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“You guys! You guys!” cried Nancy running into the classroom, her green eyes flashing. “You’ll never guess what I got yesterday!”

“The flu?” said Karen, already seated in her desk and looking up from a paperback copy of Great Expectations.

“No.” Nancy smirked at her friend.

In the desk across the aisle, Luann had raised her eyes from a silver compact and clicked it closed. With chin lazily in hand she muttered, “Got grounded?”

“No!”

“Laid?”

“Shut up!” Nancy giggled, digging deeply in her purse. She pulled out a small, ragged envelope and tossed back her brunette waves. Glancing cautiously around at the Tuesday morning commotion in their homeroom, Nancy handed the letter to Karen. “Don’t let anyone else see it though!” she whispered.

Her friends leaned together over the aisle so they could both read the typewriting on the envelope. (Karen and Luann sat in the front desks of adjacent rows.)

While they snatched the letter back and forth, Nancy continued to her own seat, two desks behind Karen, and set down her books. She glanced at the teacher’s desk to make sure it was empty.

“No return address,” Karen observed as she reached into the envelope and withdrew a small, folded sheet of paper with more typing.

“Is it dirty?” asked Luann.

“No! You guys!” Nancy clicked her tongue as she swung her purse from her shoulder, placing it on top of her books, and walked back to her friends.

“God, it’s a poem!” Karen gasped. “An actual — ! Is it mushy?”

“Read it,” said Nancy, sitting down in the empty desk behind Karen, “You’ll find out.”

Luann had gripped one side of the paper and was already staring intently at the two short stanzas, her mouth open. Karen also fell silent as both girls leaned uncomfortably over the aisle, gazing at the neatly typed words. Nancy smiled at Luann’s perfect, golden waves, shimmering with every motion of her head. Karen, who was short like Nancy, had to lift herself slightly out of her seat to read along with their taller friend.

Karen’s hair was curly black, and Nancy grinned to see her ear turning pink. She also took this opportunity to look closely at her friends’ dark eyes, what could be seen of them.

The eight brief lines were quickly gone through, and Luann glanced back at Nancy (who immediately looked down). “God, it’s so sad,” said Luann, “and ... yearning! Who’s it from. I can’t believe Denny wrote this.”

“I don’t know!” Nancy squeaked. “I have absolutely no idea. I know it’s not Denny!”

Karen was still staring at the paper as Luann pointed to her face and giggled. “It’s not that sexy! God, look at her blush!”

“Shut up!” Karen spun around, her face swirling with pink streaks. “Come on,” she said to Nancy, “Who’s it from.”

“I don’t know!” Nancy slapped her palms on the desktop. “I’ve been wracking my brains all night. I just don’t know!”

Her friends looked again at the poem.

“The only clue,” said Nancy. “On the envelope. See? The postmark says Hitchfield.”

The envelope was studied.

“And ... ’member Lu? Early in the year? When we played at Hitchfield? There were so many people that a lot of’em came and sat on our side of the field.”

Luann thought a moment.

“Well, you probably didn’t notice,” Nancy went on, “you were cheering in the middle. But on the end there were, like, all these red and white Hitchfield jackets and everyone was booing me. I hated it!”

“And so you think ...” Karen’s brow had wrinkled, “... one of’em was falling in love with you or something?”

“I don’t know.”

All three of the friends stared at one another for a moment, then, pensively, Karen returned the poem to its envelope.

Luann grinned. “Show it to Denny yet?”

“God no! I’m so sure!” Nancy was straightening a tiny, jeweled ring on the third finger of her right hand.

Karen tapped the ring with a corner of the envelope. “What a guy hog you are!” she smiled. “How many others are in love with you.”

“Shut up. Anyway, most likely it’s just somebody’s stupid joke! Like maybe you, Luann! It’s just the sort of thing you’d do!”

“Don’t look at me! I’m not a poet ... and I know it!”

The girls laughed.

After a quick glance around the room, Luann added, “Mr Harding knows it too.” Her eyebrows had raised. “Those ballads we had to do — ?”

“Don’t remind me!” wailed Karen. “What an abortion mine was!”

“Mine too!”

“Making things rhyme is a lot harder than anyone thinks,” Luann was pointing at the letter now back in Nancy’s hands. “So that’s not just a joke. Somebody spent a lot’a time on that.”

Nancy nodded. Pensive now, she was creasing the edges of the envelope with a clear-coated fingernail.

“Gonna show it to Mr H?” Karen asked, stretching to look out the open door.

“Why.”

“I don’t know. Ask him how good it is?” She turned a brightened gaze on Nancy. “Maybe he’ll even recognize it! Maybe it’s, like, a really famous poem someone just copied out of a book somewhere.”

“I already thought’a that!” Nancy tipped her head earnestly. “I drove downtown to the library last night and looked through all their, y’know, quota­tion books and index of first lines n’stuff?” She raised her shoulders. “Nothing. Not even close.”

Sighing, Nancy leaned forward with her chin now resting on her stacked fists. She was peering down at the “Miss Nancy Loring” on the envelope lying before her.

Karen patted her arm.

Looking up, there was a young man approaching. Nancy snapped her eyes down on seeing his dark framed glasses, then she started to get up.

“That’s okay,” said the boy, kneeling down beside her, “I gotta go back out.” He placed a three-ring notebook and several texts into the book rack of the desk in which Nancy was sitting. She nervously tugged her skirt straight as she felt the thumping of his books below her. Then, sensing him stand up again, she slapped her hands over the envelope.

Soon, the young man was walking away, taking with him a paperback copy of Great Expectations. He was blushing.

All three girls stared at him, at his puny build, short hair, glasses and ill-fitting clothes. After he disappeared into the hall, Luann turned to the others and sniggered. “His pants are about twelve sizes too big for him! Did you see how bunched up it was under his belt?”

Karen waved a slack hand. “He’s always like that. I swear he gets his clothes from Goodwill ... or makes’em himself!”

“In woodshop!” Nancy added to a full round of laugh­ter.

Luann was smiling at her. “He peeked at your legs while he was down there.”

“I know. So what. He’s a creep.” Nancy angrily crossed her legs. “He always sits right in front of me — ‘Mitch Loose’ — ever since seventh grade. I hate alphabetical order.”

Karen laughed. “If you marry him, you won’t have to change your initials!”

“Shut up! He’s the very last — !

“What if he wrote it!” Luann was pointing at the letter.

“Shut up!” 

“Sh-sh-sh!” Karen was staring at the doorway. “He’s just outside!” she whispered.

“So?” Nancy fingered her ring some more. “Anyway, the letter came from Hitchfield, duh!”

The girls sighed and, for a moment, hushed themselves among the general babble in the classroom. Karen was looking down at Nancy still fiddling with her ring. She whispered: “You’re gonna wear that thing out.”

“Well, it’s too big for me! It keeps slipping to one side.” Nancy removed the ring and looked at the underside of the mounted gem. “There should be a way to make the band smaller or something.”

Karen took the ring and examined the tiny diamond.

Luann leaned toward them. “How much that set Denny back.”

“I don’t know,” Nancy sighed, “couldn’t have been much, it’s like a jillionth of a carat or something.”

“What’d you get him again?”

“One of those, whadya call it, locket things?”

“Oh yeah. With your picture inside.”

“Yeah,” Nancy giggled. “But I think he only wears it when we go out together. I’m sure the guys in the locker room would kid him about it.” She shook her head. “That’s what he wanted though, so that’s what I got him.”

Luann laid her head in her hand, gazing back at Nancy. “He is so nuts about you. Brad says he talks about you all the time.”

“God shut up. He does not.”

“You must really put out for him.”

“Shut — !”

“There’s Mr Harding!” squeaked Karen, pointing to a man in a gray suit just outside the door. He was standing with arms akimbo, talking to someone out of view. “Go show him the poem!”

“No!” said Nancy, snatching her ring back.

“Give it to me, I will.”

“No!” Nancy clutched both ring and envelope to her belly.”

“Come on, why not?”

“I’d die, that’s why not!”

Mr Harding entered the room, striding briskly, as if there were an Olympic sprinter inside his narrow, well-tailored suit.

Luann raised her hand and called out, “Mr Harding? Could we see you a minute?”

“Lu!” Nancy whined. “God you guys!” She had hurried back to her own desk and was thrusting the letter into her purse.

“Good morning, ladies!” said Mr Harding, approaching Karen and Luann’s desks, his vast forehead shining down on them.

“Hi ... umm ...” Luann mumbled as she waved her hand, “never mind, I guess. We had a question for you, but ... I guess ...” she looked back at Nancy (who, now seated and with ring replaced, was sorting haughtily through her notebook). “I guess we’re too shy to ask you.”

Mr Harding, also looking at Nancy, smiled, then addressed all three: “Somehow, I find that very hard to be­lieve.”

The girls, and several classmates, all laughed as the teacher con­tinued on to his desk.

Nearly all the kids were in their seats by now. Luann and Karen, catching a few words from a nearby conversation, began chatting about the dresses they were going to wear the next day for Senior Picture Day.

“Gonna get a perm?” Karen asked her blond-haired friend across the aisle.

“No way!” Luann replied, “Nine times out of ten it’s a disas­ter! I’m not taking any chances with my yearbook picture!”

Karen called to her other friend, “What are you wearin’, Nance?”

“My green and gold thing,” Nancy smiled. “You know, with the ... whadya call it, ...” (she patted fingertips on her shoulders) “the really neat top?”

While she was speaking, the young man, Mitch­ell, whose desk was between the girls, returned and took his seat. Nancy (still patting fingertips) had to lean to one side to finish her comments.

Soon the bell rang, and the class got under way. She noticed that the back of Mitchell’s neck was still pink, and it remained so for well into the hour.
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Nancy did not remove the poem from her purse until after school was over and she was back home. In fact, not until after eating supper with her parents, finishing her homework, watching half of a tedious ‘Garry Moore Show,’ and taking a long, steamy bath.

Finally in bed, uncomfortably — due to the enormous curlers in her hair — Nancy once more opened the letter and read the few lines again. Her arms shuddered slightly, and she drew the covers up to her chin. A tender smile came to her lips and lasted there many minutes, until she sat up again and reached for her contact lens case. Then, with her vision blurry, the letter tucked under the desk blotter and her pet cat curled up on the blanket beside her hip, she snapped off the little study lamp and tried to fall asleep.
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The next morning Dennis, her boyfriend, arrived to drive her to school. (Both were dressed in formal attire for their yearbook picture, and neither wanted to risk getting rumpled on the bus.) Before pulling the door closed on his side of the car, Dennis gazed at the attractive crea­ture beside him. Her all too familiar tan overcoat only provoked him to imagine the fetching flesh and garments it concealed.

“Wow,” he remarked.

Seeing his gaze wandering up and down her nylon shimmering calves, Nancy dared to stare a moment at his wide irises of steely gray. She felt a frightening, almost dirty thrill. “Eyes on the road, buster!” she laughed. Then, as he snapped his eyes to hers, she looked down at her purse.
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