

That’s when I saw Eddie scrambling to put his
shirt on.

“Cid? What the hell?” Eddie stopped rushing
and pulled his twisted t-shirt down to his waist.

I understood what was happening. I turned
around and stepped behind a bookshelf, out of sight. I stood there
shaking. My heart was pumping hard, too hard.

“What are you doing here?” Eddie asked.

“I’m sorry.”

“What are you doing here?”

“Did you hear about what happened?”

“No. I was just - we were studying.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again.

I heard Alice moving behind Eddie.

“Hi, Cid,” she said, indicating that it was
clear for me to turn around. Alice was fully clothed. Her face was
flushed red.

“I’m sorry to surprise you guys,” I said,
looking at the floor. I remember the pattern of the carpeting in
the library - paisley - like it was plastered on the back of my
eyelids. There were big swirls of red and beige.

“What’s happening?” Eddie asked.

“There’s been a shooting.”

“Oh, God,” Alice said.

“Here?” Eddie asked.

“No.”

“What’s happening?”

“There was a shooter,” I said. “At Virginia
Tech.”

“Oh, my God.” Alice froze for a brief moment,
so brief it felt like years went by, a lifetime.

“I don’t know any more,” I said.

Then she ran past me, and she vanished,
leaving behind everything.

I raised my eyes to see Eddie. “I’m
sorry.”

Eddie and I sat at the table in back corner
on the third floor of the library for what felt like forever. When
Eddie finally started to pack up his books, I gathered Alice’s
things. We said nothing. We didn’t know who was shot. We didn’t
know if anyone was killed. We didn’t know anything. But our lives
had been turned upside down.

We walked down to the lobby in silence. We
left the building and walked to the student center. There, we
joined a crown gathered in front of a monitor. There was a reporter
speaking, but I don’t remember hearing a word she said. I only
remember standing there, hearing silence.

When Eddie and I got back to our apartment,
where we could act normal again, I asked him
, “What happened at
the library, man? Is there something I should know about?”

Eddie shrugged. “I think you know everything.
I took a shot. It looked like it was going well, but then this
happened. What do you want me to say? Everything’s different now.
It’s probably over.”

What could I have said to that? I knew he was
right. I don’t remember how we found out, but somehow we knew
Alice’s boyfriend wasn’t on campus at the time of the shootings. It
didn’t matter. He was too close to the situation. Alice was
planning to fly down to Virginia the next day, but her absence was
already palpable.

Eddie continued, “It’s too bad. In six
months, barely anybody will be thinking about what happened there,
except when another shooting happens.”

Eddie was right. Even as I write this, nobody
talks about what the media dubbed, “The Virginia Tech Massacre.”
All the talk is of the upcoming election right now and whether or
not we’re heading into another depression. As college students, at
the time, it felt like those shootings were going to be our JFK,
our Columbine, our nine-eleven. Sure, I remember exactly where I
was when I heard about the twin towers - I was in Mr. Vasser’s
eleventh grade economics class - but when a catastrophic event is
publicized every other year, there’s too many to pay proper
respect.

At first, even though the weather was
beautiful, campus remained bare. Being on campus seemed unstable
and insecure. Students and faculty hid from view. The feeling
lasted for about a week; then some mysterious switch flipped. The
innate response to flee from danger turned into a call to fight it.
A rogue segment of every student-led group on campus emerged to
protest something - anything really - and with violent rhetoric
too. Then there was legitimate cause for concern. The Christian
Students’ Association was put in charge of planning a vigil to help
students mourn for the victims of the shootings, and the event was
shrouded in rumors of more possible shootings.

“I heard the Catholic and Jewish students are
upset about being left out of the planning for the vigil, and I’ve
seen several of them carrying guns.”

“I heard there’s angry pro-choicers with guns
who are planning to attack the pro-lifers at the vigil-planning
meeting.”

“I heard the pro-lifers are planning to
defend themselves with guns.”

“I heard the Conservative Students for a
Better America has organized a militia with guns to protect the
campus during the vigil.”
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